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Chapter
One


The
Scottish Highlands, Autumn 1411


 


“I want his death to be quick and
painless.  He’s my brother, after all.”  Rory MacKay didn’t meet Connor’s eyes
as he said this.  Instead, he tracked the armored coach trundling along the
river Tay where the water ran into the loch, which boasted the same name.  


Connor MacLauchlan knew it was
around noon, though storm clouds hid the sun.  From their vantage point in the
trees above, he counted twenty mounted highlanders in the coach’s vanguard. 
Twenty he could kill on his own, but it would be a blood bath.  “I take
pleasure in the death, but no’ in the killing.  It willna take long once I
start.”


Rory winced, but nodded.  His doe-brown
eyes closed as he took a bracing breath.


Considering the second born twin of
the MacKay nobles, Connor worried about his conviction.   Rory’s bronze hair
matted to his handsome face where fat rivulets of rain had plastered it.  He
was a strapping lad, but even in his heavy hide cloak he didn’t compete with
Connor’s own bulk.  This was a good man doing evil for the sake of his clan. 
Yet the blood would stain his hands, just like it would saturate Connor come
sunset.  


“If yer having doubts, now would be
the time to voice them,” Connor prompted.  “We can ride away from here and
never speak of this again.”


Rory’s shoulders slumped.  “Nay. 
Since yer brother, Roderick, defeated our father at Aberdeen, Angus has been
raiding all over Argyll.  He’s split our clan and made us weak.  Anyone who doesna
swear fealty to him is terrorized.  He’s pillaged and burned farms and houses…
wi’ people still inside.  I didna want to believe what I was hearing, but a
woman begged refuge for her and a bairn at the Keep.  She said he ran her
husband through the belly with his sword, then made the dying man watch as he…took
her.”  Rory’s throat visibly worked over a swallow.  “Angus is my twin.  We
used to protect each other from our brutal father.  We used to play together in
the fields and ride our horses along the coast until we could see the end of
the world…”  His eyes hardened.  “He canna return to Dun Keep, MacLauchlan.  I
willna let him be the ruin of my clan.  No more innocents can bear his tyranny.” 
A tear escaped the corner of the young man’s eye and he swiped it away with his
bracer.  


Connor’s saddle creaked as he
reached out to clap Rory on the shoulder.  “I have a brother of my own,” he
said.  “I’d die for him.”


Rory nodded his head in
appreciation, his jaw working back strong emotion.  “Actually, I thought it
would be Roderick who answered my missive, what with you being Laird and all. 
Oh, and a Baron now, besides.”


“My brother is newly married.  He
promised his bride he’d build her an apothecary in Strathlachlan.  There’s no
tearing him away from her side for the time being.”  Connor huffed out a
chuckle at the memory of his brother following his wee curvy mate about the
Keep like an addled puppy, a load of planks on his broad back.  God save him
from the same fate.  Roderick was patient and steady as the day was long.  Connor
didn’t have the temperament to deal with a wife.  


Besides, courting a Berserker could
be deadly.  And he had enough blood on his hands already.  Better not to risk
it.  


“I see,” Rory let his mouth relax
into a faint smile that didn’t reach his eyes.  “There’s another conundrum of
mine.  The next Laird of our clan is betrothed to Lindsay Ross.”


“The Regent’s niece?”


“Aye.  I’d not see her in the arms
of my brother, royal beauty that she is.”


“I heard she’s also a royal pain in
the arse.”  


Rory shrugged.  “I’ve never met
her.  But I wouldn’t give an animal I liked to Angus, let alone a noble
lassie."


“Right.”  Connor turned his
attention back to the road.  The Mackay had almost reached the foot of the
loch.  They would angle southwest, then, following the road along the river.  


“They mustn’t reach Loch Lomond.” 
Rory pulled a heavy purse out of his saddlebag and handed it to Connor, who
nodded.  


“I’ll get them at Benmore.  There’s
forest for ambush and caves where I can camp for the night.  Besides, Lomond’s
too close to MacLauchlan land for my comfort.  I’ll no’ let him get close to my
clan.”


Pulling his hood up against the
rain, Rory turned his horse.  


“Go to a busy tavern tonight,”
Connor ordered.  “Buy everyone there a pint and maybe tumble a lass or two. 
Make sure you’re seen.”


“All right,” Rory nodded.  “And…
Godspeed Connor MacLauchlan.”


“I doona need yer God’s blessing,”
the berserker murmured as the other man rode off into the rain.  “I have a
Goddess to keep me.” 


When the berserker rage took him,
he became lost in it.  It was as though another beast lived dormant inside of
him and burst free at the sight of blood.  Only, Connor never disappeared into
the grey oblivion.  Nor was he merely a spectator.  He became a mass of rage
and wrath and indiscriminate destruction.  Every man possessed some part of the
spirit of the berserker.  For some it was a whisper.  For others a roar.  But
the nature of humanity tempered the beast with reason, logic, fear, love, and
ambition.  


For a few ancient blood lines,
Freya, the Norse Goddess of war, unchained the beast within chosen warriors of the
line and gifted them with unnatural strength and speed.  The part of the mind
that processed logic, consequence, and emotion became chained but never
completely dormant.  


Connor turned and watched the heavy
coach make its unhurried pace through the late afternoon.  Closing his eyes he
waited to feel the requisite thrill before a good battle.  God help the
marauding tyrant within.  For once his Berserker beheld the first hint of
blood, there would be no survivors.  


***


Endless hours in the stuffy coach
made Lindsay Ross squirm with restlessness.  She couldn’t read to pass the
time, for within minutes of bouncing through the mud-rutted roads she’d be
green as Irish moss and her afternoon meal would make an unwelcome reappearance.


She’d rather have ridden out in the
fresh autumn air with her vanguard, but her uncle forbade it.  In fact, he’d
been quite forbidding since taking her father’s place as Regent of
Scotland.  Every time their last discussion ran through her head, she could
feel the embers of her temper ignite all over again.


“There’s nothing I can do to help
ye, Lindsay,” he’d said with a dismissive wave.  “The betrothal contract was
signed between yer father and the senior Angus MacKay in agreement for a trade
of MacKay lands and their swords against the Donald.  Both men who signed the
contract are dead now.  I canna go against yer departed father’s wishes.  Ye’re
Laird has sent for ye.  Ye’ll go to Angus the Younger and be an obedient wife.”


“But the late Laird Angus was a
traitor and ended up fighting for the Donald.  Surely that negates the
contract.”  Lindsay had argued.


“There’s still the land.  The
agreement stands.”  Robert Ross had folded portly arms over his belly and
jutted the foremost of his chins out at her.  The movement reminded her of the Neapolitan
Mastiffs he kept as hunting dogs.  There were many jests about the Scottish
court as to how much dogs and master resembled each other.  


“You would trade your niece for a
few paltry acres of peat moss and heather?” she’d asked, aghast that her uncle
could care so little for her.  She’d been a good companion to his ailing wife
for some time.  That, at least, deserved some deference.  “I’ve heard that Angus
is a brute.  Would you have me treated unkindly?” 


“I’d have ye do yer duty to clan
and country.  If yer father hadna waited so long to marry you off, he wouldna have
had to settle on the MacKays.  But because ye were a raven-haired beauty like
yer mother, he couldna bear part with ye and die alone.”  His eyes had narrowed
into red-rimmed slits of cruelty.  “Yer no’ the first noble girl who had to lie
beneath a husband she didna like, and you willna be the last.  Show a little gratitude. 
There are several lassies who’d slit yer throat to take your place.”


“Then let them,” she’d spat. 


“Doona tempt me!”  He’d thrown her
out of his richly appointed study, then.  Ultimately, she’d ended up stuffed
with a fraction of her belongings into what the MacKays had dubbed a “gilded
coach” and surrounded by dozens of reeking highlanders.    


Lindsay looked around the cracked
and peeling interior of the conveyance.  Perhaps it had been grand once.  Last
century.  At least she’d been allowed her privacy.  And, her betrothed hadn’t
come to collect her, himself.  He’d sent this sinister looking band of brutes
to conduct her from Inverness to Dun Keep, the MacKays’ highland castle on the
other side of the bloody isle.  She parted the dingy curtain of questionable
color and tried to let some fresh air into the close interior.  


A nebulous and sinister mist had
abruptly rolled off one of the many nearby lochs and blocked out the autumn afternoon. 
Lindsay could taste the moisture of it on her tongue and breathe it into her
lungs.  It smelled of ripe berries and freshly fallen leaves.  


Squinting through the soupy swirls
of silver and gray, she assumed she was looking north, as they’d endlessly been
traveling east to reach Dun Keep.  It was hard to tell though, as the trees,
rock formations, and the river all lay hidden in the fog.  


The sounds of anxious horses and
the low murmurs of her vanguard caused the fine hairs on her body to rise with
awareness.  She could see the forms of the three closest men to the coach.  The
flashes of their green kilts and drawn swords would sometimes come into view
before disappearing back into the thick cloud.  


“Is everything all right?” she
asked the closest highlander.  A scrawny man whose age remained indeterminable
beneath his shaggy locks and what had to have been a summer’s worth of grime.  


He shifted his horse closer and leered
at her, revealing that he’d lost most of his teeth and all of them on left
side.  Whether from rot or battle, she couldn’t be sure, but the effect was
most unsettling.  “Nothin’ ta fash yerself with, lass.  Just a bit o’ fog makes
the horses jumpy.  Ye never know if there be a wolf or what not in the woods.”


“Oh.”  His words didn’t relieve her
worry.  Something about this particular mist was unsettling.  Maybe a
bit unnatural.  It slithered around them, its silver fingers reaching through
her clothing to leave a cool sheen on her flesh.  


She shivered.  


If yer in need of diversion.  I can
come in there, teach ye a few things.”  His tongue made an alarming appearance,
though he kept his teeth clenched.


The burly warrior next to him
smacked the back of his head.  “Ye canna be saying those things to the lass!”
he chided.  “She’s wedding the Laird.  Angus’ll cut off yer sacs and feed them
to his dogs while ye watch… and that’s just fer lookin’ at her sideways.”


The scrawny lad had the decency to
look stricken.  “Ye’ll no’ be mentioning it to ‘im, will ye lass?  Ye know I
meant nothing by it.”


“Your secret is safe with me,” she
shrugged.  Best not to antagonize the fellow.  Who know what a desperate man
would do?  


“Yer lucky she’s a sweet wench.”
The other burly man cackled.  “Or ye’d likely not live to see yer next—”  


An axe imbedded in his skull,
effectively cutting off the rest of his sentence.  













Chapter
Two


 


A dark demon stalked the mist.  As
soon as the axe had appeared, it was retrieved by a monstrosity who moved too swiftly
for her eyes to track.  The panicked sounds of dying men, muffled by the heavy
vapor, rose like the crescendo of a macabre dance.  


Lindsay froze at the window.  Her
mouth formed a silent scream as she watched the man with the head wound slump
from his horse and disappear into the haze.  She’d never seen a man die
before.  Not violently.  She’d never known what the matter inside a skull
looked like.  


She knew now.


The grimy man waved his sword
about, calling for various compatriots.   “How many are there?” he bellowed.  “What
colors are they wearing?”


Only the crunch of bone and the
screams of the dying answered him.  


The blurred form she’d briefly seen
didn’t wear a tartan or clan colors.  Only black.  Lindsay could feel tears of
fear burning in her eyes, but she couldn’t bring herself to blink.  If she did,
perhaps the demons would find her in the darkness behind her eyelids.  


A handful of men rallied to duck
behind her side of the coach.  Their backs to the heavy cart and their
shoulders together, they frantically traded what little information they had.  They
kept their swords at the ready.


“There has to be at least ten of
them.”


“Fucking swift bastards.  They
killed five at once!”


“They’re even killing the horses.”


“How can they see through the
mists?”


Lindsay clung to the windowsill and
frantically scanned the vapor.  She could maybe see three spans in front of the
men’s heads crouched beneath her window.  The sounds of death abated, and an
eerie silence hung as thick as the mist.  No birds sang in the trees.  No
insects hummed in the meadows.  No horses moved or whinnied in the distance. 
It was a though the earth held her breath.  It took a grave burn in her lungs for
Lindsay to realize she did the same.  


A soft gasp escaped her.  It
sounded as loud as a scream in the permeating silence.  Lindsay couldn’t tell
if the sudden rushing in her ears was the nearby river or her own blood.  Were
they gone?  Had they allowed a few survivors?  Maybe they were horse thieves,
and they only killed the ponies they could not keep or take with them.


A knife sailed through the air and
found purchase in the ledge of the window.  Lindsay stared dumbly at it vibrating
in the wood not three inches from her eyes.  A choked sound escaped her, but in
a flash of inspiration she wrapped her fingers around the handle and pulled.  


It wouldn’t budge.  Throwing a
panicked glance into the swirling fog, she tried with both hands to no avail.  


The axe came out of the mist next. 
A stream of blood and gore slung from its honed blade before it claimed yet
another victim.  A MacKay head rolled to the earth, and the axe rested atop of
the head’s former post.  That left five men alive.


Lindsay dove to the floor of the
coach.  If only this wretched contraption had another exit on the opposite side! 
Not even a window to create a crosswind.  She would have made a frantic dash to
the west.  That is, if they didn’t have the entire conveyance surrounded.   


She frantically looked around for
something, anything she could use as a weapon.  Faded cushions on the
sparse and uncomfortable benches, her blanket, and cloak were her only
companions.  


Maybe she could use the cushions to
block out the gruesome and horrific sounds from outside.  She grabbed for one,
but something stopped her.  The thundering roar of a raging beast.  The gurgling
cries ripped from throats filled with blood.  Metal slicing the air.  Bones crunching
beneath heavy weapons.  


As soon as those warriors finished
dying, she would be next.


If those villains murdered her today,
they would not find her body cowering beneath ugly cushions.  Not Lindsay Ross. 
They would say that she died bravely.  Fighting like a hellion for her life and
her virtue.  


She hoped it wouldn’t come to
that.  


With grim resolve and trembling
limbs, she forced herself to sit back on the bench.  The moment she settled in,
the latch burst and the door exploded open.  To her utter surprise, the scrawny
soldier lunged in.  His wild eyes bulged from a face drenched in blood.  His
horrific mouth opened in a primal scream of terror.  


“It’s the very reaper come for our
souls!” he wailed, gripping at her skirts with his dirty hands.  “We’re damned
for our crimes!”


“What do you mea—” Lindsay’s very
breath abandoned her when she saw him framed in the door.  


When priests read the bible at Mass,
they would tell that Lucifer was once the fairest and most beautiful of all the
angels.  They would say not all his minions looked like satyrs and fiends. 
Some of them, the most dangerous of them, bore the visage of pure temptation. 
They were fallen Seraphim and Incubus.  You would worship them and beg for
pleasure as they dragged you to hell.  You would writhe in ecstasy as they
damned your soul.  


He was surely such a
creature.  


Though he had the body of a man, it
was like no man she’d ever seen.  A veritable leviathan, he had to turn his
immense shoulders to fit through the door.  He’d been the monstrous black shadow
she’d seen in the fog.  Everything about the man was black.  His armor, his
shorn hair. 


His eyes.  


Lindsay cringed from him with a
horrified grasp.  Where his eyes were supposed to be, an abysmal miasma of darkness
swirled about like the fog.  The mist followed him in, and she absolutely
believed he’d been the one to conjure it.  


In one silent and fluid motion, he
raised his broadsword and brought it down upon the scrawny highlander at the
very place where his neck met his shoulder.  The sword didn’t embed in the man.
It cleaved him in two, covering Lindsay in a warm spray of blood.  Then, he
grabbed the pieces of the dead man and hurled them out of the cabin.


She screamed then—dignity be
damned—but regretted it instantly.  She’d drawn the creature’s notice.  


Once, she’d watched a man on his
death march to the gallows.  His feet planted and his eyes had pleaded into
everyone’s they met.  It was as though he couldn’t believe there was no mercy
left in anyone’s heart for him.  No compassion.  That his life meant so little
and everyone would just go about their business after he was gone.  The moment
he accepted this, realized his insignificance in the wide world, had been
painfully apparent.  His shoulders had slumped, his eyes dulled, and he’d
merely trembled as the soldiers dragged him to his fate.


Lindsay had never forgotten that
man.  And in this moment, she understood exactly how he’d felt.  She’d
remembered him always.  Perhaps because maybe no one else would.  And she
thought of him now, as the beautiful monstrosity before her let a primal roar
and his sword arced toward her trembling body.













Chapter
Three


 


The slice through the front of her
didn’t cause any pain.  The terrible sound of her kirtle and shift flaying open
reached her ears and she wondered if flesh didn’t sound the same.  Perhaps
shock delayed the pain?  Or, if your organs were spilling out of you, you
didn’t feel them anymore?  


That would be a mercy, at least.


Lindsay couldn’t bring herself to
look down at the damage.  So, she glared at the demon, feeling her chest still
rise and fall in rapid succession.  It was getting harder to breathe.  A
band encircled her lungs, threatening to stop their movement altogether.  This
could be the end.


He blinked those soulless, onyx
eyes at her and cocked his head to the side.  Funny, he resembled a bewildered
dog when he did that.  More like a hell hound.  A half-hearted growl emitted
from his throat as he stalked closer.


Oh God.  She cringed.  At
least it would be over soon.  There was nothing more he could do to her now. 
She would bleed out any minute.  


His sword clattered to the floor. 
His breath came in deep pants, flaring his nostrils with every exhale.  No
threats uttered from him as he bent over her.  A deep rumble built from low in
his chest and gained strength as their eyes locked. 


Lindsay stared into the abyss,
quite transfixed.  The strange, ticking rumble reminded her of the purr of a
cat.  Louder, deeper, but somehow just as satisfying.  She closed her eyes.  If
this was going to be the last sound she heard on this earth, she’d pretend it
transmitted from some other source to lull her to the afterlife.


The devil was moving, but she
didn’t open her eyes to see what he was about.  Perhaps he was readying the
killing blow.  Perhaps he was leaving her to die in peace.  Either way, it
mattered not.  Until a warm, slightly roughened cheek pressed against hers and
he took in an endless breath against her hair, filling his lungs to the brink. 


Was he… smelling her? 


He exhaled a soft groan and drew
back.   His savage face appeared pleased as his gaze roamed every inch of her
face, and then dipped lower.  The rumbling grew louder.  


Lindsay looked down to find her
flesh very much intact, and very bare.  Her bodice and undergarments lay
flayed open all the way to her waist.  Her breasts quivered with each of her
shivers and drew his hungry gaze. 


Blood still stained her dress, but
hadn’t seeped to the clean skin beneath.  Her flesh seemed to glow translucent
in the dimness of the coach.  She tried to grasp the sides of her bodice and
pull it together, but he was on her before she could move.


She cried out in alarm as his hands
pinned her wrists to the bench beside her.  His hips forced themselves between
her knees and she was so grateful he hadn’t sliced through her skirts.  


“Please…” she whispered as he
brought his body close to hers, but didn’t touch his stained armor to her
exposed skin.  “Don’t kill me.”


As the words left her mouth, she
realized there were things worse than death.


He shook his head slowly, an amused
smile playing at the corners of his full mouth as he examined her like a rare
specimen.  Lindsay didn’t understand his bizarre behavior, but couldn’t bring
herself to move.  She had the distinct impression that if she ran, it would be
like inciting a predator to the chase.  He’d not harmed her.  Yet.  But perhaps
he was more like a cat than the intense purr signified.  Maybe he liked to play
with his prey first before butchering it.


She swallowed hysterics that
threatened to bubble into her throat.


He gave her hands a gentle press,
as if to tell her to leave them where they were, then released them.  Lindsay
didn’t dare defy him.  He reached long, roughened fingers to her face, wiping
at a trail of frightened tears she hadn’t been aware she’d shed.  


His hand snaked around to plunge
into her loose hair.  She could feel how large it was as it cupped her head,
and precisely how strong.  He could crush her skull with one flex.  He didn’t,
though.  He just urged her, rather tenderly, toward him.  


Lindsay’s blood quickened through
her veins.  She had no choice but to let him pull her closer.  Closer to those
terrifying eyes.  Closer to that blindingly exquisite face.  Closer to his
sinfully sensuous mouth.  


So he was some sort of incubus. 
Even in these horrifying circumstances, with the blood of the freshly fallen at
their feet, she couldn’t prevent the thrill that shot through her.  


If this were a reaper or a demon,
surely she couldn’t be the focus of his ultimate attentions.  Lindsay gave
a weak resistance in his unyielding grip as she frantically tried to think of
anything she’d ever done that would damn her soul.  She’d never been
particularly obedient or subservient, but she’d only been quarrelsome if she
was certain to be right and her opponent wrong.  


Which was most of the time.  


A few white lies might come back to
haunt her, though she was pretty sure she’d confessed them at some point to
father Vincent.  Hadn’t she?  Vanity could be a marked weakness.  Admittedly,
she took pride in her long, thick black hair and kept her skin soft and
fragrant.  So would that be considered pride?  Or vanity?  Which one was the least
egregious sin?  She didn’t always mean it when she said her prayers, but
she dutifully said them, all the same.  


Prayer.  


That was it.  Demons could be
repelled by invoking the holy spirit through prayer.  Couldn’t they? 


“Hail Mary, full of grace.  The
lord is with thee…”


The demon’s sinister mouth curled
into a snarl of distaste.  He didn’t burst into flames as she had hoped, but he
appeared somewhat uncomfortable.  Oh, praise be!  It was working.


“Um…”  How did the rest of it go? 
Something about being blessed and Jesus and the fruit of her womb.  Oh drat. 
At least she remembered the important part.  The one she would need any moment
now that she’d angered him.  Her voice wavered.  “Pray for us sinners now and
at the hour of our death.  Ame—”


He cut off her benediction with his
lips.


 













Chapter
Four


 


Many times the Ladies at court
gossiped about soft kisses or a stolen passionate embrace.  This was no soft
kiss.  And the dark sentinel looming above her stole nothing.  He demanded.  He
plundered.  He claimed.  


Shocked and helpless, Lindsay
didn’t dare move.  She hadn’t a weapon and the idea of fighting him off
terrified her.  The beast was obviously being careful not to sully her with his
blood-stained armor.  This – thing might have single-handedly
slaughtered a vanguard of more than twenty men.  She shuttered to think of the sordid
violence he could commit if she inflamed him by struggling.  


Besides, this could be no ordinary
kiss.  Something happened within the demanding contact of his hot, branding
mouth.  The swirling mist surged.  The highland beasts quieted and took notice
of a new variable in the world about them.  Perhaps an alteration in the cosmos
while something as intangible and exigent as fate shifted in a single moment.


 His strong, warm tongue breached
her mouth and explored the untouched recesses.  Lindsay thought the creature
should have tasted like death or brimstone.  Maybe blood or damnation.  


He did taste like sin.  


Crippling pleasure paralyzed and
shamed her.  The expected anxious flutters or hesitant thrills didn’t accompany
this kiss.  It went beyond that, instantly, to a curious burning sensation deep
in her belly, radiating outward on a feverish pulse and culminating in a moist
rush to her loins.  Fear made the sensations sweeter and more terrifying.  


This was wrong.  


It was sinful.  But she couldn’t
stop him if she tried.  Her best chance at survival was submission.


His deep groan reverberated through
her and then his hands were on her.  Strong, demanding fingers gripped her
shoulders, kneading them in rhythm with his mouth before trailing to her
breasts.  Lingering over their softness, his hands were gentle as they stroked
and cupped the soft mounds.  The rough pads of his thumbs abraded the sensitive
flesh of her nipples and a stunned gasp of delight escaped her.  The demon
swallowed it and answered back with a fervent moan as his fingers continued to
drift lower.  


Here in the mist, Lindsay could
forget where they were and what lay beyond the present.  The future became a
nebulous abstract, perhaps not even to be manifested.  Only the next moment
mattered, for it brought with it a subsequent untried sensation.  


The coach disappeared in the
consuming fog and with it, all sense of time and reality.  Perhaps, Lindsay
thought, she was already dead.  Maybe he truly did spill her blood and
decided to follow her into the afterlife.  Her very own reaper, easing the
final journey by initiating her to passions of the flesh.  Wasn’t heaven
supposed to be like this?  Clouds.  Beauty. Ecstasy.


Stroking her firm, trembling belly,
he dipped below the rent seam of her dress.  Her skin felt clammy beneath his
warm, sure fingers.  Moist from the frosty kiss of the vapor.  When he trailed against
the crisp hairs below her waist, Lindsay clutched at the wide shoulders as
though to hold him in place.  Of course, she realized the absurdity of the
notion, but she would die if he stopped kissing her now.  She couldn’t look
into those bleak, fathomless eyes.  If she did, she’d have to admit that she
took pleasure from the damned.  


That her soul might be as black as his.


Not that he gave any indication
that he was finished.  He drank from her as a parched man would from an
enchanted well.   It was as though he’d never drink again, and planned to gorge
himself until he could no longer.  


When his fingers dipped into her
cleft, he found a river of desire.  Breath escaped them both as he delved into
the slickness and tested it against the engorged flesh aching to be touched.


Lindsay jerked against the
movement.  She hadn’t even been aware her body could produce such a sensation. 
Perhaps it couldn’t.  Maybe this searing, aching pleasure was a manifestation
of this man’s dark power.  Either way, it captivated her absolutely.  


He barely had to move his hand, but
only to hint at a pulsing circle, his knuckle pressed beneath the tight bud as
his finger mimicked the movement of his lips.  Soon, her hips moved with him of
their own volition, riding the waves of pleasure like a horse racing out of
control.  She knew it carried her to a destination.  That this climbing,
overwhelming  pressure couldn’t continue to build.  If she could just—


She crested in a wet rush of pure
white fire.  Her rhythmic cries followed the pulses of bliss centered in her
core and were smothered by his relentless mouth.  Her hips bucked beneath him
but he held fast, driving her ever higher until she collapsed.


The black-clad beast drew back
then, and the expression on his face terrified her.


Absolute possession.  


He ripped at the leather buckles of
his armor, rending them with his bare hands, and tossed the chest-piece aside. 
A black tunic with a tear at the shoulder was all that stood between him and
her bare breasts.


“Wait.”  Lindsay started to drift
back into herself.  The last pulsing vestiges of pleasure still thrummed
through her blood.  Her limbs felt heavy and soft, her thoughts muddled and
slow to take form.  What just happened?  Had her very soul shattered and then
been recaptured?  She needed a moment to recover.


With a dark and anticipatory smile,
he dropped his head to capture her lips in another searing kiss.  This one left
her feeling drugged and weak-limbed.  Lindsay put her hand on his chest and
pushed against him.  This shouldn’t be happening, should it?  Why hadn’t he
spoken a word to her?  


“I don’t think—” 


His tongue took advantage of her
parted lips and she lost herself for a few more sensual moments before turning
her face to evade him.


“I can’t— Ohhhhhh.”  


He nibbled her ear.  Licked at the
sensitive flesh of her neck.  Rendered her witless with his sinful, relentless
mouth.  


The cold air on her bare thighs
dumped her harshly back into reality.  He’d pushed her skirts above her knees
and had moved deeper between them.  Lindsay grabbed desperately at her bodice
and found it slick with a dead man’s blood.  


She was going to be sick.  What had
they just done?  


With the blood of the freshly defeated
at her feet and the corpses of innocent men strewn about outside her carriage? 
What sort of woman was she to act in such a disgraceful manner?  Surely, he’d
enthralled her, somehow.  Bedeviled her into allowing him the most shameful of
liberties.  She had to stop this.  Stop him.


“No!” she cried.  


His head snapped up from her neck. 
Those ebony eyes snaring hers from a face so blindingly compelling she had to
wrench her gaze away.  She was in danger of being spellbound again.  


“P-please… I—” What should she
say?  Would he kill her now?


His head dipped toward her once
more, lips angling for her breast as he pushed her skirts higher.


“Stop,” she commanded, twisting
away from him and attempting to disentangle her limbs from around his strong
trunk.  At least she succeeded in grasping her bodice together.  “I won’t let
you take me.  Do you understand me, Demon?  Y-you cannot.  I’ll die first.”


His features darkened from
bewilderment to anger in a moment.  With a vicious snarl, he reached out and
grasped her by the waist, hauling her against him.  


Even knowing what he’d done, exactly
how many people he’d killed, Lindsay had underestimated his sheer strength.  Apparently,
until this moment, he’d been treating her with utter gentility and painstaking
restraint.  


Not any longer.


Dragging her out of the coach, he
held her body in an iron grasp even as she wailed and kicked and struggled with
all her might.  Lindsay was glad she couldn’t see the carnage through the fog. 
But the metallic scent of blood hung thick in the air and the demon seemed to
be picking his steps very carefully. 


As he carried her a few spans, the
mist began to dissipate and after an indeterminate time of her kicking at him
and shouting obscenities, a brilliant sunset shone over the river Tay.


“Put me down!” Lindsay ordered.  “I
demand to be released.”


To her utter surprise, the demon
complied, dumping her fully into the river and following in after her.


 













Chapter
Five


 


The harsh chill of the water washed
the blood away and blurred the sharp angles of grey from Connor’s vision.  The
world melted back to the vibrant colors of autumn.  Crimson was the first to
return.  He faded back into awareness while ripping a blood-soiled dress from
soft, pale skin.  


Woman’s skin.  His woman’s
skin. 


“Christ!” he swore as he dropped
her body back into the waist-high water, recoiling as though she were a hot
coal scorching his flesh.  The rent garments stayed in his grip, and he hurled
them to the opposite bank in a fit of temper.  “Fuck!”  A mate?  Now?  How in
the name of the Gods had this happened?  He didna want her.  


The woman surfaced, sputtering and
flailing until she found purchase on the mossy rocks, and stood.


Connor blinked.  Och, that
was how.  His berserker must have taken one look at the shimmering goddess in
front of him and decided to claim her as his own.  Straight, heavy raven hair
clung to pert, high breasts and a firm, tight figure.  She was a wee thing,
finely-featured and delicately formed, but fire flared in her amethyst eyes.  


Following the direction of his
gaze, she looked down and let out a shocked squeak and covered her breasts,
lowering her body back into the freezing water.  


For a moment, they just glared at
each other.


“Your eyes,” she gasped.  “They’re
green.”


“Aye,” he said moodily.  “They’ve
been since my mother bore me.”


“Nay.”  She shook her head
vehemently.   “Nay, they’ve been black as pitch until now.  Sir, you were
possessed by… some kind of demon.  It made you do—terrible things.”  She
regarded him with wide-eyed apprehension. “Don’t you remember what you’ve done?” 



He remembered it all through a
murky shade of grey.  Slaughtering Angus’ rogues.  The moment his beast
had decided to claim her rather than kill her.  The glow of her radiant flesh
in the dimness of the coach.  The hitch of her breath as he discovered the warm
cleft between her thighs.  The sweetness of her cries as she came for him.


The kiss that tied them together
for eternity.  


“Goddamnit!” he hit at the water,
showering the bank with a wave of his fury.  He whistled for Colm, his Shire
steed, and rubbed a wet and tired hand over his face.  He was well and truly
fucked.  


Panic flared in her eyes as he
stalked toward her, displacing the meandering water.  She struggled backward
against the current, but only stumbled and flailed. 


“Yer coming with me,” he ordered.  


“W-wait!”  She threw a hand up,
effectively stopping him in his tracks.  “J-just go.  You c-can leave me here.”



The hell he could.  Her entire body
trembled, and her lush lips took on a blue cast.  He had to get her out of the
water and fast.  His ears pricked to the sound of Colm’s galloping approach.  


“It’s too late for that.”  He
reached down for her.


“I-I won’t tell anyone what you’ve
done.”  She cast her eyes toward the east, where the carnage from only moments
ago was an acre away, still shrouded in a dissipating mist and tall highland
grasses. 


He let out an impatient noise.  “Ye
would rather me leave ye here, naked and defenseless?”


She looked at him like it would,
indeed, be the safer decision.  “I have a w-wardrobe, lashed to the coach.”


“Aye, and do ye want to crawl over
twenty dead men and as many horse carcasses to reach it?”


She paled, but then stuck her jaw
out at a stubborn angle.  “I-I would.  I can’t go with you.  What if the… demon
comes back?”


Connor reached down and wrapped his
hand around her thin arm, pulling her out of the water.  “That was no demon,”
he ground out.  “Only me.”


***


Lindsay knew by now that resisting
him was futile.  Though she wanted out of the freezing river, she couldn’t bear
to be naked in front of him.  Not after what they’d done.


What she’d allowed him to do. 


She gave a token struggle, trying
to disengage the hand clamped around her arm like an iron shackle.  But the brute
dragged her onto the bank, as a gigantic black shire approached at a gallop.  Lindsay
crossed her arms in an ineffective effort to cover herself and hunched down,
feeling utterly humiliated and exposed.  


The Demon used his free hand to
snatch the reins and pull the prancing beast to a full halt before unlashing a
bundle from the dark leather saddle.  


“Here,” he growled, unrolling a
large, fur-lined cloak and settling it about her shoulders.  He at least had
the decency to avert his eyes from her nakedness.  


“Thank you,” she murmured,
clutching the warm garment around her and trying to quell her violent shivers. 
It smelled of leather and musk with the sweet hint of frankincense.  Like him. 



Silently, he grabbed her by the
waist and tossed her bottom onto the saddle, as though she were a sack of grain,
and swung up behind her.  An angry tension corded his thick muscles.  She could
feel it through the layers of the cloak and his still-wet clothing.  A vein had
developed a dangerous twitch at his temple.


“Where are you taking me?” she
demanded.


Instead of answering, he reached
around her and took up the reins with both hands, effectively securing her
between his massive arms, and spurred the stallion into a gallop.  Precariously
situated as she was, Lindsay had no choice but to cling to him for dear life as
they cantered north and west, plunging into the forest.  She couldn’t tell how
far they rode, but the sun had completely disappeared by the time they left the
trees, and he slowed to a trot in front of a particularly craggy outcropping of
rock.  Lindsay didn’t see the cave until they were almost upon it.


The giant dismounted before the
horse came to a complete stop, and drew his sword as he checked the cave for
what she assumed were unfriendly inhabitants.   If he thought she would be
sleeping in the dank rocks, he’d lost control of his senses.


Seizing the opportunity, Lindsay
threw her leg over the other side of the saddle, took up the reins and kicked
the horse’s flanks with all her might.  


The blasted beast didn’t even move. 



“Yaw!” she shouted, and tried
again.  Her heart fell as the horse tossed his head and let out an impatient
noise.  


“Do ye think me dim-witted, woman?” 
He sheathed his sword and cast her an infuriatingly droll look as he patted the
shire’s thick neck.  “Colm doesna obey anyone but me.”


Of course he didn’t.  Lindsay
narrowed her eyes, replying with more bravado then she felt.  “I can’t speak to
your wits, but abducting me might just prove the most foolish mistake you ever
make.”


He shrugged.  “Maybe so, but I had
no choice.”


Confused, Lindsay was about to ask
him what he meant when he reached up and lifted her to the ground.  Goodness
but his strength was frightening.  As was his size.  She blinked up into his
startling eyes.  They were a lovely color, as vibrant as the highland grasses
in the summer.  Nothing at all like the fathomless abyss they’d been before
when they’d—


Coughing, Lindsay looked toward the
opening of the cave.  Tucked behind some large boulders, it would appear to a
passerby that two large slabs of slate leaned against each other and were buttressed
by the mountain.  Unless someone ventured closer, it would be impossible to see
the depth of the resulting cavern about the convenient size of a small mire
hut.


“I have to collect wood for a
fire.  Can I trust ye not to try and escape me, lass?”


Oh, there was no doubt about it; he
truly was out of his mind.  “You mark me, demon—”


“I told ye I wasna a demon,” he
said in a tone she could only have called long-suffering.  


“I am Lindsay Ross, niece of the
Regent of Scotland, and I’m no one’s prisoner.  Even you can’t be on
guard all the time.  The moment you turn your back, the first misstep you make,
I’ll be gone.  And when I return, I’ll bring the wrath of the Ross and my
betrothed Laird MacKay upon you and every corner of your house.”  Lindsay had
seen such threats bring great Lairds and even English nobles to heel when
issued by her uncle.  She clung to the desperate hope that it would frighten
this mean creature.    


“Aye, I figured as much.”  His
chest heaved with a beleaguered sigh as he unlatched a coil of rope from the
saddle.


   













Chapter
Six


 


“How can you say you’re not a
demon?”  Lindsay spat as he set to lashing her wrists in front of her and
securing the bonds to the exposed roots of a tree. Timber didn’t grow tall or numerous
in the western highlands, but the roots burrowed deep into the earth.  This one
must be old and hearty on top of the stony hill in which they dwelled, because
the gnarled vines were as thick as her arm in some places.            


“Because I’m no’,”  he answered
simply.


“But all those men… you slaughtered
them.  And your eyes—” 


 “Those men have been burning, murdering,
and raping their way across the highlands.  They didna deserve to live.” 


So it was true.  Angus MacKay was a
warlord and a marauder.  She didn’t want to marry such a villain, but she
couldn’t stay with this… man, either.  He posed too much of a threat.  Not only
in terms of her survival, but to her salvation, as well.  Her body still warmed
to his touch.  She could still feel the press of his strong thighs against her
flesh as they rode through the gloaming together.  A dark and sinful part of
her thrilled to his darkness and strength.  “So, you get to decide who deserves
to live and die?” she pressed, ignoring the heat climbing her cheeks.  “What
are you, some sort of avenging angel?  A vigilante executioner?”


“Nay, just a mercenary.”


“Well, that is even worse.  What if
any of those men were innocent of the crimes you butchered them for?  What sins
have I committed that I must be witness to such a massacre?”


He flicked her a glance from
beneath thick, ebony lashes, and she might have seen regret soften his eyes
before he turned his attention back to securing her bonds.   


 “You don’t have to do this,” she
offered.  “I’m no danger to you.”


“I do what I must,” he murmured,
finishing with the knots and turning to face her.  “And I canna let you go.”


Lindsay knelt before him, all other
options exhausted and a real terror building inside of her.  Her wrists slid
down the root but held fast.  She’d never been tied up before, and considering
what this man was capable of, it left her feeling utterly vulnerable.  “Please. 
You can let me go,” she begged.  “I’m on my knees.  I’ll do anything.”


Her captor’s nostrils flared and,
though his features darkened, a dangerous light illuminated his eyes.  He took
a step toward her, bringing the front of his damp trews to her eye-level.  His
mouth dropped open on a steadying exhale and his tongue snaked out to wet his
lower lip.  “I’ll warn ye once, Lindsay Ross, doona drop to yer knees and make
such offers to me, unless yer fully prepared to accept my terms.”


Lindsay trembled.  She understood
his meaning, absolutely.  Her tongue wet her lips in a nervous gesture.  


“What do you plan to do with me?”
she asked, unsteadily.  “Ransom me to my betrothed?”


He turned away from her and strode
toward the cave opening.  “Ye’ll have no other betrothed.  Not after I slay
him.”


No other betrothed?  What
could that mean?  “My uncle, then?”


He shook his head.  “Nay lass, yer
coming with me.”


“Where?”


“Castle Lachlan.”


“Castle Lachlan, but—Why?” 
A dark fear curled deep in her stomach.


“Because yer to be my mate.”


“Your… what?”  That couldn’t mean
what she thought it meant, could it?


He paused, looking back at her with
angry, glittering eyes.  “My wife,” he ground out before leaving her
alone in the twilight. 


***


He’d made a mistake leaving her to
her own devices, Lindsay thought as she used her bare feet as leverage against
the rock wall.  If he thought she would submit to being the wife of a demon –
or – whatever he was, he could go straight to hell!  Or, wherever
creatures such as he spawned from.   Pulling at the cords and tangles of roots
with all her might, she felt her shoulder pop as her strength gave out.  She
collapsed to the ground, disheartened, but not defeated.  If she could get free
and gain enough distance on him, all she had to do was find the river Tay and
could follow it east to Benmore.  


Her wrists hurt like the devil
now.  The rough cords of the rope hadn’t been tight enough to be painful or
cruel, but with all her struggling and pulling, she’d rubbed the skin so raw it
bled in some places.  That gave her the idea that maybe if she produced enough
blood to make her slim wrists slippery, she could wriggle out of the knots and
be gone before her captor returned.  


It didn’t work.  Now the stinging
and burning caused tears of frustration and pain to spill down her cheeks.  As
she shifted on the ground, something hard dug into the flesh of her thigh.  It
was a small piece of shale but had a jagged edge to it.


Aye!  Fate finally smiled
upon her.  Lindsay quickly went to work on the rope, clumsily sawing back and
forth.  Her wrists protested as her movements caused the coarse fibers to bite
into her wounds, but she didn’t care, she could taste freedom.  To her dismay,
the rope was well crafted and took longer to fray than she’d hoped.  


It was almost completely dark in
the cavern when she heard muffled hoof beats on the soft earth outside. Lindsay’s
hopes fell and despair threatened to choke her.  No.  It didn’t matter; she’d
hide the rock and wait for him to fall asleep, then she’d make her escape.


She gave him her back when he
strode in, burrowing in his cloak and refusing to look at him.  But her ears
tracked his movement as he set to building a fire at the opening of the crevice.
 Soon the spark flared and threw her shadow against the stone wall.  She hadn’t
heard him strike tinder, and yet the brightness grew as peat and kindling
caught flame.  The light bloomed brighter as he added larger, dry logs.    


She tracked his flickering shadow
as he approached her.  How did a man so large move so silently?  His nearness
made her uneasy, and she shifted within the cloak, painfully aware that she was
naked beneath it.  Adjusting the hem to cover her more fully, she heard his
sharp intake of breath.  


“Why do I smell blood?" he
demanded in his cavernous brogue.


“I know not,” she replied tartly,
her heart thudding in her chest.  “Maybe it’s all the blood you’ve spilled coming
back to haunt you.”


He lifted her bodily from where she
sat on the ground and parted the folds of the cloak to examine her wrists.  


“Good God, lass,” his voice was a
tortured whisper.  The pupils of his eyes rippled and then began to grow,
overtaking the iris and spreading into the white.  “What have ye done?”


 













Chapter
Seven


 


Lindsay watched, stupefied, as man
was replaced by creature.  His muscles swelled and pulsed with blood.  Granite
black, humiliatingly familiar to her, encompassed his eyes.  Lips pulled back
from teeth that seemed to sharpen.  She hadn’t noticed that about him before.  


He’d traded his black tunic and
trews for a clean linen shirt and a deep blue and red tartan.  The MacLauchlan colors. 
Somehow, the black had suited him, and had reinforced her idea of him as a
demon.  Now, dressed like a proper highlander, he seemed more terrifying
somehow.  More dangerous.  Because she knew he was really a man, a MacLauchlan
highlander whose soul melded with a monster or was possessed by a demon. 
Despite his claims to the contrary. 


He didn’t drop her wrists, but held
them up as though to show them to her, his features sad and accusatory.  An
animalistic sound of distress emitted from deep in his chest.  


“You’re the one who tied me up,”
she defended her actions.  “You’re a fool if you thought I would stand for it. 
I’d be a worthless ninny if I didn’t at least try to escape capture.”


In this form, at least, he had the
decency to look ashamed.  He rent the ropes and tossed her bindings into the
fire, then turned to examine her wounds.  


Lindsay could only stare at him. 
What had he just done?  Those ropes had been two fingers thick, at least, and
he broke them in a different place than where she’d been fraying them with her
stone. 


Without a word, he swept her into
his arms and carried her to the pallet of furs he’d lain out after setting the
fire.  Instead of placing her upon it, he sat cRoss-legged and nestled her onto
his lap.  He reached for a skein of water from his belongings close by and took
one of her wrists from where she held them in the cloak.


Lindsay sat in wide-eyed passivity
as he drew her wrists out over the packed earth and rinsed the blood from them
with the clean, cold water from his skein.  She winced, but the chill of the
water seemed to dull some of the raw sting.  This behavior was absolutely
incongruous with what had transpired between them before.  Yet this was the lethal
warrior who’d slaughtered twenty men on his own.  Here sat the sensual incubus
who’d seduced her beyond her wits.  Though now he treated her with careful
tenderness and gentility.  


She watched the firelight play off
his brutal, enthralling face.  His brows drew down with concern as he
finished.  Some of the cuts still oozed, so he ripped strips of clean linen
from his own shirt.


“I cannot marry you, you know,” she
tried to tell him, keeping her mind off the pain.  Perhaps the Demon was more
reasonable than the man.  “I’m betrothed to another.  And even if you do kill Angus,
my uncle would never allow our union.”


He placed a soft kiss to her
forehead and nuzzled her hair with his nose as though she were an adorable
child, then proceeded to dress her wrists with the torn pieces of his shirt.


Lindsay could have laughed,
really.  Never in her life would she imagine this absurd situation.  All but
naked in the lap of a lethal reaper who tended her with gentle fingers, explaining
why she couldn’t become his demon bride.  In spite of herself, a wry smirk played
with the side of her mouth.  


Once finished, he lifted her wrists
and pressed the lightest of kisses to each one, as though offering a
benediction.  His lips paused above the line of the linen and kissed the
sensitive skin on the underside where the pulse furiously leapt beneath his
touch.  Then he trailed kisses higher, and higher still.  His full mouth worshiped
her flesh.  That predatory rumble vibrated through his great body and
reverberated through her.  


He pinned her with his unsettling eyes. 
She’d thought them fathomless and unreadable the first time they’d met.  How
wrong she’d been.  Emotions and needs, primal instincts and a bottomless desire
swirled within the pools of volcanic ebony.  And her face reflected in their
depths.  Only her and never another.  


The rumble intensified.


Lindsay broke contact by squeezing
her eyes shut and shaking her head.  How could she know that?  What were these,
desires of her own?  Nay.  She was merely frightened and weary.  Finding
meaning where none existed.


His lips touched hers.  Not claiming
or demanding, as they had before, but laced with a comforting, probing languor. 
She should have pushed him away, but didn’t.  Not because of the soft warmth
that spread through her at his kiss.  Not because his tender strength made her
feel protected and treasured, which she hadn’t experienced in a long time.  But
because he was a deadly hell-beast and she couldn’t risk his ire.  She was his
captive.  At his complete mercy. 


And he could do whatever he wanted
with her.  Aye.  Of course that was the reason.


To her absolute shock, he didn’t
press her further, but pulled away and wrapped the cloak more tightly about her
body.  Repositioning her, he stretched out on his side and nudged her to do the
same.  He created a pillow out of his bent arm and folded the fur upon which
they lay over both of them. 


There was no way she’d sleep
tonight, Lindsay thought as her wrists began to throb.  Fears of the coming
dawn and what it would bring would surely keep her awake.  As would plots of
escape.  Yes, she must focus on her getaway.  At the very least it would
distract her from the feel of his hard, warm body behind her.  She tried to
form a brilliant plan whilst listening to the rolling, content sound he made. 
It reminded her of an approaching sea storm, the heavy and expectant stillness
in the air broken by a distant rumble.  She had never slept so well as in a
thunderstorm. 


***


Connor always thought that women
talked too much.  It seemed they were bred with the need to discuss their every
thought, desire, action and emotion.  In the past, he found it irritating and
would make a hasty escape when a gaggle of twittering ladies would cross his
path.  Now he’d give anything for a word from the lass who currently rode
secured between his thighs.  But, she’d clenched her pretty lips and refused to
speak to him all morning.


He’d never been more disconcerted
then the moment he’d awoken in the cave, her sleeping form curled against him. 
His blood had pulsed with awareness, with need.  As had other parts of him. 
Though what astounded him most was the comforting familiarity of her proximity
to him.  He’d never be able to sleep again.  Not without her beside him.


Dammit.


“We’re close to Castle Lachlan.”  He
gestured to the top of the gentle emerald hill they climbed.  “It’s just over
that rise.”


“What are you going to do with me
once we arrive?  Lock me in the tower until our wedding day?”  Aye, her voice
lashed with barbs, but at least she was speaking to him.


“Nay,” he answered carefully,
unsure of whether he headed into a trap of feminine designs.  “Ye’ll be allowed
free range of the castle and the MacLauchlan grounds.  My clan will welcome ye
as one of their own.”


“Really?  Do they extend that
courtesy to all the women whom you’ve captured and nearly raped, or do I get a
special honor because you’ve arbitrarily decided to make me your demon bride?”


Her words should have angered him,
but Connor felt startled amusement.  A bark of laughter escaped him at the same
time his blood heated at the memory of her responsive body in the mist.  


“How many times do I have to tell ye
that I’m not a demon?”


“Until Lucifer, himself, verifies
the claim.” She gave a saucy flick of her hair.  “Or, until you tell me what
you really are.”  


“I’m a Berserker.”


“A Berserk—no, those are stories
told by ancient bards and fishwives.  There are no such things.  Besides,
Berserkers have to kill anything they come across, and you let me live.”


“That I did.”  He smiled, if a bit
smugly, very glad, indeed, that she lived.  “’Tis why I have to marry ye.  And,
ye werena almost raped.  Ye desired me in that coach.”


She twisted in the saddle to pin
him with an incredulous glare.  “You’re really so self-important to think I wanted
that?  You, sir, are sorely mistaken.”


Of this, he could be certain. 
“Aye, lass, ye wanted it.  For, a Berserker canna bring harm to his mate, he
canna lay claim to her body unless she wants him to.”  He understood this
painful fact all too well.


 













Chapter
Eight


 


“Connor Douglas Gerard MacLaughlan!” 



Lindsay watched with astounded
fascination as a wide-eyed Evelyn MacLauchlan dropped her bandaged wrists and
charged her captor with the incensed fury of a mother bear.  “You.  Tied. 
Her.  Up?”  She punctuated each word with a sharp swat on the arm with a
wooden spoon she’d swiped from her apothecary table.  


“Wha—she was goin’ta get away.”  He
ducked her barrage, attempting an unsuccessful retreat around the large, round
table.  


So, his name was Connor.  Lindsay
never thought to ask.  A name made him seem more real, somehow.  More—human.  It
was a good name, too.  Fitting, somehow, to the brutal handsome face.


“Out!”  The woman pointed to the
doorway, currently filled with the bulk of her husband, Roderick.  


Connor rubbed at his abused arm,
looking like a gigantic chastised boy.   “But she’s my—”


“Out!”  


Roderick pushed his wide shoulder
from the doorframe and clapped his elder brother on the back.  “Come, let’s let
yer woman bathe and dress, we have much to discuss.”  In an identical move,
both men looked back to where Lindsay perched on the window seat.  She could
only stare at them.  They could have been twins but for a few minor
distinctions.  The same green eyes set in harshly-angled, handsome faces.
Though Roderick’s sparkled with an untroubled mirth and Connor’s narrowed with defensive
concern.  Comparable bodies of pure sinew and strength draped with the Lachlan tartan
drew an appreciative eye.  Their hair was the same color of ebony, though
Roderick wore his long and Connor cropped his almost to the skull.  Lindsay
thought it added an air of dangerous brutality to the elder brother.  That, and
the fact that Roderick seemed downright affable in comparison.


Connor looked like he wanted to say
something to her, but he glanced at his brother and sister-in-law and stormed
out.


Roderick turned and bowed to the
ladies with a wide smile.  “Cuisle mo chroi,” he crooned to his wife.  Pulse
of my heart.


“Thank you, my love.”  Evelyn
winked and tilted her head to watch in appreciation as her husband ambled off
in the direction of his brother.  Once Roderick was out of sight, Evelyn set to
work at the table, pulling jars and clay pots from various shelves.  “I called
for a bath to be brought.  They should haul it up as soon as the water is hot. 
You just relax there and I’ll make you something that will heal your wrists.” 
She bustled about until she found a mortar and pestle.  “I could just strangle
Connor.  I love him dearly, but sometimes that man is thicker than the
walls of a mire dwelling.”


Lindsay had liked the Englishwoman
the moment she’d laid eyes on her, and her esteem had only grown within the
last few moments.  Though she was short and on the stout side of curvaceous,
her golden hair and flaxen eyes set off the sweetest smile Lindsay had ever
seen.  


“Your husband, Roderick, is he—what
I mean to say is—does he turn into…”  


“A Berserker?”


Lindsay nodded.


“He does.”  Her lips tilted up in a
secretive smile.  “He’s been teaching me some of the alchemic magic I’ll be
using to heal your wrists.”


Now regarding the accoutrements
with a dubious skepticism, Lindsay raised her eyebrows.  Magic?  Didn’t the
woman know she could be burned for speaking of such things?  Of course, if she
spent her days attached to the two Berserker brothers, what cause would she
have to feel fear?  Silently, Lindsay turned to look out the casement over Loch
Fyne and the bustling, successful village of Strathlachlan.  She couldn’t see
one church steeple in the entire valley.  Did these MacLauchlans follow the old
ways?  Living as a far north and west as they did, and isolated by the perilous
terrain of Scotland’s highland lake country, it would be easy to hide
themselves from the eyes of Rome.  


Evelyn startled her by picking up
her hand and gently applying a gritty yellow poultice to the cuts and irritated
flesh of her wrist.  “I noticed your accent is different than what I’ve heard,”
she said conversationally.  “Mind you, I’ve only lived here and Aberdeen
besides London, but I can’t place yours,” 


Everywhere the poultice spread, the
pain instantly cooled and disappeared.  Lindsay watched her gentle
ministrations with awe.  “I hie from Glasgow, but I was educated in London for
a while where my father served as a Scottish emissary before becoming Regent.”


“That explains it then.”  The woman
wrapped soft linen around the first wrist and moved to the next.  


“I’m inclined to believe this is
magic,” Lindsay moaned.  “The pain has vanished.”


 “My husband saved my life with
this once.  It was the day I accepted him as my mate.  His enemy slashed my
thigh with his sword and I would have bled out had he not treated me with it. 
‘Twas a miracle.”  Evelyn smiled at the memory, reaching for another clean
linen.  “Trust me, take those bandages off tonight and you’ll be good as new.”


Lindsay sniffed it doubtfully.  “What
is in it?”  It didn’t have a detectable scent, and the texture was unlike any
she’d felt.  


“Like I said,” Evelyn winked at
her, finishing with a gentle knot on the bandage.  “Magic.  One of the
multitude of advantages to being mated to a berserker.” 


“Indeed?”  A bolt of curiosity
snaked through her.  She hadn’t been seeing her situation as advantageous in
the least.  In fact, she’d been en route to one imposed, undesirable marriage
and found herself thrust into the path of another.  


“Oh yes!  Magic is just part of
it.  There’s long life, for one.  You see, your life forces would be entwined
and a berserker lives maybe four or five times the length of an average person.” 
Evelyn talked as she tidied and Lindsay got the feeling she was a woman who didn’t
like to be unoccupied.  “My Roderick is very attentive and thoughtful.  He’s
blessed by a Goddess, you know, so that accompanies unnatural strength and…
stamina.”  A pretty blush tinged her flushed bosom and crept into her cheeks,
but she went on.  


“He’s very protective, but also learned
and fascinating.  Oh, you should see the MacLauchlan libraries.  Being an
educated woman and all, I’m sure you’ll want to pass some time in there.  That
reminds me, be careful not to get those two into a political discussion upon
which they disagree, because I just commissioned a new table for the great hall
and I’m somewhat attached to the scroll work—”


“These are all qualities of your
berserker,” Lindsay interrupted the woman before she got too distracted by a
tangent.  It was easy to see Evelyn was happily matched.  She glowed with an
inner happiness and contentment that made it difficult to be in the same room
with her for too long before feeling woeful and inadequate.  And more than a
little envious.  “What about Connor?  All I know of him is that he’s a
berserker mercenary.”


Evenlyn’s face fell while she
thought for a moment.  “Connor’s a very good man,” she stated as though she had
every confidence.  “I admit, he tends to be surly and serious and more than a
little high-handed, but he’s been Laird of the Lauchlan clan since he was
sixteen.  That came with a Baronetcy and an abundance of pressure and
responsibility.  Also, his father was a rather unpleasant sort who treated his
sons abominably and killed their Mother in a violent rage.   Roderick has told
me that Connor protected him from his father’s punishment many times when they
were boys.”


“I see.” Lindsay studied her bandaged
wrists, trying to ignore the pity clenching at her chest.  She had to hold onto
her righteous indignation.  If she didn’t she’d have to face her part in what
they did together in that coach.  And she couldn’t.  Not yet.  “While that’s
very regrettable, I don’t think it excuses him abducting betrothed noblewomen
and forcing them into marriage.”


A tin bowl made a loud clatter to
the table as Evelyn stopped to face her, her eyes wide with incredulity.  “He
didn’t explain it to you?”


Lindsay shook her head, a lead
weight in her belly.


“Oh, darling, he can’t force you to
marry him.  Once a berserker chooses his mate, it is up to her to accept
him.  They’re powerless until you do.”


Lindsay’s eyes narrowed.  “Is that
so?”


***


Connor paced the length of the
armory, trying his utmost not to use his fist to wipe the obsequious smile from
his brother’s face with fists.  Or something sharper.


He was familiar with every inch of
this room, from the weight of each weapon stored at the stocks, to the family
heritage of each coat of arms hung on the stone walls.  Every kin and clan that
claimed protection from the MacLauchlan house was represented above the weapons
used against their enemies.  It had been a prosperous time, of late, for the
MacLauchlans.  Though the clannish wars raged in the Lowlands, and noblemen
fought for scraps of English favor like savage hounds, his valley had been
protected from all that.  Since the death of his warlord father, Connor had
used his own reputation, forged on the battlefield, to create new alliances, broker
peace and trade with neighboring clans.


  Now, because of the actions of
his berserker, he risked the ire of the great Ross clan and the vicious
MacKays.  All for a raven-haired woman he did not want nor ask for. 


Nay, he couldn’t claim that as
truth.  He wanted her.  He wanted her like a starving man hungered for a meal
or a doomed man yearned for mercy.  He wanted her with a great, yawning
desperation that startled him with its savage intensity.   He wanted her spread
before him, beneath him, screaming his name loud enough to rouse the Gods.


A frustrated snarl escaped him as
he ran a hand over his skull.      


“I doona see why yer so provoked,
Connor.  A mate is a great boon to ye.  In fact, with both of us mated, the
magic we would wield would serve to mitigate the danger from the Norse
berserkers who would see line of the Celts ended.”  Roderick leaned against the
armory doorway.


“Do ye think that hasna crossed my
mind?”  Connor well remembered his brother’s battle with Alrik the Blue, a
frenetic berserker from the Norse lands.  He’d taken Roderick’s ability to
speak, and almost abducted his mate, as well.  It was Roderick’s devotion to Evelyn
and her acceptance of him that won Roderick the battle and the use of his voice.


“Well, then tell me why yer acting
like hellhounds are nipping at yer heels ready to drag ye to perdition?” 
Roderick blocked his path, interrupting a perfectly good pace.  


Connor growled at him. 


“Ye’ve got a beautiful, fiery lass
up there just waiting to be wooed.  She desires ye, anyone can see that.  In my
experience, ye can use that to yer favor.”  He gave a lascivious waggle of his
eyebrows.  


Shoving his brother out of the way,
Connor resumed his pace.  “That’s not an option,” he insisted.  


“Well, if yer preparing to win her
with yer personality, I’d say my plan has a better chance, but I willna—”


“I’m not going to fucking win her!”
Connor exploded.  Grabbing a rack full of pole arms, he heaved it over.  The
weapons toppled out in dangerous directions, but none of them had a point for
him.  The outburst didn’t aid the helpless frustration churning within him. 
Shoulders sagging, he let out a deep breath.  “I should just pack her up and
send her away,” he muttered.  “I was a fool to bring her here.”  


“Connor,” he felt the weight of
Roderick’s hand on his shoulder and it only added to the load threatening to
topple him.  He didn’t even have the strength to shrug it off.  “Why don’t ye
tell me what this is really about?”


“You know what it’s about.”  They both
knew.


“Father?”


Connor glared at the mess of
weapons strewn over the packed earth.  “We’ve always been told that a berserker
canna hurt his mate.”  He turned to face his brother, who regarded him with a
concerned frown.  “But a man can.”


Roderick looked away, the pain of
their mother’s death still a fresh wound in his eyes.  They’d both found their
father that day, years past, when he’d struck their mother too hard while he’d
been drunk.  They buried their father that day, as well, and had never spoken
of it again.


“Since ye’ve been mated to Evelyn,
havena ye ever been afraid that ye’ll—”


“Never.  Doona even say it.”


“Well I am, Goddamnit!  I am
afraid of the rage that burns inside of me.  Not the rage of the berserker, but
that of a man who carries an anger toward the souls who depend on him, this
world who would strike him down, and the father who sired him.  I’m fit for no
woman, Roderick, especially not that infuriating lass upstairs.” 


“Yer not him, Connor,” Roderick
insisted. “Ye’ve proven it to everyone in the highlands but yerself.”


“Not to myself.  And not to Lindsay. 
You saw her wrists.”


“You said she did that to herself,”
Roderick said.  


“Aye, trying to escape me.”  He
heaved a great sigh.  “I made a vow that I woudlna take a mate, that I’d never
kiss a woman.  Just because my berserker bungled that doesna mean I have to
break the promise.  It’s better this way.  Safer.”


“I suppose so.” Roderick turned
away from him, heading back toward the stone entry.  “Per her betrothal
contract, she’ll have to wed the heir to the MacKay clan.  I imagine she’d
rather take Rory’s hand than Angus’s.”


Connor grunted, a hollow emptiness
opening up in his chest where his heart should be.


Roderick continued, his even voice
a little too merry for the exchange.  “Rory’s a good man, if a bit foolhardy. 
I’m certain he’ll tend to her needs… planting little MacKay babes in her belly
night after ni—”


With a roar, Connor rushed his
brother, pinning him against the armory wall by the neck.  He could feel the
air pumping though his lungs as his beast rushed to the surface, infuriated at
the thought of another man touching his mate.


After a tense moment, Roderick only
smiled at him, point made.  “Ye canna let her go, brother.  I doona think you
realize the misery ye’d both be doomed to suffer.”


Lowering his head, Connor released
his brother.  “Christ, I’m done for.”


“Nay, this is just the beginning. 
Now, go hence and seduce yer woman.  Win her love.  Once ye have it, treasure
it and make the choice every day to love her and treat her with kindness and
respect.  I promise she’ll return the favor… and then some.”  Roderick smirked.


Connor heard the truth in his
words.  How did Roderick get so wise?  Wasn’t he supposed to be the
elder brother, the Patriarch of the MacLauchlan clan?  


He worked his jaw a few times,
narrowing his eyes and squelching his pride.  “How does one go about seducing a
woman?”  Usually, willing lassies just made themselves undeniably available to
him.  Talking a woman into wanting him was uncharted territory.


Roderick just shrugged again,
before leaning to pick up the wrack of pole arms.  “I didna even have to speak
to Evelyn, she was seduced just by looking at me.”  He threw his arms wide and
looked down, as though that should be explanation enough.


Seizing the opportunity, Connor
landed a punch in his midsection, knocking a breath from him.  “I liked ye
better when ye were mute,” he muttered.


They strode from the armory out
into the bustling sun-lit square of Castle Lauchlan. 


“I’ve been told that from time to
time.”  Roderick snatched an apple from a cart and tossed a coin to the
vendor.  “But that’s usually when I’m right.”


 













Chapter
Nine


 


Connor wiped clammy hands on his
tartan and paused in his pacing to stare expectantly at the bedroom door.  She
should return any moment now.  After he’d given Lindsay the night to settle
into her castle chamber, he’d suggested that Evelyn take her to the village. 
Harvest market had commenced a week hence and the ladies could peruse many
local and imported riches.  In her absence, Connor solicited the aid of the
household staff in adorning her chambers in a manner would serve that of a
noble bride.  After much amusement on the part of the maids at his attempts to
help, he was shooed away and assigned the task of making himself presentable.  


To him, that had meant a through
scrubbing and a clean tartan.  


He had to admit, they’d done a fine
job.  Wreaths of flowers adorned the thick oak bedposts and any other
previously unoccupied surface.  Innumerable candles threw a golden glow about
the room.  He’d drawn the thick purple drapes to block out the sunset and amassed
a light but decadent supper.


His eyes kept drifting back to the
bed, spread with lush violet silks and a heavy fur blanket to ward against the
autumn chill.  It matched her amethyst eyes.  She would look perfect draped
upon it, her golden skin glowing in the candlelight, her hair tangling with the
silk.  


His body responded instantly to the
image.  Blood heated and sped through his veins, spreading the warmth through
every extremity until he vibrated with anticipation.  His cock became heavy and
full, torturing him with an exquisite ache.  Gods, he would worship her. 
Starting with that gloriously full mouth and reveling in a kiss he’d long
denied himself.  Then, her breasts would be his next conquest.  He’d stroke and
kiss them, awakening her senses and making her skin dance with sensation.  Once
she was begging, he would lay relentless siege to the sweet cleft between her legs
with his hands, and then his mouth.  He would pleasure her so thoroughly, she
would lose all coherence.  Then, and only then, would he spread her thighs
wide beneath him and –


“What’s all this?”


Startled by the pique in her
melodic voice, Connor dragged his gaze from the bed to the very object of his
fantastical musings.  She was breathtaking.  Even with her glossy hair captured
in some kind of netted contraption and covered with a thin veil.  His hands
fisted at his sides, longing to release it and plunge deep into her soft
tresses.  She wore a borrowed gown of soft blue and lavender with a golden
girdle at her waist, and an expression that could have frozen a charging stag
in his tracks.


“Did ye enjoy yer visit to
Strathlauchlan?” he asked, trying to ascertain the cause of her ire.  If
someone had mistreated her, he’d see them drawn and quartered, their limbs
displayed in the castle square as a dire warning.


“It was lovely,” she answered
shortly.  “Evelyn is marvelous pleasant company, in fact, the best I’ve
encountered here.”  Raising a meaningful eyebrow, she examined the room through
narrowed eyes, taking in the efforts of the afternoon.  


His face fell, along with his hopes
for the evening.  The lass didn’t seem in the least pleased; in fact, her
chilly demeanor vexed him severely.  He’d prefer her fiery temper and brash wit
to this.  Mayhap she was hungry.  He tended to be a mighty bastard when
famished, and she’d been out at the market for several hours.  Gesturing to the
spread of supper and surfeit of overstuffed pillows, he made a desperate
attempt to salvage the effect.  “I thought to join ye for a repast, perhaps we
may better acquaint ourselves.”


Her mask of indifferent scorn
slipped a little as she glanced at the sea of candles and fragrant wreathes of
Scottish primrose and heather before finally resting on the platters of fresh
bread, cheese, fruit, smoked herring and a fine imported cask of wine.  He
glimpsed a moment of hesitant longing and his hopes rose again.  


Until her features hardened.  “This
is how you were planning to do it?” she asked in a stony voice.  “Lure me with
practiced seduction so I will accept you as my mate?”


Connor wasn’t sure he didn’t
swallow his tongue along with his shock.


“That’s right,” she hissed.  “I
know what you want from me, Connor MacLauchlan.  I know that I must agree to be
your bride before you gain more power.”


Struck dumb, Connor just shook his
head.


A mirthless laugh escaped lips
drawn thin and white with anger.  “I didn’t believe it at first, when Evelyn
told me about magic, despite what I witnessed of you on the road.  Until this.” 
She held out her wrists, free of bandages.  Healthy, lily-white skin glowed in
the candlelight, and where raw wounds had been before, fine blue veins pulsed
with vitality beneath the translucent flesh.  She’d healed overnight, as Connor
had known she would.  


“But, Evelyn also explained that,
though I am your mate and you have brought me to this place against my will, I
do not have to accept your hand unless I want to.”


Connor saw now, that he’d made a
mistake encouraging the two women spend time together.  He’d thought that his
loyal sister-in-law would work to soften Lindsay’s heart toward him.  Instead,
Evelyn rallied to the side of her maltreated compatriot and gave her all the
pertinent information with which to make a decision.  Now Lindsay understood
that, though she was technically his captive, she wielded all power over his
future happiness.


Women!   He ran a hand over his
head, trying to figure his next stratagem.  Gods but she was beautiful when
angry.  Her breasts heaved against the bodice of her gown, challenging the
constitution of the seams.  Connor blinked, forcing himself to concentrate on
the problem at hand.  If he wanted to do more than look at her beauty,
he’d need to pacify her ire.


She had to know that he didn’t just
need her, he wanted her.  


Planting her wee fists on her slim
hips, she glared at him, the ice in her eyes at once turning to violet fire. 
“I refuse, Connor MacLauchlan, I refuse to be wed to a high-handed, mercenary,
overbearing, tyrannical brute with more strength than wits, so that you
may become a more powerful berserker.”


A sensation akin to hurt lit a fire
in his chest and anger thundered through the weaker emotion, ready to do
battle.  “When I found ye, ye were en route to marry Angus Mackay, the
villainous, pillaging murderer of the Highlands.”  


“I had no choice in that,” she
spat.  “And I only have hearsay and your word to his character, which isn’t
much to me at this point.”


“Aye?  And would ye rather me
deliver ye into his hands?  Perhaps then ye’d know the meaning of the
word ‘tyrant’.”  He advanced on her then, wanting to shake her until she came
to her senses.


“The fact that you would even
threaten that validates my opinion of you.”  Lindsay stormed to the door and
threw it open.  “Get out!”


Not a chance.  He was Laird of this
castle and he would be denied access to no corner of it.  The lass was daft if
she thought she would order him about.  She may have found that she wielded a
little more power in their damnable situation, but that didn’t mean he’d let
her lord it over him.


Crossing his arms over his chest
and planting his feet, he towered over her, daring her to issue one more
command, to push his temper one more notch.


“Very well,” her eyes showed no
fear, no hint of retreat.  “Enjoy your evening, my lord, alone.”  With
that, she stalked out in a pastel storm.  The breeze created by the slam of the
heavy door extinguished a preponderance of the candles, leaving his world
infinitely darker.   


Instant regret smothered the fire
in his veins like a damp and weighty blanket.  He may not have given her any quarter,
but he certainly had not emerged the victor.  In fact, he lost ground this
night.  Lindsay wasn’t the only one who’d been forced into this situation, but,
he had to admit, his shackles were sweeter than hers.  He gained an exquisite,
hot-blooded mate and the powerful boost to his abilities that would grant an
abundance of safety and security to all those under his protection.  


What did she get from the bargain? 
A fragmented and militant berserker with more growl than gentility.  Well,
there was a castle with plentiful coffers.  But, no doubt, her dowry was enough
to render that moot.  


With a foul curse, Connor plucked
up the cask of wine before searching out his own chambers.  


 













Chapter
Ten


 


The next night brought the first
successful week of harvest market to a close.  This was to be marked with
festivities that would have invoked Mabon himself.  Lindsay had strolled with
Evelyn through fire jugglers and acrobats, bards and puppeteers, amusing
herself despite the fact that she’d awoken to a dark mood.  Distraction seemed
to lift her spirits.


They wandered with the crowd toward
the planks that had been assembled in a cleared field for dancing and carousing. 
The full harvest moon was bright enough to light their revelry and reflected
off Loch Fyne with glittering brilliance.  Long torches had been staked to the ground
and lanterns corded around the makeshift plank floor casting dancing shadows
about the night.  


The evening was chilly, but hot
food and free-flowing ale warmed the cheeks and blood of the Lachlan clan.  Now
they gathered about, their merry voices drifting through the night as the cheerful
cacophony of tuning pipes, flutes, and fiddles rose in their midst.


As though drawn by an innate
awareness, Lindsay immediately picked Connor out of the gathering crowd.   He
and Roderick stood at least a head taller than their kinsman who surrounded a
massive barrel of ale perched on an oak table.  Connor wielded a heavy mallet
while Roderick steadied a tap at the base of the enormous cask, pretending to
fear for the safety of his extremities.  Riotous laughter ensued as Connor
drove the tap home with a one-handed swing.  


Lud! But his strength never ceased
to astonish her.   


Were they not afraid, these fierce
highland warriors?  Did they not worry that Angus might, even now, be plotting
retribution?  A tremor stole through her.  What if she was the unwilling cause of
a deadly quarrel of clans?


A brawny highlander handed Roderick
the first tankard, congratulating him for his bravery with a hearty laugh.  The
next one was granted to Connor for performing the honors.  He toasted his
brother and tilted his head back and drank deeply.  


Lindsay tried not to watch the
cords of his neck work over the swallows, or notice the flex in his arm as he
lifted the tankard to his lips.  His impressive body was well displayed wrapped
in a tartan and naught else but his boots.  Across his chest, dark tattoos of
knotted design spiked and wended through the cords of his flesh, branding him a
chieftain in the old way.  Likewise bands of knots encircled his biceps.  They
entranced her for a moment before she broke the spell with a blink.  She
resented her awareness of him and this vital, inescapable connection between
them.   


Evelyn linked arms with her and
steered them toward the men as the music began in earnest.  “They’re
magnificent, aren’t they?” she purred.  “I know you’re cross with Connor at the
moment, but I wish you’d at least lose yourself in the festivities.”  She cast
Lindsay a suggestive look from beneath her lashes.  “Berserkers are excellent
dancers.  It must be some primitive, innate rhythm they’re in tune with.”


“Indeed?”  Lindsay didn’t dare to think
about it.  Something about the words ‘primitive’ and ‘rhythm’ sent a dangerous
thrill through her.


Roderick’s entire demeanor lit from
within as they approached, “Evelyn, mo chroi, I hope ye doona mind that
I promised the first dance of the night to another.”  Several masculine sets of
appreciative eyes turned toward them, and Lindsay ignored one burning glare, in
particular.  


“And who would that be?”  Evelyn
asked with a sweet smile as she accepted a sip of ale from her husband’s
tankard.  


“This lovely lass, here, has
requested a dance of me and she’s so charming I canna refuse.”  He swept his
hand toward a gangly girl dressed in a clean, but shabby dress.  She couldn’t
have been more than eleven, and when she offered a shy smile a few spaces
showed that she’d recently lost the last of her child’s teeth.   


“Well.”  Evelyn winked at the
child.  “I can’t say that I blame you, but don’t expect me to be sitting here
waiting for you to return to me.  I’m going to accept the first invitation I
have to dance!”


With a possessive kiss for his
wife, Roderick swung his dance partner to the floor and opened the evening’s
festivities.  Immediately, a handsome MacLauchlan cousin offered his hand to
Evelyn and she succumbed to the call of the pipes and drums.  


Trying her best not to feel
abandoned, Lindsay offered a polite and inviting smile to the gathered Highlanders,
still avoiding Connor who loomed like a threatening shadow.  Perhaps one of
them would offer an escape to the dance floor.  


Instead, they simultaneously seemed
to find something rapturously fascinating in their tankards.  Mayhap it would
be more decorous to stand with the women?  Lindsay had noticed a rakish
disregard for certain societal strictures out here in Strathlauchlan, but one
could never be certain of which rules could be adhered to or discarded in the
space of a few nights.  


Wandering past the Laird she still
refused to acknowledge, she ambled toward the opposite side of the floor where
local and visiting ladies chatted and preened in hopes of catching the eye of a
handsome reel partner.  Though they gave her a few curious looks or polite
smiles, the women weren’t abundantly friendly.  In fact, Lindsay felt a
distinct chill from more than a few, especially those wearing the Lauchlan
colors.  


She looked down at her borrowed
gown of deep, royal blue.  In honor of the Clan Lauchlan, she’d wound red
ribbons in her hair.  She hadn’t donned their tartan, as she was still a Ross
and not wed to a MacLauchlan, but she’d thought the gesture of wearing
the colors had been a friendly one.  


Feeling uneasy, she turned toward
the dance floor and sought Evelyn.  To everyone’s riotous amusement, Roderick
reached out and swatted his wife’s backside as they crossed each other on the
floor.  Before she could exact her revenge, their partners swung them wide and
they were lost amongst the dozen or so other couples.  Lindsay joined in the
laughter, thoroughly charmed by the happy couple.  A melancholy weight kept her
from completely enjoying herself.  What Roderick and Evelyn shared was rare and
magical.  She’d never been destined for anything like that.  


Her eyes flicked to Connor before
she could stop them.  He was watching her, not bothering with discretion.  The
firelight cast shade in the deep groves of his muscle which cut an imposing
figure melded from light and shadow.  Those compelling green eyes of his
glittered across the entire dance floor, pinning her where she stood.  The
music retreated and people blurred into a cheerful mélange of faceless color. 
For a single moment, her world consisted of the unrequited desire she read in
his relentless gaze and she was transported back to the dark carriage where
he’d found her.  The things he’d done to her.  Not just to her body, but to her
soul.  Lindsay found herself inexorably altered by his skillful touch.  She’d
spent the past nights in sleepless dishevelment, tossing restlessly with
fevered need.  When she closed her eyes, the blackness reminded her of his
stark, possessive eyes as she’d shattered beneath him.  


How had he played her so easily? 
How had he turned fear into desire and then intense pleasure?  She was so
ashamed.  Not only because of what she’d allowed him to do, but because of what
she yearned for him to do again. 


Overwhelmed by the thought, she
broke their connection with a prolonged blink and focused her gaze on the
distant lake, hating herself.  Hating him.


“Can I take ye round the floor,
lass?”  


Stunned, Lindsay turned toward the
masculine voice.  It belonged to a light-haired, stocky young lad she
recognized as one of the castle men-at-arms.  “Oh, I—”


“Of course ye can, Jamie, I’ve been
making eyes at ye all day.”  A hand snaked from behind her and clasped Jamie’s. 
Smiling, the man pulled a young maid, who’d been standing behind Lindsay,
toward the dance floor.


Embarrassed, Lindsay shook her head
and tried to focus on the merriment around her.  She avoided Connor’s eyes,
they held too many of her secrets to acknowledge right now.  


As the night wore on, ale and
whisky flowed freely, causing men to become bold and wend their way to claim a
dance from a willing lass, and more if they were lucky.  Time and time again,
Lindsay watched with a desperate hope that one of them would offer her the
kindness of his hand.  As it stood, she was fair certain she was the only woman
under four score who’d yet to take a turn.  It was as though each of the men
went out of their way to avoid her eyes, nay, her very vicinity.  In fact,
other women had seemed to realize as much, and inched away from her to increase
their chances of acquiring a partner.  Heart pounding, Lindsay watched the
steadily increasing berth around her person widen.  What was this about?   Had
she offended the highland Lachlan’s in some way she couldn’t have foreseen?  In
ballrooms from London to Glasgow she’d always been a highly sought-after dance
companion.  What was wrong with these people?  


Balancing on tiptoes, she scanned
the crowd, hoping to find the safety of Evelyn’s company.  But, the woman was
nowhere to be seen.  After several rounds of frolicking, she seemed to have
disappeared.  Roderick’s broad form was likewise missing.


“Och, newlyweds.”  The familiar
graveled baritone caressed her ear and sent shivers of aroused awareness
coursing through her entire frame.  Hot breath teased at her ear causing her to
want to arch like a cat seeking a fond stroke.


Connor.  


Hadn’t he just been across the way? 
How did a man so large move with such stealth?  


“It’s rude to sneak up on someone,”
she scolded, turning to face him.  “Especially in the dark,” she told his
chest.  “Aren’t you supposed to be over there lording over all you see?”


“I didna sneak.”  He sounded amused
again.  Damn his eyes.  “Ye would have noticed me if ye werena trying so hard
not to.  Everyone else did.”  A furtive glance about verified that the
assemblage seemed either very interested in what was going on with them, or
trying equally hard not to appear so.


Lindsay had to step back from him;
the proximity was making her light-headed.  The tension coiled in his muscles
caused an irrational fear that he might just throw her over his shoulder, carry
her into the castle and spend the night ravishing her.


She risked a glance at his face and
her mouth went dry.  Judging from the storm in his eyes, they might not even
make it to the castle before the ravishment commenced.  


“Dance with me, Lindsay.”  It
wasn’t a question.  


She shook her head, trying to
capture her wits more than refuse him outright.  Her name sounded like a sin on
his tongue and a traitorous part of her wanted to do anything he commanded as
long as he said her name like that.


“Ye doona have to talk with me, ye
can even stay angry with me if ye like.  But I can see ye’ve been aching to
dance.”


Was she so transparent?  Had the
men who’d avoided her company this night sensed the desperation from her and
been repelled?  


“Besides.”  He closed the gap
between them and pressed against her.  Their breaths sped in tandem and she
felt as though she could hear her heart beat in her ears.  Or was it his?  “Our
bodies seem to communicate better than our mouths.”


He was right.  About all of it. 
But she couldn’t bring herself to tell him so.  Instead, she put her hand in
his and followed him to the floor.  The crowd made ample space for them, and
they faced each other while the musician began the reel.  


Connor bowed to her and she forced
herself to return the favor.  She’d be damned before showing him any fealty,
but the dance dictated it, so she acquiesced.  The intricate steps took much of
her concentration and Lindsay was grateful she could focus on them instead of
the dangerous currents jolting her wherever their skin touched.


“My colors look good on ye,
Lindsay.”  The possessive authority in his voice piqued her simmering temper.  She
looked up at him sharply.  He really must desist saying her name as though it
were a provocative word.  It was merely a name, an ordinary one at that,
and it passed from his lips like a delicious profanity.


The dance circled them away from
each other to momentarily trade partners.  The bearded man in front of her took
her hands in a hesitant grip but refused to meet her eyes as he spun her.  In
fact, he cast anxious glances at his Laird until he could hand her back to him,
shoulders sagging in relief.  


Lindsay frowned.  “You say that as
if one could declare dominion over a color, my lord.”  If anyone would be
foolhardy enough to try, it would be the warrior in front of her.  


“’Twould be easier to claim than
ye’ve been, lass,” he said with a teasing smile.  


Despite her ire, Lindsay’s heart stopped. 
Momentarily fascinated by the uncharacteristically boyish dimple in his left
cheek, she didn’t notice how closely he’d moved until their bodies almost melded. 



“A clever man would have given up
by now,” she pointed out, a bit more winded than she would have liked.  


His large hands spanned her waist
and she found herself breathless for the second time that night as he lifted
her in a spin.  She had to admit it delighted her to be lifted higher and more
effortlessly than the other women.  Locked in his grip, she felt absolutely
stable.  There was no danger of him dropping her— or letting her go.  


“Well,” he said as he deliberately
slid her down his hard, warm body.  “I’ve always been attributed with a great
deal more brawn than brains.”


Lindsay found herself smiling at
that, and she reveled in the answering glimmer in his eyes.  She supposed she
could relate.  He had a strange way of stoking her temper, then disarming her
in a way that left her completely bewildered and off balance.  The longer she
remained in his arms, the less capable she felt of making rational decisions. 
It seemed she could dissolve into an absolutely primitive creature, unaware of
reason or consequences.  A creature of pure physical instinct, only
concentrating on fulfilling the next primal need.     


“Besides,” his voice deepened.  “I
canna let you go.  Not ever.  Not only because of what I am, but because of who
ye are.”


“What do you mean?” she asked,
suddenly catapulted out of her body and firmly back into her mind.  Did he only
want her because she was a Ross?  Had his aim been political all this time? 
Damn but she was tired of being pursued because of who her father had been and
who her uncle was now.  As Regent of Scotland, they’d have the ear of the
King.  Who wouldn’t want those connections?


Connor was silent for a long time. 
Say what he might, nothing but sharp intellect shone behind those clear green
eyes, and he was calculating something.  The worth of her dowry, perhaps?  He
seemed to come to a decision, his eyes hardening with resolve.  


“Because, whether ye’ve accepted me
or not, I’ve publically claimed ye as my mate.  Ye belong with me, Lindsay.”


“Excuse me?” she asked, trying to
disengage from his arms.  He held her fast, not giving up the steps of the
dance.  


“No man in the highlands who valued
his life would dare to touch ye.  At least not without my permission.”


“What?”  Aghast, she just blinked
up at him, all the charm of the banter vanished, replaced by incensed shock. 
“Is that the reason I’ve not danced all evening?”


Connor shrugged.  “Aye, they know
we’ve not been wed as of yet and that any approach would be seen as a challenge
for what is mine.”


“Wed as of…Yours?”  Lindsay
wrenched herself from his grasp, not caring if she disrupted the dance.  “Do
you have any idea how lonely and humiliating tonight has been for me?”
she hissed.  “How dare you!  How could you even presume that I would
consider accepting you as a husband, Connor MacLauchlan?  You’ve never even asked!”


She stormed away from him, grateful
the crowd parted to let her pass.  They might be afraid of their berserker
Laird, but they loved him too.  She couldn’t have borne it to look at him for a
moment longer.  


His dark, weary stare tormented her
enough as it was. 


   













Chapter
Eleven


 


A pervasive restlessness stirred
Lindsay’s blood as she wandered through the hallways of Castle Lachlan. 
Raising her candle to light the shadows, she crept as silently as the rushes
allowed.  Midnight had chimed not too long ago, and most of Straithlachlan
slumbered.  She’d spent the last two nights locked in her chamber in a
self-imposed seclusion.  Ignoring the pleas from Evelyn, the entreaties of
Roderick, and the loud but empty threats from Connor, she’d only opened her
door to allow in the maids and the meals.  The Laird of the castle and his kin
had been respectful enough not to force their way into her rooms and she
suspected the maids reported that Lindsay hadn’t made an attempt at escape.  


Nay, she’d been thinking this
entire time.  Pondering the expansive paradigm shift she’d just experienced. 
Everything she’d known about this world had changed in such a short amount of
time.  


Everything.  Magic was real.  The
old Gods existed.  Men of the land were blessed with celestial powers.  One of
them had claimed her as his own.  And it was up to her to decide her fate. 


And his.


For a woman of her station, such
decisions were never expected to be settled on her shoulders.  Her dear father
had loved her, yet had signed a contract with the MacKays sight unseen and
without discussing her feelings on the matter.  As a woman she’d been considered
chattel, a commodity to be traded and disposed of, entirely dependent on a man
as her liege-lord.  And that had brought her nothing but misery, loss, and peril.



For two days she’d paced and
pondered, obsessed and weighed options.  Should she attempt escape and try to
reach her uncle and throw herself upon his mercy and beg for protection?  Or upon
her successful escape, uphold her contract with the MacKays?  Their lands were
close enough by horseback.  In the likelihood that Connor killed Angus, his
twin brother Rory would be Laird and Lindsay had heard he was a fair and
kind-hearted man.  She could carry out her duty to him and try to make a good
life for herself…


Connor.


Could she stay here with him?  That
seemed to be the most dangerous decision of all.  Connor didn’t just pose a
threat to her safety, but also to her heart.  She’d always strove to maintain
an emotional distance from any decision made for her, promising herself that
whatever happened, she’d maintain her pride, her will, her poise, and her
spirit.  


Connor threatened all of these.  He
frightened, overwhelmed, and infuriated her.  He enthralled, pleasured, and
intrigued her.  The path he represented was uncertain.  Dangerous, even.  The
man was a mercenary, a beautiful, masculine mercenary.  The servant to a
warrior Goddess who demanded offerings of blood.  And her berserker—er—the
berserker was steeped in it.     


Thus, after two full days of drowning
herself in a sea of possible outcomes to hypothetical decisions, Lindsay could stand
it no longer.  She’d given sleep its due diligence, thrashing about in her bed
for an hour or so.  Agitated and unable to shake a lonely chill, she threw on a
shawl and ventured forth into the night.  Evelyn had mentioned an impressive
library the day they’d met, and Lindsay felt certain she could find it on the
lower floor of the west wing.  A book might be just the thing to offer her a
much needed escape from her situation.  


The faint strains of a lute caused
her to pause half-way down the stone steps.  Straining to catch the melody, she
could barely feel her toes touch the cold flagstones as she stole down the rest
of the staircase and peered around the corner of the long left hall, at the end
of which,               was the library.  


Firelight spilled into the hall
from the large library archway.  Golden light and inky darkness bent and danced
with each other to the solitary tune of the lute.  Lindsay felt herself
floating toward the melancholy sound, drawn by a melody so breathtaking and
disconsolate that her heart bled.


Blowing out her candle, she peeked
into the doorway and had to clasp her hand over her mouth to stifle a gasp.  


Connor’s bulk, silhouetted by the
flames in the man-sized hearth, rested against a heavy study table situated in
the middle of the library.  Propped by a haphazard chair, his strong leg
supported the negligible weight of the lute that wept beneath his deft fingers. 



He glanced up sharply at her
movement, the song dying on an abrupt plunk. 


She couldn’t make out the exact
expression on his face, but Lindsay assumed it was any variant of displeasure. 
The thought made her sad.  Though, she supposed, she was still angry with him. 
Wasn’t she?


They stared at each other for a
still and silent moment.  He looked out of place here, in this room filled with
brittle, oxidizing scrolls and well-worn books.  The delicate baubles and
keepsake treasures that rested on stone columns or wooden shelves sometimes
caught the light of the flames and Lindsay worried for them.  They were
breakable.  What if they didn’t survive the presence of this volatile force of
a man?


What if she didn’t?


He stood, breaching the moment. 
His massive shoulders seemed to bow beneath an overwhelming burden and his brow
tightened.  “I’ll leave you."


Her eyes rested on the fragile
instrument resting in the clutch of his massive hands.  Instead of crushing it
with his brutal strength, he’d coaxed the softest melody from it.  One that she
wanted to hear again.  


“No.”  She put a hand out, as if to
stop him.  “No.  Please, continue.  It was lovely.”


For an uncertain moment, he paused
and Lindsay held her breath until he sank back against the table.  Positioning
the instrument, he inhaled audibly and resumed the lyrical tune.  


Prompted by her cold feet on the
stones, Lindsay padded the few paces toward him.  


Likely due to the autumn chill, Connor
wore a loose black shirt beneath his tartan and still wore his boots, though
the laces had been loosened.  He smelled of firewood, hearty scotch, and clove
spice, as though the autumn sun perfumed his skin.


Lindsay swallowed convulsively as
saliva flooded her mouth.  Why was her blood quickening when the mellow strains
of the lute should be soothing her restlessness?  She tentatively moved a stack
of books and a magnifying glass out of the way before taking a perch on the
table next to him, but not close enough to touch.  If he noticed or cared, he
gave no signal.   


After several measures he asked,
“Were ye lookin’ for me, lass?  Is there something yer in need of?”  He never
looked up from his nimble fingers.  Her notice was arrested by them, as well.


“I couldn’t sleep,” she answered
honestly.  “I came in search of a book.”


He nodded, his jaw grinding a bit as
his throat worked over a swallow.  But his fingers never paused, though the
melody dropped into something like a mourning song.  “I couldna sleep, either.”


Lindsay realized she’d never seen
him like he was now, loose-limbed and intent on something that required a
delicate and practiced proficiency.  Never would have thought he had something
beautiful in his heart as the music drifting from his instrument.  In this
moment, he wasn’t a domineering baron Laird or a lethal berserker.  He was just
a man, concentrating on something that brought him solace and sometimes joy. 
Something he’d had to have done many times, judging by his considerable skill.


The size of the hands and the girth
of his wrists astounded her.  Sinew danced beneath the thin skin of his wrist
as his fingers changed their positions on the strings.  Lindsay had never
thought of those fingers as elegant or particularly dexterous before.  Brutal,
maybe.  Strong and skilled in clutching a weapon or meeting out death or
punishment.  But, she supposed, her very first experience with his hands should
taught her exactly how varied his skills were and how expertly he applied them. 



Her traitorous body warmed at the
memory.  Though his eyes had been demon black, those hands had manipulated her
flesh as expertly as any responsive instrument.  He’d used them to coax
unfamiliar sounds from her, a climactic song of pleading and pleasure.  He’d
tuned her most sensitive peak, thrumming it in a percussive, throbbing rhythm
until the crescendo had left her breathless and forever altered.  


Yes, she should have known he was a
musician.  


Letting a captured breath out on a
shaky sigh, she shifted uncomfortably and squeezed her thighs together.  She’d
bloomed at the evocative reflection, her soft woman’s place becoming as slick
and aching as it had been for him that terrible day.  Her nether regions
flooded as she replayed the images of what had transpired between them.  What could
have happened had she not stopped him.  Memory and fantasy melded until she
wasn’t sure where the lines blurred and what reality contained.


His tune had sped a little without
her noticing much until he stopped altogether.  The wood of the lute’s neck
protested as he squeezed it in a white-knuckled grip.  Every muscle tensed
beneath his clothing and he became utterly motionless but for the flaring of
nostrils and heaving of breath.  


“You canna do this to me, woman,”
he growled.  “I can smell…”  His mouth opened on a tortured pant and he wet his
lips with his tongue.


Lindsay hopped off the table in
alarm and retreated a few steps.  “What?” she asked.  Could he smell her
arousal?  Nay, that was impossible.  He’d have to be… preternatural to do
that.  Closing her eyes, she berated herself for her stupidity.  Her pride would
never allow words to be betray her, but her body already had; and his
perceptive senses knew exactly what she wanted.  What would happen now?  


“Ye haveta leave,” he barked.  “If
I look at ye now, I’ll be upon ye before ye can scream.”


If possible, she became even more
wet.  


“Lindsay,” he warned.  


“But you said a berserker can’t
have me without my permission.”


“But I can.”  This was
growled between clenched teeth.


He could have?  All this time?  He
could have broken her door in with naught but a little will and what was, to
him, nothing more than a slight shove.   But he didn’t.  


The thought held a dark and violent
appeal.  


The neck of the lute shattered
beneath his grip.  “Run from me, Lindsay,” he begged.  “While ye still can.”


Heart racing, Lindsay stared into
the fire behind him.  It licked at the man-sized hearth, spitting hungry embers
onto the stone floor from time to time with a loud crack.  Her soul had felt
like that fire for untold years now, contained within the cold recesses of
stone walls, only allowed to burn bright enough to be enjoyed by those who
needed its warmth and utility.  Perhaps it was time to give it enough fodder to
consume them both.   


“No,” she whispered. 













Chapter
Twelve


 


Connor was only distantly aware of
the crash the lute made as it was discarded.  Firelight glowed off the white
nightshift she wore and her hair was a straight, inky waterfall that flowed over
her breasts that ended just above her hips.  


Grabbing her around the waist with
one arm, he pinned her against his body as he plunged the other in her hair and
held her head prisoner.  Capturing her lips was the sweetest plunder he’d ever
wrought.  She wasn’t pliant, either, in this endeavor.  She met his invading
tongue with her own, sparring with him and stroking him wetly.  Gods, her
mouth.  Could there be a sweeter place to reside in all the world?


He could think of only one.  


Growling at the thought, he
released her head and reached down to grab a handful of her tight arse.  Without
breaking the hot contact of their mouths, he lifted her against him. She had no
choice but to wrap her long legs around his hips.  She complied, locking them
together and winding her arms about his neck.  Between the layers of his kilt
and her thin nightshift, his aching length cradled itself against her warm
cleft and pulsed with an exquisite pain.


Soon.    


He couldn’t believe she wanted
this.  Couldn’t believe it was happening.  Hadn’t he come in here to whittle
away some lonely, aching hours?  Wasn’t she still angry with him for being a
high-handed incomparable ass?


Maybe.  But the scent of her
honeyed provocation against him was undeniable.  Regardless of what she felt, his
mate needed him to pleasure her again.  In this, he would not fail her.  


They wouldn’t make it to a bed. 
And he knew that in his state, he’d break Evelyn’s favorite chaise.  Stepping
to the table, he held her negligible weight with one hand as he used the other
to swipe books and various paraphernalia out of his way.  They didn’t just fall
to the ground, some items flew spans across the room.  A magnifying glass
shattered somewhere in the distance.  He didn’t care, except that her feet were
bare.  He wouldn’t allow them to touch the floor until every shard was cleared.



She broke the kiss with a gasp and
blinked as though a spell had been broken.  Her wide, violet eyes took in his
face, which was now turned toward the fire.  He knew what she read there, and she
gasped in response to its intensity.  She was a little afraid.  


She should be.  


Claiming her moist lips once again,
he set her on the very edge of the table, so her core still came into contact
with his cock.  Splaying his hands between them, he spread them up her ribcage,
past her breasts, and gripped the front of her shift.  


Ripping it from her was the most
satisfying thing he’d accomplished in his lifetime thus far.  And it was just
about to get better. 


Her skin glowed a pale cream
against the dark wood of the table.  Her hair pooled in the shadows.  Once she was
bared to him, Connor reluctantly conceded the sweetness of her mouth for the
call of other tantalizing regions.  Trailing his tongue down the slight column
of her neck, he licked at the pulse that fluttered an irregular beat against
his mouth, before dipping lower.


Her breasts were impossibly pert
and firm.  Securing her arched back with his forearms, he feasted on them. 
Licking at the thin, sensitive skin beneath her rosy areolas he denied the
puckering nipples his attention.  Lindsay’s hands roamed and dug into his scalp
and neck, demanding satisfaction.  Little insistent mewls burst from deep in
her throat.  Connor found himself lamenting that his hair was too short to
pull, though every inch of his skin reveled in her touch.   


She deserved this torment.  Latching
on to her nipple, he flicked the tip with his tongue and she gifted him with
her first moan of the night.  Oh there would be many to follow.  


He thrilled to the challenge.  


Leaving the nipple moist, he drew
back and breathed on it.  Goose pimples erupted over her whole body and she
gave a little whimper.  He could feel a wicked smile tilt his mouth as he moved
on to the other breast.  Reveling in the sweet and salty taste of her skin, he
laid her back on the table, freeing his hands to roam her body.  


He’d wanted to go slower than
this.  To explore every inch of her, to touch and claim every part.  But he was
too hungry, and her scent was too tantalizing.  Connor’s fingers found the
sweet triangle of curls immediately and, as he dipped in to coat his finger
with her moisture, his teeth gently dragged acRoss her nipple.  


She gasped his name.  


Yes.


It had been well done of him to
keep his clothing on through this.  At the sound of his name leaving her lips
he would have thrust into her and blindly driven himself into oblivion.  Not
yet.  He had to taste her first.  To drink from the well that sprang for him. 
He couldn’t deny himself that right.  He couldn’t deny her that pleasure.


Though he bent over her, his left
hand came up to splay across her chest and hold her down.  “Lie still,” he
commanded, then sank to his knees on the rough stone. 


“What are you—?”   Her small,
breathy voice cut off when he wrenched both of her legs wide with his hands,
pinning her to the table.  


He growled at the sight of her. 
Slick, glistening, and pink nestled in a bed of glossy ebony curls.  He’d never
seen anything so beautiful.  


“Connor I—I… Oh God!”


The first taste of her was ambrosia;
the second catapulted him to heaven.  Nothing could have prepared him for the
softness he found, the pliant flesh that yielded to his lips and pulsed against
his tongue.  He explored her mercilessly, enjoying the quivers and jerks of her
strong, lean thighs beneath his palms.  Her legs were fighting his effortless
imprisonment, struggling to close around his head and retreat from his
relentless mouth.  Or to hold him prisoner there.


Her moans and pants and cries were
the sweetest music he’d ever heard, deep and throaty with enough entreaty to
stoke his manly pride.  Tracing her inner petals with his tongue, he avoided
the tight bud that was the center of her sensations.  He sucked those folds of
flesh into his mouth, flicking at them playfully and following the rolls and
jerks of her hips.  Denying them both, he dipped lower, probing at her core
with his tongue.  He was rewarded with a rush of her desire that he lapped up
with an appreciative groan.


His body was wound tight as a
fucking bow string.  He needed inside of her.  And fast.  He started to wonder
if he was going to survive this.  Fire thrummed through his veins and his berserker
simmered too close to the surface.  What if he hurt her?   


“Connor… please.”  Her desperate
plea pulled him out of his head.  “I need—” 


She needed a climax, and he needed
to give it to her.  


Her moan was raw when he latched
onto her; it grew to a cry when his tongue went to work.  He settled his
shoulders into his occupation and allowed her to rest her feet upon them.  He
drove her to edge again and again until her skin shimmered with sweat and her
legs trembled with effort.  When her voice became hoarse and her pleas weakened
to painful groans, he released her and reached beneath her thighs to span her
waist with his hands.  


Here, mo chroi, he
thought, I give you this, along with my heart.


Her shoulders arched off the table
and she screamed.  Connor followed her bucking hips with his mouth, determined
not to yield her flesh until he’d wrung every last quiver of pleasure from
her.  Her hands gripped his forearms, fingernails biting into his skin.  God he
loved this.  He could spend the rest of his life here, if she’d only let him. 
He wanted to close his eyes, but couldn’t, the beauty of her coming for him
awed and stimulated him.  He was so fucking hard his cock wept beneath his
tartan.  


But he didn’t want this moment to
end.  Didn’t want the rapture on her face to die.  He had put it there.  


And he already wanted to do it
again.  


When she collapsed back to the
table, little quakes of aftermath quivered across her belly, she released her
death-grip on his arms and let out a long and shaky breath.  


Connor didn’t move though, after he
pulled his neck away from her.  He couldn’t.  He’d been locked into place by
the sight of the one thing that could threaten this perfect moment.  


Her nails had made him bleed.  


***


Lindsay lay in a boneless puddle on
the hard table, as little tremors and pulses of pleasure still snaked through
her at various intervals.  Glancing down, she could only see the top of
Connor’s head between her shamelessly spread legs.  Then he started to rise
into her line of vision.  


The black eyes came into view
first, and then the berserker towered over her prone body, his muscles
twitching with ready urgency.  


In truth, any fear or uncertainty
melted away.  She knew this gentle beast.  Connor was hard, proud, stubborn,
and authoritarian, but his berserker, while primitive and uncouth, had treated
her with tender gentility.  The irony was not lost on her.  


And she was beginning to understand
them both.


He reached for her, and she rose to
him.  His unfathomable black eyes tracked her every move like a rapt predator
as she carefully unlatched his brooch and let his tartan fall from his shoulder
and down lean hips.  He stroked her hair and caressed her shoulders as she
unlaced the front of his shirt and revealed the dark tattoos on the massive
expanse of his chest.  When she pulled the shirt toward her, he obediently
lifted his arms so she could ease the garment over his head.  


No words were needed between them,
as he didn’t speak in his death-dealing form.  Lindsay knew he could read her
every intent.  His dark purr flared deep in his chest and Lindsay felt a smile
of pride and pleasure reach her heart.  


The firelight burnished his skin a
dark bronze.  Lindsay couldn’t stop the tremble of her hand as she reached out
to explore his awe-provoking body.  The muscles of his chest were hard and warm
beneath her hand, but the skin was utterly smooth.  He hissed in a breath when
her other hand joined her first in their bold investigation. 


God, but he was huge, and the
thought of all this barely contained power unleashed on her body spiked with an
urgent need that had been banked by her first climax.  


His hard stomach heaved beneath her
hands as she drew them lower.  It never occurred to her to be shy, not after
what he’d just done.  Instead, she wanted an equal part in this.  She wanted to
give what she received and claim the pride that he displayed at her pleasure.  


When she wrapped her fingers around
his sex he growled and gripped both of her shoulders.  His preternatural eyes
rolled back and disappeared into his skull.  His lips curled away from sharpened
teeth, but she still was not afraid.  This part of him was beautiful and
mysterious.  Lindsay wondered what it felt like for him, locked and pulsing
with blood beneath her hand.  Did it please him like his touch had pleasured
her?


She moved her hand from the thick
base of his shaft to the plumb head where she discovered a slick bit of
moisture clinging to the opening.  This was his desire for her.  This was what
he would release deep inside of her when the time came.  


All right, maybe she feared that a
little.  He was so big, so hard and heavy and hot as a branding iron.  He could
split her in two.  


His grip contained more pressure as
he guided her to lie back.  His lips were suddenly everywhere.  Her jaw, her
mouth, her neck, nibbling at her ear, returning to her mouth.  His urgent need
stoked the fire within her.  His lips burned her skin as though branding every
inch they touched as his.  


And she was his.  


Though she’d tried her best to fool
herself.  Fought it, and him, since the beginning.  Pretending she was the
mistress of her own fate.  From the moment she’d met the abysmal gaze of the
beast and he’d decided to spare her, she’d been helpless against her primitive
answer to his absolute claim.  


A relentless throbbing had taken
residence in her sex and, as he pulled her hips closer to him to position
himself against her, the heat of his cock against her most sensitive flesh
promised satisfaction.  But he could not have what she did not expressly give. 



“Take me, Connor,” she commanded. 
“I am yours.”


Baring his teeth again, he joined
them with one powerful thrust.  


 













Chapter
Thirteen


 


The berserker remained bent over
her body, soothing and distracting her with enticing licks and hungry kisses. 
He throbbed inside of her, hot and pulsing, but refused to move until she
relaxed beneath him.  


After the stinging pain passed and
her body accepted him, she nudged at him with her hips and kissed him deeply.  


With his inner rumble vibrating
through her, as well, Connor began to move.  Slowly at first, with absolute
care, stretching her tender flesh around him as he almost withdrew, then
plunging forward again, gaining ground within her.  She moaned his name.  He
growled his pleasure. 


She should have known that growl
was a warning.  


The rhythm intensified then, as
though he tried to rally the last vestiges of his self-control.  But the dam
had broken and the flood of passion engulfed them both.  Before long his hips
pumped into her with wild abandon.  Some thrusts angled so deep, he touched her
womb.  The sensation rocked her, causing her to cry out each time.  


Wild, deep, elusive pressure built
inside Lindsay until she clawed at him in desperation.  Her nails scored his
back.  Her teeth sank into his ear, his shoulder, his neck.  His grunts and
growls spurred her on as his skin stretched tight over straining muscles.    


With a ferocious snarl, he reared
back.  Crushing her to him with one arm he lifted her leg high against his
waist with the other.  This angled his cock impossibly deeper and touched
something inside her that catapulted her into the stars.  A burning and potent ecstasy
jolted through her with such intensity it would have thrown her back had Connor
not had such a strong hold.  Her whole body convulsed, possessed by a demon of
unrelenting lust, indulgence, and bliss.  She cried his name to the skies, a
supplication for mercy or a plea for fruition, she couldn’t be sure.  She
didn’t care.  White-hot pleasure like this couldn’t go on forever.  It would
swallow her into the abyss that swirled in her lover’s eyes.  Mortals weren’t
supposed to comprehend the divine, but in that moment, Lindsay was certain she
stared into the face of his Goddess and was blessed.


His thunderous bellow permeated her
haze and grounded her into the moment.  She felt him swell and kick deep inside
her body, releasing a warm rush against her womb.  He was most beautiful in
this moment, coming apart in her arms, his eyes containing the two halves of
his nature.  


When the storm passed, they stayed
locked together for an endless span of time.  His panting breaths hit the top
of her hair and hers broke on the tattoos of his chest where she rested her
cheek.  


“Did I hurt ye, Lindsay?” Connor’s
deep voice held a hint of terror.  His release must have freed him from the
Berserker’s hold.  


She tested her muscles with him
still inside her and enjoyed his breathy hiss.  


“A little,” she admitted with a
smile against his skin.


“Ohh… Christ…” he let out a
tortured groan and withdrew from her.  


Lindsay tilted her head back to
look at him.  He was looking from her torn and discarded nightgown back to the
fireplace as though he didn’t know whether to cover her or hurl himself into
the flames.  


She took his face in her hands,
forcing his tormented gaze to meet hers.  “Take me to bed, Connor MacLauchlan,”
she ordered.  “I want to look into your green eyes the second time.”  


With tenderness born of
incredulity, he lifted her into his arms and wrapped them both in his tartan.  


***


Lindsay stirred alone in her bed,
surrounded by violet and sunshine.  A luxurious stretch brought twinges to
muscles only recently awakened and awareness of a sublime satisfaction
emanating from within.  She hadn’t felt Connor leave this morning.  Though
after conveying her to her room, he’d exhausted her with his tender and
passionate mouth.   She barely remembered falling asleep against his chest. 
Hardly a word had passed between them that wasn’t command or plea in the
darkness.  They hadn’t spoken of the future.  They didn’t profess to love.  But
they set aside their insecurities, fears, and aspersions and gave themselves
over to the intensity of emotion and sensation flowing between them.


Energized at the thought of seeing
him again, Lindsay threw her covers off, bounded out of bed, and dressed.  She
made it through her morning toilette in less time than she probably should
have, and left in search of Connor and breakfast.  


As luck would have it, she found
both in the same place.  


Breakfasts were simple and held in
a sunny nook off the solarium overlooking the loch.  Evelyn sat at the square
table, flanked by the hulking Lachlan brothers, looking fresh and lovely in a
bullion kirtle that matched the rope of golden curls braided down her back.  


“Lindsay!  Wonderful of you to join
us.”  Her face was full of warm delight as she rushed from her seat to pull her
into a tight hug.  “I’ve set a place for you at every meal, just in case.” 
Evelyn motioned to an empty seat directly across from her.  Hearty bread, oils,
fruits and cheeses lay out in abundance.  An empty goblet stood where she was
to dine.  


Despite her unorthodox
circumstances concerning her status as a “guest” in castle Lauchlan, Lindsay
was shamed by her discourtesy to the lady who’d shown her nothing but
sweetness.  “Evelyn… please forgive me for—”


“Speak nothing of it,” the woman
cut in with an insistent wave of her hand, “Just sit down and balance the
conversation.”


Feeling suddenly shy and demure,
Lindsay sat and smiled at Evelyn as she took her adjacent place.  She also cast
a polite smile at Roderick to her right, but was unable to look above Connor’s
forearms, which rested on the table.  Instead, she studied the four neat
crescents her nails had marked the previous night and tried to suppress a
blush.  


“Good day, my lord.”  She tore a
crust of bread and poured nectar of pear into her goblet to dip it in.  “I
trust you slept well?”


“The night passed very vigorously,
my lady.”  His murmur was a rumble of amusement.


Lindsay coughed and dropped her
bread in her lap.  “Is that so?”  She retrieved the crust and fidgeted so that
she didn’t touch her cold hands to her burning face.  “And this morning?”


His dark chuckle washed over her. 
“I spent the morning in the library, cleaning the remnants of a hasty
occupation.”


Lindsay risked a sharp glance at
him then.  His eyes sparkled at her, much like the sun off the deep loch.  He
looked younger, somehow, relaxed and at ease.  In the white light of morning,
his strong, tanned face took on a boyish cast as he quirked a mischievous smile
at her. 


Suddenly she couldn’t catch her
breath.  


“What kind of occupation?” Evelyn
queried, her eyes narrowing on the both of them. 


“A rigorous study in conquest, you
could say,” Connor answered, his hot gaze never breaking from Lindsay’s.


Lindsay bit back a discomfited
smile.  “I’ve become quite fond of your library, sir.”  Popping a grape in her
mouth, she rolled it about with her tongue before biting down.  “So far, I’ve
found it quite gratifying.”


Connor’s hand fisted.  “I should
show you the old Rectory, I can promise a religious experience.”


Roderick made a choking sound
around a mouthful of smoked fish.  


“Just promise me that nothing
happened to my chaise.”  Evelyn managed to look horrified and pleased at the
same time.  “I imported that from the continent!  I won’t even let Roderick
have me on it.”  


Roderick swallowed, smirked, then
said, “Ye would if I tried.”


Evelyn swatted him.


“Actually,” Connor addressed his
brother.  “It was your magnifying glass that didn’t survive the night.”


The younger berserker’s brows drew
together.  “What… were you doing with my magnifying glass?”


“Nothing, it just got in the way,”
Connor shrugged.


Lindsay hid her abashed smile
behind her hand.  How could this family discuss such things at the breakfast
table of all places?  She took some responsibility for her banter with Connor,
but here they were, easy as you please, reporting the casualties of their
new-found passion.  


She’d never been so mortified in
her life.  But neither had she never been happier.  Nothing could ruin such a perfect
moment. 


“My Laird, I have a missive from
the MacKay.”  Jamie Dougal, Connor’s man-at-arms unceremoniously strode across
the solarium.  A solemn expression sobered his animated face.  “Angus is
calling for your blood and demanding his bride.”


 













Chapter
Fourteen


 


Two days, eight hours, and twenty
seven excruciating minutes.  Lindsay calculated the time since Connor had
strapped his sword to his waist, his double-bladed axe to his back, and kissed
her good-bye at the gates of the stables.  


“I have things to say to ye,
Lindsay, but I doona want them punctuated in the blood of your betrothed.”  His
gaze had been intense, meaningful.


She’d fingered his scorched black
leather armor, unwilling to let him out of her sight.  “Will you not take
Roderick with you?”


He shook his head, “Angus wanted me
to bring Roderick, which makes me worry that he’s planning violence against
castle Lachlan.  I canna leave ye unguarded, ye’ve become too… precious to
me.”  


He hadn’t looked at her as he’d
said the words and Lindsay understood that such declarations were alien to him. 



“Roderick would lay down his life
for my mate as well as his own; ye’ll be safe with him.”


Heart full, Lindsay hadn’t been
able to say the rush of words bubbling up her throat either, for fear she’d beg
him to stay with her.  He couldn’t do that.  He wouldn’t put the people of
Straithlachlan and the surrounding clans under his protection in danger on her
behalf.  And it would stain her soul to ask it of him.


He’d meet Angus on MacKay lands,
and there her vile betrothed and his remaining band of pillagers would meet
their deaths at the hands of his berserker. 


She grasped his neck, pulling his
head down to meet his lips with her own.  Throwing her maelstrom of emotion
into the kiss, she pressed her full body against the hard leather of his armor
and he crushed her to him in an almost painful grip.  Yes, their bodies did
seem to be able to convey what their words could not.  


“When will you return?” she’d asked
breathlessly when they broke apart.  


“I’ll revisit your bed in two
night’s time.” he promised, before mounting Colm and galloping south, toward
MacKay lands.  


***


Lindsay kept herself busy in the apothecary
with Evelyn, or out in the market with Roderick.  She enjoyed an easy rapport
with Connor’s younger brother, appreciating his quick wit and easy smile. 
Though evening meals with the three of them were full of lively conversation,
an undercurrent of tension laced through every moment their Laird was absent. 
Lindsay tried to fill it by slaking her curiosity about their kind.  


“Do you and Connor ever fight
together?” she asked.  “Or would you end up trying to kill each other, as
well?”


Roderick smiled, his dimples
identical to his brothers, made her miss Connor all the more.  “Nay, in fact,
Berserkers recognize each other, and were bred to fight alongside one another
in battle.  It is very difficult for us to slay another of our kind.”


Evelyn had reached out and caressed
her husband then, gratitude shining from her golden eyes.  


“In fact,” Roderick continued,
after kissing his wife’s hand.  “It’s unlikely for a berserker to kill those of
his own clan, who he’s sworn to protect, unless they provoke him.”


“Provoke?” 


“Aye, kind of like beating a
hound.  He’ll be loyal until he rips out yer throat.”


Lindsay nodded with a relieved
smile.  “I’d wondered about that, fearing for every child about the keep who’d
skin a knee.”


“Actually, once a berserker is
mated, he has more control over his change, and his magic.  I’ve heard tell
that he could even learn to will the change regardless of blood, though I’ve
not had chance to test the theory.”  Roderick shrugged, as though completely
comfortable that the time would come.  


Lindsay had looked for Connor’s
return that night, readying herself with a fragrant bath and brushing her hair
until it shone a glossy black and crackled beneath the comb.  Her body warmed
with anticipation of his touch, of his possession.  Sitting on the edge of her
casement, her ears had strained to hear the sounds of his stallion’s hooves
carrying him back to her arms.


The night had been long and darker
than any other in Lindsay’s entire life.


***


“He’s been late before,” Roderick
soothed her at breakfast the next morning.  “We both have.  Besides, he’ll skin
my corpse and wear it if I leave the two of ye unprotected.”


“Castle Lachlan is a sound keep.  You
have the men-at-arms,” Lindsay had argued.  “And the added hands of the men at
the market, should something happen.”


“Tell that to Connor if he returns
and finds me missing,” he’d said wryly.  “Doona worry lass, if he’s no’ home by
tomorrow morning, I’ll go after him.”


Lindsay had remained perched upon
the library table for untold hours watching the slow progress of the morning
sun through the sky.  


Something was wrong.  She felt it
in her blood.  In her very bones.  Her stomach churned with dread and something
akin to pain.  She wasn’t merely worrying.  A sick and terrible knowledge tingled
at the base of her skull causing her head to ache and her heart to pound. 


“You have to go to him.”  Stunned
by Evelyn’s voice, she looked up to see the woman framed in the grand archway,
a frown lining her forehead.  


“What?”


“Connor.  He’s in danger.  If you
don’t go to him tonight, he’s going to die.”


“Have you word of him?”  Lindsay
launched off the table and hurried to Evelyn, looking for a missive.  “What has
happened?”  


“I can’t be sure.”  Evelyn worried
her lower lip.  “I know this is going to sound unorthodox, but ever since I was
a girl I’ve been able to foresee the deaths of others.”   She grasped Lindsay’s
hands in a desperate grip, her earnest gaze burning with veracity.  “He’s
trapped at Dun Keep almost a day’s ride from here.”


Lindsay looked at the sun as it
rode high in the noon sky and her heart plummeted.  “You said he would die
tonight?  It’s already too late for me to make it.”


“You might have a chance if you
ride like a demon.  Leave now.  Take one of the Arabians.”  Evelyn turned and
they sprinted through the hall in a frantic dash for the stables.


“We should get Roderick,” Lindsay
called.


“No,” Evelyn cried.  “If
Roderick goes, the same fate awaits him.  It must be you.  In fact—” Her
soft brown eyes lowered to the floor.  “I didn’t tell him.”


“I understand.”  Lindsay blindly
followed Evelyn as she was pulled down hallways barely familiar to her.  “What
do I do to save him?”  Frantically, she considered her aspects.  She knew
nothing of combat.  She’d never been attributed with an abundance of intellect
or a head for stratagems.  She was neither strong nor particularly courageous. 
In fact, her arsenal had only ever been a pretty face, a self-serving wit, and
a sharp tongue.  


“That, I cannot say.”  Evelyn led
them through the stone square that separated the keep from the armory and the
stables.  “All I know is that you’re his only chance.”


Lindsay froze in the doors of the stables,
watching dumbly as Evelyn ordered and oversaw the preparing of her horse.  


Of course she was going to go after
him.  To question that never even entered into consideration.  She wasn’t going
to let him die.  He still had ‘things’ to say to her.  Apologies to make. 
Undying devotion to pledge.  He’d promised to return and she’d hold him to that
promise even if she did have to go after him and drag his lumbering, oafish
arse back to Castle Lachlan herself.  


Connor MacLauchlan wasn’t dying
this night.  There was no way he was getting out of this that easily.  


It caused her some pause, though,
wondering what could possibly be fearsome enough to endanger the life of her
ferocious berserker.   She was about to find out, and she was his only chance. 



“Lord help us both,” she whispered.













Chapter
Fifteen


 


Only five men held the chains to
the iron clasped about his throat.  Five.  Connor scoffed at their underestimation
of his lethality as he allowed shackles to be clamped about his wrists.  He
tugged on the left one with a flex of his arm, dragging ragged chains through
both hands of one of his captors.  The skin of the man’s palms broke and he had
to turn from Connor in order to hide the wells of blood.  


Connor bared his teeth in a sneer. 
Bloody idiot should be wearing leather gauntlets.  Obviously, he’d slaughtered
the most elite of the MacKay warriors at the river Tay, and Angus was left with
this sorry lot.  He almost felt sorry for the bastard.  


But the villain didn’t deserve a
moment’s pity.


The sharp sting of a cane broke on Connor’s
bare back, and he swallowed a curse.  It would welt and bruise, but wouldn’t
draw blood.  Angus was more clever and maniacal than his father had been. 


“Get the fuck out of here before he
sees ye bleed,” Angus ordered to the injured man as he strode into the tiered,
empty stables of Dun Keep.  His dirty grey eyes narrowed in his severe, thin
face as he watched them spread Connor’s arms wide and chain him to the thick loft
beams.  Folded pads of linen were shoved between the manacles and his flesh, to
prevent them from cutting him.  Not as a courtesy, but as a precaution.


Connor snarled at Angus, but didn’t
lunge at the man.  For behind him, a heavy warrior held a dirk to the neck of a
trembling girl who could have seen fewer than seven summers.  If her blood was
spilled, Connor would berserk, and would not only rip Angus’s limbs from their
sockets and beat him to death with them, he would systematically massacre the
forty or so innocent highlanders huddled in the corner of the stable. 


One of which was Rory MacKay.  


Sometimes the berserker was a
blessing; other times, like this, a curse.  He’d failed his charge to Rory. 
Distracted by the needs of his heart, he’d procrastinated coming after Angus
and endangered these people.  He should have known, should have foreseen that Angus
would have no problem using his own divided clan to achieve his ambitious ends. 



He wanted to apologize to Rory, who
stood in front of the unarmed cluster, as though he could single-handedly
protect them.  Held at sword point by a score of soldiers, the crowd, comprised
of mostly women, children, and the elderly, couldn’t tear their eyes from the
child held hostage in front of Connor.  Sometimes, they’d glance at him in
fear, crossing themselves against his pagan evil.  Sometimes they looked to
Rory for hope, or to Angus for mercy.  But most of their collective notice
remained on the frightened hostage as silent tears streaked her wee cherubic
face.  Her hair was a mass of glossed ebony, just like Lindsay’s.  If their
love ever produced a sweet lass, he imagined she’d look something like this angel. 



Connor closed his eyes against a
yawning ache in his chest.  He’d never spoken to her of love.  He should have
before he left.  He should have told her what he’d begun to want.  To look
forward to.  


To feel.


He couldn’t take his eyes off the
child.  


“Do ye know why yer not dead yet?”
Angus leaned in close, secure in his false assumption that he’d leashed a
berserker.  


Connor didn’t dignify his question
with a response, but promised a slow and torturous death with his glare.  


Angus’s lips parted in a nasty
rendition of a smile, revealing a mouth full of crooked, unkempt teeth.  He was
leaner than his father had been, built with wiry strength and thinning copper
hair.  “Because I’m using ye to set a trap for yer brother.  Not unlike my own
brother used ye to set a trap for me.”  He motioned to Rory, who looked ashamed
but furious.  


“Let them go, Angus.  They’re yer
people.  Ye are their Laird.”  Rory pointed to his brother.  “This is between
us.”


“They supported yer mutiny,” Angus
hissed.  


“They challenged yer tyranny,” Rory
fumed.  “But why punish the lassies and the wee ones?  This is no way to—”   


A cane crack to the back of the
head dropped Rory in an unconscious heap of armor and limbs.  Angus sneered at
his brother’s limp body and turned back to Connor.  “After I dispense with you
and Roderick, I’m marching my men north to Straithlachlan to rape his new wife
and raze yer castle to the ground.  Then I’ll take back what ye stole from me.”


Now secured to the beams, Connor
tested his iron shackles.  They held fast.  “Why?” he demanded.  “Why attack my
people?”  


“Because yer brother murdered my
father.  Because you slaughtered my men and captured my Ross bride, who was my
only connection to the monarchy.  Yer crimes must be answered for!”


“What about your crimes,
Angus MacKay?” he spat.  “The blood of yer people cry out for vengeance.  Yer
father was a traitor.  He’d have been burned by the Ross had he survived the
battle.  Roderick did him a favor by relieving him of his head.”  


Anger turned the man’s grey eyes
silver before he reached up and kneed Connor in the gut, again careful not to
spill any blood.  


Connor laughed, if somewhat
breathlessly.  “Ye’ll never lay yer hands on Lindsay Ross you filthy fuck. 
I’ll have yer head first.”  


Knowledge flared in Angus’s eyes
and a slow smile spread across his cruel face.  “Soft on her, are ye?  Perhaps
you’ve already claimed her as a spoil of yer victory against my men.”  He
leaned a little farther forward, lowering his voice to a murmur.  “Let yer last
thought be of me between her legs, night after night, erasing yer memory from
her mind.  Whatever she suffered at yer hands, she’ll suffer three-fold at
mine.  Mayhap I’ll have to raise a berserker bastard as my own.”  He barked out
a laugh as Connor lunged at him, only to be pulled short by his iron shackles. 
“Aye, can ye imagine that?”  Angus turned and petted the little girl on her
dark head before reaching for a thick cane.  Her reedy whimper left a gaping
hole in Connor’s heart.  


A sharp pain tore through his arm,
as Angus brought the cane down on the bend in his elbow.  “Avoid his kidneys,”
he ordered his men.  “I doona want him pissing any blood.”


Connor kept his eyes fixed on the
terrified gaze of the child as Angus and his men began to beat him in earnest. 
“Look away, wee one,” he gasped.  “Doona watch.”


Unable to turn her head, she
squeezed her eyes shut and Connor was able to relax a bit.  No stranger to
beatings, he gritted his teeth and tried to formulate a plan.  


***


Night fell.  Hours passed.  Panting
and bruised, Connor had begun to despair of finding any scenario that wouldn’t
end with these innocent people dying along with the MacKay soldiers.  He
couldn’t live with that stain on his soul and he knew Lindsay would never be
able to look upon him without seeing a monster.  Their delicate, blooming bond
would be severed and he would be crushed under the weight of his sins.  He
studied the little girl again, who’d cried herself to exhaustion and now lay
limp in her captor’s hold.  


There had to be another way.


As he shifted most of his weight on
one knee, as the other was likely broken, a terrifying tingle of awareness coursed
up his spine.  


Lindsay.  


She was close.  


“This little bird is demanding an
audience with ye, Laird.”  A fat, dirty man with soot in his graying beard held
Lindsay’s arms in a brutal grip as he led her to stand beside the mean bench
that Angus had converted into a table.  


“No,” Connor breathed.  At
the sight of her, his soul reached out, dragging his body to lean against his
chains with all his strength.  “Lindsay.  No.”  His voice sounded dark and low,
even to his own ears, laced with a desperation that had never been a part of
him until now.  


She didn’t even glance at him.  


The Laird of the MacKay clan didn’t
look up from the quail he was tearing apart with his fingers and shoving into
his mouth.  


“Throw her in the corner with the
others,” he commanded.  


“But, sir, she claims to be—”


“I am Lindsay Ross, daughter to the
former greatest Regent of Scotland and niece to the man who currently holds the
title.  I demand, in the name of that great station, that you release every
one of these people at once.”  Her eyes flicked to the small girl who’d stirred
at the commotion of her entry and was again threatened with the edge of a
blade.


Connor remembered a similar threat
she’d meted out to him when they’d first met.  He loved the sound of her
haughty, superior tone.  He loved the strength of courage that held her posture
ramrod straight.  He loved the violet retribution blazing in her eyes.  He
loved… her.  


A fear, dark and bitterly frigid,
washed the pain from his body, dousing him in bleak, numb impotence.  He knew
at once, in the darkest recesses of himself, that he would die for her, kill
for her, slay everyone in this room and be denied the glory of her company,
just so she could live on unharmed.  Part of him was ashamed.  Part of him thirsted
for blood.


After a stunned moment, Angus
stood, wiping the grease from his thin, cruel mouth with his shirtsleeve. 
Possession gleamed in his eyes as he scanned her from the top of her shimmering
raven hair, to her generous mouth, to the curves displayed by her velvet purple
dress.  She’d donned the color of royalty.  


Clever lass.  


She didn’t shrink from the
lascivious perusal, but gave as well as she got, making it perfectly clear that
she remained unimpressed.    


“How bold of ye, lady Ross, to make
such demands.”  Angus towered over her, crowding her with his body.  


Connor let out a low warning growl.


“Release them, eh? Even yer
berserker captor?”  Angus tracked her every response very carefully. 


Faltering for the first time since
she’d entered, her gaze fluttered to Connor and her poise slipped for the
slightest instant before she jutted out on obstinate jaw.  “I said everyone.” 



With a snort, Angus paced back
behind her, breathing into her ear.  “And what would I receive in return for
meeting your conditions?”  


“Safety from the wrath of my clan,
from the arm of the king.”


“Ye’ll have to do better than that,
my dear.  The berserkers have sealed their fates, but if ye want to save these
people—” He swiped with is hand to the frightened occupants of the room. 
“Ye’ll have to honor our betrothal contract.”  


“Don’t ye dare!”  Fury coursing
through him, Connor forgot his injuries and lunged toward Angus.  The beams
groaned and protested beneath his struggles, but the shackles held fast.


Lindsay shot him a quelling look,
but a telling blush crept up her chest and colored her cheeks.  “I’ve already
been deflowered by Laird MacLauchlan.  Our betrothal contract is then
considered void, as I am no longer in possession of my virtue.  Surely you’d
want someone else.”


Angus smiled and wrapped his oily
fingers around her shoulders.  “You know nothing of my desires.”


“Take yer fucking hands from her,” Connor
raged.  “Mark me, Angus, I will bathe in your entrails.” 


The little girl let out a soft cry
as her arm was wrenched painfully behind her.  Lindsay reached forward as
though to stop it, but was held captive by Angus’s hands on her shoulders.  


“Calm yerself, MacLauchlan, we
doona want any unpleasantness to befall the lassies.”  Angus turned a wide-eyed
Lindsay to face him.  “As I’ve already explained before ye appeared, I doona
mind if ye bless our clan with a berserker.  Be he bastard or no, he’d become
mine by law, and he’d fight for my clan.”


“He’d always be a MacLauchlan,”
Lindsay spat.  “They would come to claim him.”  


“They could try,” he shrugged.  “But
I canna say I mind that your channel has already been shaped, my dear.  I only
care that I’ll be the one fill the void from now on.”  Angus lowered his head
and dragged his tongue across Lindsay’s neck.  


Connor snarled as his gaze tracked
the shudder of revulsion that trailed down Lindsay’s spine.  He was going to
force the man to eat his own heart after he peeled the skin from his
body.


With a visible swallow, Lindsay
forced out a laugh.  “I highly doubt that, my Laird, it would rather be like a
twig trying to fill a tunnel shaped by a timber log.”  


Angus’s head snapped up.  “Mouthy
bitch!”  He back-handed her with such force she lost her balance and fell to
the ground.  


Connor’s ferocious roar caused his
own ears to ring.  


Lindsay looked up at him, a
triumphant glimmer shining in her eyes.  Her lip had cracked beneath the blow.


The tiny drop of blood was all
Connor would need. 













Chapter
Sixteen


 


The berserker emerged.  His
demon-black eyes swept the room as muscles rippled beneath muscles, pushing the
veins pulsing with blood and power to the surface of his skin.  


Mouth open in a terrifying roar,
the sharpened teeth gleamed in the torchlight, causing some of the women to cry
out in horror.  His answering cry silenced them all as he stepped forward and
pulled on his bonds.  The woadish tattoos on his chest furrowed and the cords
of his shoulders and arms strained against the beams.  A reference to Sampson
came to mind as Lindsay watched the entire structure of the stable shift.  


The wood gave a sharp crack as a
warning before the entire loft collapsed, burying at least three of Angus’s men
beneath the wood, heavy oak casks, and bales of straw that weighed as much as a
man.  


Unleashed, Connor wasted no time
further terrorizing his prey.  He had blood yet to spill. Hurling the chain
that hung limply from his shackle at one soldier, it hit the man with the speed
of a whip and crushed his face.  He circled the warrior on the adjacent side in
a blur of movement and stilled just enough for them to see the heavy chain
wrapped about the man’s throat.  The berserker decapitated him with a mighty
tug.   


His eyes fixed on the soldier who
held the little girl between him, Angus, and where she’d fallen.  Lindsay
realized she had to do something or the sweet child would die.  


Leaping from her spot on the floor,
Lindsay snatched the little girl from the slack-limbed man the instant before
Connor ran his own knife through his voice box.  The girl wrapped her tiny,
trembling body around Lindsay’s and burrowed her face into her neck.  To spare
the child from having to witness any more of the absolute destruction, Lindsay
turned to face the carnage and walked backwards toward the large stable doors. 
The panicking MacKays pressed as close to the walls as possible, but Lindsay
knew that once Connor had finished his slaughter of the soldiers, he’d turn his
voracious blood lust on the women and children.  


The door she’d entered was now
blocked by debris, leaving the wide livestock entrance the only means of
escape.  


“Run,” she commanded over her
shoulder.  “Open those doors and flee.”


“Aye, my lady!”  A chubby older
woman, and what appeared to be her stout daughter, ran to the crossbeam of the
stable door and struggled to lift it from the hitch.  It took several of them a
desperate try before they hefted it free.  The sound of their struggles were
drowned out by the death moans of massacred men.  


Lindsay kept her eyes on what
Connor was doing, watching her tender lover of the previous night exact
punishments so violent she could barely reconcile it.


It seemed as though he was saving
Angus for last.


The door only opened a crack before
heaving a loud protest and catching on the stone.  The collapse of the loft had
compromised the entire structure, which had been of simple craftsmanship to
begin with.  The adults began to thrust the children through the man-sized
opening one at a time.  The older woman attempted to pull the child from
Lindsay’s grip, but the girl wouldn’t let go.  


“I know her people, lady, I’ll see
her home.”  The apple-cheeked woman put a gentle hand on her arm, though her
eyes tracked the progress of the berserker, but her movements remained brusque
and efficient.  One didn’t get to be her age in the highlands without seeing a
life’s share of bloodshed.


Unlatching the child’s arms from
her neck, Lindsay kissed her.  “Run, little one,” she urged, as the other woman
shoved her through the door into the waiting arms of her daughter.  


The cacophony of bloodletting began
to wane until one terrified masculine plea remained.   Lindsay turned to see
Connor slowly advancing on a retreating Angus.  He’d picked up a heavy, broken
beam from the floor, implausibly holding it with one hand.  He crushed the
tyrant’s legs first with a one-handed blow, ripping a high-pitched scream from
the villain’s throat.  


Lindsay had to admit that her own
heart thrilled to the sound.  When evil bled, it was difficult for even the
softest heart to mourn.  The second blow crushed Angus’s chest in, and the
third flattened his head with a sickening crunch.


Finished with his warrior kills,
Connor turned his attention to the last few of the women filing out behind her. 
With a hiss he charged them, angling to leap around Lindsay and crush them into
the walls.  


Lindsay backed closer to them, throwing
her hands wide.  “Connor, no!” she cried.  “Let them leave.”  He pulled up
short, snarling.  Though, when he looked down at her, his black eyes went to
her lips and they softened.  At least, she would call it that.  Grunting, he
lifted a finger to wipe at the tiny trail of blood that had leaked from her
wound.  He made a soft sound of regret.


“I’m all right,” she crooned.
“Let’s—”


A moan sounded from behind him, and
Connor’s head whipped around. 


Rory had stirred and struggled to
push himself from the earthen floor.  With a massive effort, he achieved a
sitting position and held his head with another beleaguered groan.  


The berserker leapt for him at the
very same instant that Lindsay lunged for the chain that still hung from the
shackle about his neck.  She dug in her feet and tugged, desperate to save the
new Laird of this decimated clan.  Her feeble strength wasn’t enough, and her
feet made shallow trails across the packed earth.  


“Connor, stop!” she cried to no
avail.  “Connor I… I accept you!” 


He froze.     


“I accept you as my mate.  You hear
me?”  His shoulders rolled and a force of some kind seemed to ripple through
his great body.  “Now… don’t kill anyone else or I shall …” how did one punish
a berserker?  “Be very cross with you if you do,” she threatened.  There, that
should strike terror into his heart.  She rolled her eyes at her own
ineptitude.  


Suddenly, an elated sensation stole
her breath, and though her soul soared, it seemed to bind to his with links
stronger than the iron chains she clutched.  It was as though they’d been
weaved into the ether with the fibers of the strongest silk, unable to be rent
apart by any force imaginable.  


It was fate.  It was choice.  And
he was hers. 


For a moment, no one breathed, then
he turned to her, his green eyes shining with incredulity and, for the first
time since she’d met him, aching vulnerability.  


“Tell me you meant it,” he
breathed.  “Tell me you accepted me, Lindsay, not just to save those
people.”


Lindsay looked at Connor and truly
saw the man within him for the first time.  His eyes, raw with unchecked
emotion, glimmered with affect she’d never seen before.  Hope.  Trust…  Love. 
It was love, fledgling but pure that pulsed between them and she was
humbled by the gentle, unstoppable force of it.  


“I accepted you the moment I
accepted you into my body,” she admitted.  “I just lacked the courage to say it
until now.”


He lunged for her, pulling her
against his body and searing her soul with a kiss.  She didn’t even notice the
pressure on her cut as their mouths fused.  He devoured her with a frantic
desperation until she placed her hands on the sides of his face and softened
the kiss before pulling back.         


“You’re going to have to stop
getting blood on all my fine dresses,” she teased.  “At least, this one’s
borrowed.”


He let out something between a
groan and a laugh.  “I love ye, Lindsay Ross.  Having ye as my wife and my mate
will complete my life.  My very existence will belong to ye.  My body, my soul,
my magic and my beast will—”


Lindsay put her finger over his
lips, lifting an eyebrow at him.  “I may be your mate, but it’s not certain
I’ll be your wife, Connor MacLauchlan,” she quipped.  


“Why?” he asked, nibbling on the
tip of her finger.  Her body warmed to the movement of his lips.


“Because.” She extricated herself
from his grip and took hold of the chain about his neck. Tugging him toward the
door, she threw a saucy look over her shoulder.  


“Ye still haven’t asked.”
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