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MORAY, SCOTLAND 1230

Morgann grimaced as floorboards creaked and he paused and listened. He swallowed, the sound loud in his ears but he heard no one approach, no heavy footsteps pounding up the stairs. Beneath him, the feast continued. Raucous shouts and laughter rang out. He slipped across the solar, skirted the wide blue bed and paused in front of a carved chest. It had to be in here. He'd snuck into the laird's chambers with Alana enough times and they both knew her father kept his most precious belongings in there.

Crouching, he lifted the lid, gently resting it back. Furs and blankets hid the box but he managed to find it even in the dim moonlight. He freed the small silver box, stood and held it up to the window. Damnation. It was locked. He tried to pry it apart with his fingers but it refused to open.

He glanced around and sighed. Alana would probably come looking for him soon and he really didn’t want to her to find out what he was doing. Having her think him a thief would be bad enough but he could not let her know the truth about her father. The lass loved him dearly.

Morgann shook his head. He wished Alana wasn’t so trusting and sweet sometimes. Too often, she sought to see the best in people. Even him. And she forgave him far too readily for his flaws. She tolerated too much nonsense from him. Ach, what foolish talk. Alana was perfect. Sweet, understanding, funny and tolerant.Perfect wifely material.

He shook his head again and turned his attention back to the box. When a large burst of laughter sounded, he smashed the edge against the stone window ledge. The metal crumpled but refused to give way. He tried again and again. Finally the lid split from the base and he prized it apart. He grinned in triumph when he spotted what he'd been searching for.

His mother’s ring.

Folding it into his fist, he felt the reassuring weight and considered with grim satisfaction what would happen to his stepmother now he’d found the ring that had supposedly been stolen. How would she explain how it happened to end up in Laird Dougall Campbell’s hands?

Before he made his escape, a hand came upon his shoulder. He leaped around, fists ready but several men surrounded him. Two pinned his arms behind him, stealing his chance at a fair fight and one plunged a fist into his stomach, forcing him to double over. He coughed and pulled himself up straight, straining against the hands that held him captive.

Laird Dougall pushed through the men and ran his gaze over him. Morgann cursed aloud while his hands were shackled behind him even as he fought to get free.

The grey-haired man loomed over him. “What are ye doing here, Morgann?”

“Getting what’s mine,” he snarled, unintimidated by Dougall’s superior height. Though the man was one of the tallest Highlanders he knew, he was still aged and Morgann could take him in a fair fight.

“I knew ye were up to something. I could tell. Ye cannae fool me, MacRae. Ye’ve been looking at me like yer ready to slice my head off all eve.”

A warrior pulled the ring from Morgann’s palm and handed it over to Dougall. He lifted it and eyed it with a tight smile. “Been thieving have we?”

“That’s my mothers and ye know it.”

“But ‘twas given to me.A gift.”

Morgann clenched his jaw. “From a woman who has no rights over it. ‘Twas a promise ring between my father and my mother. My stepmother should never have given it to ye.”

Dougall laughed. “Yer stepmother gives me many things. Quite a woman that one. I'll look forward to the day when she's mine.”

“Yer welcome to her, but ye'll never get yer hands on MacRae lands too.”

The older man’s smile expanded as he clenched the ring. “So ye have me figured do ye? Yer a smart lad, Morgann.Too smart really. Ye’d have been better off just letting things run their course.”

“And what happens when Alana finds out just what yer up to?”

Dougall’s eyes narrowed. “My daughter is none of yer concern. Ye’ve always paid too much attention to her. Ach, I was even considering giving her to ye. Once I've married yer stepmother and taken yer lands, it seemed only right that ye at least have something.”

“Alana will be heartbroken when she finds out what yer up to.”

“As I told ye,” Dougall ground out. “‘Tis none of yer concern. I dinnae do this to hurt her. ‘Tis the way of the world, lad. Surely ye can see that? If I want to be sure of providing her with all I can and the only way I can do that is by holding onto power. Ye wouldnae want to see her penniless now would ye?”

“That would never happen, Dougall. I wouldnae allow it.”

“And I willnae allow ye to see her again. I'll no’ have ye poisoning her against me. Yer banished from Dunleith. Ye and all the MacRaes.” He stepped closer. “I love my daughter and I’ll do all I can to protect her. Including keeping ye away from her. Ye step foot on my land again and ye'll be dead, understand?”

Releasing a growl, Morgann yanked at his restraints. His captors held him tight as he fought against their hold. Ach, but he’d failed. Failed to get the proof he needed and now he’d never get another chance. His gut burned with frustration.

“I'll no’ let ye take the MacRae lands, Dougall.” He yanked forward, throwing all his weight into the movement and the men’s grip loosened enough for him to smash his head into Dougall's face. The man dropped to the floor, eyes wide while he clutched at a bloody nose.

Morgann’s head pounded and he briefly saw stars but the men were upon him again, holding him tight. Dougall clambered to his feet and Morgann released a grin at the sight of blood streaming down his face.

“I tried to make it easy on ye, lad,” Dougall pressed through gritted teeth.“Ye’ve only yerself to blame. Take him to the blacksmith’s to be branded. He's a thief. He should be punished accordingly.”

“A mheapain!”Morgann spat as the warriors dragged him across the room. Morgann was strong but no match for two fully grown men. He forced down the bile rising in his throat. He’d seen animals branded. The press of hot metal on skin would be excruciating.

To his shame they hauled him down the stairs and past the revellers, including some of his kin. He only hoped they were sent away peacefully and none decided to fight. They were sorely outnumbered. Alana rose from the table, a hand to her mouth as she watched them pass.

Morgann sagged into his captors’ hold when they stepped out into the bailey. Little use fighting now. A feminine voice sounded behind him and they all paused.

“What are ye doing, Da?” Alana hurried across the mud, skirts in hand. “Why do ye hold Morgann prisoner? The MacRaes are baying for yer blood. I’ve told them Morgann must have been playing tricks again.”

Dougall crossed his arms over his chest.“‘Tis naught to do with ye, Alana. Go back inside. I’ll deal with the MacRaes when I return.”

She turned her gaze to Morgann. “Morgann?”

He swallowed. Funny, he’d never realised how pretty the lass was. Aye, she’d had her fair share of interest from suitors but there was something about her pale hair in the moonlight and the hint of womanly curves under her gown. And now her wide gaze latched onto his, begging for the truth.

He sighed. “Naught, Alana. ‘Tis between us men. Go inside. I’ll speak with ye soon and explain.”

She nodded slowly, her brow still furrowed. “Aye, as ye will.”

“Go now,” her father commanded sharply.

Darting a look between both of them, Alana snatched her skirts once more. “Come to me later, Morgann.”

A faint growl came from Dougall but the man clearly didn’t want to upset his daughter so allowed Morgann to respond quietly, “Aye, later, lass.”

As he was dragged to the blacksmith for his punishment, all hope fled and his heart sank. He doubted very much he’d ever see Alana again. And the future of his clan looked bleak indeed.
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‘Tis time the sidhe repay their debt, the faerie thought as she cracked open a shutter and peered at the sleeping woman. Aye, she was a pretty one. Not like herself, but beautiful enough. A plan had been hatched long ago but now was the time to put it into motion. Both were ready for it and if she did not take action soon, then there would be no going back. The fate of many souls rested in Tèile’s hands. She smiled to herself and flew up above the keep. The sleeping spell was ready. The woman’s clan would not have the slightest clue what had happened. Her grin widened. She so enjoyed toying with humans.

***
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WISPS OF MIST ROSE from the ground and swirled around Alana’s ankles. She thrust out a foot to watch the white haze dance about her before glancing over her shoulder at the keep in the distance. Tucked against the mountain and cut off by a shallow river, the tall stone castle seemed almost insignificant. She blew out a long breath and watched as it too misted.

Though pleased to be free from the keep, and her father’s watchful eye, a sense of foreboding struck her. Alana frowned while she tried to recall why she had come out onto the moors. In truth, she barely remembered getting dressed yet here she was, in her pale blue plaid, hair braided, drawing in the early morning air. Only the foggy remnants of a dream remained, something that beckoned for her to come here.

And how was it there were no men to stop her from leaving?

A strange occurrence indeed, for her father never left the castle walls unattended. It had been deathly quiet. A morbid thought occurred to her and she wondered why she did not check that all was well. Had they been attacked overnight? Were her kinsmen dead? Nay, surely not, for there would be triumphant victors crowding the halls of Dunleith Keep by now and she would either be killed or captured.

The whole morning had been strange. Her first clear memory was standing in the moors and staring off into the distance as if awaiting something. A prickle danced over her skin and she spun wildly, feeling as though fingers had tickled down her spine. Ach, either someone played games with her or her mind was addled. She huffed. Too much time spent cloistered away.

Specks of orange sunlight filtered across the mountains, dancing between the cracks and valleys and Alana tilted her head. The urge to keep going, to see what lay over the other side warred within her. She so missed being outside, missed her freedom.

Da would have a fit.

With a sigh, she turned back to the castle, the stone tower seeming more grey and oppressive than ever before. Hitching up her skirts, she strolled leisurely back, taking her time to admire each wild flower as she went. She ought to walk quickly. Should her father discover her absence, he would no doubt lecture her on the dangers of her actions and would certainly remind hertheir enemies were everywhere. Ach, she saw no—

She spun wildly when the heavy thud of hooves sounded. A brown horse bore down upon her, barely a few paces away. Alana squeaked in surprise when the rider snatched her plaid and hauled her into the saddle in front of him, not even slowing the mountas he positioned her firmly in his arms. She scarcely comprehended how it had happened. One moment there had been no one and then suddenly...A ghost mayhap?

She tried to wriggle in his hold but a strong arm pinned her to his chest. “Release me, ye fool.”

“I think not, my lady.”

Alana scowled as the deep timbre of his voice singed through her, setting her senses on fire. There was something wildly disturbing yet familiar about it. Her heart hammered heavily and fear penetrated her surprise at being caught unawares. If he were an outlaw or an enemy clansmen she was as good as dead.

“Ye cannae kidnap me on my own lands!” she protested. “My da will have yer head, just ye see.” Alana tried to keep her voice strong but even she heard the wobble in it.

“Be still,” her captor commanded when she fought against his hold, the growing distance between her and the castle stealing her determination. “Ach, I told ye—”

The press against her chest loosened marginally and the world rushed past as she dropped to the ground. Dirt scraped across her face and hands, as she tumbled along and a sharp pain slammed up her wrist when it jarred in an attempt to brace herself. The back of her head crashed into the ground. Her vision clouded and she skidded to a stop.

Sweet Lord, was she dead? She ached everywhere. Alana blinked but the world remained out of focus. A shadow came across her and a jolt of panic flew through her. She attempted to turn onto her side but she could not. Her body refused to move.

“Alana?”

She blinked again, drawing in harsh, raspy breaths.

“Ye daft lass, ye could’ve killed yerself.”

Who was this man and why was he lecturing her? What did he expect would happen when he tried to kidnap her? That she’d sit there like a mild and meek woman and play captive? And how did he know her name?

Vision clearing, she squinted up at the Highland warrior towering over her. Broad shouldered and thick through the chest, he peered at her down a long, hawk-like nose. Set in a strong jaw surrounded by too much dark stubble were firm lips, currently pulled into a twisted smile. Thick, black hair—too much of that too—curled at his neck, slightly shorter at the front.

Alana’s jaw dropped. “Morgann MacRae.”

He knelt, plaid stretching with the movement of his muscles, and touched a callused finger to her forehead. Heat pulsed through her skin and she flinched, the ache in her head pounding in response and making her wince.

“So ye do remember me.”

“What are ye trying to do? Kill me?”

“Nay, ‘twas not my intention.But yer the one who threw herself from a perfectly good horse.”

She groaned as she attempted to sit and he flattened a hand to the back of her head, cradling it in his huge palm.

“I wouldnae jumped had ye no’ snatched me. What are ye playing at, ye great fool? I’ve no time for games, Morgann.”

“Ach, ‘tis no game I play, no’ like when we were bairns. Anyway ye looked like ye had all the time in the world.”

Aye, he was certainly no lad. Not anymore. The sweet lad from some eight summers ago was gone, replaced with a flesh and blood man. A raw, rough, handsome man. Her body pulsed in response to the predatory glimmer in his dark gaze.

“My da will be missing me,” she said weakly, wincing when he pulled her to sitting.

He ignored her and thrust his thick fingers into her hair,probing her skull. She whimpered as he found a tender spot at the back of her head.

“Ye’ve a nasty bump. Are ye hurt anywhere else?”

Alana forgot to respond. That rough jaw sat a mere breath away now he knelt beside her and pressed his hands over her arms, checking for injuries. Morgann MacRae? She had not seen him in so long, not since...

“Ow!”

He released her wrist and cradled it carefully in his palm. “Forgive me. Yer wrist is swollen, can ye move it?”

I should swing it at his head, she thought, pleased to note some of her spirit had returned. Instead of voicing her discontent, she twisted her wrist and released a sharp hiss as throbbing pain ran through her arm.

“‘Tis nae broken,” Morgann concluded.

“How would ye know? Yer no healer.”

His dark eyes clashed with hers, surrounded by thick black lashes. His gaze was intense and powerful and made her suddenly breathless. “I’ve seen enough injuries.”

“Have ye?”

“Aye.”He looked down but not before Alana noted the flicker of something painful in his eyes.

He drew his fingers down her side, prodding at her ribs. The shock of his touch through her clothing sent her rigid and dumb even though she knew she should be fighting him off or at least scolding him for such familiarity. It was the fall. Aye, that was it. It had stolen all sense from her.

“We must get ye aid, ye’ve taken a nasty tumble and I think yer a wee addled.”

“I am notaddled!”

His lips quirked. “Well yer no docile lass, I’ll give ye that.”

Before she could protest, he’d scooped her into his arms and lifted her over to his waiting mount. His solid chest pressed to hers, the rough fabric of his plaid rubbing under her palm and the undulation of muscles made her head swim.Eyes wide, she gaped up at the man who stood in the place of her childhood friend. Ach, mayhap she was addled

***
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MORGANN TENSED HIS jaw as Alana’s soft body chafed against him and that doe-eyed green gaze settled on his face. Hell fire, she had taken him by surprise. Aye, she’d been a bonny lass but he’d never thought just eight years would have her growing into such a fine creature. A willowy figure, glossy golden hair the colour of the sunset and a delicate face with a stubborn pointed chin.Aye, very bonny. He flicked his gaze to her lips and the rest of his body tensed too. Those lips were currently pursed into a pout of dissatisfaction but it did not disguise their succulence.

Hell fire.

She stiffened when he ordered his mount to lower.“Ye cannae take me to my da, he’ll have yer head.”

“I’ve little intention of taking ye to yer da or losing my head.”

Morgann climbed onto his chestnut mare, Caraid, and settled Alana across his lap. She cradled her sore wrist and it was clear she was in more pain than she’d revealed. Stubborn lass.Ach, but he was a fool. He didn’t even know what had come over him when he’d seen her, only that this was his one opportunity to finally reveal the truth and by God he was going to take it.

Why exactly had he been trespassing on Dunleith land again? He frowned andtried to recall.

“What are ye planning to do with me, Morgann?”

He liked the way his name rolled off her tongue. Sweet like honey, yet spicy and inviting. What was he planning to do with her anyway? Ransom her? Mayhap. Or at least use her as a bargaining tool. Or keep her forever...

He shrugged off the thought. Fool. If he was to ever reveal the truth to his father, he needed every advantage. Even if it meant kidnapping the Laird of Dunleith’s daughter.

“I’ll take yeto Glencolum. We’ll get ye back to full health there.”

She wriggled against his hold but her injuries must have weakened her and now he was ready for a fight, he held her easily.

“Ye were trying to kidnap me!” she exclaimed with a huff of frustration.

He shrugged as he directed the horse northwards to Glencolum Keep and his family lands. Back to safety.

“Ye, Morgann, are naught but a lowlife criminal. A barbarian scoundrel.Return me home, ye bloody fool. Ye’ll be beheaded for this, just ye see. My da will come get me and he’ll kill all of ye. Ye and yer kinsmen. Put me down!”

Morgann grunted when a pointy elbow connected with his stomach. “Keep still. Yer lucky ye didnaekill yerself with that fall. I dinnae want to be returning ye to yer da in pieces.”

In truth, he didn’t want to be returning her harmed at all. The lass wasfortunate she’d not done any real damage. A sprained wrist and a bump to the head was naught compared to what could have occurred. But, by God, she was spirited. What happened to the sweet little lassie he’d known? Insulting him? She’d never have done that before.

“Be still,” he tried again as her bottom wriggled against him. He bit back a grunt. He’d not had a woman in far too long. She had no idea what kind of trouble she was getting herself into. “Alana, if ye dinnae be still, I swear I’ll put ye over my knee.”

She gasped. “Ye wouldnae!”

“I would.”

“Ach, I dinnae believe ye. Ye always said a man who beat a woman was no man at all. I remember,” she replied smugly.

Hell, she had him there. What else did the lass remember? What else did she know? He’d not seen her since that night when the tentative peace between the MacRaes and the Campbells had ended. All thanks to him.

She’d asked him how he knew her wrist wasn’t broken. Well, he had seen many injuries far more grievous than a sprained wrist in the years since. The fighting had been brutal and bloody. Now both clans kept their distance, afraid of any more losses. Both too stubborn and proud to even think of forgetting the past hurts. Not that he would ever forgive Dougall Campbell. Aye, he’d left them well enough alone recently but given the chance the man would snatch his lands from underneath him.

Ignoring her pointed statement, he kept his focus on the ragged horizon. And not on the supple little body pressing into him. Nay, he wouldn’t think on that and how perfect she felt.

He gave Caraid a light kick with his heels. He needed to get to Glencolum as quickly as possible. And it was not fear of the Campbells catching up that drove him.

***
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TÈILE GRIMACED AND wriggled in the saddle bag of the Highland warrior. It was hot and cramped and certainly not fit for a faerie. And they were making quick progress. Far too quick. Before long they would be back at the keep and around others. The boorish humans would never allow them a chance for love to blossom. If only she was allowed to meddle with their hearts. Unfortunately human hearts were beyond the reach of faeries. But no matter, she would implant a few dreams next time they slept. First she needed to slow them down.

Peeking out of the top of the leather satchel, she glanced at the skies. No sign of even the slightest rain. The clear sky with its puffy white clouds was sickeningly devoid of interesting weather. Well, she would soon change that. A few muttered words and the grey clouds rolled in.

Ha, let’s see if that would not slow them down.
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Chapter Two
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ALANA WATCHED THE SKY darken with apprehension. This day had gone from mildly confusing to outrageously strange. Kidnapped, thrown from a horse, kidnapped again. And now it looked as though they were about to be caught up in the most sudden storm she’d ever witnessed in her three and twenty summers.

“Morgann...” She shifted so she could see him out of the corner of her eye.

He glanced down, pinning her with his powerful gaze.

“There looks to be a storm.”

“Aye, I can see that.”

“Should we not stop?”

“And where, pray tell, should we stop?”

“I know not. But I dinnae want to get wet.”

And she wanted a chance to escape again but she wouldn’t mention that part. Ach, her first taste of freedom in years and she’d been kidnapped. She certainly wasn’t going to let herself be taken prisoner. The MacRaes hated the Campbells. Who knew what was in store for her? But for the moment her head hurt too much to put up a real fight and she really did not want to fall from the mount again. Let him think she would cooperate for the moment. Mayhap he would let down his guard and give her a chance to escape.

Fat heavy drops began to fall, pattering against the grey rocks strewn across the hills and soaking through her clothing. Morgann cursed into her hair but continued to push his mount on through the valley as the leaden clouds converged about the mountains, washing the scenery with ominous shadows.

In the distance the heavy rumble of thunder sounded, making Alana shiver. The steady rainfall leached through to her skin, increasing the quaking of her body until her teeth chattered and Morgann cursed once more and eased her into his torso.

His chest provided some warmth. More than she wanted to think about really. She’d always admired him when they were younger but she did not need to be nursing an attraction to him while he kidnapped her. If he succeeded in taking her back to Glencolum Keep, the tension between the two clans would ignite and Highland blood would paint the hills red.

Nay, that could not be allowed to happen. Her father suffered with his health. No longer a great Highland warrior, war surely meant death for him. Alana loved him dearly, in spite of his flaws. Da was determined to still be seen as a man of great strength and power and who could blame him? But his warmongering ways spelled trouble for theirentire clan. Since that day eight summers ago, life had been fraught with danger and she’d been confined to the keep.

A shudder wracked her again and she acquiesced to the warm strength of Morgann’s body. She needed to try and retain her strength if she wanted to escape his clutches. And of course she wanted to.

She tensed.Did he just hiss? She squeezed her eyes shut and tore them open once more, hoping the strange fog of—of need?—had gone. Concentrate. Taut muscles rippled against her back while he guided the horse skilfully between the rock-strewn hills. Not on that, Alana! She blew out a heavy breath. She needed to think of anything other than the sensation of a powerful male body flattened against her.

Well, she had taken a hit to the head. And it had been a while since she’d spent time in the company of any man other than her kinsmen. None were as handsome as Morgann to be sure.

Ach, handsome as he was, he was still abducting her.

She stole a peek over her shoulder. Of course, he’d always been attractive but she had never envisaged him turning into this...this beast of a man. Had the years changed everything? He’d certainly lost his playful countenance she remembered from their time together. Was it just hidden or gone? His dark eyes now had a haunted look to them. But what did she expect after what her father had done to him? She still regretted not being able to speak with him afterwards. Still regretted not getting the chance to tell him that shebelieved in him.

The heavy boom of thunder grew closer, echoing across the valley and Alana shrank back into Morgann’s hold.

“Ach, we must stop,” Morgann muttered in her ear, making her jolt as his breath whispered over her. “The ground is soaked. I risk hurting Caraid.”

Alana sniffed. Wonderful. He cared more for the horse’s welfare than hers. Still, she’d not complain. Mayhap she could at least talk him out of taking her to his keep. Or just escape. Morgann did seem very determined and that brooding look in his eyes made her stomach twist in apprehension. 

They approached a jutting rock at the base of a mountain and he directed Caraid over and slid from the saddle. Alana prepared to jump down but before she made a move his large hands were upon her, gliding her down his body. A rush of blood pounded through her head and their gazes connected for the merest moment. As slight as it was, the instant made her stomach flutter and she suspected those eyes would haunt her dreams for many nights.

“Rest awhile under that rock while I—”

As Morgann turned from her to grab the mount’s reins, Alana slipped past. She hadn’t even planned the move, but now seemed as good a time as any. She made to run but something snagged her gown and she slipped on the wet ground, landing face first into the mud. She rolled and fought to come to her feet, but it was Morgann that had a hold of her skirts.

He cursed when she wriggled and struck out at him with a foot. “Be still,” he commanded as he attempted to seize her leg.

“Nay!” she shouted, planted her foot in his middle and scrabbled away. “I’ll no’ let ye take me.”

But he was swiftly upon her, this time using his full weight to pin down her legs. No matter how much she thrashed, she was no match for his brutal strength. Morgann slid up her until she was trapped completely beneath him.

“Damn ye, Morgann,” she hissed when he pressed the breath from her with his body.

Alana swiped at him but he curled a hand around one wrist, then the other, making her wince, and trapped them above her. Heavy breaths blew across her skin as he glared at her, nostrils flaring.

She gulped and gave another wriggle. The strongly clenched jaw, the anger in his eyes made her stomach tighten. She didn’t know this man, she realised. The playful friend she had once known had been replaced by a dangerous warrior. One intent on capturing her.

“Let me go,” she said feebly, biting back a whimper as her wrist throbbed.She attempted to draw her hands from his grip.“Yer hurting me.”

The grip tightened. “Cease yer fighting, lass.Yer going nowhere.”

“Never,” she spat. “I’ll no’ let ye use me as a pawn in yer power games.”

“Ye think this is about power?” He laughed dryly. “Alana, I have no wish to take land or start wars. But ye must come with me. ‘Tis the only way.”

Tired and confused, Alana relaxed against his hold. If he didn’t wish to barter her for a chance at some of her father’s land, then what did he want with her? What other reason was therefor taking an enemy’s daughter? Revenge mayhap?

“What do ye want me for then?”

“Will ye cease fighting me if I explain?”

“Aye.”

The hold around her hands released and he watched her closely. But she knew better than to fight him. It didn’t mean she’d stop trying to escape. Nay, she just had to choose her moment more carefully. The warrior was obviously determined to take her.

She made the mistake of holding his gaze as he made to climb off and her chest tightened. He paused and they stared at each other. Emotion simmered behind his gaze, the anger gone, and Alana couldn’t tell if the emotion was targeted at her or something else. All she knew was the feeling of having his strong weight on top of her, his gaze boring into her, stole all sensible thought and turned her into one quivering mass of sensations.

Endless moments stretched on while she waited for Morgann to look away, to break the connection, but he stared brazenly on as his gaze trailed over her face. What did he see? As she gaped up at him, the irate warrior dissolved into a flesh and blood man and she recalled how much she used to adore him. When Morgann was banished from her father’s lands, she’d been heartbroken at losing her friend, but with the blazing sensation of having him flattened against her, she remembered it wasn’t just the loss of his friendship that hurt her so. She’d always silently hoped Morgann would play a bigger role in her future.

But that didn’t change the fact he was taking her against her will and she would not go meekly, regardless of what she once felt for him. She wouldn’t put herself and her clan in danger all because they’d once been friends. If only she could ignore the sensuous pull of his lips or the darkening of his pupils as a rough finger drew a path over her cheek.

A crack ripped across the sky and they both jolted. Pushing to standing, Morgann helped her up and grimaced as he eyed her. Aware of the mud coating her, she swiped a hand across her face, her cheeks heated. Tilting her head up, she hoped the rain would at least be useful for something and not only rinse away some of the dirt but also cool her down. The way the man made her skin blister was extremely disconcerting.

Morgann muttered a curse, drawing her attention back to him as he raked a hand through his hair and yanked some rope from the leather pouch hanging from his saddle. As he turned back to her, rope held out, Alana shrank away.

“Ye cannae mean to tie me up, surely?”

“‘Tis clear ye cannae be trusted. I’ll no’ have ye escaping me again.”

She pressed herself back when he approached her cautiously. “I thought ye were going to tell me of yer plans, not tie me up. If I’d have known ye planned that, I’d have fought harder.”

“I dinnae doubt it. Why do ye think I agreedto tell ye?”

Licking her lips, Alana darted her gaze around, looking for an escape. If he tied her up, all hope would be lost. “So ye dinnae plan to tell me aught?”

“I dinnae take pleasure in this, Alana, but I’ll no’ see ye harmed.” He grabbed a wrist as she attempted to dodge his reach. “I just need ye for a while.”

Why did those words send a flutter of excitement to her toes? She tried to run past him and tear herself from his grip but a strong arm came around her waist and held her back as he coiled the rope around one wrist.

“Ye say ye dinnae want to hurt me, yet ye intend to tie me up like a common prisoner?”

As he opened his mouth to argue, themare whinnied and they both turned to see her rear.

“Damnation!” Morgann dropped the rope and snatched at the reins but it was too late, the horse bolted. He immediately gave chase and Alana watched for a moment as he sprinted after the frightened mare.

She stole a quick peek at the skies and uttered a thank you. Hopefully she could evade Morgann in the rocky landscape and find her way home. They hadn’t journeyed too far though she’d never travelled these lands unaccompanied and the last time she’d visited Morgann’s home was many years ago.

And she was definitely on enemy land.

Nerves beat in her chest but she shoved the sensation aside and fell into a run. She deliberatelyfollowed the base of the mountains, snaking in and out of the protruding rocks, some bigger than a cottage, having tumbled down the peaks long ago. If he managed to catch up with his mount quickly, then mayhap the rocks would hide her for long enough to gain some distance.

The rain continued to fall and her plaid grew heavy and cumbersome. It provided little warmth now it was soaked so she unpinned it and let it fall from her shoulders. Aye, mayhap she risked freezing to death but she didn’t plan on being out in the wilderness for long. Soon she’d be back home by the warmth of a fire. She thrust a hand out and used a rock to help her navigate the slippery surface of the mountain, stifling a shudder.

Aye, just think on that, Alana. A warm fire.Heavy blankets. Some heated wine. An unbidden image of Morgann pressed on top of her, warming her in other ways burst through her thoughts. Where had that come from? She was old enough to know of the pleasure that could be shared between a man and a woman. And wise enough to realise that it would likely be extremely pleasurable sharing that with Morgann but she’d never had these sort of heated imaginings before, only simple ideas more suited to that of an inexperienced maiden.

Alana’s foot slipped from under her and only her grip on the rock stopped her from falling into the mud again. She made her way higher up the mountain after glancing at the valley below. She saw no sign of Morgann. If he caught up with his mount, he would stick to the valley paths and with any luck wouldn’t see her so high up.

What a fool she was for stepping outside the keep. Da had been right. Since the rift between the two clans, both families’ lands were dangerous. She just never expected Morgann to be the one to attempt such an exploit. If she was very unlucky, other Glencolum men would be prowling the lands and she may end up in even bigger trouble. None would treat her with much more care.

She still found it hard to believe that sweet Morgann wanted to kidnap her. Glancing down at her mud-streaked gown, she grimaced. How could he treat her so? Whatever the reason, undoubtedly some kind of desperation drove him. She had seen it clearly in his eyes.

Moving higher still, she peered over a rock and her heart bounced against her ribs. Damnation. Atop his mount, Morgann drove it furiously along the valley path. She ducked down when he scanned the land. What should she do? Continue on? Hide? Though fairly high up, it wouldn’t take much climbing to find her.

Endeavouring to put more distance between her and her would-be captor, Alana tied her skirts into a messy knot and kicked off her leather shoes. Climbing was easier without them. The rain slowed to a trickle as she continued her ascent but the ground proved to be sodden and harder than ever to navigate.

Damn the man. What had started as a beautiful morning of freedom had ended up with her covered from head to toe in mud and probably lost in the hills of the Highlands. Dark tortured eyes danced in front of her vision and she cursed him aloud. What had happened to bring about such a change? Was it just her father’s treatment of him or was it something more? Ach, well she’d never find out now. She would not stay to find out. How could she when her capture would bring about the worst battle either clan had ever seen? For she knew her disappearance would spark great anger and both sides were just waiting for a reason to slaughter the other.

How she yearned for the days when they stood side by side. It seemed so long ago now yet only eight summers had passed since a time when both families lived and worked together to defeat their common enemies.

She sighed. Dreams of peace were folly, as her da liked to remind her. If they could not return to a time when things were better then all she could do was ensure she did not fall into Morgann’s hands again. It was her duty as a Dunleith daughter to keep the peace. 

As Alana peered over her shoulder to check on her progress, her footing gave way. She let out a scream and fell forward, injured wrist giving way whenshe braced herself. An agonising pain shot through her head and all went dark.

***
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THE FAERY’S POINTED ears pricked up as she heard the scream. Tèile peered at the Highland warrior and waited. He stiffened but continued riding. Silly human. How had he not realised it was Alana? Surely he felt her nearby? But then they had not had much time together yet and he had changed. His heart had become hard and impenetrable whereas Alana’s remained open and vulnerable. It was a dangerous combination.

Tèile rubbed a green hand across her face. The stupid horse had spotted her climbing out of the pouch and had been startled. The animal kingdom’s ability to see faeries really was a hindrance sometimes. Until she achieved her goal, Tèile was to stay with either Morgann or Alana. She had made the wrong choice, staying with Morgann while he hunted down his ride. She should have realised Alana would never stay, in spite of her burning curiosity. Too dutiful, that girl. But her spirit was to be admired.

She just hoped the girl wasn’t grievously harmed. Tèile had little control over the human body, there were other faeries who held that power. The connection between the two humans should have been enough without her having to interfere anyway, what with their shared past, but something prevented them both from seeing what was in front of them.

Jabbing a pointed finger into Morgann’s neck as she rested on his shoulder, she chuckled when he scowled and rubbed at the spot. Served him right, foolish man. Did he not know how to treat a lady? Throwing her down into the mud and trying to tie her up was no way to secure a mate. Though Tèile had thought the moment when Morgann had lain across Alana would lead to a kiss and bring her that much closer to goal. She huffed.Silly, silly humans. They were so blind to life.

Eyes closed, Tèile sought out Alana. They were close, she felt her essence calling out to Morgann. She just needed to get him to stop. Mayhap the daft mare could help.

The faery hopped down and clutched at the horse’s mane as she settled herself near its ear and whispered.

***
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CASTING HIS GAZE AROUND, Morgann tightened his grip on the reins. Foolish lass. Didn’t she know how easy it was to get lost in the mountains? Apprehension leached through his limbs and clutched at his chest. If she came to any harm...

Ach, if she came to any harm there would be no one to blame but himself. He should have at least tried to explain or coerce her, not treat her like some prize to be bargained with. But desperation had stolen his manners and his sense. Alana could potentially right all the wrongs of eight years ago and finally bring his stepmother to justice. And he needed to act fast. He could not go on thwarting her plans forever.

Caraid’s ears fluttered and Morgann tensed. He couldn’t fathom what had come over her. She had never bolted before. Never. A sense of something ominous lingered in the air, forcing bile into his throat. Alana was hurt. How he knew that, he couldn’t say.

“Hell fire,” he exclaimed when his mount’s ears twitched again and she skidded to a halt, almost sending him toppling from her.

Gathering his breath for a moment and allowing his pulse to slow, he studied the scenery. He had assumed Alana would take the shortest and easiest route through the mountains but then how well did she even know the land? He’d heard her father kept her locked away and before then she never travelled unaccompanied. Mayhap she had little clue where to go.

And mayhap he’d terrified her that much that she’d ventured up the peaks in an effort to hide from him. God’s blood but he was a beast.

Morgann dismounted, swept his wet hair from his face and stared at the peaks on either side of him. It could take days to search each crag and boulder. A prickle swept down his arm and he felt the faint sensation of someone tugging on his shirt. When he glanced at Caraid, she appeared to be motioning with her head toward a point midway up the mountain. He scowled. God’s teeth, what was he thinking, relying on strange ‘feelings’ and the intuition of his horse?

But regardless, he patted her flank. “I’ll get her, Caraid. Never fear.”

He wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure himself or her. Hand curled around his sword, he began the journey up the mountain, peering around every rock, heart in his throat. Images of Alana fatally injured or worse assaulted him. How could he live with himself if he was responsible for her death?

Unable to prevent himself, a faint smile tugged at this lips as he remembered the sweet lass who’d followed him around since they were young. Their friendship had developed into a firm one of teasing and laughter. But she always took him too seriously, believed too much in every word he said. Mayhap she actually believed he intended to harm her. While he admired her spirit, her naivety always concerned him.

However the years had certainly fed her courage. He couldn’t imagine her fighting him off before. Now it seemed she was a determined lass. Unfortunately she was determined to evade him and put herself in mortal danger.

The mountainside proved to be slippery underfoot and he had to snatch out at the protruding rocks to keep his footing as he surveyed the land. A flash of blue fabric snared his attention and he hurried over to it.

Hell fire, Alana’s plaid.

At least he was on the right track. But if she was out in the wilds barely clothed, she was bound to catch a chill. The thought pushed him to climb faster until his breathing grew ragged and his limbs began to ache.

And then his heart juddered to a stop.

Morgann clambered up the hillside, dropping to his knees beside her. She lay on her front, caked in mud, face ashen and serene. As he reached out to her, he noted his hands shook. Lord, he’d only just found her again, he couldn’t lose her now.

Cannae lose her? She isn’t even mine.

Never mind that his heart threatened to burst in agony.

He pressed his fingers to her neck and the agony dissipatedwhen he felt the faintest of beats. Releasing a long breath, he rolled her tentatively over and used his plaid to wipe the worst of the grime from her face.As he studied the curve of her cheek, he shook his head. Damn everything to hell. This was all his fault.

Too used to keeping secrets, that was his problem. He should have confided in her when he had the chance. The lass he’d known would never have doubted him. But how could he have told her the truth about her father? It would have broken her heart.

One hand under her head, he gathered her into his arms, tamping down on the tremor of pleasure rolling through him. Aye, he did not deny he enjoyed having Alana in his arms but what he would not give to have her in his arms under different circumstances.

Once, all those years ago, mayhap that would have been possible. He’d always clung to the hope that in another life that may have come to pass.

A faint tease of a breath blew across his neck. She mumbled and buried her head into his neck. He uttered up a prayer of thanks and tried to ignore the shiver it sent through him as he carefully made his way down the mountainside.

Morgann found another decent sized rock once he reached the bottom that would provide enough shelter from the cold. Clicking to Caraid, it pleased him to note the mare’s jumpy countenance had calmed and she obeyed him instantly, coming to stand beside him.

Morgann bent down and gingerly pressed Alana under the rock. Lying beside her, he attempted to warm her with his body. Her eyes fluttered open and she grinned sleepily at him while he leaned over to study her head. A tiny dribble of blood seeped from under her hair but it was too wet to tell where she’d hurt it. He prayed it wasn’t a deep cut.

“Morgann?” she whispered.

“Aye, ‘tis I.”

“I am glad ye’ve come for me.” She sighed. “I’ve missed ye.”

He swallowed heavily. God’s blood, she must have fallen hard. “I’ve missed ye too.”

She beamed up at him. “It pleases me to hear ye say that.”

Delicate fingers began creeping up his arm and hooked over his shoulder, holding him closer. He frowned. “What are ye playing at, lass?”

“Dinnae ye want to keep me warm, Morgann?”

Aye, of course he did. He wished to do more than keep her warm. He hungered to strip her of her clothing and kiss her from head to toe. He wished to plunder her mouth and see if her kisses were like he’d always dreamed they would be. He wished to make her his.

But he would not take advantage of her and he needed to remember exactly why he’d taken her. If he handed her back to Laird Dougall ruined, there would be hell to pay. The fates somewhere were playing a cruel trick indeed, placing this wet, sensual woman in his arms.

He huddled up to her, tucking her head into the crook of one arm. The light rain still soaked his back but the discomfort was nothing compared to the agony of having Alana flat against him. Highly aware of her slender legs twining with his, he gritted his teeth and tried to picture something less enticing.

But nothing came. All he thought of was Alana.

She tilted her head up and nuzzled into his neck, breath heating his skin. It sent a shudder through him.

God help him.

As if to torture him further, her lips tickled over his neck and he stiffened, trying to hold her at bay.

“What’s wrong, Morgann? Dinnae ye want me?” she whispered against his skin.

“I dinnae want a lass who’s had several knocks to the head. Yer brain is addled. Ye dinnae know what ye want.”

“Are ye, the brave Highland warrior, afeared of a harmless lass?”

Harmless? He could hardly believe sweet Alana was carefully threading her leg between his and pressing her juncture against his thigh. Her knee brushed against his arousal—aye, he was insanely aroused—and he held back a groan.

“I always thought ye would be the one, ye know?” she murmured.

He frowned down at her. “What is yer meaning?” Alana’s fingers sketched across his collar bone before rasping up across his bristled jaw and he gulped.

“I thought ye’d be the one to claim me.”

“Ye mean...” he trailed off, unable to find the words.

“I’ve never been with a man,” she said wistfully. “I always wanted it to be ye.”

All the blood in his body threatened to boil over with such words. It was as if the thunderstorm had struck him and his whole body was alive with lightening. Only in scant dreams had he allowed himself to imagine claiming Alana. Their friendship never had the chance to blossom into anything more than just that, but he’d always hoped that one day, when they were older, it would happen.

As had she apparently.

She rocked against him. The world went hazy as her soft flesh rubbed at him through her skirts.Ach, he was certainly being punished. Restraint was not his strong point. Alana’s breasts thrust up against him, small and delicate, practically begging for him to palm them.

“Cease, ye daft lass,” he forced out  whenshe wrapped her hands around his neck.

“Ye dinnae mean that.”

He rolled his eyes as her lips pursed with disappointment. No doubt she would be furious if he took what she offered when she came to her senses. Where had that sweet lass he’d once known gone? Was it just the knock to her head that had turned her into a sultry seductress or had the years really changed her so?

“Ye wouldnae thank me if I took advantage. Now behave yerself. Ye’ll be lucky if ye dinnae catch a chill.”

“Ye are no fun anymore, Morgann MacRae.” She unclasped her hands from around him.

Relaxing his muscles, he slipped his thigh from between her legs. “Aye, yer probably right.” He eased her into the crook of his arm and tried to keep some distance between them. Shivers still wracked her so he couldn’t fling her away as he wished to. “Rest some, m'eudail. Ye’ve had too many adventures this morn.”

“Yer still planning on kidnapping me?” Her lashes fluttered and she fought a yawn. Morgann’s fingers twitched with the need to smooth his palm over her face and soothe her off to sleep.

Funny, because he hadn’t felt any such needs in a long time. For too long he had been on edge, striving to protect his father and his lands. War and rivalry dominated his life. That, and anger. Softer sentiments had no place in his life.

He didn’t respond. Already her eyes closed and her breathing slowed. Morgann took a moment to study her profile. Even in rest her chin pointed out stubbornly as her lips parted. They looked soft and tempting. He’d certainly gone too long without a woman, that was it. Feeling lust for the daughter of his enemy, old friend or not, was not good.

Cool. Callous. That’s what he needed to be. The fates had landed Alana in his lap for a reason. With her in his clutches, her father, Laird Dougall, would be forced to admit the truth and reveal his plans from eight summers ago. And Morgann would finally have justice and hopefully peace.A tiny noise escaped Alana’s lips and she nuzzled into him, her golden curls soft against his neck.

Ach, callous?Holding Alana captive was going to be quite the test of his character.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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ATHUD ECHOED IN ALANA’S head as she attempted to pry open her eyes. Someone incessantly pushed at her, pressing her shoulder. Was it her maid? She never normally tried to wake her with so heavy a hand. If she’d only leave her be.

“Too tired,” she mumbled as something jostled her again.

“Alana?”

Something rumbled against her back. That definitely did not sound like her maid.

“Ye awake, lass?”

Dragging her eyes open, she winced as her head pounded and sunlight flickered over the horizon.She glanced down. A horse! She was on a horse.

Strong male arms surrounded her, holding her securely and a familiar spicy scent teased at her. Morgann MacRae. Of course. It all came back to her. She put a hand to her thumping head. Obviously her attempt at escape had failed and she must have hit her head when she slipped.

“Alana?” His voice mumbled over her hair.

“Aye?”

“Good, yer awake. Ye had me worried for a while.”

“Aye, I’m awake.” She tried to twist to look at him but straining her neck round hurt her head. “Just. And no thanks to ye.”

“I didnae force ye up the mountain,” he protested.

She peered around at the scenery through half-closed eyes. The day was growing late. The sun glinted over the hills and cast their tips in an amber glow, drawing out the yellow fauna in the Highlands. Her stomach sank.

MacRae land.

The enemy’s territory. What a fool Morgann
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