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            Brigand’s Intended

          

          Book Two of Highland Brides

        

      

    

    
      Isla of Tolbain has just been told by her father that she’s betrothed to a highland laird, Finlay of Seannae. Though at first concerned, she recognizes the importance of the union between her clans. Then she meets Finlay and he’s a fine young man who courts her with charm and consideration. She realizes that it’s not a bad thing to have a union that isn’t love based. Until she meets the man who makes her heart beat faster and her pulse race.

      

      Ewan McAbee received a letter from his brother, the laird of Duffus that he’s abdicating his position. Now Ewan, a man who’s fond of his mead and the lasses has found himself as a laird and with new priorities. The first of which is to determine who the masked marauders are that have been ransacking the villages of his lands. Who would have thought that those same raiders would have assailed a young woman on the brae. One who appeared on his doorstep, bedraggled, frightened, and soaked to the bone.

      

      Now Ewan McAbee, has a mystery to solve. Where are the raiders hiding and how can he stop them? Add to that, Ewan McAbee, sworn bachelor, is smitten with a woman who’s promised to another.
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      “Mind, Isla, ye cannae dislike him before ye ken him.”

      Isla whispered the words to herself as she stood on the walls of Tolbain Castle, looking out at the highlands. Her mother had spoken them to her only an hour before, and she was now musing over them, trying to convince herself they were true.

      It was a few hours past dawn, and the castle’s occupants were still moving about beneath her at a sleepy pace. She could hear them but not see them, for she was watching the road that led to the castle. Around her, the highlands were washed golden in the early morning light, and she took a deep breath of the chilly morning air.

      Sometime that day, the Laird Finlay of Seannae was due to arrive at the castle. Isla found herself drumming her fingers against the rough stone of the wall, a physical manifestation of the motion inside her brain.

      “He is a fine lad,” her mother had assured her. “Laird of his own lands for two years now. His father was greatly respected.”

      “But have ye ever seen him? Or met him? Do ye truly ken what he’s like?” Isla had asked, impatient with her mother’s certainty.

      Her mother had smiled. “I donnae ken him, no. I’ve only heard tell good words about him. But ye donnae ken him yerself. Mind, Isla, ye cannae dislike him before ye ken him.”

      Isla sighed and shut her eyes. It was no use trying to analyze her circumstances before she had all the facts, and yet she craved certainty. Her parents had assured her that they would not insist on a marriage if she disliked Finlay, but her father’s eyes had held a look of warning; the match was ideal in many ways.

      Finlay’s lands were very near to their own, separated only by the lands of the Laird McAbee. If she refused to wed Finlay, it would be foolish and selfish of her. She was the daughter of a laird; it was her duty to do what was best for the people.

      Isla opened her eyes again and stared at the empty road. There was another thought in her mind, which neither she nor her parents had vocalized; she was not beautiful. If Laird Finlay found that he desired to marry her, she would be foolish to turn him down, even if she did not return his affections. And—Isla’s fingers drummed faster—there was a chance he would see her and not be interested. What would she do then? The lairds of the other lands were either already married or not on good terms with her father. Or they were simply too far away for a match to be ideal.

      Isla sighed. She wished she did not have to marry anyone.
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      “They have arrived, m’lady.”

      A servant lass poked her head inside Isla’s room, her small face alight with excitement.

      Isla smiled slightly, despite herself, charmed by the lass’s enthusiasm.

      “Thank ye, Aileana,” Isla said. “I shall go down to meet them in a moment.”

      Aileana’s head disappeared, her feet scampering down the stone hallway.

      Isla put down her needlework and took a deep breath. She had watched from the castle wall for almost an hour, steadying her nerves. Eventually, she had been called inside for the midday meal and then remained in the castle on her mother’s recommendation.

      “Yer hair is a bit wind-blown, me dear,” she had said. “Why dinnae ye sew yer tapestry to help keep yerself steady?”

      Isla had done so and found that it did calm her. She needed to take action of some kind; she would be out in the courtyard sword-fighting if she had been permitted to do so today. As it was, she had contented herself with the much smaller weapon of the needle.

      She stood and left her room, descended the staircase, wishing she could have met Finlay before he arrived as a potential husband. She disliked being in large groups of people, and the prospect of being closely watched by so many as she met Finlay for the first time made her feel unsettled.

      She entered the main hall and saw that Finlay and his men were already inside it. Her heart flopped, and then she steeled herself. She moved forward, expressionless, as her father called her name and held out his hand to her. She took it and turned to look at the man standing opposite her father.

      “Isla, me lassie, this is Laird Finlay of Seannae.”

      She saw his eyes first—dark and brimming with intelligence. He was looking at her intently as if he could not quite believe what he saw. The rest of his face was thin and pale, framed by his dark hair. He looked as if he had been cut out of stone, Isla thought, but when he took her hand and kissed it, she felt his warm blood rushing beneath his skin.

      “I am honored to meet ye,” Finlay said in a voice that was gentle.

      Isla curtsied. “I am honored to meet ye as well, Laird Finlay.” She felt herself flushing under his intent gaze.

      Her father grinned. “My rose of Scotland,” he said. “Ye seem to have made it past her thorns, Finlay.”

      Finlay did not respond but looked into Isla’s eyes and smiled slightly. Isla felt her chest tighten when she looked into his eyes. She saw such motion of thought behind them as if she saw rapid shadows of a dance.
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      There was a feast that night. Isla’s father kept asking Finlay questions, oblivious to Finlay’s obvious desire to speak more to Isla. He turned his face to her every chance he could, only to have to turn back to her father in order to answer another query about the state of his lands. As the night wore on, the mead caused Isla’s father’s questions to slow and his enthusiasm to increase.

      Taking his opportunity when Isla’s father was roaring over a joke told by one of his men, Finlay turned to Isla.

      “Are ye fond of moonlight?” he asked her.

      Isla was taken aback. This was hardly the first question she had expected him to ask her.

      “I—aye,” she said. “It gives light to us when we are most in need of it, and it is beautiful.”

      “I feel the same,” he said, smiling. His whole face changed when he smiled. It became soft and childlike.

      Isla took a drink from her goblet, feeling her heart beating with interest and wondering what she should say next. He spoke again before she was able to think of a question.

      “Would ye be willing to go for a walk with me tonight, after the feast? That way, we can observe the moonlight at its best.”

      She looked at him for a moment and then smiled. He smiled back at her. She decided that his smile made him look like a cherub. Perhaps he was not as bad as she had initially feared.

      “Aye,” she said.

      At that moment, her father turned back to Finlay and loudly insisted that he listen to the joke that had just been told for the second time. Isla took the moment of not being observed to look down at her food and smile. Relief flooded her. Finlay seemed to be kind and courteous, and he seemed to be taken with her.

      After the feast had straggled to a close—many of its partakers departing the main hall in fervent and off-key song—Isla and Finlay walked out into the courtyard. There was indeed a glorious moon, not quite full but beaming down on them in fiery silver splendor.

      Finlay took a deep breath of the night air. “I love the night,” he whispered. Then he turned to Isla. “Might I offer ye me arm?”

      She took it without speaking. They began to walk around the courtyard, looking up at the sky and the stone walls of the castle, shrouded in darkness. Some of the windows glowed gold with candlelight against the dark sky. Isla felt Finlay’s warm body beside her and felt a sense of contentment and peace. The feeling of relief swept over her again.

      After walking for a few minutes in silence, Finlay began to hum. He had a lovely voice, Isla thought. The tune he hummed was airy and beautiful. He noticed her looking at him and stopped.

      “Do ye like music?” he said, speaking the word as if it were of greatest value.

      “Aye,” she said. “I do, verra much so.”

      He nodded emphatically. The question about music seemed to have unleashed all of his energies for inquiries. He asked her questions about her childhood, her favorite foods, and her favorite pastimes. He patiently waited while she considered how to answer each one and then gave his own answer to his questions. Then he asked her, what was the most interesting thing she had ever heard spoken? If she was an animal, what would she be? Would she rather be a stone or a star?

      Isla found herself laughing as the questions became more unusual. Finlay seemed surprised but not offended by her laughter.

      “A stone,” she answered at last to his most recent question. “I’d rather be here on the earth with all the living things.”

      He nodded, smiling eagerly. “I would be a star,” he said. “I would like to be above everything and untouchable.”

      He looked up at the sky and then closed his eyes, smiling.

      “Ye are odd,” laughed Isla.

      “I am a star,” he said.
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      For the next week, Finlay remained at Tolbain. He often disappeared for hours at a time—either within his own room or wandering out on the highlands. Isla did not mind this—she also preferred to have time to herself, but her mother and father considered it to be ungallant.

      “He might at least tell us when he plans to not be here,” said Isla’s mother, frowning.

      “I donnae like it,” said her father. “While he is here, he should be courting ye, Isla. Not wandering the brae to smell the heather.”

      They were together in her mother’s sitting room before the fire. Dusk was coming on. Isla and her mother were sewing a tapestry together, and her father was pacing back and forth in front of the fire. His dog, confused by its master’s behavior, followed him as he paced, a quizzical expression on its face.

      At that moment, there was a knock on the door. Finlay stepped into the room, bearing a massive bouquet of wildflowers. He bowed.

      “I have picked these for Isla,” he said, coming forward and handing them to her with a smile.

      Isla turned to her father—who now sported twinkling eyes—then noticed her mother suppress a grin.

      “Well,” huffed her father. “That was time well spent, me lad.”

      “Would ye like to go for a ride with me tomorrow, Isla?” asked Finlay. He had not taken his eyes off her since he entered the room.

      She nodded, feeling pleased. Finlay smiled, bowed, and left them.

      Her mother waited a few moments after the door had closed before bursting out laughing.

      “Ye cannae say he does nae like her, Calan,” she said. “He may be odd, but he is in earnest.”

      Her father smirked and glanced at the bouquet that Isla was still holding.

      “What do ye think of him, then?” he asked her.

      Isla looked at the flowers for a moment, then smelled them. A swirl of spicy and sweet fragrances rushed at her. She felt as if she were in the highlands.

      “I think he is kind,” she said.

      Her father laughed and patted her on the shoulder. “Well, we’ll just be waiting for the wedding day to be set, then.”

      Isla’s mother beamed at her with happiness. Isla looked down at her flowers again.

      “I still donnae ken him well,” she added. “But I think I ken him well enough to perhaps be willing to be his bride.”
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      The next day was sunny and windy. Finlay and Isla rode out of the castle in the late afternoon. The sun was sinking lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the braes of the highlands. The wind whipped around their ears, making conversation difficult, but smiling at one another on occasion was communication enough for Isla.

      After they had ridden for about an hour, Finlay stopped his horse beside a crest of rock where they were sheltered from the wind. Isla followed suit.

      “Would ye like to dismount and rest for a time?” asked Finlay.

      Isla nodded, and he assisted her off her horse. Still keeping her hand in his, he led her to a group of boulders and sat down there with her.

      For a few moments, he did not speak or look at her; he watched the highlands around them with an almost wild look of fascination in his eyes. Then he turned to her, and it seemed to her the intensity of his look increased.

      “Will ye marry me?” he asked.

      Isla’s eyes widened, startled by the suddenness of his proposal.

      Seeing her hesitation, he continued. “I was taken with ye the first moment I saw ye, Isla. Ye are a woman of a vibrant mind. Ye are quiet and understanding. Ye ken what is important. I love ye.” He looked deep into her eyes as he said it, and she realized with a pounding of her heart that he meant it.

      It was her turn to look out at the highlands. She squeezed his hand as she did so, to let him know she was not turning away from him but rather towards her own thoughts. Her mind raced.

      Everything seemed to be in his favor. He loved her. He was kind and gentle. She admired him. Her parents approved of him. It would be an advantageous match for both their lands. She turned back to him.

      “Aye,” she said. “I will marry ye.”

      Suddenly, his arms were around her. She felt the heat of his chest pressed against her. Her heart leapt up in alarm at the suddenness.
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      Ewan stood very still, reading a letter in the early morning light streaming through his window. His fingers held tightly to the paper, and there was a slight frown on his usually cheerful face.

      
        
        Arya is with child. Congratulate us, brother. She wishes to stay here in Dunrobin with her mother until our child is delivered. I ken I have been away longer than we expected I would be, but I think ’tis for the best. Ye have been Laird of Duffus for a year now. I think it is time ye become Laird of Duffus forever.

        

      

      Ewan’s fingers closed even tighter on the letter, crumpling it.

      
        
        I have come to love these lands as me own. Arya wishes to remain here, to be with her people, and she wishes me to be the laird of her lands. We will be the keepers of Dunrobin, and ye will be the keeper of Duffus. Does that suit ye, brother? I can see yer face now.

        

      

      Ewan laughed in spite of himself, feeling a prickle of tears in his eyes, which he quickly blinked back.

      
        
        Once our child is born, we will return to see what a mess ye’ve made of our lands. In the meantime, learn to be the true, dedicated laird I know ye can be.

        

      

      Ewan stared at the final words, then closed the letter and looked out the window.

      He had never expected this to happen. All his life, he had taken it for granted that his brother Duncan would grow up to become the laird after their father’s death. Duncan had become laird sooner than either of them had expected after their father’s untimely murder, but Ewan had never thought he would give up the title.

      Ewan rocked back and forth on his feet, looking down in the courtyard of his castle, which was bustling with color. Over the past year, while Duncan had been away with his new bride, Ewan had expected him to return. He had only been acting as the temporary laird of Duffus, and while things were not exactly a mess…

      Ewan sighed and looked sheepish. He was fond of drinking, feasts, and beautiful women. Not responsibility.

      Nothing had been neglected, he argued with himself. When problems arose, he solved them. “But ye have nae improved anything either,” he whispered to himself. “Ye could have.”

      He opened the letter again, reread it, then pressed his lips together in resolve. So be it. An unexpected swirl of excitement curled in his stomach.
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      “Ye will be a terrible laird.”

      Ewan’s cousin Athdar grinned at him from across the room, his feet on the table of the room of counsel.

      Ewan turned back from where he had been looking out the window and made a face at his cousin.

      “Better than ye will be if yer time comes.”

      An elderly man entered the room, and Athdar took his feet off the table rapidly. The old man gave him a withering look.

      “Ye are a child in a man’s body, Athdar,” he said. “Wars have been planned around that table. The fate of men’s lives decided around it.”

      “Donnae be so hard on him, Lennox,” said Ewan, enjoying the chagrined expression on Athdar’s face. “I’ve seen me father make many jokes around this table.”

      “He earned the right by proving himself a competent laird first.”

      It was Ewan’s turn to look chagrined. Lennox’s remark had been directed at him as well, and he knew it.

      It was a few days after the letter from Duncan had arrived. Ewan had decided to call a meeting with the advisers and some of the villages’ leaders. It was something his father had done often, and he had not done it once in the year he had been playacting as laird until his brother’s return.

      Two more of his advisers arrived, and then the men from the villages began to come. The table was large enough for fourteen men to sit around, so not all of the villages were represented. Ewan told himself he must have another meeting soon, with the remaining village leaders.

      A servant appeared as the last of the men arrived, bringing in small cakes and a pitcher of water. Ewan noticed Lennox sniffed it as it passed and then gave him an approving glance.

      Ewan felt slightly irritated but also pleased by Lennox’s hard-won approval. He would have liked a bit of mead during the meeting, and he was sure the village leaders would as well, but he wanted to start out his dealings as a laird with a clear head.

      When all the men had been seated, Ewan rose and addressed the gathering.

      “Welcome, all.” He hesitated. He did not know what to say next. The men were all gazing at him with intent expressions. He swallowed.

      “I am following in the practices of me father. I wish to gather ye all together to discuss the state of the lands, and to hear any complaints that ye may have.”

      He paused. The men stared.

      “So...how are yer villages?”

      There was a moment of silence, and then an older man from the middle of the table said, “Do ye mean ye have nae heard?”

      Ewan blinked. “Heard what?”

      “Of the raiders?”

      Ewan exchanged a quick look of alarm with Athdar, then turned his eyes back to the man.

      “I have nae heard of raiders. When did this begin?”

      “Two weeks ago. My village was raided by a band of masked raiders. They broke into homes and stole valuables, and they set a tree in our marketplace on fire. Those who tried to fight them were severely wounded.”

      Another man spoke. “Then the next week they came to me village. They killed one of us, an old man who was unarmed. He was shouting curses at them, and they cut off his head.”

      Ewan could not conceal the look of horror on his face.

      “Why did no one tell me of this?” he said.

      The village leaders looked around at each other. “We were too engrossed in our fears to send for help,” said the first man.

      Ewan felt a knot in his stomach. He realized what the men had not spoken aloud; they thought him incompetent and had not sought his aid because they would rather deal with their troubles themselves. He took a deep breath. “Have there been any more raids?”

      “Just one,” said a third village leader. “My village was vandalized yesterday. We fought them off, having been warned by the other villages. But one of our men was killed, and they smeared his blood across the walls of the village houses.”

      Ewan felt rage boil up inside him. Such disrespect of the dead would not go unpunished.

      “Were ye able to kill any of them?”

      The men shook their heads.

      “They are verra skilled fighters, the likes of which I’ve never seen.”

      Ewan looked down at the table for a moment. Then he looked up and made eye contact with each of the men as he spoke.

      “My men and I will ride out and hunt down these raiders. We will do our best to capture and kill all of them, but ye must do yer best as well. Stay vigilant, and send word to me and to each other whenever ye hear news of them. When yer in a fight with them, try to kill them and also try to take off their masks. If they are trying to hide their identities, their identities are likely something that we ken.”

      The men around him nodded, and Ewan noticed a pleased glint in Lennox’s eye. They conversed for another hour about strategies. Ewan asked about the types of weapons the raiders had and was pleased to learn they had not used any arrows as of yet.

      “We’ll have the upper hand against them there then,” he said. “We have excellent archers we can bring out to hunt these men.”

      “Did anyone recognize their tartan?” asked Athdar.

      The men shook their heads. “They wear all black,” said the first man. “Their masks are red, or green, or yellow, but their kilts are black, with no pattern.”

      Ewan frowned. Who were these men, and why were they so intent on keeping their identity a secret?

      They laid out a strategy for where to search for the raiders first. So far, they had followed no predictable pattern when raiding the villages, but Ewan and the other men did their best to guess which villages would be attacked next, based on their wealth and location.

      “We will find these men,” Ewan said. “And we will see that they are all killed or imprisoned. We will nae fail ye anymore.”

      The men looked at him solemnly, and many of them nodded. Ewan noticed that their looks were warmer than they had been at the beginning of the meeting. He shook hands with each of the village leaders, and they departed.

      “Alert the warriors, Athdar,” Ewan said. “We will begin to seek these raiders today.”

      Athdar nodded and left the room.

      Lennox turned to Ewan. “Ye did well today, lad,” he said quietly and followed Athdar out of the room.

      Ewan watched him go, and slowly a grin spread over his face.
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      The wind was blowing fiercely as Ewan and his men prepared for a departure to track down the raiders. Athdar looked up at the sky with a scowl.

      “It will rain soon, sure,” he said.

      “We cannae help that,” said Ewan, grinning. He enjoyed a good storm. “I donnae want to waste another hour trying to find these men.”

      “We cannae kill them all at once,” complained Athdar. “This’ll take weeks. And ’tis unlikely they’re going to be out in this storm themselves unless they are stupid.”

      “Never underestimate the stupidity of yer fellow man,” Ewan said, mounting his horse.

      Athdar rolled his eyes at his cousin. “I’ll never underestimate yers,” he said.

      Ewan began to sing a rowdy drinking song, and many of his men joined in, grins on their faces.

      Athdar scowled at him. “Enjoy yerselves while ye can,” he shouted over the singing. “We’ll soon be fighting faceless demons in a thunderstorm.”

      Ewan only sang louder. They rode out of the castle gate, and he changed the lyrics of the song.

      
        
        Be grateful yer living and breathing

        If yer heart is heavy and yer limbs are sore

        To lighten yer limbs and yer feelings

        Seek out drink and uncatchable raiders.

      

      

      “It donnae rhyme. Yer not clever,” shouted Athdar, but he was laughing.

      The men continued to sing as they rode until they were out of sight of the castle, and Ewan urged them to stop. It would do no good to alert the raiders to their presence by singing like fools.

      They rode on to the village that they had decided might be most likely to be attacked next. Its church had a triptych that had been embellished with gold—a fact known and admired in the surrounding villages. Ewan did not think the raiders were truly after valuables—they seemed to simply have a goal of destruction, but stealing or damaging a prized possession of the lands of Duffus would certainly be a way to wound the spirits of the people.

      Ewan and his men rode to the top of a brae overlooking the village and dismounted. They cared for their horses while they watched, keeping behind rocks as best they could to avoid being seen. Two men were posted as lookouts, and they constantly scanned the lands about for a glimpse of the raiders.

      The skies became more ominous. Thunder cracked nearby, and the wind picked up even more.

      “What if they come under cover of darkness?” Athdar asked.

      “Once it gets dark, we can ride ourselves into the village without being seen,” Ewan replied. We can spend the night indoors and
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