

[image: image]




    
KINLEY

MACGREGOR

TAMING

THE
 SCOTSMAN

[image: ]





    

Dedication



For my fans, who support me and who have given me untold smiles at conferences and booksignings, and when I read my emails and letters. To the RBL Romantica and DH posters, whose presence is always a source of warmth.

For my family and friends, who make my life worthwhile. And for my editor and agent, who believe in me and are willing to give me the opportunity to introduce the world to the people who live in my heart and mind.

Thank you all! I hope each of you have all the blessings and riches you deserve. Hugs!





    

Epigraph





Humor and passion are the trademarks of

any Kinley MacGregor book.

Christina Dodd

A HEART THAT WONT BE TAMED

Nora is a woman with a mission. Rather than be forced to endure a loveless marriage, she has fled her home, bound for England. Theres one small problem, though; she needs a guide, and the best choice is Ewan MacAllister, the only man both her father and her fianc fear. Beneath Ewans rough and tumble exterior, however, she finds the heart of a loyal friend, and suddenly, more than to be free, she yearns to tame the proud Highlander who protects his wounded heart.

Tormented by his past, Ewan wants only to be left alone. Until the fiery lass forces herself into his remote home and refuses to leave unless he escorts her far away from Scotland. Ewan thinks her mad, especially given her claims to be none other than niece to the Queen of England, but he cant let her travel about the countryside unescorted. In spite of her unorthodox ways and stubborn nature, she is rather fetching for a bold lass. And to his deepest chagrin, he finds himself wishing for the one thing he never thought to have. A brave Highland lady to call his own



MacGregorpacks hours of entertainment

between the pages.
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Prologue




Today was the anniversary of the day. The day that had changed Ewan MacAllisters life forever.

In one moment, he had been the naive son of a respected and feared laird.

In the next, hed been the murderer of his own brother.

His stomach knotted by grief and guilt, Ewan stared out across the loch where its dark, choppy waves shimmered like glass, and remembered his brother Kierans face. Remembered the day he had taken the one thing Kieran had loved more than life itself.

Damn you, Isobail, he snarled before he downed the last of the ale in his flagon.

If not for Isobail and her evil machinations, the world in which he lived would have been an entirely different place. Ewan would have married Catie ingen Anghus. And no doubt Kieran would have married Fia of the MacDouglas clan and they would have lived out their lives as close friends.

Now his brother was lost to the blackened depths of this loch and Ewan was sworn to live out his life alone, paying penance for the fact that he had cost his brother his immortal soul.

Ewan had brought untold pain and suffering to all the people he loved and death to the brother who had meant the world to him.

It never ceased to amaze him just how easily so many lives could be destroyed by one foolish decision.

One decision he would give up his own soul to change.

Agony washed through him anew. Somewhere out there in the peaceful depths of the loch rested the body of the brother hed been closest to. The brother who had been his best friend, his confidant.

Though Ewan loved his other brothers, it had been Kieran who had walked beside him through thick and thin. Kieran whom he had trusted with the deepest secrets of his heart.

Until the day Isobail had come between them with her lies and schemes. She had been gifted with the face of heaven and the soul of Satans daughter.

No one had ever mattered to her, but herself.

Ewan drew a ragged sigh, his eyes stinging from his unshed tears as he recalled the moment that had shattered their youths

I love you, Ewan. Isobails dark blue eyes had brimmed with tears as her long blond hair moved in the breeze.

Shed grabbed him while he was on his way to the stables and pulled him behind the keep, into his mothers garden.

Once there, she had thrown herself into his arms and kissed him with a passion the likes of which hed never tasted before or since.

Barely more than a lad, hed been unable to fully understand her words. How could a woman so fair, so fine, even have a passing care for a lanky lad who could scarce walk about without banging his head into something?

Ewan knew he didnt have the handsomeness or charms of his brothers. It was a fact everyone commented on.

So how could Isobail want to be alone with him?

Hed tried to pull away, but shed refused.

You are promised to Kieran, hed said.

Her viperous eyes had filled with more tears. That is of Kierans doing, not mine. I tried to tell him that I do not love him, but he wont listen.

Her hand had burned into his arm as she rubbed the muscles there and leaned her body against his invitingly. Please, Ewan, you must help me. I dinna want to be bound to a man I dinna love. One who listens, but never hears a word I say. It is you I need. You who have won my heart with your silent power. I want a man who can care for me, protect me. One who doesnt bore me with words. Take me to England and I will be yours forevermore.

Young and foolish, hed believed her while never knowing shed said the very same words to Kieran to get him to take her away from Robby MacDouglas. Robby had been her fathers choice of husband, but Isobail had refused to see the union met. Shed told Kieran that she loved him and that if he would help her, she would gladly be his wife.

However, the only person Isobail loved was herself.

In the quietness of the garden on that spring day, Ewan had lost his innocence in more ways than one.

Three days later, the two of them were sneaking out of the bailey and headed to England supposedly to meet up with Isobails aunt, who would take them in.

In truth, they had been riding to meet Isobails English lover.

Ewan would never in his life forget the sight of the arrogant man who had been waiting for them. The sight of Isobail and her lover embracing.

It was her lovers hall they had journeyed to, not her aunts.

Her eyes had been shining with satisfaction as she imparted her devious plan to her lover, told him how she had fooled the MacAllisters into bringing her safely to his arms.

First, shed tried to get Kieran to take her to England, but when Kieran had decided to keep her in Scotland and marry her for himself, shed turned her sights on Ewan, knowing he would be unable to stay there if he was to have her.

I knew hed have no choice save to bring me. How could he stay at home while Kieran was there to hate him?

Enraged over their deception, Ewan had challenged and fought the English knight. But too young to have gleaned much skill and too uncoordinated to match the smaller mans agility, Ewan had lost the battle.

Defeated mentally and physically, he had been forced from the hall and sent on his way.

To this day the betrayal hung in Ewans heart with the weight of a millstone.

The entire way back to Scotland, hed vowed to make it up to Kieran. To tell his brother they were both better off without the faithlessness of Isobail.

But hed come home to his brothers wake. Back to a home filled with grief over the fact that Kieran, unable to live without Isobail, had killed himself.

On this very day years past, his brother had come to this shore, doffed his clothes and sword, and walked out into the murky depths of the loch, where he had found an end to the pain of his broken heart.

How Ewan wished he could find his own release.

Im so sorry, Kieran, Ewan whispered to the waves that lapped at his booted feet. If I could, brother, Id gladly give you my life so that you could have yours back.

As it had so many times before, the thought of joining Kieran crossed his mind. It would be so easy to just walk out into the waves as Kieran had done and let their soothing peace end his pain, too.

To sink himself to the bottom of the loch, where he could finally make amends to Kieran









    

Chapter 1




It took a lot of nerve to face the devil in his lair. Or in the case of Eleanor ingen Alexander, it just took a lot of desperation. Desperation that hung in her heart and throat, choking her with its urgency.

If the devil refused to help her

Well, shed walk herself to England alone then. No one would sway her from this course. No one. Not her father, not her mother.

Not even the devil himself.

As she neared the cave at the top of the mountain, her courage faltered. Could a man really live in a cave? That was the rumor, but until now shed assumed it to be nothing more than a myth made up by men who were too afraid of Ewan MacAllister to face him.

After all, the MacAllisters were the most respected and feared men in all of Scotland. They were also said to be the richest. Surely such men, unlike her burly and irksome father, would have some form of refinement.

Wouldnt they?

Yet as she looked about the barren mountain-top, she saw nothing even remotely resembling a cabin or home.

Ewan MacAllister really was the barbarian of legend.

Thats just as well, she said, lifting the hem of her dark blue skirt to step around a cluster of rocks. She might be dreaming in her heart of a refined gentleman of courtly virtues to win her hand, but a barbarian was what she needed at the moment.

A barbarian with a mighty big sword.

From all shed heard, Ewan MacAllister was just what her adventure called for.

At the top of the craggy slope, she realized that the cave had a wooden door that was mostly concealed by brush and dirt. Apparently Ewan had no desire for visitors.

Any other time, she would take the hint and respect his wishes, but right now, she couldnt afford to.

Her need for freedom was much greater than his for solitude.


Nora started to knock, then paused as she looked about the small cleared area.

What an interesting place he had here. The cave looked out onto the loch far below where the sunlight glistened on the water. It was a breathtaking view. Calm. Serene. No wonder the man had chosen it.

Surely a true barbarian wouldnt be able to appreciate something as refined and beautiful as this view.

It gave her hope.

Moving back to the door, she knocked on it.

No one answered.

Hello? she called, knocking louder. Is anyone there?

Still no answer.

Undaunted, she tried the door. The latch clicked, and it opened easily enough.

Inside she found an even more interesting abode. The floor was covered with plush rugs and rushes. The stone walls even held a few tapestries to blot the dampness. There was a strangely designed fireplace that had a bent flume and chimney to go out the side of the mountain instead of up through the top. A table and two chairs were set before it.

But the most interesting thing of all was the bed at the rear. Large and lush, it looked as if it belonged in some fine nobles castle, not stuck out in the midst of the woods, on top of a mountain.

Ewan MacAllister was a strange man indeed.


Why would he choose such a place and then bring with him the comforts of home?

And it was then she heard the snarling sound of the beast himself. It was a brief, eerie kind of snort, terrifying and deep.

Her heart skipped, then pounded as she realized it came from the large bed. All she could see from her position by the door was a dark lump she now assumed was a man.

He was asleep?

It was high afternoon, too early to be abed for the night and too late to be abed from the morning.

A nap perhaps?

Or was he ill?

Please, not sickness. She needed him to be hale and hearty for this venture. A sick barbarian wouldnt do at all.

Excuse me? she asked, stepping nearer the lump. Lord Ewan, might I have a word with you?

Only the snore answered her.

Well, bother this. Here shed come all this way expecting to face an ogre and all she got was a sleeping cub. Where was the giant of legend who terrified everyone who spoke his name?

She needed that fearsome beast.

Aye, she needed him.

Stiffening her spine, she approached the bed, then faltered again as she saw him clearly for the first time in the dim light of the cave.


He lay on his side, spread out across the mattress as naked as the day hed entered the world.

Not once in her life had Nora ever beheld a naked man, but she was quite certain no other man looked as fine and handsome as this one.

Especially not while he slept.

His long, muscled limbs seemed to go on forever. He was so large in stature and muscle that the bed barely accommodated him, and if he were stretched out to his full height, she was certain his arms and legs would be left dangling over the edges.

His black hair was shaggy and ill-trimmed, and draped over a face so manly and handsome that it stole her breath to look at him. He held at least a weeks growth of beard on his face.

The rugged, untamed look only made him seem even more desirable. Fierce.

Barbaric.

His tanned flesh was stretched tight over muscles that were rock-hard and well defined.

Aye, this was a fine man to make her heart race and her body warm. Truly, he had no equal.

Before she could stop herself, she realized her gaze was traveling down to the center of that delectably male body to his

Her face flamed.

Och now, she couldnt be having any of this. She was a decent maid. Not some hoyden to be staring at a mans piece.


Although

Nora cocked her head as she studied it. It was an interesting piece. Rather large as it lay nestled in the short, dark curls. It seemed oddly harmless lying there, and she had a sudden urge to reach out and touch it.

Eleanor ingen Alexander, where is your mind?

In the sty obviously. Mired with earthy, lust-filled curiosity.

Though shed never seen a man naked before, she most certainly knew what naked men did to naked women and what could happen to a woman who allowed a man to do that to her.

It was certainly a maids downfall.

Her face burning even more, she quickly grabbed the fur covers on the bed and tossed them over him.

There now, all better.

Well, not all better. There was still the sight of his broad, gleaming shoulders and those long, masculine legs

Nora!

Oh very well, shed look no more.

At least not there.

But she couldnt quite seem to keep her gaze from drifting over him again. There wasnt really anything wrong with looking at a mans legs. Was there?

As she contemplated the sinfulness of it, he shifted and the covers took a dangerous tilt.


We cant be having any of that, she said aloud, pulling the cover back over him.

As her fingers accidentally brushed his hard, rippled stomach, one large, powerful hand seized her wrist and held it immobile.

Gasping, she looked up into a pair of the bluest eyes shed ever beheld. Eyes that were rimmed in red and filled with rage as they narrowed on her with malice.

Who the bloody hell are you and what are you doing here?

His voice was deep and threatening, and when awake he was as fearsome as the rumors shed heard.

Im Her mind went blank as she became aware of the fact that her hand rested on warm skin and over a muscle so hard and taut that it made her ache with a sudden throb.

Her mouth went dry as a foreign, demanding fire consumed her.

He was a fine-looking man, indeed.

Woman, youd best be answering me.

The angry accusation of his tone grated against her tolerance. Indignant at it, she jerked her hand away from his and straightened. And just who are you to be taking that tone with me? Have you no manners at all?

Ewan blinked in disbelief. She was taking him to task? This woman who had invaded his home and disturbed his nice ale-induced slumber?


Amazed at her audacity, he again blinked his scratchy eyes to clear his blurry vision while his head throbbed a painful staccato beat. With her mouth closed, she was pleasing enough to look at.

Even though she wore a long blue and white brat pulled up over her head, he could see she had thick, golden blond hair that reminded him of sunshine. Her medium-sized amber eyes were shaped like a cats and they turned up just a hint at the corners.

Impish. That was the only word to describe her fey beauty, and yet there was a proud dignity to her that told him she was well bred and not some country lass come to wreak havoc with him.

But why would such a woman be here in his cave?

Alone.

Who am I? he answered her question slowly. I happen to be the man who owns this place and one who doesnt take well to unannounced, unknown visitors. Now given the fact youve intruded into my domain, the least you can do is enlighten me as to who you are and why youre intruding.

That took some of the bluster out of her as she looked away from him and muttered. Well, aye, I did do that. She turned her gaze back to his and lifted her chin as she recovered her courage, and when she spoke, her words were full of conviction. But Im here for a good reason.

Itd better be a damned good reason.


Here now, she said as she actually waved a chastising finger at him, no need to curse at me. This is already awkward enough, what with your being naked and all

He arched a brow at her words. Hed forgotten that one piece of this, but since she brought it up, he was instantly aware of the fact that nothing but a fur covered him.

but thats no need to be discourteous.

He snorted at that. I was born discourteous.

So they say. However, discourteous or not, I have need of your services.

He arched his other brow as a bit of amusement went through him, and he taunted her before he could stop himself. My naked services?

A high blush rose to her cheeks, making her eyes appear more green than gold. Most certainly not. Id much rather have you clothed, but if tis your custom to walk about bare, well then, I suppose to each his own.

For the first time in years he was actually amused. She was a cheeky, bold lass. Unlike anyone hed ever met before.

Of course, hed never before met an unknown well-born woman while he was lying naked in his bed.

And somewhere deep inside was the question of whether she would be so bold where it counted mostbetween his fur covers.

His shaft stirred instantly at the thought and grew more rigid as he swept his gaze over her body. Aye, she was ample enough to be well worth the savoring. Lush hips and breasts. Probably no more than a year or two younger than he, she would make a fine morsel to nibble.

One that would probably last out the night until they were both well sated and spent.

Aye, she had a nice rump. One a man could grab on to and

My lord, she said firmly, like a tutor addressing an errant, daydreaming child. The tone instantly intruded on his meandering thoughts about her attributes. I am here to procure your services as an escort.

He frowned at her words. My what?

I need a man to accompany me to England.

Nay, his mind roared as he remembered all too well what had happened the last time a woman had said those words to him.

That was the last thing he needed said to him today of all days. Most especially out of the mouth of a beautiful blond woman.

She took a step back at his snarl.

I beg your pardon? he growled.

She swallowed. I need a man to take me to my aunts home in England.

It was all Ewan could do to stay in his bed and not tear down the walls.

Surely the Fates were mocking him with this. How could this happen to one man twice in the same lifetime?

Why? he asked.


Unaware of the fury roiling inside him, she cleared her throat. I am engaged to be wed to a man I cannot stomach, and I need you to escort me in safety to my aunts home so that I wont have to marry the toad.

Ewan cursed foully at that. It echoed off the stone walls around them. Are you daft?

Most definitely not.

Then why would you come to me?

Because you are the most feared man in Scotland. No one in my fathers clan or my betrotheds would dare stop you from taking me.

Aye, well, you can forget all about that happening, love. Theres no power on this earth or beyond that could make me take you to England. Now hie yourself out of here and

She stiffened. I cant.

You mean you wont.

Nay, she said, twisting her hands in the fabric of her brat. I mean I cant go back there.

Whyever not?

Because Ive already left a note saying that I ran off with you.







    

Chapter 2




By his face, Nora could tell she had just uttered the most horrific words imaginable to the man. His skin tone was a strange, mottled mixture of fury, disgust, and disbelief.

What the hell do you mean you left a note?

Judging by the wrathful gleam in his icy blue eyes, she had most definitely said the wrong thing.

Suddenly, Nora was terrified, and that didnt happen often. Indeed, her father oft said she had been born without a single fear in her body.

But right now her heart hammered with panic at the sight of his barely leashed wrath. Ewan MacAllister was no small man, and she had no idea just how dangerous he might prove when riled.


I had no choice, she explained, hoping to offset his temper at least a small degree.

Woman, we all have choices. Ewan came off the bed and winced as if a fierce pain had shot through his head.

The fur fell away from his naked body as he buried the heel of his hand against his left eye and cursed again.

Nora gasped and spun about to give him her back, even though a tiny, wicked part of her wanted to stare at all that lush strength and tawny skin.

He was truly a fierce man.

One of brawny, unrefined power and handsomeness.

She could hear him cursing even more and grabbing his clothes, then pulling them on, and all the while she felt Ewans glower. It was hot, powerful and terrifying, and it set her to trembling.

How could you have done such an lack-witted, cursed thing? he snarled. Whatever got into your mind that made you pick me to say you ran off with?

Please, she said, her voice soft and pleading. I cant marry Ryan MacAren. He is egotistical and arrogant. He smells of bad hygiene and eggs She shuddered at the memory of that one. He likes to eat raw eggs, which is a disgusting habit to say the least, and now that I think on it, it is probably his most endearing one. I would sooner die than wed him.

Ewan growled again. The last time a woman said those words to me, I believed her, and it caused a feud for my clan that resulted in the deaths of untold men and women on both sides of it. It cost my brother his life and his soul, and it sent my father to his grave as well. Now I ask you, why should I give a witchs damn about what happens to you when I dont even know you at all?

Nora was baffled by his words. Someone else ran from Ryan MacAren and caused a feud for the MacAllisters?

He came around her to glare. A vein throbbed in his temple as he narrowed his eyes ominously. Are you trying to anger me more?

Nay. Im not trying to anger you at all. I am only trying to gain your help. I can pay you, if thats your concern.

I have no need of your money.

Ewan had never in his life met a woman like her. How dare she come in here and ask him such a thing?

Surely she had no more sense than a leek pea. What kind of woman would traipse alone into a mans home and ask him, a total stranger, to lead her astray of her parents?

And as he stared at her, he wondered just how much like Isobail she really was.

Just how far would she go to gain his help

He gave her a hot, lustful once-over and let his gaze linger meaningfully on her breasts. Is there anything else you would offer me?


She blinked at him once as if not understanding, but as he watched, her amber eyes sparked.

She gasped, then raked a repugnant stare over him that duplicated his own. There was no guile or artifice about her. She was truly offended by his question.

Och now, she said, curling her lip, you are foul to even make such a suggestion to a well-bred lady. How dare you! Well, never you mind. Ill be finding my own way to England and not be in your presence another moment.

He was surprised by her words and her indignant reaction.

Huffily she gathered her skirts into her hands and gave him one more sneer for good measure. You are a crude, ale-smelling beastie, and I have no use for such a man. Better I should go alone to my aunts than have to deal with the likes of you. I should have never come here.

Now she had that thought?

Ewan caught her arm as she started past him. How did you get here?

She glared at his hand on her arm. I rode a horse until I reached your mountain and then I walked.

Is that how you intend to get to England?

Aye. Ill crawl there on my hands and knees if needs be.

Youll never make it alone.

She gave him a hard, determined stare. Then I shall die trying.


He saw red again. The bloody hell you will. Im taking you home to your clan.

Never.

His jaw twitched. In all his life he had never had a woman infuriate him so. Women were either too terrified or too lust-filled in his presence to do much more than nod or giggle. But this onethis one made his blood boil.

You think I wont? he asked her.

She snatched her arm free of his grasp. I think you dont know who my clan is. You have no idea who I am, and you cant take me back to my father unless I tell you, which I most certainly will not do.

She had him there.

But not for long. You will tell me.

Ha! she snapped, lifting her chin defiantly.

Ewan clenched his hands into fists. What did a man do with such a woman?

Why of all the men in Scotland did you come to me? he asked.

Because you and your brothers are the only men I know who scare Ryan. I knew Sin and Braden MacAllister would never leave their wives to take me to England, and Lochlan, being laird, would never consent to help me for fear of running afoul of my father and his clan. That left you, who has no other tie to anyone. I thought that if I told my father that I had eloped with you, no one would dare come after me.


Ewan muttered under his breath about women and their mindless machinations.

This was a nightmare all over again. So close to the events with Isobail and yet so oddly different.

How could this be happening to him again? Especially on this particular day that marked the death of his brother. You told them you eloped with me? he asked.

Well, what else could I do?

You could have done as you were told.

She shook her head. That is the one thing I canna do. Nor will I.

Why?

Because I will not allow myself to be some useless adornment.

Ewan frowned at her unexpected words. Although why he even reacted to that, he didnt know. She seemed to throw his keel every time she opened her mouth.

I am not some nothing to be ignored and patted on the head and tolerated like a pet dog, she continued. Tis bad enough my father thinks me lack-witted, but to be married to such a manNever.

What a bizarre concern for a woman. Whod ever heard of such? A womans place was to do as she was told and to bend her will to that of her father and then to the husband her father picked for her.


God help them all if a woman ever took it into her mind to think for herself.

He, for one, would never again help a woman defy her familys wishes.

For this you are willing to risk your life? he asked.

If someone planned to shut you away and ignore you, to listen but never hear a word you spoke, would you tolerate it? She looked about his cave and appeared to change her mind. Well, mayhap you would, but I will not. I have a mind of my own and I wish to use it.

Ewan shook his head in disbelief. Wherever did you get these ideas?

She ignored him. Youve made it quite clear that youve no wish to help me. So be it. Ill trouble you no more. Now step aside and let me be on my way. Ive a long journey ahead and

Youre not leaving.

I beg your pardon?

You heard me. Im not about to allow you to take a journey that at best would result in your ravishment, at worst your death.

Im no concern of yours.

Lady, he said, his voice gruff and menacing, the moment you put my name on a piece of parchment designating me as your betrothed, you became my concern. What think you would happen if you were harmed? Your father, whoever he is, would demand my head for allowing you to be hurt. According to your own words we are bound to each other.

She cringed as if she hadnt thought quite that far ahead. They might not believe it, she said hopefully. She nodded her head as if she had just convinced herself of her reasoning. After all, weve never met before. Come to think of it, they shouldnt believe it at all.

But they will, he said morosely.

How do you know?

Trust me, my luck would have it no other way.

Ewan growled deep in his throat again. She seemed to have that effect on a lot of men when they spoke with her. Though why everyone became exasperated with her, she was never quite sure.

Nora watched as he began gathering his things. What are you doing?

Im getting ready to take you to my brothers.

Why?

Because you cant very well stay here with me.

She braced her hands on her hips. I dont wish to go to your brothers. I must get to my aunt.

In England.

Aye.

Ewan paused to look at her. And who, pray tell, is this precious aunt you would have me deliver you to?

Nora hesitated. That knowledge could quite easily hurt her more than help. She always had to be careful of whom she told that tothe repercussions could be quite dire.

If I tell you, you must swear on your soul that you wont take me back to my father.

Fine. I swear on whatever portion of soul I possess that I wont take you to your father.

She took a deep breath and hoped he would abide by those words. My aunt is Eleanor of Aquitaine.

Ewan laughed incredulously at her declaration.

Och now, what a load of blather that was. Hed never heard anything more preposterous.

This woman, whoever she was, was a fine piece of work to make such a grand claim. Queen Eleanor of England is your aunt?

Aye.

Oh, the lass was a daft one, for sure. There was nothing more to be done about it. Her being niece to the queen of England was complete and utter madness. Then I am the son of William the Conqueror.

Tis nice to meet you, William Rufus.

Ewan raked a hand through his hair, though what he really wanted to do was wrap it around her neck and squeeze.

Whatever was he to do with her?

He didnt believe her for a single moment. If the niece of Eleanor of Aquitaine was anywhere in Scotland, everyone would know.

And your name, lass?

Eleanor, named for my aunt, but they call me Nora.


And your clan?

That I wont tell you.

For the first time, Ewan understood some of Lochlans frustration when his older brother had been dealing with Maggie during the last days of their feud with the MacDouglas clan. At least then Lochlan had had Braden to come in and save the day, and tame the wench. There was no one around to help him with this vexation.

What did a man do with a woman who wouldnt heed reason?

Was it too much to ask for some divine intervention?

Obviously so.

Ewan wasnt sure how to proceed, but then dealing with women was the specialty of his brothers, not him.

Very well then, Eleanor

Nora.

Nora cringed at the murderous look he gave her.

You know, she said quietly. I truly didnt mean to be a bother to you. I just want to go to my aunts. Eleanor always said that I could come to her any time I needed to.

Did she now?

Aye.

And did she say anything else?

To let no man, save the Lord, our God, dictate my behavior.

Ewan hesitated. Now that sounded like the queen of legend; however, it didnt mean anything other than the fact this woman had learned of her. There was no way she could be a princess or whatever it was Eleanors niece would be.

This lass was as Scots as he was.

And the sooner he removed her from his life, the happier he would be.

With that thought in mind, he extinguished his fire and gathered a few makeshift foodstuffs and plaids.

Nora watched as Ewan made ready to leave. Part of her was tempted to run, but she held no doubt he could catch her. Those long legs of his could take one step to her three.

Perhaps Lochlan could be bribed or persuaded to force Ewan to take her to England, or maybe one of his other men. She had to get out of this country before her father missed her and led a search.

Shed pleaded womens troubles and made her bed up to look as if she slept. She hoped it would be a few hours before her mother came to check on her and discovered the note.

It might be enough time.

You should never have left that note!

Aye, but she hadnt wanted her father to worry overmuch. Shed thought that mentioning Ewans name would both scare and soothe her father into leaving her be or at least hesitating before he sought her.

It hadnt sounded so daft when her maid had helped her come up with the plan.

Och, this was a bad idea all around now that she thought it over again. But shed been desperate, and as her mother said, desperate people do desperate things. Not to mention her maid had encouraged her to seek out Ewan.

Surely such a man as a MacAllister wouldnt leave a lady in such dire distress. Tis said they have each sworn to protect all those downtrodden, and I can think of no one more downtrodden than a lady married to Lord Ryan. Seek him out, my lady, and whatever you do, dont let him sway you from this course.

And so here she was on top of a mountain with a man who looked as if hed rather have his head pried apart than tolerate her company for another moment.

Nora watched Ewan move about angrily. He was a fearsome beastie, and yet she wasnt truly afraid of him. There was a deep sadness to his eyes and an air of ill humor. Still, other than being gruff, he didnt appear mean or abusive.

At least he listened to her.

Somewhat, anyway.

He moved to stand beside her, and she had to crane her neck to look up at him. Whatever did they feed you to make you grow so large?

An amused gleam came to his glacial eyes. A great deal of breast milk.

Nora gasped at his response. You take great delight in shocking people, dont you?

His softened features made him appear almost boyish. Charming. But it didnt last long before his face settled back into the frown she was getting used to. What I delight in is people leaving me alone. I find that by being shocking it often causes them to flee my presence post-haste.

I offered to leave.

He growled at her. Come, we might as well get started. The sooner I get you to Lochlan, the sooner I can come back here.

And mope?

He stiffened at that. Im not moping.

Oh, forgive me. See, where I come from an upside-down smile means youre frowning, and if youre frowning while withdrawn from everyone and everything, it means youre moping. I guess here in your cave, the world is backward and a frown means youre happy.

Do you always talk this much?

Aye, especially when people, usually men, try to ignore me.

He gave her a droll stare. What a wonderful trait to possess.

She ignored his sarcasm. I personally think so. My aunt calls me charming.

Your Aunt Eleanor?

Aye.

And when, pray tell, did you journey to England to meet with her?

Oh, never. My mother doesnt travel well, so Eleanor has come to us several times over the years to visit and catch up.

And no one else in Scotland knows of this?


My father always knows, as do our servants, but Eleanor prefers to travel in disguise. Seems something happened once when she was traveling as queen, and now she makes sure no one knows who she is or when she travels.

I see.

He said the words, but she could tell he didnt mean them. He thought she was insane. Well, she had been called worse. Mayhap if he thought her a bit light in the head, he might be swayed to turn his back while she went on her way.

It was a thought

He led her from the cave.

Have you ever been to England? she asked as she hastened her steps to keep up with his long, dangerous stride. My mother says London is a dirty place that is hot in the summer and very crowded.

Ewan groaned aloud as he secured the door to his home. This was going to be a long trip if she insisted on prattling the whole way there. Already his head felt as though it would splinter.

He turned and found her so close to him that he almost ran her over.

She blushed rather prettily, then moved aside. Will we be off then?

Grimacing, he rubbed his forehead with his hand.

Have you an ache in your head?

He paused and opened one eye to look at her. Aye.


Here, she said, taking his arm and leading him to sit on a rock off to the side. Sit down and let me help.

Mistrustful, he grimaced. What can you do?

Youd be amazed. My father says tis a gift the good Lord gave me to help alleviate the damage I cause.

Ewan frowned even more at her words as he sat down. Is your father always so harsh with you?

Nay, hes a good man. I just tend to unnerve him from time to time.

He gave a short snort at that, not doubting it in the least. This woman could try the patience of Job himself.

As soon as he was seated, she ran her hands through his hair, massaging his scalp.

Och now, that felt rather nice. Her hands were warm and gentle, and her fingers deftly soothed the pain from his head as she tugged lightly at his hair.

Before long, he found himself greatly relaxed and much calmer. The tight band of pain loosened.

A man could get used to this. And for the first time he noticed the pleasant scent of her. She smelled of fresh lilacs and warm sunshine, a scent that was as fetching as the lady herself.

She was a pretty little maid. Her brat had fallen down around her shoulders to form a shawl while she tended him. Her long blond hair fair glistened, and her figure was trim and ample enough to be well worth a good tupping.


His body reacted instantly to the thought of her underneath him. To the thought of him tasting her slightly parted lips

Ewan sucked his breath in sharply as he hardened against his will.

Here now, he said, rising to his feet. Enough of this. We have a trip to make.

Is your head any better?

Aye, he said gruffly. It most definitely was. However, it was his other region that now pained him.

Clearing his throat, he headed for the small trail that would lead them down the mountain to the stable where his horse was kept.

Nora followed after him, all the while noticing the ease with which he moved, the manly grace. He was tall and strong and as surefooted as any man shed ever seen.

When he wasnt snarling at her, he was actually quite handsome, even with his thick whiskers covering his face.

His curly black hair needed a combing, and for some reason she couldnt fathom, she wanted to offer to brush her fingers through it so that she could remove the becoming tangles.

He reminded her of some great, hulking bear, what with his massive form, snarling tones and gruffness.

It was obvious that he and the word refinement were complete and utter strangers, and yet there was something about this rugged, tormented man she found strangely captivating, and she wondered if hed always been so morose.

Surely as a lad, hed been laughing and carefree.

Hadnt he?

Have you always been so large? she asked.

He cast an evil glare over his shoulder. Aye. I came from my mothers womb at full height. The shock of it almost killed her.

She grimaced at his humor. Do you always walk so fast? I can barely keep up with your strides. I feel like a small child running after a parent.

When she stumbled on the rocks, Ewan quickly caught her and set her back on her feet.

To her chagrin, her hands went flat against the strength of his arms, and she felt the incredible power of his body. The man was a wall of well-toned muscles. One that made her breath catch in her throat and her body erupt into heat.

Against her will, an image of his nude form spread out invitingly across his bed went through her mind.

Aye, she knew all too well what primal masculine charms were concealed by his saffron shirt and trewes.

All six-foot-six strength of it.

His was a body surely made for sinning.

Take care, my lady, he said sharply. I have no wish to take you home mangled.

In spite of his rough words, there was a gentleness in his touch that belied his tone. Her ogre wasnt the fierce beastie he let on to be. She was rather sure of it.

Why do you wish to live out here alone? she asked as he withdrew from her and took up his lead again.

I like my solitude.

But doesnt it get lonely?

He hesitated. Nay.

She learned something about him then. His nose wrinkled ever so slightly when he lied.

Dont you miss being with your brothers?

A deep, dark sadness fell over his face, and his entire body tensed. My lady, would you please hold your tongue for a bit? Im not used to conversing, and I find myself quite worn out by it.

I shall refrain if you will answer one more question.

And that is?

Why does everyone say you killed your brother?
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