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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Angus, Scotland

      June 1606

      Brianna Lindsay’s time had run out.

      Soil caked the undersides of her rounded fingernails and creased her palms like black sin.

      There was still much to do. The sun burned high overhead, baring her deeds to all. Reminding her she could be discovered at any moment.

      She plunged her hands into the cool, moist earth. But she mustn’t delve too far.

      She didn’t know how deeply they’d buried him.

      Her body clenched around another dry retch. There was nothing left for her stomach to give.

      She could go no farther. The gouged hole would have to do.

      The rosebush at her side stretched away with twisted limbs, and its leaves quivered in the wind. Did it seek another way out as she did? Did it feel the looming threat?

      “We all must make our sacrifices,” she spoke under her breath in a soothing tone that would fall deaf upon wicked thorns.

      It mattered not.

      She had no other options. None except this or surrender.

      And there were too many lives at stake.

      A pearl of sweat tickled a path from her brow to her chin. She swiped it away with a dirty fist.

      The moisture upon her cheeks should be tears. Edzell Castle had lost its earl the day before. No one could find out, most especially her uncle. Not until she figured out an alternative. Bernard, her Captain of the Guard, had left hours before with a letter tucked safely in his vest.

      This would all be over when he returned from Edinburgh. She hoped.

      She grasped the hearty base of the rosebush and cradled its roots. With reverent care, she transplanted it into the freshly turned earth, beside the other three. Only two more remained to be sown into the ground.

      Together, they would cover the makeshift grave in a tangle of fragrant blooms and barbed vines.

      At least he lay in consecrated ground.

      As in countless times before, she willed the tears to come. For the countless time, still they did not.

      She winced beneath a slice of regret.

      No matter how callous he had been, no matter how cruel a position he had left her in, surely Brianna should mourn the death of her own father.
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        * * *

      

      Colin MacKinnon quickened his pace through the maze of curling ferns. Sunlight cut through the trees overhead and flickered around him, hastening his sense of urgency. The rich scent of soil rose from underfoot and mingled with the copper odor of blood.

      He locked his arms beneath the battered old man he carried. As it was, the man’s breath grew shallower by the moment. He would not last long.

      “Do ye see the castle, Alec? Are we close?” Colin asked. He would run if necessary.

      Alec strode several paces ahead, his large body clearing the forest’s heavy growth from their path. “Aye, I see it just ahead.”

      “We’re almost there,” Colin said through gritted teeth. “Ye’re almost home.”

      The man’s mouth moved, and a weak exhale gasped through thin, bloodied lips.

      Colin ducked beneath a veil of thin branches and found himself bathed in the warmth of dazzling sunlight. Lush grass stretched before him, lining his path. Beckoning.

      Edzell Castle rose at its center, nestled like a rare pearl behind walls tinged pink with precious sandstone.

      Colin glanced over his shoulder to where a small white building sat against the forest. A servant knelt in the dirt beside a row of rosebushes, her long brown braid thrown over her shoulder.

      Before either he or Alec could call out, her head snapped up. She tensed. The narrowed look on her comely face was not one of welcome.

      “Who are you?” she demanded, her voice sharp. Suspicious.

      Colin turned, and her gaze dropped to the man in his arms. “We seek Lady Lindsay.”

      She lurched to her feet and staggered toward them in a frantic run.

      “Bernard, what have you done?” Accusation screamed from her wild gaze. Soil smudged one flushed cheek.

      “I seek Lady Lindsay,” Colin said again.

      The man stirred, and a low moan croaked from his throat.

      “He’s alive,” she gasped. “What happened? Who has done this?”

      His patience waned. The dying man did not have time for the servant’s lamentations. “Damn it, lass, listen to me. He is badly wounded and requests Lady Lindsay. All questions will be answered later. For now, I demand to see the lady of the castle.”

      Her generous lips fell open, but no words emerged. She dropped her gaze to the man, and her brows knit together. “This way.” She motioned toward the white building and sprinted ahead, her thick braid bouncing against her back with each hastened step.

      The structure was cool inside, a reprieve from the heat of the noonday sun. Costly stained-glass windows lined either side of the walls and shot streaks of reds, yellows and golds across the rows of wooden benches. A church. The location was fitting for a man soon dead.

      Colin glanced down at the man, evidently named Bernard, in his arms and found the man’s face had gone pale beneath the streaks of blood. A bad sign.

      The lass pulled a length of embroidered white silk from the altar and spread it on the ground. “Lay him here,” she said.

      Colin hesitated. The workmanship on the fabric was incredibly detailed in its depiction of the Garden of Eden, each leaf and flower crafted with obvious care. He glanced up at the servant. She would be whipped for using so costly a cloth for a dying man.

      “Lay him here,” she repeated, her voice strained with desperation.

      Colin sank to his knees. “He is bleeding heavily.”

      “I understand.” Her tone had lost its edge and was soft, somber. “Please.” She motioned to the altar cloth once more with trembling fingers tinged black and dirty.

      Colin eased Bernard to the silk-covered ground. The old man was finally home.

      The furrows of pain on the man’s weathered face smoothed into a smile. “Thank you.” The words rasped from within his chest. He was still alive. There was still time.

      The woman fell to the ground, and her head bent over him. “What’s happened to you?” Her voice broke in a way that would tug at any man’s chest. Colin was no exception.

      “Brianna?” The dying man squinted up at the servant.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I’m here.”

      Colin cleared his throat, an inadvertently loud interruption in the silence of the church. “He needs Lady Lindsay,” he said one final time.

      “What?” The woman looked up at him from where she sat with her rough skirts tucked under her legs. “You don’t understand.” She pressed her dirty hand to her chest. “I am Lady Lindsay.”
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      Blood stained Brianna’s fingers and smeared the floors of the church. Sunlight poured in through the stained-glass windows and filled the room with a frantic splashes of colors.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      The auburn-haired Highlander who’d carried Bernard into the church stood in front of her. “We’ll be outside if ye need us, my lady.”

      She gave a nod, a feat difficult to do when her throat swelled with such anguish and barely registered the sounds of two sets of heavy feet leaving the building.

      Her gaze was fixed on Bernard, on the free-flowing wounds peppering his body, on the unnatural gray of his face. Realization sliced through her heart like a sharpened blade.

      Bernard would soon be dead.

      She caught his thin hand in hers and tried to swallow away the tightness of her throat.

      “I failed you.” His words were almost inaudible. From the grimace on his face, they had cost him dearly.

      She blinked rapidly, and yet tears still welled in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. “You don’t need to speak.”

      He shook his head, a subtle rocking of the back of his skull side to side against the ground. Blood streaked brilliant crimson through his thin, white hair. “The letter was not deliv⁠—”

      “Please do not worry yourself.” Her voice shook. The letter to Parliament could be addressed later.

      His soft blue eyes watered with despair. “They took it.”

      The air quit her lungs.

      No.

      “Who?” She kept her voice low, free of the anxiety clawing inside of her.

      “No livery.” Deep lines of pain etched his face. “Highlanders tried to help.”

      His fingers curled around her hand. Even on his deathbed, he sought to offer her comfort. A sob burst from within her and echoed off the empty walls.

      The sigh exhaled from deep in his chest, and his body went still.

      “No,” she mouthed. “Please.”

      His face relaxed, and all the decades of laughter and earnest joy remained creased around the aged skin of his eyes and mouth. A burning ache exploded within her. Disbelief. Desperation. Despair.

      She bent beneath its weight. Choking cries ripped through the silence, and grief trailed hot down her face.

      She would not think of the letter now, nor what its loss meant. How could she when Bernard lay dead on the floor of her chapel?

      Bernard hadn’t only been Edzell’s Captain of the Guard. He was the only surviving member of the household who could vouch for her legitimacy, the only one of sound mind who had been at her mother’s side and could verify she had been faithful. Bernard had been the father the earl had never sought to be.

      Now he was gone, and Brianna had lost two fathers in as many days.
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        * * *

      

      Colin glanced toward the white building where Lady Lindsay had still not emerged. Brianna. The dying man had called her Brianna.

      Regret lashed through Colin. He should have been able to stop the band of men attacking the old man, but he and Alec had been a distance away when the first blow landed. The aggressors had moved quickly. Too quickly.

      Their work was that of paid men, not bandits or rogues. The attack had not been a random act of violence.

      He paced in the shade along the edge of the forest, his steps silent except for the whisper of grass against his boots. This was not how he’d wanted to make his appearance at Edzell Castle. Certainly not how he had wanted to meet Lady Lindsay.

      Alec stood immobile beside him, lacking the restlessness plaguing Colin. “No’ a bad place to live, aye?”

      Colin stopped and stared up at the rose-hued castle. His gaze skimmed the familiar rectangular block-shaped layout common among Lowland nobles. A second building stood rose lower than the first, the worn stone edges of an older structure never torn down.

      “No’ a bad place to live at all,” Colin said.

      Alec shrugged beside him. “I’ve slept in worse places.”

      Colin shoved Alec’s shoulder. “Damn right ye’ve slept in worse places.” He glanced to where the entrance to the little white church still remained tightly shut. “Mark my words, Alec. This will be my land.”

      The Lindsay seal marked the arching entrance, declaring the castle’s ownership. A sign meant to ward away outsiders. The MacKinnon seal would grace the delicate stone beside it someday and boldly declare the opulent castle his.

      Thus far, Edzell had proved true every rumor he’d heard of the Lindsay fortune. His chest swelled with resolve.

      He would prove to his father that he was worthy of the family land. He would win the title wrongfully denied the firstborn son of Laird MacKinnon.

      First, though, he’d have to woo Lady Lindsay into marriage.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna cracked open the wooden door of the chapel and peered out to where the copper-haired Highlander paced. He waited for her as he’d said he would. For her protection, or did he want coin for his deed?

      The leather of his boots shone with quality, and intricate carvings etched the hilt of the sword slung between his shoulder blades. The man had money.

      His dark-haired friend lurked nearby, scanning her home with a look that could only be described as mistrust.

      Both wore the garb of the Highlands, with loose-flowing white leines on their torsos and plaids slung around their hips.

      She didn’t want to face them—she wanted to curl into a ball on the ground and give in to a fresh bout of grief. But Bernard would not have let her do that. He would have gently reminded her she was the lady of the keep and encouraged her to be strong.

      She brushed a strand of hair from her slick forehead and tucked it back into her braid. Tempting though it was, she could not hide in the chapel forever.

      She pushed the door open farther and stepped outside. Shards of sunlight splintered in her brain, blazing against the ache of her tears. She ground her teeth against the pain and pushed  herself forward. The sooner she paid the men for their assistance, the sooner they would leave.

      Highlanders could not be trusted.

      The one who’d carried Bernard stopped pacing and turned toward her. Blood stained the front of his leine. Bernard’s blood.

      The sight gripped her heart in a new clutch of pain. She pushed her gaze to his face instead and found it lined with sympathy.

      “I’m sorry we couldna do more.” His eyes searched her face with more scrutiny than she cared for. “Are ye well, lass?”

      “I am, thank you.” She hoped her forced smile would diminish the terseness of her tone and rush his plea for compensation.

      His slow nod indicated he did not believe her words any more than he did her smile.

      She resisted the urge to press her fingertips to her aching temples and tried again. “I am grateful for the assistance you both offered. Is there anything I can do to show my appreciation? Some coin, perhaps?”

      “I’d like to speak with yer Captain of the Guard.” His steady gaze did not waver from her face.

      The muscles of her back tightened. Perhaps she should not be honest, but had they meant her harm, they would already have taken advantage of the situation. “My Captain of the Guard lies upon the floor of the church.” Her gaze flicked to his bloody leine once more. “His blood now stains your clothes.” A harsh edge grated in her tone.

      The man crossed his arms over his large chest. “I will need to speak with his replacement then.”

      Brianna stared up at the man in shock.

      Replacement?

      As if she were so cruel as to have a man at the ready in case Bernard were to die.

      She shook her head, unwilling to speak lest her voice tremble. She would not appear weak before such stoic men.

      He tilted his head with measured patience. “The laird, then. May I speak with him?”

      Her pulse spiked. This man asked too many questions, sought too many answers. “He is detained presently.”

      The Highlanders needed to leave.

      “Ach, in that case, we will wait.” He relaxed his posture and glanced toward the sky in a way that suggested he had more time than sense.

      “You can’t.” Brianna drew a deep breath and fought for composure. “He’s ill and will not be able to meet with you.” It was not wholly a lie. The Earl of Edzell had been ill for over a year before he’d succumbed.

      “Countess Lindsay, perhaps?” the Highlander asked.

      Brianna’s heart squeezed with an ache that never seemed to heal. “She has been dead some years. I am the lady of the castle now.”

      His eyebrows rose. “I see.” He narrowed his gaze at her, studying her for a moment.

      She had been incorrect—the man had sense. Far too much for her comfort, in fact. And she was pinned beneath his scrutiny.

      She concentrated on every part of her body, forcing herself to be still beneath his assessment. No straightening her back, no clutching her skirt with her hands or folding her arms in front of her. Such stillness made her feel more exposed than the concealing gestures she longed for.

      His arms opened in surrender as if demonstrating his lack of threat. “I’m Colin MacKinnon.” He nodded toward the dark-haired Highlander. “And that’s Alec MacLean. I promised yer man we would see ye to safety, and that is what I intend.” His eyes locked with hers, and his head lowered as he spoke. “That said, we wish to stay the night in yer castle.”

      Stay within the castle? Her gaze trailed over his broad shoulders, the corded muscle of his exposed forearms, and the powerful expanse of his chest. She craned her neck, taking in his imposing height. He could crush her skull beneath those large hands if he were so inclined.

      The Highlander thought her father feeble and knew her Captain of the Guard lay dead.

      She’d revealed too much and now regretted what she’d so willingly, so foolishly, volunteered.

      He stepped toward her, his face softening. “I believe ye may be in considerable danger.”
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      “I dinna mean to frighten ye.” Though he kept his voice low when he spoke, it did not ease the wide-eyed stare from her face.

      “You tell me my life is in danger, and then you say you didn’t mean to frighten me?” Her words pitched high at the end of her question.

      He took a step toward her and tried to ignore the way her body flinched before going stiff-still once more. “The men who attacked your Captain of the Guard may come back to ensure he is dead. I’ve seen it before.”

      Especially men like those who had assaulted the old man, but Colin tempered his tongue. Such information was meant for the ears of men, not the fairer sex.

      Brianna’s chin rose a notch. “I am not unprotected.”

      Alec snorted beside him. Her gaze shot to him before settling on Colin once more, her eyes bright with indignation.

      Colin frowned. “While we waited, I glanced at yer castle entrance and saw but one guard. If the band of men who attacked yer Captain of the Guard come here, they would be inside yer walls within moments.”

      Her gaze slid toward the entrance of the castle. “One guard?”

      Colin nodded slowly. “Aye, my lady. If ye allow us to stay tonight, we will keep watch to ensure ye’re safe.”

      She lowered her head, and her fingertips rested on the center of her brow. “Very well.” She looked up. “You may stay, but only until morning.” The delicate muscles of her neck tightened. “However, you will not be permitted in the main part of the castle. Those doors will be locked.”

      Ah, the famed Lowland hospitality. Perhaps the lass was not as naïve as she appeared if she exacted such caution with strange men. “Of course, my lady. We will leave after we help ye find a suitable replacement for yer Captain of the Guard.”

      Her smile was brittle. “That will not be necessary.”

      “It is more necessary than ye realize.”

      Her suspicious glare turned frosty. “I am perfectly capable of selecting my own Captain of the Guard.”

      He closed the distance between them with one step, but this time she did not back away. This time her head lifted in challenge.

      “Do ye know when a man is brave?” he asked. “When he willna run? When he will stay and fight?”

      “I know of bravery.” She crossed her arms tightly over her chest, that indignant look flashing in her large brown eyes once more.

      “Bravery off the battlefield is easily feigned. Ye want a man whose eyes glint with power, whose confident words are backed by confident actions, one who will be looked up to by other men. One whose body bears the scars of battle.” Her fair skin appeared flawless in the bright sunlight. Smooth and creamy beneath the smears of dirt, unscathed by the foul effects of war.

      He lowered his voice. “Do ye know a man so intimately that ye can detect how brave he truly is?”

      She drew a sharp breath and her eyebrows furrowed. “How dare you ask such a question?”

      He held his position and reveled in the clean lavender scent wafting from her glossy hair. It’d been too long since he’d smelled anything but sweat and dirt. “I ask only what ye should know if ye intend to select yer own Captain of the Guard, aye?”

      A bonny flush colored her cheeks.

      “Or ye can at least accept my advice tomorrow morning before we leave.” He eased back and left her to make her own decision. He’d made his point.

      Her lips pursed and lent her young face a shrewd appearance. “I will allow you to offer your advice.”

      He truly did not wish to leave her unprotected. He’d been entirely honest about that. The few guards Colin had seen would easily prove the need for his continued presence within Edzell.

      He glanced at Lady Lindsay’s clenched jaw.

      First, though, he would have to convince her.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna’s shoes rang sharply against the stone floor of the hall, a harsh accompaniment to the steady swish of her fine skirts. She’d worn her blue silk gown with the silver buttons and delicately embroidered sleeves. Yesterday, she’d appeared before the Highlanders as a servant. Today, she would leave no question in their minds that she was lady of the castle.

      She stood before the main door and pulled the heavy iron key from her pocket. They would be waiting on the other side. Her hand skimmed the slick fabric of her left pocket, fingering the comforting shape of her dagger. In case they decided to do more than assist in the selection of the next Captain of the Guard.

      Not that she intended to listen to their opinions, regardless. She would placate them by feigning interest in their choice, and then they would leave.

      Finally.

      There were too many questions she could not answer and too many secrets that could be unearthed, especially by men she did not trust.

      The key slid into the greased lock with ease. She paused and mentally combed through plausible questions they might ask, filtering through her own plausible answers. One loose reply and the truth of the earl’s hidden death and her illegitimacy could come unraveled.

      Bernard’s signature on the letter to Parliament was supposed to secure her legitimacy and tie Edzell to her forever. Her throat tightened at the thought of the old man.

      Bernard.

      The stress of her situation gave way to a peel of hurt. He had been so battered, so wounded before his death.

      He’d died trying to help her.

      She turned her head to the side, but the physical movement could not knock the painful thought from her mind. She could not dwell on such things. Not when there were other matters to think on. Like what she could use to prove herself the rightful heir to the Lindsay estate. She had pored over the earl’s documents through the night and into the gentle grays of morning. Her efforts had been in vain. Not one document mentioned her as his daughter.

      An old wound that would never cease to sting.

      The key easily twisted until she heard the subtle click of the lock giving way. She pushed through the door and stepped from the shadows of the heavy stone walls into the blinding morning sunlight, a radiance grating to her dark mood.

      Her unwelcome guests leaned against the shaded wall of the castle with ease that rattled her all the more. Resentment flared through her. She would have preferred Bernard’s replacement wait until he was at least buried.

      The dark-haired Highlander watched her cross the courtyard, his gaze steady, his face unreadable. The other man, the one who had spoken to her yesterday, nodded in greeting and gave her a grin so wide she had to fight the urge to roll her eyes.

      “I dinna expect ye so early, Lady Lindsay,” he said.

      She surveyed the empty courtyard, and her back straightened with awareness. Other guards should be present. “Nor did I expect you to be so full of compliments so early,” she said with a smile. It was meant to remind him of his place, to check his carefree humor.

      “Ach, if I were complimenting ye, ye’d know.” He winked at her, completely nonplussed.

      Did he think he was being charming?

      Impatience nibbled at her fortitude.

      “Before we begin,” he said. “I’d like to give ye my suggestions on yer next Captain of the Guard.”

      “Oh?” Another sweeping glance confirmed they were the only people in the courtyard. The weight of the dagger along her thigh offered security where her men failed. “You know my men well enough to select the one best suited for the position?”

      “Aye, I do.” An arrogant smile lifted his lips. “Me.”

      Brianna’s eyebrows raised at his audacity. “You?”

      “Aye. Let me be yer Captain of the Guard. Alec will, of course, stay on to help me as well.”

      The linen of his leine was made of exceptional quality. Expensive like the sword on his back. “You don’t need the funds. Why do you seek this position?”

      His gaze met hers, soft and coaxing. “Sometimes there is more to life than coin,” he said in his gentle burr.

      She narrowed her eyes to shield herself from him further. “What do you imply?”

      “I mean that sometimes a wandering warrior longs for a place to call home, and Edzell Castle is verra lovely.” The heat of his stare remained fixed on her face. “Sometimes a man canna turn away from the lure of beauty.”
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        * * *

      

      Colin’s true meaning was not lost on Brianna, based on the nervous press of her tongue between her full lips. She understood his words whether she cared to admit it or not. “What qualifies you to be my Captain of the Guard?”

      “I was under the lead of Kieran MacDonald for the last five years and saw much war and fighting.”

      Not that Colin’s father had been impressed.

      She tilted her head in a way that demonstrated her thinning patience. “Of course, you saw much war and fighting. He is, after all, a MacDonald.”

      If she were trying to get a rise out of him, she would be disappointed. “All the better to keep me on yer side,” Colin said with a good-natured wink. “If ye dinna believe me, put me against five of yer best guards, and ye’ll see for yerself.”

      “Five?” Her eyebrow arched in disbelief.

      “Aye, ye’re right,” he conceded. “Ye better make it ten.”

      The corner of her mouth tightened. “Are you trying to impress me?”

      Colin laughed, knowing his mirth would goad her further. “Dinna act as though ye dinna want to see it.”

      “Actually, I think I do.” A slow, cunning smile slid over her lips. “I’ll have my ten best guards assembled for you to fight. If you lose, you will be removed from my lands, never to return.”

      He shrugged off the sheathed blade he wore strapped to his back and reached for one of Edzell’s unmarked practice swords. “Dinna worry.” He swung the dulled weapon. “I never disappoint.”

      Certainly not when so much balanced on his victory.
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      Assembling the guards had taken as long as Colin had anticipated and longer than Brianna had expected if her red cheeks were any indication.

      Her ten best soldiers surrounded him, their expressions glowing with unwarranted confidence. Too late would they realize what a mistake that was.

      Colin focused on his surroundings, marking the direction the gentle breeze shifted, his feet easily adjusting to the subtle swells and dips of the cobblestones beneath him. The borrowed practice blade in his hand was slightly off-balance. He would compensate for that with his swing.

      His prize stood tersely to the side of the courtyard. She pinched her lower lip between anxious fingers, all pretense of nonchalance abandoned. Her gaze was sharp as a hawk seeking prey, seeking any show of weakness.

      Colin was confident she would find none.

      There was no discussion among the men to plan an attack. Instead, the first man lunged, young and overeager to prove himself, based on the wild swipe of his sword. He was careless and left his abdomen exposed when he raised his blade for a blow that would never land.

      Colin stepped into the attack and ducked low. The blunted edge of his practice sword caught the lad in the stomach, knocking the wind from him. Had the battle been real, Colin’s opponent would have paid for the error with his life.

      Another man darted from the group and charged with the Lindsay roar in his throat. His sweat tinged the air with a musky scent. The sharp clang of their blades clashing split the air and tingled deep within Colin’s ears. Three additional guards leapt into the fray.

      Finally, a semblance of a team.

      Colin’s arms burned with the surge of a challenge. His vision sharpened, his senses in tune with every action each man made.

      The battle was about to get fun.

      Of the remaining five men not engaged in battle, one in particular—the one with white-blond hair—watched Colin’s movements with calculated intent. Perhaps there was a worthy opponent among Edzell’s soldiers after all.

      Colin dispatched the four men with ease, and another four took their place. Each jab and thrust of their dull blades were done without finesse. Brute force powered their moves—and poorly.

      Their labored breathing suggested a lack of regular exercise. Colin would see that oversight corrected.

      The glare of the sun shone down upon him, but he did not feel its heat against his back, nor was he blinded by its glint. He was a warrior, a man trained to block out the elements and focus on his opponent. Something these men would learn in good time.

      One of the guards ran haphazardly toward him, face flushed and arms lax with exhaustion. Colin almost felt bad about knocking him from the fight. He caught the man’s foot with his boot and sent him sprawling toward the dark cobblestones. Colin drew the flat of his blade across the man’s slick neck, implying death.

      Training was difficult. Colin knew all too well exactly how difficult. He also knew the importance of weapons mastery and how many times such knowledge had saved his life.

      A sharp thrust of his blade behind him caught another guard in the gut and left the man grunting in pain before walking the same defeated path as his comrades. The two remaining men lunged at Colin together, and together they were defeated with the same swipe of Colin’s blade.

      Only the blond man remained. He did not charge as the others but calmly approached and lifted his sword between them with measured composure. The silent challenge grew tense in the still air.

      He feinted left and thrust to the right with a grace even Colin could not teach. Colin parried the blow and whipped his blade toward the man, only to have the attack stopped with a well-executed block. There was confidence behind his opponent’s moves, a natural skill.

      Colin was tempted to let the fight go on longer than necessary, but there would be ample time to spar with the man in the future. Instead, Colin swung his blade toward him, stopping just before the steel connected with his opponent’s neck.

      Surprise flickered in the man’s dark eyes. Before hard feelings could set, Colin clasped his arm in a solid grip. “Ye did verra well, lad.”

      The guard gave a single nod before turning to join the rest of the bested soldiers.

      Colin set the borrowed practice sword in the pile he’d drawn it from. Taking on ten men was no easy feat, yet this battle had taken mere minutes. He hadn’t even begun to sweat.

      Brianna’s men were out of shape and lacked proper training. Edzell was weak. That would all change when he became Captain of the Guard.

      The same raw stare that had lingered on him as he fought now burned into his back. The lass was fascinated by him. He planned to wield that fascination to his advantage.

      After all, he knew women well. Every soft, supple curve of their bodies, every sensitive bud and inviting valley. He knew when to stroke, when to tease, when to taste.

      Aye, he knew women very well.

      Brianna Lindsay would be no different. She might be naïve and innocent, but she was ready to fall in love.

      What woman was not?

      All would come with time, and Colin was a patient man. For now, he was satisfied with collecting his winnings.
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        * * *

      

      A merciful breeze blew through the courtyard and fluttered the skirt of Brianna’s light silk gown. Her men sagged in the shade of the chapel, their faces red and sweaty from their efforts. The Highlander turned toward her. His arms were crossed over his chest, and a smile hovered on his lips.

      “Well?” he inquired in a low voice. “Did I impress ye?”

      Brianna nipped the tip of her tongue. He had just taken down her best men with hardly any effort. Did he not understand the insult of his actions? His rapid victory had shown how poorly trained her men were, how poorly she managed her estate to leave it so ineffectively protected. His conquest wasn’t a victory to be commended—it was a slap.

      Unfortunately, the speed with which he defeated her men proved his instruction necessary. Brianna knew enough about fighting and warfare to understand the Highlander’s skills of fluid motions and lethal accuracy.

      He stood at least one head taller than any of her men, his height and strength carried with relaxed ease. His leine fell open at the neck during the mock battle, and she could glimpse the smooth muscular flesh beneath—if she wanted to.

      He uncrossed his arms and hung his thumbs from the sides of his belt. “Six months with me, and ye wouldna see yer men so easily defeated.”

      The weight of the sun’s heat was almost as unbearable as the unpalatable decision that lay before her. She scanned his well-made clothing in a most obvious manner. “I still don’t understand why you are so insistent on taking Bernard’s position when you so obviously do not need the funds.”

      That carefree smile touched his face again. “I told ye, lass, I gave my word to your servant that I would see ye safe. I dinna take my promises to the dying lightly, aye?”

      She eyed him, taking in his earnest expression and stubborn wide-legged stance that declared he wouldn’t give up. Part of her wished he would, yet the pragmatic part of her realized the importance of his presence, of his tutelage.

      But there was another reason he wanted to stay on. Perhaps he was out of money to buy such fine things, perhaps he had nowhere to go. Perhaps there was a far more sinister reason.

      Whatever it was, she would unveil the truth. In the meantime, she would take advantage of his offer to strengthen her guards.

      “Very well,” she said decisively. “You have six months. I’ll have someone bring you to my solar after supper, and we’ll arrange the details of your stay.” She turned her head toward the dark-haired Highlander. “If you’re half as good as your companion, I’ll ensure you have a room and pay as well.”

      The man regarded her with icy blue eyes and gave a sound akin to a grunt. She paused, debating if he indicated agreement or not.

      The Highlander with the reddish-brown hair gave her a broad grin, displaying a flash of white, straight teeth. “I’m grateful for the opportunity.”

      She averted her gaze, unsure of what to say, and made her way toward the castle, eager to leave the overwhelming presence of the man and his rude companion. There was much to secure in preparation for the men’s stay, and it had little to do with their quarters. Avoiding the uncouth Highlanders for six months would be possible but keeping them from asking questions could prove difficult.

      She needed to come up with a plan, and soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

      

    

    
      The rush nips burned bright in the polished sconces lining the luxurious red walls of Brianna’s solar. Her palm skimmed the slick front of her gown, smoothing the dark blue fabric for the countless time. Her upcoming meeting with the Highlander left her more disconcerted than she cared to admit.

      Of course, her agitation could have something to do with the way he’d continued to glance at her through dinner. Men had watched her thus before, with a mixture of ardor and interest, but never had their gazes left her so self-conscious.

      A knock at the door caused her to jump, and her fingers instinctively went to her bodice. With an irritated sigh, she dropped her hand. She refused to primp for her meeting with him. No matter how much he rattled her.

      Brianna clasped the thick iron handle and tugged the door open. The Highlander gave her that infuriating grin and strode into the room with a swagger too cocky for her liking.

      Magda, her aging nurse who sat in on her meetings, had not yet arrived. Surely, she would arrive soon, though. Brianna never left the door to her solar ajar , but in this rare instance, she felt it prudent to do so. She pulled the door open even wider, but the handle slipped from her grasp, and the door slammed closed, sealing them in her solar.

      Every muscle in her body locked in place where she stood, her hand still outstretched toward the door handle, her back still facing him. The whisper of his breathing was loud in the oppressive silence, making her all the more aware it was just the two of them.

      Alone.

      It was indecent.

      Brianna could either open the door and acknowledge her mistake in front of the Highlander, allowing him to see she was not entirely comfortable with him, or leave herself closed in a private room with him. Too stubborn to admit fault in his presence, she left the door shut and prayed silently for Magda’s swift arrival.

      She turned and looked at him. His Highland garb was primitive, despite the fine material, and his shoulder-length auburn hair had been tied back with a leather thong. He appeared every bit a barbarian.

      Perhaps it was best she opened the door.

      “Ye looked verra lovely today.” His voice was surprisingly gentle. “No’ that ye’re the kind of woman who needs a fine gown to be bonny, but it suits ye well.”

      The compliment disarmed her, and an unexpected heat rose to her cheeks. Immediately she felt guilty for her thoughts of his attire. “Er—thank you,” she stammered and moved from the closed door.

      Men had always praised her beauty, as was deserving of her station, but their eyes never reflected their sincerity. Not as his eyes did now.

      She almost believed him.

      “You and your companion will take lodging in the older part of the house.” Her hands remained clasped in front of her where she couldn’t tug at her bodice again. “Your private rooms are being prepared as we speak.”

      “Thank ye.” He didn’t look around the room as he spoke to her. Not once had he even glanced at its opulence, not toward the piles of ledgers, the rich wall hangings, or even the small, locked chest on her desk.

      His presence filled the room, and it had little to do with the way his head almost touched the painted ceiling. Awareness tingled across Brianna’s flesh.

      He stood close to her.

      Too close. The heat of his powerful body cast a warmth upon her skin and made her want to stagger away.

      Where in God’s toes was Magda?
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        * * *

      

      The solar had not been designed with Brianna in mind. Colin knew that the moment he stepped into the room. The lines of the desk were too sharp, the walls too savagely red, the seat too large for her feminine body. But it was hers. The room was cast in a sweet, heady lavender scent—her scent—and it softened the hard masculinity of the room.

      She strode stiffly past him and crossed the floor with the comfort of ownership before taking a weathered book from the depths of an alcove. Her fingers pinched a faded blue ribbon and slid the book open with its marker.

      He caught her glance toward the door again. The slight movement confirmed what he already knew. For all the strength and authority that she attempted to convey, she was uncomfortable around him, if not afraid.

      She started to smooth down her bodice but stopped midway and balled her hand into a fist. “My nurse should be arriving soon. She is usually present for all my appointments.”

      For all her appointments. Her mother was dead, her father ill, and there was no steward per what Colin had assessed with subtle questioning earlier that day.

      The lass was clearly running the estate.

      It was an unusual thing for a girl, especially one with a dowry and of marriageable age, but she appeared to wear the responsibility like a mantle.

      She strode past him once more, settled into the chair, and craned her neck over the ledger. She looked almost lost in the leather upholstery.

      Colin settled into the chair opposite the desk. As much as her chair was too large for her, his chair was too small for him. One shift in the wrong direction would send the wobbly legs crushing beneath him. “If ye canna feel safe with yer Captain of the Guard, who can ye feel safe with?”

      Her eyebrows lifted in surprise, then knit together as if she was mulling the concept over.

      Rather than reply, she pulled a quill from the pewter inkpot and regarded him from across the wide expanse of the desktop. The feather trembled where it perched in her hand. Her fingers were still stained from the dark, rich earth. She gave him a pointed look, drawing his attention to the warm honey-brown of her eyes once more. “You will receive lodging and food for your services, as well as a stipend.”

      The quill scratched against the parchment before she pushed the book in his direction.

      Colin glanced at the number written on the ledger.

      “Does this seem fair?” she asked.

      “Aye, verra much so,” he answered. The funds were generous, even for the role of Captain of the Guard. Still, the amount was insignificant next to the wealth he’d amassed while in the employ of Kieran MacDonald. But guards did not work for free, and he wasn’t eager to arouse suspicion of his true purpose.

      She nodded once and pulled the book toward her. Her lips pursed together, thinning her generous pout.

      Colin leaned forward and watched her write in the journal with long, looping letters. “I dinna mean offense, but I’ve no’ ever heard of a woman handling an estate’s accounts.” He knew her father was ill, but he could not imagine a laird allowing his daughter to run the estate.

      “And I’ve not ever heard of a Highlander being in charge of a Lowland army.” She lifted her head in a silent challenge before she shook a pewter cup over the ledger. Fine sand sifted through the dotted top onto the glistening ink of freshly printed words. “I suppose we are both anomalies who should be grateful for our positions and not question them lest they be revoked.” She moved to the side and blew the drying powder off the page.

      “I need to know who I should speak with regarding the castle’s defenses,” Colin said.

      She lifted her chin. “That would be me.”

      Oh, Alec was going to love that. The thought of him taking orders from a lass dwarfed by her seat of authority was almost more than Colin could bear. He choked down his mirth. “But ye’re a woman.”

      Brianna snapped her book of accounts shut in a cloud of dust. “And I am the one who will answer your questions.” She stood so abruptly that her chair screamed in protest against the stone floor.

      She eased around her desk with a graceful sway of her hips and returned to the alcove, book in hand.

      He turned in his seat, watching her walk. There was slow sensuality to the way her round bottom swished the fine silk of her dress, even more so when he knew the act was unintentional. “What do ye know of battle?” he asked.

      She slid the ledger back into the alcove before turning to him with a proud tilt to her jaw. “I have read many books on war, and I’ve studied Di Grassi’s manuals extensively. In Italian.” Her chin tipped higher with pride as if daring him to be impressed with her feat.

      Knowing Italian didn’t win battles, but considering he’d already offended her at least twice, probably more, he swallowed his reply and rose from his chair. Assaulting her with inquiries was hardly the way to begin wooing.

      He approached her with a slow intent he hoped would not frighten her. She did not move, not until he was directly in front of her, then she took a step back and bumped into the wall.

      Her brow furrowed slightly, and her cheeks blushed. Her mouth was heart-shaped, soft pink against her alabaster smooth skin, her lower lip slightly more plump than the top. Perfect for teasing with his tongue.

      He leaned toward her, lured by the temptation of her innocent mouth.

      Wooing Brianna Lindsay was going to be enjoyable.

      He took her small hand in his and looked down upon it. Her palm was slick with sweat beneath his thumb, confirmation that he did indeed make her nervous. As if the quickened rise and fall of her bosom did not suggest as much already.

      Black smears stained her fingers, though upon closer inspection, it was ink and not soil as he’d assumed. Some stains were fresh, some set in the grooves of her fingertips. The lass often wrote if her hands were any indication.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “Checking for calluses from handling a battle axe.” He gave her a teasing wink and was rewarded with a tentative smile.

      He shifted closer, so the fabric of her gown whispered against his body and the flush along the top of her bosom was visible. Her sensual lips appeared petal-soft in the low, golden light and sparked a deep pull of desire in his loins.

      His thumb skimmed the graceful point of her chin, and he felt more than heard her soft intake of breath, a gentle whisper of air across the back of his hand. Her face tilted up; her mouth parted.

      He had to kiss her, to taste what he knew would be sweet and intoxicating. Just enough to lure her in.

      Or so he told himself.

      Colin bent over her, and while she did not move away, he could sense her uncertainty. Her stare dropped to his mouth, and her tongue darted nervously between her lips, wetting them, tempting him beyond what she could comprehend.

      The solar door slammed open then with an abrupt smack, snapping their delicate thread of intimacy and leaving them exposed to the intruder.
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