
        
            [image: cover]
        



 




 


 


 


Highlander’s
Heart

By:

Stephanie Payne
Hurt

[image: tmp_2ead7aa0b712d4c2322c308fc27e3286_VgncVp_html_m3fa3ee52.gif]


 


Highlander’s Heart
©2016 Stephanie Payne Hurt

Smashword Edition

Horseshoe Publishing

Cover Designer: Ally Payne

Any person mentioned in this book is
not based on any person, living or nonliving.

This book is a work of fiction. This
book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in
part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical
without the express written consent of the publisher.

 


 


[image: tmp_2ead7aa0b712d4c2322c308fc27e3286_VgncVp_html_4e08c202.png]

Sign up for my newsletter
at www.stephaniehurtauthor.com
to keep up with upcoming events and new
releases.

Also, come by and join my Street Team
for chances to win books, get to read chapters before their release
and get to know me on a more personal level. All the information is
on my website!


​ Chapter ONE

“You need to find a wife.”
Ewan’s best friend, Brayer said as they stood in the great hall
after his parent’s burial. “It’s the way and you know
it.”

Ewan ran his fingers through his hair
roughly, “And where would you like me to look for a woman, under
the ferns in the forest?”

Brayer let out a sigh, knowing his
friend wasn’t ready for a wife. “Maybe you can find a fairy under
the ferns and she’ll wave her hands to create one for you.” The
tone of his voice belaying his humor.

“I don’t need a wife to
run this territory like a warrior should.” Ewan bellowed as he
walked toward the front door. “Why is this so hard for anyone to
understand? A wife will be underfoot and take up too much time. I
can do just fine without the need to have a wife.” He grumbled,
opening the door with more force than needed, allowing sunlight to
flood through the hall as he walked outside. The courtyard was
brimming with activity as they readied their laird for his trip. A
stable boy held the reins to his horse, waiting
patiently.

Brayer followed him, shaking his head.
“Ewan, a wife will help you gain an heir. Also, they help with the
cold nights.” Brayer grinned, almost running into him as Ewan
stopped walking.

“I don’t need a wife for
that. But you’re right, I do need an heir.” He turned toward his
old friend, “I won’t marry the first woman I see, I want a woman I
can talk to and enjoy spending time with. Where am I going to find
that here?” He gestured with a wide sweep of his large arm,
emphasizing the manor house, and land beyond.

“Maybe in the villages
around the territory. There are several nice girls in some of
them.”

Ewan grunted in frustration. “I just
need the time to clear my head first. This solitary time before you
and the men join me will be good for helping my decisions. I’ll see
you in a couple of days.” He clapped his hand on Brayers shoulder.
“Keep a guarded eye, rumors are flying about McKinney and his men
getting bold with want for Cowen land.”

“Aye, but he doesn’t want
to try out the new laird’s army. God speed my friend.” Brayer said
as he watched Ewan climb onto his horse.

Ewan Cowen, the rugged highlander
Laird of Cowen Manor, sat atop his regal black stallion, looking
out toward the Northern border of the Cowen territory. Hildy, the
head house keeper and cook, handed him a bag of salted meat for the
journey and wished him well. He nudged his horse into motion and
rode through the stone gateway that protected the courtyard. He
didn’t know how long he’d be gone, but it was a journey of
spiritual need.

Since his parents had died he’d felt
unhinged. Now he was the Laird of Cowen manor and he didn’t feel
like a Laird. If he had to go out to battle, he understood that,
but to rule over a parcel of land, that wasn’t something in his
realm. He was better at toting a sword or dagger, not collecting
rent. And now the prospect of having to marry made him feel
overwhelmed. He had thinking to do and a couple of days in the
highland hills was just what he needed.

One of the requirements of the legacy
was to find a wife and bring forth heirs to the land. But Ewan
didn’t want to marry just any woman, he wanted to marry someone he
could grow to feel something for, unlike most of his men that only
wanted a woman to keep them warm on long winter nights and bare
their bairn. Although several women in the village had expressed
their wishes to wed him, none of them made his heart skip a beat.
They were fine enough to come to on a cold night, but not to marry.
So, on the trip he was searching for a possible bride. Ewan’s
belief was that God had a lady for him. Some thought he was daft
for even going on this trip, but he knew, deep inside his heart
that she was out there, just waiting for him. Where, he didn’t
know, but he felt the need to find a wife. His faith was leading
him, which was strong, as strong as he was.

Brayer told him that maybe he’d find a
fairy that would help him by producing a wife for him. Ewan just
shrugged, laughing at his friend’s antics, hoping it wasn’t that
hard. Ewan didn’t believe in such follies, but he knew that he was
different from most men. He’d been able to feel things from the
future ever since he was a wee lad. He could feel the nearness of
the enemy when they were out scouting the land. It was strange, but
it was as though he knew they were coming before they were even
heard. His mother called it advanced intuition, but most said he
was touched by the fairies.

Ewan knew this land like the back of
his hand. He’d hunted and fought battles on it beside his father.
Even though he’d been taken in as a babe, the Cowen’s had raised
him as their own. They’d found him in a basket by the main gate of
Cowen manor when he was only hours old. Rumors went around that he
was born of the fairy princess in the forest, but others just
figured he was born to one of the villagers unwed daughters.
Nevertheless, he had always been a special child and grew into a
fierce warrior, one men cowered in the presence of.

As he rode into the forest that was
just beyond the stone wall of the Manor, he took a deep cleansing
breath. There was nothing like being out of the cramped manor. He’d
never been one to stay put, but since he’d become Laird, that
possibly could be his lot.

The air was crisp this early in the
morning. He was glad he’d worn his extra tartan for warmth. It
spread over the back of the horse, showing the colors of the Cowen
Clan. As long as he was on his land, the colors were met with
respect, but once he left the border of his land, then things
weren’t so respectful in some areas. The Cowen Clan was known for
fierce warriors and demanded respect from anyone they came
upon.

The first night, he made camp
alongside a steep hill. It offered cover from the winds and also
from the cold. He built a fire and pulled out his salted meat. As
he lay there, looking up at the clear, night sky, his mind went to
the day Brayer married the young Irish lass Ann, he’d met during a
visit to Inverness. Brayer had fallen the moment their eyes met
across the courtyard. He’d been lost for the rest of his days.
Within no time, he was requesting to stay there, just until he’d
secured her hand in marriage. In no time they were back in Cowen to
be wed. It was a happy day. The young couple seemed to be soul
mates. Then a couple of months later she was expecting their first
child. Brayer couldn’t do anything but smile. Ewan wanted that
too.

His eyes began to get heavy as sleep
pulled him under, his dreams were of a red haired girl with large
green eyes. Her smile made his heart sing with contentment and
elation. Then the sound of a bird woke him as daylight came up over
the horizon. He stood up, the smile still on his face as he
stretched his stiff muscles and packed his horse up for more of the
journey.

He’d only been back on the trail an
hour when he noticed someone slumped by the path. At first he
thought it just a pile of clothing, but the closer he got, the
hairs prickled on the back of his neck. He didn’t since danger, but
something wasn’t right. It was in the shape of a person. Was this
an ambush from a beggar? He approached with caution, putting his
hand on his sword, scanning the surrounding area, knowing it could
be a trap.

“You there, what’s your
business on Cowen land?” He called out, but there was no answer.
Quickly and with the stealth of the warrior he was, he climbed from
his horse. Rowan pulled his sword from its sheath, the sound lethal
as it slid swiftly into the air. Rowan’s skill with a sword made
men run from confrontations with the large highlander.

“I insist that you answer
me or meet my sword.” Rowan circled around the person, trying to
determine if he was armed. He kept a watchful eye on the woods and
land around him. There could easily be more waiting for him to let
his guard down.

He poked at the person with his sword
to rouse him, but nothing. Then he pushed the person with his
booted foot. To his amazement, the person turned out to be a woman.
She fell over, unconscious or dead from the paleness of his
skin.

Ewan knelt down to check her. He held
his hand before her mouth and realized she was breathing as he felt
warm air on his hand. Her hair was a tangled mess but it was long
and deep red, just like the dream. He quickly put that out of his
mind. This woman was evidently unwell, but what was he to do with a
sick woman? He reached out to touch her forehead, realizing she was
warm with fever. That’s when he saw her limp body trembling from
the chill.

He looked around for a place to set up
camp. Leaning forward, he picked her up in his strong arms and
carried her to a small clearing beyond the trail. He laid her in a
grassy area while he built a fire.

The air was chilly so he covered her
in the wool blanket from the back of his horse. She was pale, like
the color of sun bleached bone. He pushed the hair from her
forehead, trying to see if there were any spots. At first he feared
Small Pox, but she didn’t seem to have any blisters.

While he sat on a rock, watching the
woman, he wondered what on earth he’d do with her. He couldn’t care
for a sick woman, could he? Now what? Ewan stood to his feet,
looking around as if he thought he’d find someone to help, but it
was useless. If the woman was to have any chance at survival, it
was up to him.

He walked over to his food sack and
pulled out a sack of oatmeal. He’d make a small amount so that when
she woke, maybe she’d eat. From the looks of her thin face, she
needed to eat.

Ewan placed a tin pot on the rock
beside the fire, then went down to the small creek that ran along
the path. Once he’d heated some water, he mixed the oatmeal to a
soupy texture. He used some of the cool water for a compress that
he placed on her forehead. When the cool cloth touched her skin,
she moaned.

Her body was trembling from the fever.
He wasn’t sure what to do, but he knew he had to get her warm.
Finally, he made a decision. Ewan took off his tartan, tunic and
vest, baring his chest, then he lay down behind her, wrapping his
arms and legs around her body, pulling her close as he wrapped his
tartan around them.

She was a slight little lass he
noticed. Just barely skin and bones. His heart ached for the poor
thing. Who would’ve left such a helpless lass alone out in the
elements? Was she lost? He didn’t recognize her from any of the
surrounding villages.

Soon her trembling stopped as she
turned and snuggled up to his chest. Ewan held his breath as the
feeling of her closeness made him uncomfortable. It felt as though
her fever had lessened. Maybe he’d saved her life by holding her
like this. He actually liked having her so close. Something inside
of him felt sadly protective of this slip of a woman.

While he was holding her close, he
fell asleep. It was a pleasant sleep, filled with dreams of the
green eyed girl he’d dreamed of the night before. He woke with a
start when the woman moved backwards, pushing at his chest and
scooting across the ground. His eyes opened to find emerald green
eyes staring at him in horror.

“Sir, who are you?” She
tried to get up, but she was too weak to get past her knees. Her
eyes moved down to his massive bare chest, then her eyes darted
back up to his.

Ewan quickly sat up, holding up his
hands in an effort to calm her fear, but it only seemed to escalate
it. “I’m Laird Ewan Cowen of the Clan Cowen.”

Confusion filled her eyes as she
looked at him, still not understanding why she was in his arms.
“Laird Ewan, why were we in an improper situation? And why are you
barely dressed?”

“I found you crumpled
beside the path. You were unconscious and feverish. I laid beside
you to help break the fever. That was my only intention, I assure
you.” Ewan stood up, backing up as he did. He’d never felt this ill
at ease in his life, even in the heat of battle. What made him the
most off kilter was the fact that she looked just like the woman in
his dreams. He reached down and retrieved his tunic, pulling it
over his head.

The woman put her hand up to her
cheek, then she sat back down, looking pale again. “I don’t feel
well at all.”

Ewan moved toward her, “I have some
oatmeal for you. It might help you get stronger.” He handed her the
bowl. “What’s your name lass?”

“Evina MacLeod.” Evina
didn’t say anything further. She looked down at the bowl of oatmeal
with interest. Then her hunger overtook her better judgment and she
ate the food. It had been two days since she’d eaten anything. Her
stomach retaliated at having something put into it, making her gag
for a moment.

“Slow down, take your
time.” He watched in pity as she used her hands to scoop up the
oatmeal. “How long has it
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