
  
    
      
    
  


  
    


    The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement (including infringement without monetary gain) is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.



    Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in, or encourage, the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.



    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.



    The Highlander’s Time


    Copyright © 2011 by Belladonna Bordeaux


    ISBN: 978-1-61333-064-7


    Cover art by Dara England



    All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work, in whole or in part, in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.



    Published by Decadent Publishing Company, LLC


    Look for us online at:


    http://www.decadentpublishing.com



    

  


  
    

    


    The Highlander’s Time


    


    Belladonna Bordeaux



    

  


  
    

    


    Procrastination is the art of keeping up with yesterday.



    Don Marquis



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter One


    


    Will the person responsible for this mess, please stand up?


    


    The downtown Los Angeles office of Lila Matanucci, present day.



    “Where the hell is my double mocha cappuccino with extra foam?” The slam of a hand hitting a wood surface rocked through the posh workspace.


    “It's on your desk next to your backup cell phone and near the pink stapler.” Jenny Lofstrand braced herself for her boss's tirade. Of course her cafe au lait was right where it belonged. It had been hot fifteen minutes ago when she'd set it on Lila Matanucci's desk. Unfortunately, she'd dropped off the drink before the diva pop star stumbled into the office with her sunglasses perched on the bridge of her plastic surgery-perfected nose.


    The big, super-dark tinted sunglasses served as a warning to Jenny, as well as Lila's assistant to her personal assistant, Charlzie. Lila was hung over—again. She'd crash sometime around ten this morning, and if they were lucky, wake up demanding a double shot of vodka on the rocks just before quitting time. The ice cubes’ sole purpose was to give the appearance Lila was trying to stick to her diet.


    You'd think two stints in rehab would get you off the bottle. Ha! Only when you sing an aria with a choir of angels.


    Lila was the epitome of the young twenty-something pop star drunk on fame. She'd done exactly what her star-maker had said was the stellar move to create the most drama and boost her record sales. She'd taken the Britney effect and the Paris snobbish ditzyness to an extreme that urged the paparazzi to pitch tents on the sidewalk outside her Hollywood Hills mansion, and prod the tabloids to pen tons of articles about another of ‘her particular kind’ gone astray.


    The crash of the stapler hitting the glass divider separating Lila's office from the reception area jerked Jenny out of her musings. You are so sad. If this is what it costs to gain fame, I'll pass.


    She'd more than pass on some golden opportunity that involved partying like there was no tomorrow. Getting drunk was fine on occasion, but she liked her liver sans cirrhosis.


    The truth was she'd be damned before becoming a worn-out-too-soon woman like Lila.


    “I'm going to be sick.”


    “Trash can,” Jenny and Charlzie chimed at the same time. Their fists came up and pumped in the air three times. Charlzie's index and middle finger formed a 'V', while Jenny's remained fisted. “Rock smashes scissors.” Jenny sounded apologetic to her own ears. “Good luck.”


    “If she gets punchy, you're taking over,” the long drink of brunette sitting across from her toned. The rattle of her casters on the plastic floor mat chorused the stomach churning sound of puking coming from the office. “I don't want my dad getting all upset over another black eye.”


    “Just hold her hair, and watch for flailing elbows. I'll help you if she gets out of control.” Which was a given. Lila hated being hung over, but couldn't lay off the booze. “I'll call her dad.”


    “No!” The shout came an instant before they listened to a fresh bout of retching. The hard hit of Charlzie’s footfalls working their way across the floor ended with Lila groaning. “Get the fuck away from me, bitch. I don't want your filthy hands on me.”


    And why did I take this job? Because Lila is helpless. That was Jenny’s great downfall. She'd taken care of her mother when she'd battled cancer. She'd supported her father after her mom's death, giving him the constant comfort he needed while he mourned his loss. When he died of heart disease, she bid farewell to her small town roots but couldn't shake her character flaws.


    She was a pathetic woman attracted to the needy and lost souls of the world.


    If you needed a handout, Jenny would give you the last ten bucks in her wallet.


    If you were desperate for a mother figure, Jenny exemplified the maternal spirit.


    It was worse than having the armchair psychology term—the disease to please. In her case, it was a disease of being needed by the dregs of society.


    Jenny sighed as she stood. The foul odor of vomit and vodka struck her like a fist to the gut. “You okay, Charlzie?” Hurrying into the office, she shook her head at the sight of Lila slumped on the floor. Holding her hand over her mouth for a moment, trying to calm her own tummy, Jenny swallowed hard against the bile burning her throat. She motioned for Charlzie to get out of striking range with a tilt of her head. “This is out of hand, Lila. You need to get it together if you want to make all your scheduled appearances this week.”


    “I'm allowed to have fun, Jenny.”


    “Yeah, but you aren't much of a role model if you throw up on everybody. It's time to grow up, princess.”


    “Don't tell me what to do.” Lila leaned forward, dry heaves attacking her system. She spent another few minutes over the trashcan. Pushing the stainless steel container away, she propped her head against the side of her desk. Charlzie immediately removed it to the washroom open to the public. “I could employ twenty of you and fifty of her.”


    “Yeah, but who'd give a shit about you? Come on, Lila, you know working for you is like working for a combination of ‘Cruella De Evil Boss’ and Satan's darkest demon.” It wasn't the first time Jenny had employed guilt or brow beat Lila, and she doubted it was the last. Lila required a daily, if not hourly, reality check.


    Jenny walked into Lila's private bathroom. Flicking on the cold water, she doused a washcloth, wrung it out and turned around on the pointed toe of her stiletto heel. Her shoes were a job requirement. In Lila's world, her assistants dressed as well as she did. The posh office grew quiet as Jenny carried the damp cloth to the full-blown alcoholic.


    Four years ago when she'd started working for Lila, they were both scraping by. Lila had a CD in the can, but was fighting for market share. Jenny epitomized the stereotypical down on her luck girl. They'd been together through the highs and the lows, the mistakes and the triumphs. Jenny felt like they were at a turning point. “Are you ready to go back to rehab?” she asked. Kneeling beside Lila, she brushed wisps of hair away from her boss's beautiful face.


    Shakily, Lila wiped her mouth. “What good does it do me? All that happens is I feel alone and trapped. That's what it’s like, Jenny. They put you in prison.” She paused, her throat working. Tears filled Lila's cerulean blue eyes. “I can't do it by myself. I have to have someone with me. Someone who cares about me.”


    Jenny heaved a sigh. “Lila, I'm not becoming an alcoholic so you have a friend in rehab.” An apology sat on the tip of her tongue. Sitting beside the wayward diva, Jenny put her arm around her shoulders. She rocked her gently to and fro. “You can do this.” Out of her peripheral vision, Jenny watched Charlzie enter the room, shake her head and place the garbage can where it belonged.


    “I'm really a wreck, aren't I? You know what the tabloids said about me this time? They said I was the poster child for teen stars gone wild. How could they say that about me?”


    She wasn't about to feed Lila's depression or low self-esteem. “You know what you have to do.” Staring at the acoustical tile ceiling, Jenny sighed. “Sweetheart, we've been friends for a long time. You can't go on this way. Get clean.”


    “Will you call my dad for me? Tell him I'm ready to try again? I'm not ready to face him yet.” Lila haltingly sniffed back tears. She covered her face with her hands and burst into sobs. “I failed him.” Shaking her head, her hair fell around her shoulders in an attractive effect.


    Considering how Lila's father was part of her problem when it came to drugs and alcohol, Jenny waffled for a moment. The whole, 'I'm calling your father' was but another ploy she used when Lila needed to get clean. Jason Matanucci was the voice of common sense when it came to Lila's career because if she made jack, so did he. “I'll give him a buzz.”


    “Thanks, Jenny.”


    Together, they helped Lila to her feet. Easing her down into her desk chair, Charlzie laid her hands on Lila's shoulders to keep her steady. The freshly cleaned garbage pail sat near the teak credenza and within arms reach.


    Jenny headed for the outer office and the phone ringing off its hook. “How about if I order you some tea from the coffee shop downstairs? It'll help settle your tummy.”


    “That sounds good. Can you book me in a nice rehab center this time? The last one smelled like a hospital.”


    Jenny exchanged a dubious glance with Charlzie. “I'll try my best.” She lifted the receiver and punched the blinking button on the phone. “Lila Matanucci, please hold.” She ran down the line of waiting calls. Connecting the private line, she rang the coffee shop and ordered three large cups of Earl Grey and asked that they be delivered to the office suite, then began handling the calls.


    Within ten minutes the tea had arrived. Jenny was still struggling with the massive number of calls but the enticing aroma rising from the brew had her taking tiny sips between conversations, mostly to soothe her own frazzled nerves. Just my luck. Ninety-eight percent of the calls were asking for some statement from the diva about a physical altercation Lila had been in with her frenemy, Sasha Blue.


    Understanding the whole pseudo-fight was nothing more than a show for the press, Jenny relayed a stock answer with a panache that came from years of working for Lila. “Once we have a statement, I’ll be sure to send it over to you.” The chipper affectation she put in her tone grated on her frustrated body more. This is ridiculous.


    “Everything okay in there?” Jenny asked once she'd cleared the lines. Making a mental note to call Jason, she peeked across the expanse of her desk. She saw Charlzie sip her tea. “Hey, you okay?” she asked again when Charlzie nearly spilled the contents of her cup all over Lila’s desk. Frowning at the two women gaping in the direction of the bathroom, Jenny shook her head. “What's up?”


    “Call 9-1-1,” Charlzie murmured, fear etching her tone. “Do it now.”


    “What has gotten into you two?” Jenny strode back into Lila’s office ready to give them a piece of her mind. She opened her mouth to tell them to stop the theatrics when she came to an abrupt stop and blinked at a whirlwind spinning in the corner. The bright pink stapler swirled around and around making Jenny dizzy. The miniature twister backed into the fake ficus, plucking off most of the faux leaves before meandering toward them.


    Jenny took a defensive position in front of Lila and Charlzie. Her fingers searched for Lila's expensive desk phone. Finding it, she ripped the receiver from the cradle. “Okay, 9-1-1 it is.”


    Scrambling to dial the number, her teeth chattered as the swirling air tore at her hair. She clamped her lips together as it moved over her hand, snatching the phone off the desk. An exquisite pain rifled through her. It wrapped the parts of her body trapped inside the whirlwind in a soothing warmth, but her other extremities felt as if they were being shorn from her torso. “Get out of here.”


    It was too late.


    Jenny grabbed Lila's hand. Their gazes met and locked. “Hold on.”


    An ear-piercing scream mingled with the drowning rumble.


    Then, just when Jenny thought the noise couldn't get any worse, silence overwhelmed her, and she was consumed by a nothingness that chilled her blood.



    ***



    The Highlands of Scotland, Late Autumn 1111.



    “By God's bones, milord. The wind is howling like a banshee tonight.”


    Laird Iaen Kincaid thought his master of the guard, Kevin's, words a gross understatement. In all his years in the Highlands, which was all of the six and a score years he'd lived, he'd ne'er witnessed a gale like this. The rain pounded down on Castle Kincaid so hard the roof had sprung leaks and a cold draft kept slinking its way through the shuttered windows. “What be the word from the river?”


    “'Tis rising, milord.”


    Iaen heaved a heavy-hearted sigh. He had nay reason to worry for the Keep. Granted, the roof would need major repairs, but the stone walls would hold. If he had to, he'd move families inside the hall. “Have all the clansmen in the flood area been removed to higher ground?”


    “Aye, many are staying with family. The remainders were placed in the abandoned cottages per your command.” The dark-haired man hesitated. “Only Graham refused to leave, but you know how stubborn he is.” Kevin shook his head. “Naught will take him from his cottage save death is what he told me.”


    “Aye.” If that didnae sound like the old man who had followed the pipes and drums for most of his life, Iaen didnae not know what did. Graham also had the misfortune of being like his laird. They were born from the mix of Scots and Norse blood. Graham's mother was a slave traded to his father for fox pelts in the last century. Iaen's mother had married his father to seal a peace accord between the Kincaids and the Viking Wulfson clan. “Let him alone for the time being. If the river comes up to the back wall of his cottage, inform me at once.”


    “You think you can convince him to leave?”


    “Nay.” Iaen dodged a bucket catching drips from the ceiling as he strode across the Great Hall. Considerations by the dozens stiffened his shoulders. He didnae have the time for Graham's attitude, nor did he have hours to waste cajoling an old man from the only home he'd known. He also knew Graham wasnae long for this world. His advanced age and poor health said as much. “I think he will curse me to the ends of the earth.” Which wasnae aught out of the normal. The man hadnae ever had a kind word to say unless he was hunting for a favor from his laird. Propping his fists on his hips, Iaen steered his gaze to the Great Doors. “If this is how he wants to meet his end, I'll not interfere.”


    “Milord, you speak suicide.”


    “Nay, Kevin, I speak of a man's right to face death on his own terms.” To Iaen's thinking, if he had his choice, he'd prefer to die at the end of a sword than to the fate of a helpless old man lingering in bed. He was a warrior, and by God, he'd die with honor, hopefully in the heat of battle.


    “As you wish, milord.”


    A rumble of thunder rolled through the Great Hall. The unusual acoustics of the vaulted, open beamed ceiling turned the sound into a riotous roar. “Keep me apprised of the situation at the river.” Why he felt the need to reiterate his order to a man he knew would follow him straight to the gates of Hell, Iaen didnae know. He turned toward the wooden stairs leading to his chamber. His sword hand itched to grip his blade, to battle back the weather, and claim victory. What good was a sword versus a storm let alone one of this strength? His weapon against a raging river? Naught.


    Uselessness sat like hot lead in his belly. Flexing his hand open and closed, he climbed the stairs. The thud of his footfalls against the treads echoed in the cavernous room. Halfway to the landing, he stopped. “Send a messenger to the families living on the border; the Great Doors are open should they come under attack or if their stores grow low.” A small, sardonic smile flitted across his lips. “We may suffer tight quarters for a while, my friend.”


    “Aye, milord. Now, if the twins come to the Keep, 'twill be worth the close confines.”


    Iaen laughed at Kevin. For as long as he'd known the man, he'd lusted after Megan or Mary. The problem with desiring identical twins was Kevin couldnae tell the two apart. Iaen could, but he didnae want either of the twins in his bed. “Try staring at their faces rather than watching their arses go by.”


    “The view from the backend is much more pleasant, though.”


    “Aye, but to have a woman meet you eye to eye and toe to toe—that's a woman you can find happiness with.”


    “When might you find that joy, milord? You know what the women say?”


    “I have heard the gossip, Kevin. Afore long, I will take myself a bride.” Just who the unfortunate lass would be was beyond him.


    “Thank God. My mama was beginning to worry Castle Kincaid would never ring with the sound of children's laughter again nor glow with the warmth of a lady fair.”


    “Kevin, you sound like an old washer woman.”


    “Aye, milord, but 'tis time you took a bride. The clan will find hope in it.”


    “I am well aware.” Now the task was to find a woman who could survive the harsh Highland weather and create a peaceful home for a man who had never known solace. You arenae an easy man to live with. The reminder of his unbending attitude made Iaen wonder if there was such a prize anywhere in the known world. “Be about your duties.”


    He watched Kevin bow and then head for the Great Doors. A drip from the ceiling splashed lightly on Iaen’s tunic-clad shoulder. A curse upon me He tilted his eyes to the ceiling. A rivulet of water flowed from the center beam to the mortise and tenon joint. From there it traveled to where it dripped on him.


    Rather than call for a servant to bring him a bucket, he retraced his steps. He was walking toward the kitchen when a much louder rumble of thunder reverberated through Castle Kincaid.


    Iaen frowned at the sound, or more's the point, the lack of echo. His gaze inspected the empty room. Finishing his journey to the table, he dumped the bowl of apples and carried the wooden vessel back to where he'd first felt the drip. An uncomfortable stillness settled inside the castle.


    A shout from his chamber had him taking the stairs two at a time. Nay, 'twasn't a scream for help, but a woman's cry of terror. The sound of feet following him spun him around. “Kevin, with me. Malcolm,” he continued to the young MacAllister warrior trailing his second-in-command, “stay on the balcony.”


    Iaen nodded for Kevin to open the door. Entering his chamber, he came to a dead stop. “What the...?”


    “Milord?” Kevin sounded just as stunned.


    He blinked at the sight of three women struggling to untangle themselves from his linens and each other. Striding to the side of the bed, he freed them in a snap of his quilt. He handed the comforter to Kevin before he lifted the women out, one at a time. “Who are you, and what do you here?”


    His anger inched up when they stared at him dumbfounded, then gaped at each other. When they began arguing in a language he didnae understand, he shouted, “Enough.”


    Glaring each of them into silence, he took them in. Prostitutes? If their indecent clothing was an indication, he'd guess they were. The redhead, who in his estimation was younger than the other two, carried the shorn-haired head of a whore. Mayhap they had come to the Highland to escape scrutiny. To the wilds where their occupation didnae make a difference.


    That they were in the castle did.


    Determined to get to the bottom of their mysterious appearance, Iaen needed a learned man. One who spoke the language of court and the language of the Church. “Kevin, fetch Father Thomas to the Great Hall.”


    “Aye, milord.”


    He could only imagine the priest's reaction to his request. After all, Father Thomas didnae serve his ecumenical needs, but those of the clan. Iaen rarely attended mass. If he did, 'twas to ask God to grant him victory against an enemy.


    He marched the lot of them out of his bedchamber. Catching the blonde when she stumbled, he cringed away from the pungent scent of alcohol rolling off her clothes. It didnae take him long to see she'd never be able to negotiate the stairs on her own. Looking over the brunette first, she appeared irritated with him. Be careful, lass. I'm not a man to trifle with. The other wore an expression akin to that of a mouse in the fateful moment before a hawk grasped it in its deadly talons. I don't have time to chase you hither and yon. “Malcolm, assist her.”


    “Oh,” the blonde moaned.


    Iaen moved out of the way, pulling the two sober women with him a split instance before the blonde vomited all over the front of Malcolm's plaid. “Elspeth,” Iaen shouted.


    He recognized the signs of a woman who didnae know when to let off the jug. Her sallow skin and shaking hands only lent credence to his opinion. When she started to retch again, he moved the two sober women down the stairs. “Nay, you let her be,” he ordered the brunette when she struggled against the hand he’d clamped on her elbow. His barked command didnae stop her from trying to escape his grip. “You will do as you are told.”


    Why are you bothering? She donnae understand you. Even if she didnae, his tone should have told her plainly to calm.


    Seeing Elspeth standing in the middle of the hall, he pursed his lips into a thin line. “Tea and lots of it.”


    “Aye, milord.” He heard his cook call.



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter Two



    Could someone show me to the closest exit out of this nightmare?


    


    “Let go of me!” Jenny struggled to free herself from his vice-like grip. Furious with him for his lack of compassion to Lila, she tugged with all her might. Irate at herself for not thinking faster on her feet in the office, she slapped his arm. “Ow.”


    Talk about rock-hard muscle. If she wasn't so pissed, she'd love to run her hands over his skin.Nah, he's more Lila's type. Well, that was yet to be determined. He doesn't look like the type to party all night long and pray to the porcelain god once the sun comes up.


    She met his glare while she shook the sting from her hand. “Charlzie, are you okay over there?”


    “I think so.” Tears clung to Charlzie's words. “Do you think this is a dream? That we were somehow sucked into Lila's drunken hallucination.”


    Rejecting the latter straight off, Jenny tried to wrap her brain around the situation. “I don't know what is going on.” How did you test a dream when you were consumed in it? “On my count, pinch yourself.”


    It was the stupidest idea she'd ever thought of. “Never mind.” She wracked her brain for a way. Back when she was a kid and she had nightmares about her mother's impending death, her father would tell her to put him in the dream. Even though he couldn't rescue her mom, he could give her comfort in her dream. “Tell yourself to wake up.”


    “Come on, Charlzie, wake up. Time to rise and shine.”


    Listening to Charlzie chant those two lines, Jenny imagined her dad walking in. Please, dad, please show up. When he didn't stride in, she changed tactics. Maybe the trick only works with living people. That didn't help her at all, since the other two people she spent most of her day with were in the dream with her.


    Jenny tried to picture the doorman from the office building holding the throne-like chair for her. She attempted to imagine her nosy neighbor peeking from behind a tapestry.


    Nada.


    Zip.


    Zilch.


    Think, Jenny. There has to be an explanation or a way out of this dream.


    “Jenny, what are we going to do?”


    “Give me a moment, Charlzie. I'm still trying to find my footing.” Tripping over a bucket, Jenny shrieked with fury. “Will you just get over yourself?” She shouted at the mountain of muscle glaring at her.


    She jerked away from him. Her arms flailed before she dropped to the floor. Landing hard, she scurried back until she was a good ten feet from him. She rubbed the ache from her brutalized ass. “What part of, 'I need to sit and think', don't you understand?” Not even telling the delusion to buzz off brought her back to reality and the pain was her wake-up call.


    Going through the scenario in the office, she remembered Charlzie taking a few sips from her tea. She, too, had nursed her cup of Earl Grey. “Charlzie, what if we're drugged?”


    “You mean someone spiked our tea?”


    “It's the only logical conclusion.” But who would want to do that to them? Lila had enough enemies and frenemies to choke a herd of horses. Of Lila's friends who acted like enemies in front of the press, only a few would instigate this publicity stunt. As much as she wanted her supposition to add up to pay dirt, it didn't. Any person who read the tabloids or an interview knew Lila wasn't just addicted to vodka on the rocks but her preferred double latte with extra foam. Her friends wouldn't have gone after all of them, but to send the publicity stunt over the top, they would have spiked Lila's drink.


    Dammit.


    Her logic fell apart before Dudley the Delusion had dragged her to a chair and forced her to sit.


    The delusion's sigh broke over her. “Okay, I'm calm,” she told him. Just go with the flow until you figure this all out. That means, lie to Charlzie to keep her calm. You can't console her and get answers at the same time. “We have to ride out the hallucination. Eventually, maybe a couple of hours or a day, we'll be back in LA, and right as rain.” Watching Lila walk shakily down the stairs, Jenny licked her dry lips. Get your priorities straight. Number one, sober Lila up.


    “I always hated that phrase,” Charlzie muttered.


    A rumble of thunder rattled the shutters on their hinges. Folding her hands in her lap, Jenny took in the room. She watched a drip of water fall from the ceiling with the same slowness as a first tear did when tracing down a heartbroken child's cheek. “Me, too.”


    “You know what, Jenny?”


    “No, what?”


    “I don't think we're drugged.”


    “Just relax.” Forcing her fingers to ease their white-knuckled hold on each other, she snapped her gaze to the massive set of doors when they banged open. She didn't know where to look; Lila, who had just gotten to the chair in front of the hearth or the servant balancing a tray of ceramic cups or the guy dressed in outdated priest-garb waggling a recriminating finger at Dudley the Delusion.


    She listened to Dudley talk to the priest. Blinking in confusion when they walked to where she sat, she gasped when Father from the Past asked her a question in Latin.


    “Why are you here?”


    “My Latin isn't very good,” Jenny admitted. To think going to parochial school would actually do her a favor. Her pulse tripled when he frowned. Taking a chance, she switched to another language. “Do you speak French or German? I can speak both fluently.” She formed her statement carefully and spoke slowly, praying for a miracle.


    “I speak rudimentary French, too,” Charlzie interrupted.


    “Why are you here?” he returned in the romantic language.


    So much for exchanging chit chat. “I wish I knew,” Jenny explained. Laying her hand over Charlzie's to keep her quiet, she nibbled on her lip for a minute. Where to start and how to make them not sound like a bunch of escapees from the local loony bin? “We were in an office and this thing came out of the wall.” She stopped when the priest held up a hand. “What did I say?”


    “Hang on, Jenny, I think I have this pegged,” Charlzie stated.


    “You do?” Will miracles never cease to happen? “Okay, what's going on?”


    “You know my mom was big on getting into her roots last year. She even conned me into taking a few classes in Gaelic before she took her trip to Scotland. She brought me back a kilt, but explained the dress wasn't popular until the Eighteenth-century.” Charlzie appeared ready to jump out of her skin.


    “So?”


    “We're in Scotland. They're speaking Gaelic.” She dropped her voice to a shallow whisper. “If their dress is any indication, and I'm remembering correctly what Mom told me about all the history she'd soaked up, this is the Middle Ages. We're in the past.”


    “No way.” Jenny shook her head. A re-enactment? Nope, the setting was too detailed unless they were on some movie set. That might make sense, but there wasn't any place for a live studio audience. A closed set? There weren't any spotlights or cameras overhead. Even if a frenemy had the money to accomplish this elaborate publicity stunt, she couldn't fathom why they'd go to the effort.


    “Yeah—way. I can't catch much of what they are saying, but I recognize the brogue.”


    “You're talking time travel.” Jenny’s frown shifted to a scowl. Through narrowed eyes, she searched the rafters for a camera.


    “Yeah, I am. This is incredible.”


    “Tell me something I don't already know.” Sticking to her plan of lying, she darted her gaze over the elaborate setting again and again. If this is a sick practical joke, I will kill someone. There was absolutely no damn way they'd gotten sucked into some sort of vortex. “Let's fly low under the radar until I can figure out how to get us home.”


    Charlzie's excitement dropped off when Dudley the Delusion leveled his ice-blue glare on them. “Sounds like a plan,” she muttered.


    No, it's our only option. Jenny decided, her fingers curling around the heavy ceramic mug placed in front of her. Where there’s a will, there's a way. And, she was going to have to find their way out of this nightmare.



    ***



    Iaen kept his anger in check by sheer force of will. “You talk fantasy, Father.”


    “Nay, milord. Lady Ainsleigh, Laird MacPherson's wife....”


    “I am well aware of who Adaem wed. If you will recall, I was there.” Aye, he stood witness to the happy occasion. His first impression of the lass Adaem had fallen in love with was she'd die afore the year was out. Reckless, and at times independent, Lady Ainsleigh didnae have the wherewithal to dress herself without the assistance of ten maids let alone protect herself from the unforgiving island where Adaem and she lived.


    “She is from the future,” the priest insisted.


    “What?”


    “After much conversation and many visits to Kilkierney, she trusted me with the truth of how she came to be in the Highlands. She was picked up by the Veil.”


    “You believe her?” Superstitions ran deep and long in the Highlands. Iaen couldn't believe a priest in good standing with the church would entertain a concept as fanciful as the Veil. 'Twas a miracle he hadn't called for Lady Ainsleigh to be put to the stake.


    “I have nay reason not to. She provided a modicum of proof to me. I believe her tale.”


    “You have lost your senses, old friend? The Veil is a myth.” Iaen propped his fists on his hips. “A phantom that races o'er the land with the intent of snatching wayward travelers and naughty children to a horrible place. A land where they will be lost and alone for all time. 'Tis nonsense you speak.”


    “I tell you, milord, the Veil is real. 'Tis the tale that is warped. Aye, the Veil plucks a person or persons to spirit them away.” Father Thomas pointed to the duo sitting at the High Table. He snorted at the other lass when her head lolled against the back of the chair pulled up to the hearth. “It whisks them to a time and place where they can find true love.”


    “Bah.” Nonsense meant to keep wee ones in their beds, is more like it.


    “Milord, listen to me. Lady Ainsleigh found happiness with Laird Adaem. Kilkierney hadn’t known peace in many years yet now it hasn't seen a threat from the ocean or the mainland since her arrival. The Clan MacPherson believes Lady Ainsleigh is the cause for their good fortune.”


    “My clan makes its own good fortune.”


    “There is a reason they are here.” Father Thomas dropped his arm to his side. A burst of chatter came from the women at the table. “They want to know if they can care for their friend. She's very ill.”


    “She's deep in her cups, Father.”


    “It makes nay difference, milord.”


    “Aye, but they are not to leave the Keep. I'll have Elspeth show them to a room they may use during their visit.” He turned on the heel of his boot. “We'll have nay more discussion on the Veil.”


    “What will you do with them? They have nay place to go.”


    Tired of the talk, Iaen switched direction, righted the bucket in the growing puddle, and then headed for the kitchen. He poked his head in to view the bustling room, and motioned for the elderly woman to join him. “Elspeth, if you would show the women to a room.”


    She wiped her hands on her apron. Smudges of flour, matching the streaks of white in her hair, marred her concerned face. Instead of having the kitchen maid, Alyce, take a fresh pitcher of hot tea to the table, she sent the young lass back to her spot at the work bench. “Their clothes, milord.” She came closer so the other kitchen staff couldnae eavesdrop. “You cannae have the lasses strolling around half-naked.”


    He confronted the new tangent with brooding resignation. Unbidden, he pictured the lot they would face beyond the border of Kincaid land. Raped afore the night was over. Starved to death afore the week was out. Leveling his hand on the doorframe, he slashed his gaze from his visitors to Father Thomas's worried countenance. “See they are clothed as best you can.”


    “At once, milord.” She bobbed a curtsy before carrying the pitcher to the table. Iaen reluctantly trailed behind her.


    “You didnae answer my query,” Father Thomas reminded.


    “They are welcome to stay in the Keep as my guests.” He raked a hand through his hair. “'Twould be in their best interest to learn our speech, our ways, as fast as they can. I donnae hold to the notion of witches and the Black Arts, but there are a few who live on Kincaid land who'd brand them handmaidens of the Devil because they donnae hold to our customs. If the clan turns against them, nay matter the reason, they will have to leave. I cannae have anarchy brew within my clan.”


    “I ken, milord. You neednae worry over them. They'll be quiet as church mice.”


    An angry scream split the air twain. Together they watched the blonde pitch a tantrum nay Highlander would allow their toddling to throw. Iaen plucked his dagger from his belt. It flew through the air to sink into the mantel with a thud. “You better tell them to shush her ere the entire clan comes to investigate her caterwauling.”


    Father Thomas nodded. He didn't need to order them, though. The brunette was already handling the shrieking blonde. “I'll make sure they're good.”


    “God help you, father.” He didn't even dodge the cup the blonde threw at him, for her aim was as off as it could get. Iaen chuckled at her meager attempt to hit him. He didnae doubt she was seeing two of him. Again, the brunette tried to assert her authority. A pang of pity welled in him when the blonde lashed out at what he assumed was her friend. Intervening, he gripped her fists and planted her arse in her chair. Looming over her, he held her to her place when she tried to fight him. “Tell her to stop or I'll spank her for her poor manners.”


    “Aye, milord.” Father Thomas first told the brunette who related it to the blonde.


    Iaen kept his gaze on the blonde throwing nasty glares at him. “Inform her, I will keep my promise if she has one more outburst.” They repeated the process. “Are we of an accord?”


    'Twas hard to make his point this way, but as he watched the blonde's eyes widen, he felt he'd attained his goal.


    “Aye,” the brunette responded for her friend.


    Ignoring her insult when she didnae use his title, he considered her again. She was a pretty thing with her long sable hair and dewy complexion. He took his time inspecting her from the top of her head to the tips of her unusual slippers. Aye, she was a temptation, too. Her breasts were barely a handful, and he could imagine his hands curling around her hips while he pounded her lithe body. “What is your name?” The simple question almost exhausted his knowledge of the court's language.


    She held her palm to her cheek. Her soft, warm, tear-drenched brown eyes locked with his. “Jenny.”


    “Are you hurt?”


    “No...nay.” She sniffed back tears.


    Amazed when she stiffened her spine and willed the wetness from her eyes, Iaen nodded. Aye, she was out of her element, and in pain, but she had grit. He couldnae help but give her credit for her bravery. There were few men, let alone women, who could hold his stare as long as she had. Releasing the blonde, he caught her fist when she took a shot at him. “Take care of them,” he told Father Thomas.



    ***



    “Jenny, are you okay?” Charlzie whispered as she took hold of Lila's shoulders. They were carrying her up the stairs the hard way, but the idea of letting her sleep off her stupor on the table was beneath them. “She really socked you this time.”


    “I'm fine.” They'd finally relented, with Father Thomas' blessing, to Lila's demand for a drink. It was almost funny when they had to explain to her she didn't get to place a bar order. Wine was what they had and it was all Lila was going to get. Ten minutes of shouting later, they were worn to the bone. Fortunately, the sweet-natured cook, Elspeth, was able to locate a jug of wild whiskey. Lila coughed through the first mug, and then drank herself to oblivion.


    Now, out cold, they were making slow progress, but on the upside it was at least progress toward their room. Elspeth kept clucking her tongue, but she wasn't being mean. Hell no, the cook was being honest. “This is going to be hardest on Lila.”


    “You're telling me. She's gotta stop not only drinking, but can't go all diva attitude with these guys. These men aren't going to forgive her for blasting them when they don't buy her a Mercedes for her birthday. They don't even believe in money. This is a barter society.”


    “Okay, so this is going to get really interesting.” The clang in her temples grew in direct proportion to the stress leveled on her shoulders. Picking up Lila around her calves, they made it another ten steps before they had to rest. “After we tuck sleeping beauty into bed, we're going to have to form a strategy for keeping her out of trouble.” She wasn't worried about Charlzie and her. They could adapt until they could discover a way home. “We'll have to keep her off the sauce.”


    “Easier said than done. We don't even have her dad here to help us.”


    “Her dad has been co-dependent for years. If ever there was a time she could dry out, it’s now. We'll just have to get Dudley to agree with us. If she can't get her hands on liquor, then she'll get the hint.”


    “I still think you’re too funny calling him Dudley the Delusion.” Huffing out a breath, they lifted at the same time. “Hey, he came to your rescue.”


    “Don't remind me.”


    “He's got great bedroom eyes.”


    “Tell me about it.” Recalling the moment he'd stopped Lila from going ballistic on her, Jenny exhaled softly. A memory of his hard biceps beneath her fingers socked through her. Tamping down on her musings, she felt her mouth go dry. She wondered if his lips were hard or soft. If he kissed like a man who was determined to own her mouth and ergo own her soul or if he gave wussy kisses like most of her past relationships had?


    Laird Iaen Kincaid was too handsome for words. Broad shoulders that narrowed to his tapered waist, he had the thighs of a body builder and an ass to die for. It wasn't so much his build, which was awing, but his ability to take command. He held the air of a man who knew exactly what he was doing every minute of the day. If she had to sum him up, she'd say he was a man born to lead, a person destined for greatness.


    “I made it to the top,” Charlzie's announcement pulled Jenny out of her thoughts. “Not too much further.”


    Jenny stared at the third bedroom off the balcony. “We could drag her the rest of the way.”


    “Are you sure you're all right?”


    “I have a little headache. It's probably all the stress.” I didn't sign on for this. That was a gross understatement if ever she'd thought one.


    It didn't help that she was way out of her normal element where she stomped out fires and kept Lila's latest fiasco from gracing the front page of the International Tattle Tale. If she actually bought into the whole time travel theory, which she was starting to believe, she was now in charge of keeping them all alive. The pressure grew until her breath caught in her chest. She wasn't equipped for this. She didn't know how to do this.


    Like she'd done when her mom died and her dad had climbed into a bottle of sour-mash whiskey, she looked for a silver lining. “At least we have Father Thomas on our side.”


    Big or small, she'd take any other miracles God decided to throw her way. “I'm going to rest here for a minute.” She plopped down on the landing. Staring at her stilettos sitting innocently at the bottom of the stairs, she didn't have the energy to walk back down and get them.


    “You are not all right.” Charlzie was at her side before Jenny could blink. “What's wrong?”


    Buck up and put on a brave face. She'd managed to do that her whole life and she wasn't ready to give up the coping mechanism yet. “I'm just tired.” She blinked the tears wavering in her eyes away. She hadn't cried since she buried her dad and she wasn't about to turn into an emotional wimp. “Give me a nap and I'll be fine.”


    “Thank God.” Charlzie hugged her. “I'm counting on you, Jenny.”


    “I know you are.” But, who do I get to count on? For the first time in a long time, she needed someone to lean on. Someone to pick her up and brush her off when she fell flat on her face which was a given in this situation. Not any of her classes or dealing with Lila’s antics had prepared her for this. Shoving her needs away, she pulled herself up with her fingers clenching into the stones of the wall. “Let's get Lila to bed, and then we'll talk.”


    She didn't really want to talk. In fact, she felt drained dry.


    What she wanted was to feel a man's arms around her. He'd hold her and tell her everything would work out.


    Jenny turned her gaze to the hall. She watched Father Thomas putz around. Elspeth walked in with a basin of water in her left hand and a stack of linens in the other.


    She willed a tiny tornado to appear and save her from this crazy nightmare.



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter Three



    I don't want your help. I don't need your help. But, I have no choice.


    


    Jenny lay on the small pallet, praying harder than she had since her mom entered the hospital for the last time. Every inch of her hurt in ways she knew were a big, bad sign she was on the fast path to collapse. Her head still hadn't stopped aching and now she was suffering bouts of nausea.


    Turning over on her back, she stared at the ceiling. Her brain toiled over the language lesson Father Thomas had given them. Gaelic wasn't her thing, and that much was outrageously apparent. She couldn't get the rolling sounds right in her head, let alone flowing off her tongue. The manners lessons she did better at, but she feared for her life should she forget to curtsy or call someone by the wrong title.


    Charlzie wasn't doing much better. She'd nearly fallen when she tried to curtsy and half the little rules they had to apply themselves to had thrown her off base. Her Gaelic sounded like a mish-mosh of syllables crashing together.


    Lila was the lucky one. She'd turned on her diva-ness, played too ill to take part in the lesson, and refused to participate.


    Charlzie and she had decided to insulate Lila from as much interaction with the Highlanders as possible until they could get her to see reason. It was also realized that if they couldn't get back to the future, at some point they were going to have to cut her loose. If it came down to Lila and survival—survival would win out. In retrospect, the conclusion wasn’t as shocking as she’d thought it would have been. It was more or less a mindset of, ‘you can’t fix what is irreparably broken and you can’t fight against a giant when he has absolute power over you’.


    Fluffing the flat pillow, Jenny turned onto her left side. Now facing the door, she closed her eyes, trying without much success to go to sleep. She hated being like this.


    An introvert by necessity, she'd suffered through all the death in her life by digesting her mourning because there was always someone who needed her to be strong. She mulled over things to an ulcer-causing degree, and then when she felt ready to shatter, she did.


    Back when her mother was sick or during her father's lengthy hospitalization after quadruple heart bypass surgery, she'd curl up in the corner of the couch covered by an old chenille lap blanket with the phone on the end table beside her. She'd flip through the cable channels until an old movie would come on. Losing herself in the story never equated in her mind. To her, the practice was more a waste of time, or when she was waiting for the inevitable call to hurry to the hospital before it was too late, she was merely killing time.


    “Come on,” she whispered on a bitter sigh. Shifting onto her right side, she squeezed her eyes tight against the frustrated tears stinging in the corners. “This isn't that hard. Close eyes. Count sheep. Go to sleep.”


    The sound of Lila snoring and Charlzie mumbling only intensified the uselessness she felt.


    Turning over again, she watched the door for a long time. In her mind's eye, she tried to picture any of the classic movies. She couldn't firmly catch any of the multitudes of snapshots from the hundreds she'd watched.


    Promising herself for the fiftieth time she was going to try the door again, she heaved a sigh. What good is that when it’s locked from the outside?


    No good.


    She rose on her elbow, ready to abandon the uncomfortable, thin mattress. Heartsick and feeling ill, she hung her head in defeat before lying down once more. The tears she'd denied all day fell. Crumpling beneath the truth she was in the past, in a land she didn't think she'd ever understand, she lost her battle to be tough. She sobbed for her mother and her father and all the dreams she'd put on the back burner.


    The sound of the door opening didn't deter her from venting. She knew what she needed—to purge her system.


    “Jenny?”


    Insulted Iaen would interrupt her funk she couldn't even smile over his mangling of her name. Hiding her face in her pillow, she clenched the grass-stuffed rectangle to her face. “Just leave me alone, milord.” She was beyond caring who saw her or heard her break down. “I just need some...time.” What don't you understand? I want to be left alone with my pain.


    “Come along, lass.” He pulled the covers back and lifted her in his arms.


    He said something else to her in Gaelic. The thick brogue, which she'd considered sexy whenever she watched Braveheart or a Sean Connery movie, slapped her low self-esteem into the dust. “I haven't learned enough yet.” She sobbed all the harder because she couldn't understand him, but she wanted to.


    Wrapping her arms around his broad shoulders, she let loose on all the emotional pain building within her in body. It poured from her in shivering, heartbreaking sobs. “I'm so sorry.” Absently, her fingers tangled in his long, dark hair. “I don't know how to fix this.”


    It was her problem in a nutshell. She'd fixed every small or major problem since she'd joined Lila's staff. The go-to girl who could calm any reporter, discourage any member of the paparazzi and cut off enemies at the pass.


    But before becoming a part of Lila's hard nosed, yet diplomatic, well-versed kiss-ass staff, it was a matter of whenever she'd stepped in with good intentions, her life fell to pieces. An internal war took control of her body. There wasn't any way out, nor was there an easy way to go forward. “I can't do this.”


    It was a revelation ripped from her soul. She felt broken down to tiny pieces. Part of her, a big part of her, wanted to run away from her problems. The man holding her gently, reverently, anchored her in a truth that terrified her.


    She was trapped in the past without a way home. In the midst of reality was also the fact that Charlzie, and—eventually—Lila, would look to her for guidance. They'd need her to be strong for them. “I don't know how to do this.”


    Her fingers curled in the soft wool of his plaid. “Help me.”


    “Easy, Jenny,” Iaen said in his thickly accented French. “All will work out.”


    She peeked up as he pushed the door to his room open. A cold breeze brushed across her when it swept shut. “Iaen...I mean...milord.” For Pete's sake, she didn't know what she meant or what to call him.


    “In this chamber, call me Iaen.”


    A foreign emotion kicked hard in her chest. If she had to put a name on the emotions tugging at her heart, she'd call them lust and indebtedness. “Iaen?”


    “Aye, lass.” His voice was a balm to her flagging spirits and a reminder she wasn't alone in this new, scary world. “Do you really think everything will work out?”


    The confused expression shadowing his face rejuvenated the aches tying her muscles in knots. “It's okay if you don't understand me. Damn, half the time, I don't understand me.” She ended with a shaky giggle.


    He settled her in the middle of his bed. Her gaze trailed after him when he went to the hearth and stirred the fire to life. Iaen was the epitome of strength and carried an indelible aura of personal fortitude. She wished she could be so self-assured.


    He rose to his impressive height. Haloed by the blaze burning on the iron grate, she sensed the raw power flowing off his shoulders. Audibly gulping against the lump of emotions growing in her throat, Jenny traced her fingers over the quilting that worked its way through the coverlet. They felt their way to a swath of plaid draping a long line down the left side of the bed. “I must seem awfully pathetic to you.”


    The tension grew inside in the room as he stood with his back to her. A palpable pall she didn't have the strength to think her way through or out of. He said something to her quickly, quietly. It might have been French, but she couldn't be sure. “I'm sorry, I didn't understand you.”


    “Say, aye, I agree.” He propped his hands on the mantle for a long moment before he turned around. She wondered if he was pondering the problem they were. Finally, he focused his attention on her face.


    “Why?”


    “Say the words, Jenny.”


    It wasn’t so much what he said, but how he said it. The tone conveyed urgency, but the steady blue stare he’d leveled on her whispered, ‘it’ll be okay’. “Aye, I agree?” I think. The warmth from the fire soothed her raw nerves. His steadying presence lulled her after he relaxed his stance. She hid a yawn behind her hand. “Is something going on?”


    He didn't answer until he'd strode across the room and sat on the side of the bed. “Jenny....” He seemed to search for the words. “I need you to trust me.”


    It was a tall order. Trying to phrase her response so he got the gist of it, she ended up shrugging. “I can try.” That was about as far as she was willing to go.


    He moved closer to her. His enormous hand cupped her skull in his firm grasp. “I cannae ask you for more, lass.”


    The overwhelming urge to curl against him took over. She leaned in at the same moment he dipped his head. She lingered in his kiss, loving the slow, sensual touch of his mouth on hers. He tasted like a wonderful combination of mint, wine and masculinity.


    Her fingers stroked up his arms to clasp his shoulders then ventured on to toy with his hair. Relaxing back, he followed her down. In the firelight, his brilliant blue eyes appeared to be smoldering cobalt. “This is nice.”


    He flashed a thoroughly masculine smile to show his even white teeth. Lowering his head for a second kiss, he halted his head’s decent an inch above her lips. “I'm glad you approve, my lady.”


    She met his passion from that moment on. His lips moved over hers with slow determination until she basked in a glorious glow of their making. She strained to get closer to him. A wonderment he wove around her with cutting ability and stunning ease pulled her deep into a fascinating conflagration of desire and unabashed need. Ripping her mouth from his, she panted against him. “Dear God.”


    Never, not ever, had she been this excited with a potential lover and he hadn't even gotten her naked yet. A spurt of uncertainty rocketed through her. “Iaen, I'm not very good at this.” She sounded sad to her own ears. “I mean, I'm not like Lila. I can't just hop into bed then climb out of it.” Great, now you sound like an absolute idiot.


    If there was one saving grace in this tragedy waiting to happen, it was that he didn't understand a word of her condemning confession. “I don't know what to say.”


    In her world, sex was Lila's Olympic forum. There, her boss always stood as the most outrageous and the most successful. She boasted of her exploits with the same caustic verbiage she used when negotiating a contract with her record company. Charlzie and she often joked how Lila could take a man by the balls and illicitly pummel him into modeling clay. Sex was Lila's weapon of choice.


    On the other hand, Jenny understood she dated for a long time before she hopped in the sack. She liked all the wooing and cuddling, the expectation of what was coming in the distant future rather than a thrill for this moment. Jenny lived in an arena Lila called a waste of time. In truth, all the pawing and petting, sweet words and innocent hugs was what Jenny was after. The touching made her feel like more than a blow-up doll. The kisses exchanged were viewed as silent promises to her. They were fate-filled vows for a future where sex was a bonus instead of a given.


    She lived in a place where the relationship meant more. If a guy moved her too fast, she was the one who broke it off. If he couldn't take the heat of a long-haul and sometimes long distance love affair, she dropped him cold.


    Screwing was nice enough for the brief time it lasted, but sex wasn't something she looked forward to. The brevity of it left her feeling empty and alone even when she snuggled against her lover’s side during the barely-broke-a-sweat afterglow.


    With Iaen, she felt like a veritable virgin.


    He was raw passion.


    Dominating.


    All encompassing.


    She was the half of the whole who didn't hold to either great expectations or lofty aspirations. “Iaen, I'm not any good at sex.”


    It was what a few of her boyfriends had admitted to after long, tense minutes of prodding. They, her exes, always professed to care about her like they did a sister or a close friend. When it came down to fucking, she wasn't the cat's meow. Hell, the cat didn't even purr. In her former lovers’ lives, she was no better than a stupid, plasticine blow-up doll.


    “Lass, be still and calm thyself. I willnae hurt you,” he said from where he sat on the edge of the mattress. Instead of brushing her cheek against his calloused palm still cupping her face, she bowed away and nearly banged her forehead on his shoulder. That’s how close he was to her.


    Yes, you will. You just don't know it yet. Her faith, like her hopes to find a permanent love interest, had dipped that low. She didn't know if she could handle another huge disaster after everything that had happened today.


    Okay, look to the bright side. There has to be a silver lining in this nightmare.


    Try as she might, she came up empty. She couldn't make the language barrier count, because she'd still see the disappointment on his handsome face. Her hands came up to ward him off when he leaned closer. The sensible part of her told her to run as fast as she could in the opposite direction. Her traitorous body had other ideas.


    Winding her arms around his shoulders, a delicious bubble of warmth sparked in the pit of her belly. A tremor tripped up her thighs. The heat radiating off his body soaked through her thin nightgown to melt her bones. He pulled her into his arms and covered her mouth with his.


    It was a deep, drowning kiss, the kind that swept away all awareness of everything else but his warm lips pressed against hers, his tongue teasing hers, his arms holding her tightly against him. He cradled her head in his hand. The other was on her back, melding her less than stellar curves to his chest as he feathered kisses along her jaw. Desire rose in her, filling her with a decadent tension, overwhelming her fear-inducing past experiences and all her inhibitions.


    She slid her hands over the cloth-covered roped muscles of his shoulders to grip his arms, pulling him closer still, pressing to him, and relishing the play of his fluid moves when he laid her down on the bed. Reclining beside him, she reveled in the feel of his erection, hot and hard against her thigh.


    His mouth moved lower, painting a row of gentle kisses down her throat and along the neckline of her nightgown. Leaning his weight on his arm, he captured her attention with his blazing blue stare. His fingers tugged open the satin bow at the collar.


    A shiver raked down her spine and raised goosebumps on her arms. His mouth followed his fingers down the front of her gown and cool air rushed across her feverish skin. A spurt of uncertainty asserted itself. “I can't do this.”


    “Easy, lass.” His voice was thick with desire.


    A tiny, nagging voice chided her for thinking she could take on a man of Iaen's attitude, but she pushed it aside. When he eased the neckline down to expose her breasts, she shook with a fresh tremor of lust.


    “Yes,” she said on a sharp intake of air. The tension grew as his tongue swept over her nipple. She closed her eyes and sagged back into the softness of the bed.


    He transferred his attention to her other breast, each movement of his mouth sent cascading waves of arousal through her.


    Keeping a steady hand on her waist, he rose to his impressive height. Her breath caught in her throat when he pulled off his plaid, then unbelted his tunic. Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. She watched him raise his tunic over his head.


    The display of defined muscle about sent her running for the door. “You deserve better,” she thought out loud. He caught her before she'd made it two steps across the stone floor.


    He held her firmly to him, kissing her shoulder, letting the fear subside as he drew her back into the passionate haze swirling around them. Tangled in the voluminous cloth of the nightgown, she was at his mercy and caving to the desire with each brush of his lips.


    The words he spoke against her hair were lost beneath the myriad of sensations assaulting her. His erection throbbed against her. Her damp folds begged for his cock. “I want you.”


    Since when have I ever wanted a man? Never. They wanted her to work off a hormonal edge or because they thought sex was part of a relationship.


    “A moment, lass.” He pushed her gown down so it puddled around her feet. Keeping her in place with an arm around her waist, she felt him fumble with something behind her. His hand skimmed down her belly and he splayed his fingers above the thatch of curls at the juncture of her thighs.


    Her knees dipped when he shifted his hand lower to cup her femininity. He teased and toyed with her clit until her legs quaked. Ready to demand sex from him, she let out a low moan when he eased a finger into her soaking vagina.


    The crushing crescendo gripped her when he freed his penis. She gasped as he nestled his erection between her ass cheeks. His finger plunged into her. His lips never left her skin.


    Then, when she was on the brink of a mind-blowing climax, the onslaught stopped. “No.” Ready to claw his eyes out for leaving her like this, she turned and wrapped her arms around him.


    “Get thee to bed.”


    Dazed, Jenny blinked several times. The pulsing throb in her core beat down to her toes. “Don't stop.”


    She raised her eyes to meet his and the strength of his gaze reached inside of her, beyond mere lust to something much deeper. A primal need she'd never seen before stared back at her.


    “Bed,” he said and pointed to mussed covers.


    “Oh, sure.”


    He didn't wait for her to obey, but picked her up and carried her to the same spot where they'd begun. She relaxed beneath him when he followed her down and covered her with his big body.


    Easing her legs apart to accommodate his thighs, she exhaled as he entered her in a slow thrust.


    “Hold onto me, lass.”


    She did as he asked as her feminine muscles contracted around him. Her heart leaped to her throat at the sensation of being filled so fully. She clung to his shoulders.


    He began to thrust, hard and deep, each movement shuddering through her, sending her spiraling upward. The throb turned to a lancing pulse.


    She clutched him, surrendering to the onslaught, barely aware of his heavy, rasping breaths, the slickness of sweat beneath her hands, the muscles of his thighs knotting against her own taut flesh. She screamed as her climax rifled through her.


    He was right behind her. His hot ejaculation filled her. The only thing that saved him from crushing her was his weight propped on his elbows.


    “Jenny.”


    The way he whispered her name against her lips was the best thing he could have done. It was perfect, just like the sex they'd shared. She gave him a long kiss. “Thank you,” she breathed, her heart still racing in her chest.


    A bemused smile marred the chiseled planes of his face. Rolling off her, he carried her along. Tucked against his side, Jenny heaved a happy sigh. “That was great.”


    Reality encroached on her as her heart slowed and her respirations returned to normal. The specter of future responsibility she'd basked beneath didn't change shape or purpose in the past. She needed to get back to her room, back to the starkness of her sad life, but the thought of leaving him made her heart ache. “I should leave.”


    He didn't say anything when she exited the bed however; the feel of his gaze trailing her was unshakable. Tears stung at her eyes while she tossed on her nightgown. She quickly picked up his clothes, folded them and set them on top of a chest. “I don't know if I'll see you tomorrow. If I don't, have a good day.”


    When he startled her at the door, she uttered a surprised, “Ah.” How a man as big as he could move so fast and silently was beyond her. “Really, I should get back to Lila. I'll be fine. I promise there'll be no more tears.” Yeah, right. Even before she turned the iron ring to open the door the wetness overflowed her eyes. An apology sat on the tip of her tongue, but for the life of her, she didn't know what she was sorry about. “Please, let me go.”


    He dropped his bombshell in stilted French. “My wife sleeps with me.”


    Spinning around, Jenny gaped at him. “Your...what?” Maybe she hadn't heard him right or he'd used the word 'wife' without really knowing what it meant. After all, Father Thomas had said there were only a few members of the clan who spoke broken French, Iaen amongst them. That had to be it. He'd confused the term. He couldn't possibly mean he wanted her for a wife.


    “I asked you to trust me, lass.”


    “Yes...but...but...you called me your wife. Girlfriend, you know, petite amie?”


    “Trust me.” He took her lips in a searing kiss.



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter Four



    Is it time for your medication or mine?


    


    “It's about time you showed up,” Lila complained. “I'm going to dock your pay. That's what you deserve for leaving me alone with this bitch.”


    Jenny sent Charlzie an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I don't have an alarm clock.” Which was a given. It was who had made her late that had her blushing to the roots of her hair. Iaen had woken her before dawn to make slow, sweet love to her. And, for the second time in her life, she hadn't had to fake an orgasm.


    She'd fallen back to sleep in his arms. When she'd finally cracked her eyes, she'd met a kind young woman who explained in halting statements that the Laird had asked her to serve as Jenny's maid.


    Meg was too cute for words since she littered her French sentences with Gaelic. She also couldn't conjugate a verb to save her soul, but that was beside the point. The combination came out as mumbo-jumbo. Twice Jenny had burst out laughing when Meg tried to act out the words. The youthful excitement exuded by the young maid was infectious. By the time she'd gotten Jenny into a long gown of cerulean blue wool, laced it up, and draped the long sash of Kincaid plaid over her shoulder, they were the best of friends. When she'd finished plaiting Jenny's hair, they'd managed to straighten out some of Jenny's Gaelic—a necessity, in her opinion.


    A scarf of gossamer cloth covered the ornate plait and was held in place by a pretty silver circlet. Meg explained the circlet had belonged to Laird Kincaid's mother, and the markings were Norse Runes.


    “Hey, why do you get to dress up like a queen when I have to wear rags?” Lila kicked at the gown lying on the bed. “I want a tiara.”


    Jenny heaved a frustrated sigh. “Have you had breakfast?” she asked Charlzie.


    “She won't let me out of her sight for more than a split second.” Charlzie moved out of range when Lila lashed out. Her long, silk-wrap manicured fingernails swiped at the air. Charlzie skirted around the bed in a wide arc until she stood beside Jenny. “Are you okay? I was worried about you when you weren't here.”


    “Don't worry about me.” Jenny took in the gold-tone gown Charlzie wore. The color highlighted her stunning light blue eyes. She turned her attention to the drab brown one waiting for Lila to don. Time for a reality check, princess. Jenny mused, understanding Iaen was teaching Lila a lesson for throwing her mug at him yesterday. “Why don't you take a break, Charlzie? Elspeth has some bread and cheese on the table, and you look like you could use some tea.”


    “Thanks, Jenny.” Charlzie grabbed her hand. “Are you sure you can handle her on your own? She's been hissing and spitting for the better part of an hour.”


    Detecting a note of terror in her friend's voice, Jenny sympathized. “You want me to walk you downstairs?”


    “If you wouldn't mind.” A pained expression crossed Charlzie's pixie features. “I've always had a fear of heights.”


    “And without a railing, you feel even less safe.” Jenny nodded. She turned back to where Lila pouted. “You stay put. We're going to have a talk when I return.”


    “I'm your boss.”


    “If you haven't noticed, Lila, we're not in LA. Your days of bossing people around are over.” With that said, Jenny pulled Charlzie out of the room.


    “Good morning, milady.”


    Jenny nearly jumped out of her skin. What was it with these people and sneaking up on her? Putting her best foot forward, so to speak, she greeted the warrior. “Good morning.” She pasted a small smile on her face. No need to anger the aborigines, she decided as she walked Charlzie along the balcony. She'd just reached the top of the stairs when a loud rumble rose from below her.


    It was then she noticed every person in the hall below had stood, including Iaen.


    “What's going on?” Charlzie asked.


    “I haven't a clue.” Gathering a handful of her gown so she wouldn't trip during her descent, she started to walk on Charlzie's left, the side open to the straight breakneck fall to the stone floor below. A communal gasp broke from the crowd of warriors. Her gaze met and locked with Iaen's.


    Glad when he took control of the situation, she realized her mistake as he strode across the room and up the steps. He offered her his hand. She was placed on his right for the remainder of their journey. “I wasn't next to the wall.”


    Charlzie must have come to the same conclusion. “Thanks,” she said to the young warrior walking her down the stairs. “Note to self, watch your step.”


    Jenny quelled her giggle at Charlzie's pathetic attempt at humor. A new and terrifying shift occurred next. The warriors bowed to her. She peeked at Iaen for a prompt. His almost indiscernible ascent of his head gave her the answer. “Note to self, when in doubt, nod.”


    “Gotcha,” Charlzie whispered.


    Escorted onto the low platform, Jenny frowned when a young boy of perhaps eight or nine rushed forward to pull out a chair. She couldn't help but grin at him. He reminded her of Meg, youthful energy practically oozed from his every pore. “Thank you.”


    Iaen cleared his throat.


    “Sorry.” Jenny felt her blush heat her cheeks. By the time Father Thomas joined them, she thought her face might crack from all the smiling she was doing. “What’s going on?”


    “He hasn't told you?” Father Thomas looked as if he'd just swallowed a whole jug of vinegar. “Milord, when you said....” He clamped his lips shut when Iaen threw a glare in his direction.


    Jenny watched the silent exchange. “Can't we all just get along?”


    Iaen said something in Gaelic that caused the crowd of warriors to break into a raucous cheer.


    Not knowing whether or not to fear for her life, Jenny took a small step back. Iaen gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. “Would someone please tell me what the heck is going on?”


    Finally taking her seat on Iaen's left, she gripped the arms of the chair until they ached. “This isn't that difficult. You speak,” she was about to point an accusing finger to Iaen when he grabbed her arm and laid a kiss to her wrist.


    Again, the crowd roared.


    “Father?”


    “In a minute, milady.”


    With no recourse but to sit there and wait for Iaen to get on with it or the floor to open up, which at the rate he was going was a possibility, she relaxed her death grip on the chair arms as Iaen poured a goblet of wine. She shook her head when he handed it to her. “I don't drink. Well, not that much,” she amended.


    “Take a sip,” he prodded her.


    Playing along, Jenny took a tiny taste. “That's quite good.” She gave the heavy silver goblet back to him. Stunned, she bit her lip to keep from laughing while he drained the contents. She was about to make another 'note to self' joke but was distracted when Iaen slammed the goblet down on the table.


    The world stood still as he cradled her head in his hand. She'd been kissed by him before, but never like this. It was a slow exploration of her mouth. Damn, if she didn't feel as if she'd been stamped with a mark plainly telling everybody she was his territory.


    She hated to admit it, but she was beyond starting to like how he kissed her.


    “Congratulations, milady,” Father Thomas said.


    Staring deep into Iaen’s luxurious blue gaze, a gaze she could lose her soul in, Jenny shook herself out of her stupor. “I'm sorry, Father, what did you say?”


    “Congratulations on your marriage.” He clapped his hands together.


    “My what?”


    “You did agree,” Iaen informed her.


    “Well, yeah, I agreed last night before we...I mean...oh, you know what I mean.” Giving herself a mental kick and forgetting the wedding scene from Brigadoon, Jenny didn't know if she should clobber Iaen over the head with the goblet or laugh at her own naivety. Granted, he'd struck when she was most vulnerable, but she wasn't some brainless bimbo. Hell, she knew what she was walking into even if she hadn't figured it out at the time. Leaning against him, she smiled at him. “You tricked me.”


    “Aye.”


    “I don't know how to curtsy.”


    Father Thomas translated her statement of fact.


    “You think I care?” Iaen challenged her.


    He said something to Father Thomas. Jenny thought the priest might die from mortification. “What?”


    “Milord wishes you to learn his language afore he needs to request my presence in his bedchamber. Milady, that will not happen unless I am delivering the Last Rites. You have my word.”


    “Don't worry, Father, but if you could tell my sly husband something for me.” She waited for Father Thomas to agree. “Tell him, he doesn't need a translator in the bedroom. I understand him just fine when it comes to what happens there.”


    She regretted putting Thomas on the spot, but he did as she asked.


    Iaen threw his head back and laughed. “Aye, you did.” An arrogant grin crossed his lips.


    “Do you think I'm always going to let you have the last word?”


    Iaen listened to the translation before he brought her lips to his. “Aye.” He finished the discussion with a toe-curling kiss.



    ***



    “What was that racket about and what took you so long?” Lila sniped the minute Jenny entered the room. “Don't people have any common courtesy anymore? I need my rest. I can't do that with people shouting down the rafters in this drafty hell hole.”


    “Lila, stop.” Jenny strode forward, ready to do bodily damage to the diva. Instead of trying to take on Lila all by herself, she'd brought reinforcements--Father Thomas, Elspeth and Meg. Even if they couldn't understand most of what Jenny was about to say to Lila, they could hogtie the bleach-out-of-the-bottle blonde while Jenny force fed her.


    “I decided to forgive you for your bitchy attitude, Jenny, but don't push your luck. Now, bring me my coffee.”


    Mopping her face with her hand, Jenny felt the urge to scream at her boss. “Lila, we're in the past. There isn't a coffee shop for me to go to.”


    “Well, then brew it for me. Better yet, get me a vodka on the rocks. I have the worst headache.”


    “Lila, you have to stop and listen to me. You aren't going to get your way here. These people are squeaking out a living as we speak. They don't have time to deal with you.”


    “What sort of a fucked up intervention is this?” She picked up the tin cup from the chest and flung it at nobody in particular. It flew against the far wall. None of the witnesses ducked, or paid attention to the cup clattering to the floor. “I told you what to do, now do it.”


    “I can't.” Jenny infused her tone with determination instead of resignation. “You can't have what you want or your way. That's not how it works here.”


    “Fine, prissy bitch, since you're so smart, you tell me how it works here?”


    “Iaen—Laird Kincaid—will find a duty for you. Eventually, you'll meet a man who will ask him for the privilege of wedding you.”


    Lila tilted her head so she was staring down her nose at Jenny. “What's your duty, Jenny? Are you the chief slut and cock sucker?”


    “Enough!” Infuriated, Jenny shooed everybody out of the room. She stood at the door, glaring at Lila. “When you're hungry, you'll come out. When you can't get your way by pouting, you'll come to your senses. When all your friends desert you because we aren't going to join you in your pity party, you'll realize how nasty a bitch you've become. Until then, have fun all by your lonesome because the rest of us are sick of you and your attitude.”


    “You can't leave me like this.”


    Jenny closed the door on Lila's shriek of dismay. The crash of something breaking boomed through the room. “When she falls asleep have everything she can hurt herself with removed from her room.” Highly doubting the diva would go to that extreme, it was a common sense decision. A bigger problem mocked Jenny. She hated herself for abandoning Lila. If only you'd met me half way or given me another choice. “Did Laird Iaen appoint a guard to her room?”


    “Aye, milady. I am to stand watch,” the young warrior who had met her in the hallway an hour ago announced.


    “Malcolm, right?” After he nodded, she went on. “Okay, this is what I need you to do. She'll sell her soul to the devil for a drink. Under no circumstances are you to give her one, even if she threatens to pitch herself over the balcony.” Thinking literally, Jenny pointed her finger at him. “That doesn't mean you should let her pitch herself over the balcony. I mean, that's crazy.” She started to shake. Lila was going through withdrawal and in a sick way so was she.


    The thought of leaving Lila to her own devices made her ill. She was the responsible administrative assistant, the one who stomped out the fires and handled Lila's busy schedule.


    “He understands your order, milady,” Father Thomas intervened. “Why don't you rest? You've had a busy day and it isn't even nuncheon.”


    “I think I will. Is there any word from the river?” Her already taut nerves had tightened further when she’d caught hold of some whispers this morning. With Father Thomas’s hesitant translations, she’d learned members of Clan Kincaid were in danger.


    “Laird Iaen left only moments ago, milady. We'll let you know as soon as word reaches the Keep,” Father Thomas promised.


    She watched all of them nod. “Thank you all for your help.” Tears dripped from her cheeks once more. Worn out from the past day, she bowed her head. “I know I'm difficult right now, but I'll make you proud of me someday. I promise.”


    “Meg, see your lady to her room. Elspeth and Malcolm, I'd have you join me,” Father Thomas said.


    “What will we do for her? The poor lass is at her limit.”


    Jenny heard Elspeth say that before she entered her chamber. “Tell them not to worry about me.” The stock response had overstayed its welcome.


    “Aye, milady. I will.”


    “I think I'll sit by the fire for a little while.” Sticking to very simple sentences, Jenny sat down heavily in the wooden chair. Chilled and dealing with the fact Lila had to want to get through her misery, she scrubbed her hands up and down her arms, wondering what the future held for her. Could she give up on being the 'go-to' girl? Did she have a choice?


    The defining answer was—no.


    “As you wish, milady.” Meg hurried across the room. She snatched the blanket from the foot of the bed and covered Jenny with it. “I'll fetch you some tea. A nice bracing cup always does wonders for me, milady.”


    “That's a wonderful idea. I'd love some.”



    ***



    “Graham Kincaid, come out here, you stubborn old fool. The river is nigh at your doorstep.”


    Iaen listened to Patricia Kincaid shout at the cottage. The good news was the rain had stopped pouring from the heavens. It now fell as a light drizzle which froze upon the blades of grass and coated the barren tree limbs with ice. The other side of the coin was the river continued to rise. “Patricia, get yourself and your family to the Keep afore you freeze,” he ordered the widow in a no-argument-allowed tone. “Think of your children, lass, afore you call my command an act of charity.”


    She bobbed a curtsy. Calling her family forward, she started walking up the muddy trail, seven of her children trailing her while her youngest rode on her mama's hip.


    “Kevin, hurry ahead and inform Lady Jenny to expect visitors.” Iaen turned to the ramshackle cottage. His thoughts refocused on what had brought him to the river bank. The levies were failing and, with the loss of the earthen walls, more families were facing grave danger. 'Twas now a mass evacuation instead of being restricted to the few cottages in the low lying areas. “Order all other refugees who have not a place to sleep to the Great Hall.”


    A frigid blast of wind coming from the north reminded him winter was upon them. Before long, the snows would swirl and the ground freeze hard. And his people, like most other of the Highland Clans, would retreat behind closed doors until spring. His clan was better off than many, but the loss of precious food stores would tax even the mighty Kincaids.


    “Have you come to badger me, too, Iaen Kincaid?”


    A small smile played at the corners of Iaen's lips. Only Graham would refuse to call him Laird. The grin slid away. “I come to care for my clansmen, Graham. You too are welcome in my home if that is your wish.” He stared at the grizzled warrior standing shakily in the doorway. Age showed in the deep wrinkles etching furrows in Graham's face. The pale pallor bleaching Graham's skin and the dark circles shadowing his eyes were impossible to disregard. His tunic hung on his skinny frame.


    He was in the twilight of his waning days.


    “My wish is for you to leave me alone, Kincaid.” He turned away, but for only a second. “I'd have you fulfill your sire's promise, Kincaid. I wish to be buried in the village of my birth.”


    “Fine, my friend.” Iaen turned on the heel of his boot and strode to his stallion. He gathered the reins. His gaze returned to the door. Watching it swing shut, he stiffened his shoulders as he gained his saddle. “Goodbye, Graham.” He clenched his teeth until a muscle jumped in his jaw. “May God have mercy on your soul.”


    Wheeling the stallion around, he kicked his warhorse into a cantor and headed north. He caught a glimpse of Castle Kincaid out of his peripheral vision. His thoughts turned to his naive wife. Aye, he regretted tricking Jenny, but there was nay help for it. Father Thomas agreed with his decision to wed the lass though the ecumenical man was loathe to perform a Catholic ceremony. Uncertain if she was baptized into the church, they decided a quick exchanging of words would serve the lass better, and appease the clan—for now.


    ‘Twas part of the bargain he’d made with the priest that had Father Thomas glaring at the handfasting. He’d not explained to Jenny what he was about, which according to Father Thomas, went against the rules governing marriage by mutual consent.


    A grin lifted his spirits for a brief moment.


    If all went as planned, by nightfall Kevin would wed Charlzie by the same method. Iaen sobered just as quickly.


    'Twas all for the sake of the clan. As many times as Iaen told himself those exact words he couldnae make them matter. He'd chosen Jenny o'er Charlzie because his lady showed grit. 'Twas partially self-serving. There was nay doubt he had to marry and produce an heir. And his heir would need to show backbone.


    He'd gone back and forth with himself in a major battle as to whom. All the lasses he met showed a modicum of interest. 'Twas their feebleness, their shy innocence around him which delayed his decision. Iaen couldnae imagine himself married to a woman who shrank into solemn, fearful silence every time he entered the room. Nay, he required a woman of fortitude and personal strength.


    Jenny had shown him those character traits. She stared him straight in the eye during their short interview. 'Twasn't until she cried during the wee hours that his heart gave a mighty chug. Aye, she was brave on the surface, but beneath she had a sweetness he was attracted to. She was also loyal to her friends. That trait was a facet, or flaw, depending on how he chose to view her dealings with Lila. He couldnae help but appreciate her.


    Erred or flawed, she'd gained his notice.


    The combination of her loyalty and personal resolve reaffirmed his decision to take her as his bride.


    In the beginning, Father Thomas thought he should take the younger Charlzie. Once he made it clear Jenny was his desire, the priest capitulated. Though, Father Thomas continued to include The Veil in his conversation even after he'd been ordered to let off.


    If 'twas true and the anomaly existed, so be it. There was naught he could do to change it.


    The lasses were here. They'd have to become part of the clan or not. The decision now landed in their laps whether they wished to learn the Highland ways. He could, and had, given Jenny the protection of his name and title, but 'twas up to her to attain and surpass the clan's expectations set upon the tiny shoulders of the Laird's wife.


    Deep in his gut, Iaen knew Jenny would not fail him.


    The only fly in the funeral pie was Lila.


    He sighed.


    He eyed a group of refugees making their way through the slippery muck of the trail. Bent beneath the bundles they carried, he steered his stallion toward them. 'Twas then he saw the people headed for the Keep.


    The entire trail was filled with them. He kicked his horse into a gallop, racing at breakneck speed along the quickly disappearing shoreline. Only one thing could cause the hearty people living along the river to leave their homes—disaster.


    “Milord. Milord.” Iaen heard one of his warriors call. His eyes focused on the man running toward him.


    Scowling, he reined in. “Aye?”


    “The levy has broken.”


    “Was everyone evacuated?” His throat worked to digest the full impact of the tragedy.


    “Aye, but the cottages are flooded. The people have naught except the clothes on their backs and the few things they could gather before the water rushed in.”


    “Get them to the Keep. I willnae be far behind you.” Iaen's thoughts returned to his wife. A pang of pity struck him. Her world was about to tilt one hundred eighty degrees. Be brave, my Jenny.



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter Five



    When you are in the jungle, play by its rules.


    


    “Why are you making that racket?” The door to Lila's room slammed against the wall. She wasn't a stumbling drunk when she appeared. Hell no, she was in all her glory and out for someone's hide. “What the fuck do you think you're doing? Jenny, put that brat down and come here. I want a drink.”


    Jenny tilted her eyes to the balcony and cringed at the sight of her boss walking around buck naked. Lila had the audacity to shake her boobs at the refugees before she spun around to wiggle her liposuction-perfected ass. Mortified, Jenny rejected the instinctive urge to shade the children's eyes. “Don't pay her any attention, Mary. She hasn't been herself lately.” The baby cradled in her arms cooed before suckling on her fist.


    Lila wasn't stupid by half, and for two days, she'd gone out of her way to show she wasn't about to cry surrender when it came to her drinking. Once she figured out nobody understood her ranting, she'd shifted to another attention getting mechanism—a visual one. She'd thrown a pitcher of water in Malcolm's face. The guard showed no outward reaction. Jenny wasn't as cool with it. Her angry response was nothing short of shrewish.


    The war of wills escalated in direct proportion to the outrageousness of Lila's next stunt.


    It wasn't past time for the antics to stop. It was necessary. Ignoring Lila hadn't helped, if anything, it made her more determined to make a fool of herself.


    The Clan had started to whisper that Lila was touched by the Devil. Father Thomas was doing his best to squelch the flow of gossip, but Jenny had the sinking suspicion they weren't going to take much more. Fueling the Clan's concerns were the refugees’ reports from the Keep.


    Part of her couldn't blame them for talking about Lila. It wasn't anything less than she deserved. The problem was Lila couldn't comprehend the danger she coveted. In her private world, she believed she was untouchable, the diva who did what she wanted when she wanted. Lila didn't realize most of her perception was brought on by Jenny and Charlzie sheltering and protecting her.


    Jenny watched Patricia Kincaid bow her head in shame, then mumble something to the woman beside her. Racking her brain for the woman's name, Jenny shook her head when it wouldn't come to her. Her heart thudded as they both signed the cross. Heaving a disparaged sigh, Jenny didn't want to have to order them to stop gossiping, thinking that putting a proverbial gag order on rumor mongering would make them appear guilty, but it had to stop before a crowd of fear-inspired clansmen broke down the Great Doors with the intent of burning Lila at the stake.


    Uncertain how to proceed, Jenny wished Iaen would hurry home or at least stop in to see how she was doing. It was totally selfish of her, but she could really use a hug and a bit of advice. He couldn't come home. His duty to one of his father's oldest friends had taken him to the northern corner of Kincaid land. She hadn't gotten the specifics except his unplanned trip was necessary. Step up to the plate. Be strong and figure this out. It can't be that hard or complicated. These are smart people who are just as stuck with Lila as you are. They're scared, and so are you.


    “Milady, 'tis time for Mary's nap.”


    Jenny slid the baby into Patricia's waiting arms. “Sleep well, sweet bairn.” The simple phrases she was picking up had helped to gain her favor with the refugees. And the numerous times she'd made a flub they were quick to help her correct her mistake.


    “Milady, you seemed a hundred leagues away this afternoon. Is aught the matter?” Patricia asked as she laid Mary on her shoulder.


    Nibbling on her lip, Jenny noticed how her hands shook. She opened her mouth to ask Patricia to leave her alone with her funk when Lila made her next move to get a drink. The bang of something hitting against the door echoed over and over because of the crazy acoustics in the Great Hall.


    “I fear she is spoiled beyond redemption, milady.” Patricia settled her hand over Mary's ear to muffle the shrieks of rage coming from Lila's room. “She needs a spanking.”


    Jenny took in Patricia's well-behaved children. How many times had she thought the same thing when her boss got out of control? Too many. “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” She held her hands out to Patricia, palms up. “I don't know what to do.”


    “You arenae her mother, milady. You're her lady. Until you set her down and put the rules before her, she will act out.”


    Easier said than done. “What do I do when she doesn't listen?” Which is a guarantee considering her last few days.


    “You punish her.” Patricia called Father Thomas to join them. In quick words and between crashes of things being toppled in Lila's room, she talked to the priest.


    “What?” Jenny asked when Patricia finally turned to her, bobbed a curtsy and walked away. She snapped her gaze to Father Thomas. “Tell me.”


    “Patricia is one of the strongest mamas I've ever met, milady. Many of her children are, 'struth, orphans who had nay family to go to. She's taken them in and in many instances taken them on. Rules are a part of helping them cope with the loss of their parents. She always has rules, even for Laird Iaen when he comes to her cottage. I say this so you know she wants to bring peace back to the Keep.”


    “All right, I'm following you so far.”


    “Patricia suggests you take everything away from Lila. Her bed. Her clothes save a simple, homespun frock. All her creature comforts but a blanket, pillow, and a mat on the floor. She'll eat gruel or bread and cheese only.”


    “Excuse me?” Lila might not have been suicidal before, but take away everything? She'd pitch herself off the balcony. Dear God, help me.


    “Every time Lila behaves, she gets something back. A reward, shall we say, which will show her the error of her ways. At first you start with the basic necessities such as her bed. In time, she may gain the privilege of joining the table and even going for walks through the village. 'Twill be a long process, milady.”


    “Talk about tough love,” Jenny muttered under her breath. “It makes so much sense it's ridiculous, but I don't know how Lila is going to deal with this.”


    Father Thomas sat beside her on the bench. He patted her hand in what she suspected was his way of cushioning of the truth. “Milady, it has to be done. Milord cannae have his household in chaos. The Clan will view him a weak leader if he cannae control one woman.”


    Weakness, what the Highlanders determined was a huge character flaw, especially in their leaders. “I see.”


    “The Clan is giving you the benefit of the doubt for you are newly married and a stranger to our ways, but they willnae give him the same benefit.” A pause stretched between them. “He is Laird.”


    Hoisting herself off the bench, Jenny wiped her hands down her gown. A chill raced up her arms. She sent a quick prayer to heaven for courage and another for the plan's success. “Fine.” She squared her shoulders. “I'll need help moving her furniture.”


    “Would you prefer I spoke to her, milady?”


    “No, I have to do it.”



    ***



    Iaen stretched out the aching muscles in his neck. Due to the continued foul weather, he was late—very late in returning to Castle Kincaid. Still, he'd seen Graham's body home to the border. There he met with the Laird of Clan Wulfson. The Norse clan who'd settled Scotland's western coast, were affable at times but warring most others.


    He'd been welcomed with a frown, which he expected, and a clasping of arms. The new Laird, his cousin, kept a wary eye on him, but agreed to see Graham on the final leg of his long journey to hallowed ground. Out of respect and shared blood, Iaen accepted the invitation to spend the night in the closest village.


    The trip home turned hazardous as the snows blew in on a stiff breeze off the coast. Squalls slowed the journey to a crawl. Finally, a senight and three days since he'd left, he relinquished the reins to his stable master. Worn to the bone from the long trip, he hungered for the warmth of a fire in his hearth and a cup of mulled wine. “How goes it, Kevin?”


    “Well, milord. Per you orders, the dike has been shored up as best it can. We've found cottages for all but Patricia's family and a few stragglers. Milady has made them welcome in your stead.”


    “Milady is well?”


    “Aye,” Kevin answered as he escorted Iaen into the Keep. “She's missed you mightily, but she's taken to her duties with zeal. The Clan is pleased with her for she's taken on the great responsibility of taming Lila. She's also kind to a fault to our displaced clansmen.”


    “And your blushing bride?”


    “We suit,” Kevin informed him, his tone bland, noncommittal. “Charlzie, despite her advanced age, is more a maid than a matriarch. It hasnae been easy for her, but she's coming around. If 'twasnae for milady's example, Charlzie would have collapsed the first day.”


    “You're displeased?”


    “Nay, milord. I am disappointed in Charlzie's resolve.” He hesitated as he opened the Great Doors. “Not only is she like to laze about half the day if I let her, she also explained to me that she is infertile for the next season. She went on to tell me that in the future they have surgical procedures that keep women from conceiving. Can you imagine such a thing? I cannae believe she'd willingly deny her husband bairns. I think her wild story is more her way to keep me out of our bed.”


    Iaen frowned at his second-in-command. Kevin's tone warned him all was not going fit or fine in his cottage. For a moment, he considered ordering Kevin and Charlzie to move into the Keep where he would watch over them, then denied the urge. If the mood between the couple grew dire, he'd do so, but he had to give them a chance to come to a compromise. “Give her time, Kevin. Charlzie is still learning her way. You cannae dismiss the lass for that which is beyond her control.”


    “I'm trying, milord. 'Tis difficult when she cannae make a palatable stew or a loaf of bread. Milady has asked Elspeth to put her to work in the kitchen where she might learn to cook. I pity Elspeth, for Charlzie is hopeless.”


    “You give up too soon, Kevin.”


    “Begging you pardon, milord, but if you had been here to see how she acts, you'd understand she's knows nothing of being a wife. 'Tis an embarrassment to me and my family. ”


    “Have you brought this up with milady?” Iaen clenched his fist at his side. Taking in the refugees asleep on pallets filling the floor, he quietly made his way to the stairs.


    “Nay, milord. She's had enough responsibility leveled on her shoulders. If Charlzie has made an issue of it, she didnae discuss it with me.”


    Iaen heard condemnation ring in Kevin's words. “If you fall into more disharmony come to me.”


    “She's my wife. I'd not have you interfere in our affairs, milord.”


    “She's a member of my clan.” 'Twas the last word he'd speak on the subject tonight. Anxious to see Jenny, Iaen forced himself to measure his steps. “Go home and take some time with your bride. With reassurance, she'll grow into her position.”


    “As you wish, milord.”


    Iaen turned his attention to his chamber and Jenny. Desire infused his system as he finished the climb up the stairs. He regretted having to leave Jenny alone for so long, but there was nay help for it. His father’s promise to Graham was a priority over all others once he was sure the worst of the flooding had passed. He'd stopped into the Keep that night, but Jenny was already fast asleep.


    Recalling the few moments he'd spent gazing at her before he'd headed north, his manhood hardened. She was the image of innocence and a temptation. Her climax was a moment of open abandon and he yearned to feel it, see it, and experience it, again. Her dutiful nature now stood above approach.


    He'd made the right choice when initially confronted with taking one of the women for his wife. Jenny had met a bar set high by the clan and overcome many obstacles in a short period of time.


    Pushing open the door to his chamber, a small smile lifted the corners of his lips. She sat in the chair by the fire, her eyes closed. Mary, the youngest orphan in the clan, lay against Jenny's chest, her downy-haired head tucked beneath his lady's chin. A sense of contentment swelled in his chest.


    Iaen heard a door open at the far end of the balcony. “I'll take Mary to her cradle,” Patricia said once she'd joined him. “Milady has taken a fancy to her. Lady Jenny has been very kind to take on the additional responsibility of caring for Mary during the wee hours especially since Mary started teething. I swear, milord, she's paced afore the hearth so many a night that she's carried the bairn the length of the world and back.”


    “Thank you, Patricia.” Iaen watched Jenny stir slightly when Patricia took Mary from her arms. “Is this an appropriate way for a lady to welcome her husband home?” he teased once Jenny woke.


    He offered her his hand when she moved to rise to her diminutive height. Letting her call the tune, he held his impatience in check through sheer force of will. His chauces grew tight as she pressed her body to his, and molded her soft curves to his strong, tense one. Pleasantly surprised when she wrapped her arm around his waist, he watched her tip her face to his. He caressed a path up her back to cup her skull. She reached up at the same time he dipped his head.


    Kissing her deeply, he licked the corner of her lips, begging entry. She relented on a sigh. He plundered her mouth until they were both gasping with need. Searching her face with his gaze, he saw a few signs of weariness, but she appeared to have faired his lengthy absence with little damage. “I've missed you, lass.”


    “I know.” She brushed her unbound hair away from her face. “I've missed you, too.”


    He laughed at her response. He took her lips in another deep kiss leaving her with nay doubt of what was going to happen in their bed tonight. Lusting for her, he longed for her sweet body wrapped around his. “Undress for me.”


    Iaen sat in the chair and stretched out his legs. Propping one ankle on the other, he folded his arms across his chest. He waited for her compliance and couldnae help but grin when she winked. “What are you up to?” he asked as she undid the bow at the throat of his tunic. His eyelids closed when she kissed the throbbing pulse beating a rapid tattoo at the base of his throat.


    “You'll see.”


    “Lass, donnae tempt me.”


    “Why not? Don't they say temptation makes the heart grow fonder and the sex better?”


    He caught enough of her broken Gaelic to get her meaning. Leaning forward when she raised the hem of his tunic, he peeked at the display of creamy skin exposed to his gaze while she divested him of his tunic. His fingers itched to grab hold of her, lay her down on the bed and kiss every inch of her smooth skin. She jerked away from his quick-shot grasp. Beware the games you play, milady.


    With intense slowness, she folded his tunic and set it on the chest. She pulled free the laces of her gown and pushed the cloth from her shoulders. He caught himself before he growled. She took her sweet time hanging the gown on the peg pounded into the stone wall. The mundane tasks she performed sucked him into a web of desire. It wasn't so much what she did, but how she did it. Coy gazes sent his way and lazy stretches that pulled her chemise tight across her breasts made him ache to sink into her.


    He stilled her when she went to remove his boots. “Nay.” Toeing off his boots, he took the opportunity to pull her into his lap. A groan rumbled in his chest as she playfully traced the ridge of his erection with her index finger. “God's bones.”


    His gaze followed her hand tugging loose the ties of his chauces. Sucking in a sharp gasp, he leaned his head against the ornate carving embellishing the back of the chair. The feel of her slim curves sliding off his lap was followed by the tugging of her hands removing his leggings. Gritting his teeth, he peeked down to see Jenny take his shaft in her hand, her grip gentle but determined.


    Reaching to stop her while she teased the head of his penis with her tongue, he felt helpless to cease her temptress's onslaught. The muscles of his stomach tightened at the first tentative touch of her lips on his hot skin. Slowly, she moved her mouth down his shaft, her tongue sliding across the sensitive underside. “By God,” he hissed. “You'd be the death of me, lass.”


    Weaving his hand into her thick silky hair, he guided her mouth up and down his manhood until he was at the thread's end of his discipline. Lifting her, he kissed her, his tongue sliding between her lips. She gave no quarter. Her tongue mated with his.


    His passion knew no bounds as she curled her fingers around his shaft, pumping his turgid flesh, naught save her and this moment mattered. “Nay,” he groaned into her mouth, his seed building to an explosion.


    He spun her about so she faced the bed. Again, his talented wife took over. She didnae move to the covers. Nay. She relaxed herself down on his erection. Gripping her hips, Iaen set the pace.


    'Twas a wild ride, with her grinding down on his scrotum. She whipped her hair around her shoulders, her own climax growing in the tightening of her feminine walls. Reaching down, easing her thigh over his, Iaen skimmed his hand up her skin to find his goal. He rubbed the sensitive nub fervently. Without words, he begged her to climax.


    He'd not gain his own satisfaction before she did. His heart pounded so hard he could hear the thump in his ears. “Please, milady,” he hadn't realized he'd said his thought aloud.


    The first tremors of her orgasm milked his manhood, pushing his seed higher.


    On her scream of ecstasy, he bucked. The gush of his seed filled her.


    Pulling her back so she reclined against him, he caressed her flat tummy. “Milady, you undo me,” he rasped out between haggard breaths.


    “Thank you,” she said on a stuttering giggle.


    Inhaling deeply, Iaen released the breath slowly.


    “Please, don't be mad at me.”


    “For?”



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter Six



    Every dog has his day, but what about the other 364 days in the year?


    


    “I asked Patricia to move into the Keep,” Jenny admitted. Her guilt for going over his head as fresh as the day he'd left. She'd been silly to think he wouldn't get angry, or that she hadn't asked him first. “She's got so many children....”


    A deep rumbling jolted through her. Was he growling like a bear that’d had his hibernation interrupted, or was he laughing? Easing off him, she was taken by surprise when he rose to his omnipresent height. “I should have asked you first. Father Thomas told me she wouldn't agree, but I had to try.”


    She bowed her head. The afterglow of the great sex they’d shared ripped away that quickly. “I just couldn't bear the thought of her having to deal with all those kids alone. And, Mary, she's become meaningful to me.” Blurting out the rote statements Father Thomas had taught her did nothing to assuage her guilty conscience. “She said she wanted to stay, so I didn't think you'd mind, but then I realized this is your home, and I couldn't undo what I already had done.”


    Unable to deny her curiosity, she glanced at him. “Tell me you're not that mad. Please, I couldn't bear it if I destroyed our marriage before it even got started.” This was a learned trait and she knew it. After her mother's death, she'd done anything for a teeny tiny drop of her father's affection or even for his attention.


    “Milady shouldnae beg,” Iaen told her plainly. He tilted her face up to his with the tips of his fingers. She stared into his eyes, darkened by the play of firelight across his strong features and hopefully still hazed from sex. “I owe you a deep debt of gratitude, milady. Forever has Patricia stubbornly refused to leave her cottage, even when I ordered her.”


    “I don't understand. Why wouldn't she want to live here? It's not like she expects special treatment. In fact, she's been a great help with Lila. If everything goes as planned, Lila might even get to join the high table this week.” It was a lie, but she had to show him she'd made some progress during his absence.


    The truth was that if Lila kept on as she was, she'd join them for a meal when hell froze over.


    “Ah, lass, the clan can be very...” he gazed at her, a frown marring his brow. She suspected he was trying to find a word she'd understand. “...hard on women who live with a man not their husband.”


    “You mean,” it was her turn to play hunt and seek for a common word, “they have gossiped about her.”


    “Aye.”


    “That's not very fair.” Insulted, she recalled the past ten days when she'd dodged rumors regarding Lila, doing minimal damage control and trying to right her boss's reputation, she sighed. Lila, like Charlzie and herself, had come to grips with what Father Thomas called 'The Veil'. They were stuck here, probably for the rest of their lives. “It's not fair at all.”


    He lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bed. A long pause of silence stretched between them as he settled her in the middle then walked around to his side. Once he'd lain next to her, he brushed a wisp of hair from her face. “Life is rarely fair, Jenny.”


    “True, but Patricia is mother to the orphans. How could they think ill of her? She works from sunup to sundown taking care of those kids.”


    “Because they can.” He adjusted her in his arms so she lay curled against his side. “I wouldnae say I agree with them, but there is naught I can do to stop the whispers.”


    “Can't you pass some sort of law, or something?”


    “They wouldnae follow it even if I did.”


    “Then how can a person ever feel like a member of the clan?”


    An exasperated sigh raised his chest then deflated it. “Jenny, you have to stop the whispers when they first start.”


    She rejected how his thick brogue turned her on. “You mean, prove them wrong from the get go and hope for the best.”


    “Gaelic, lass.”


    Realizing she'd done what she always did when she was stressed and sprinkled her statement with English; she traced her finger across an old scar on his chest. He covered her hand with his own to stop the movement. “Sorry.” She forced her brain to concentrate on the problem at hand. “How would you handle the gossip?”


    “On the morrow, I'll show you.”


    “Promise me you will.”


    “Milady, you insult me.”


    She peeked up to see him glaring at her with a hard glint. “I didn't mean to. I'm just trying to get some footing with this.”


    “On the morrow, Jenny. For now, get some sleep. You look ready to drop, wife.”


    Which was a big part of her problem. She stayed up most nights with Mary, her breath held as she waited for Lila's next stupid antic to come to light. So far, Lila had gone so far as to not only make a nuisance of herself, yet two days ago she’d clocked Malcolm over the head with a tin pitcher. He'd laughed off the incident, but Jenny couldn't.


    Some how, some way, she had to get Lila to abide someone. Hell, she'd even make a deal with the Devil at this point to get an inch of headway against the stubborn diva. “How did you get this scar?” she asked suddenly. It was a convenient excuse to get her mind off her problems.


    “When I was a young warrior, my sire taught me the necessity of keeping my eye on my opponent.”


    “Your father did this to you?” She couldn't help sounding appalled. She was. How could his father inflict that much damage on him? Levering herself up on her elbow, she took in the scar. It went from his shoulder to his sternum. Even she could see the wound hadn't been deep. It was the principle of it all.


    “Aye, 'twas either that or watch me die in battle.”


    “Oh,” she said because she couldn't think of a response. “Was he a tough man?”


    “Nay more than most other sires, I suspect. We live in a harsh land. 'Tis either die by the sword or die of old age.”


    Picking up on how he said 'of old age', she honed in on how his tone changed. “Is there something wrong with passing away an old man?” Mentally kicking herself for not knowing how to pronounce half the words she spoke, she'd taken a shot at the pronunciation and come up flat. Damn this language. “You don't want to die of old age?”


    “Nay.”


    That was it—nay? The man was an idiot. Great. I'm married to a man who would prefer to be run through by a sword than watch his children grow up. The thought slapped her. Children? Shoving the stupid concern aside, she laid back down. “Why?”


    “On the morrow, I'll show you.”


    “In other words, shut up and go to sleep.”


    “Aye.”


    She closed her eyes and tried to relax, but for the life of her, she couldn't manage to get comfortable. Problem number one was easy to figure out; she wasn't used to sleeping on her side. Problem number two was just as simple, she was waiting for Lila's next attempt to escape her bedroom, and sneak downstairs for a drink. Problem number three, she'd become used to sleeping with Mary in the room. Problem number four, the despondent expression she got every time Charlzie was allowed to visit the Keep.


    “What has you digging your nails into my flesh, lass?”


    Lost in her concerns, she hadn't the foggiest what he was talking about until she lifted her head. Even beneath his massive hand covering hers she could see her fingers clenching his skin. She opened her mouth to convey her apology when he pulled her up so they were face to face.


    He cupped her skull in his hand, his fingers tangling in her hair, when he kissed her.


    She was happy for the new distraction. Her lips moved over his, reveling in the feel of his mouth. It was soft yet firm and undeniably sensual.


    A crash from the balcony broke the spell. “Oh God, here we go again,” she muttered. Throwing back the covers, she glared at Iaen when he refused to release her. “I have to stop Lila.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I do.”


    “Lass, let her be. You cannae change her.” He brushed his fingers through her hair. “She needs to want to change.”


    “I can't let her go get drunk.”


    “Is that her decision?”


    “Well, of course it is, but you don't know how she can be when she's drunk. She'll...she'll.” Blast this damn language. “She'll cause trouble.”


    “A woman? You jest.”


    “No, I don't jest, or joke, or make idle predictions. Lila can be a real troublemaker when she wants to be, and take that as always when she's sauced.” She purposefully enunciated the word 'always' to get him to follow her meaning.


    A scream echoed through the room.


    Before Jenny even made it to the edge of the mattress, Iaen was striding across the room. “What are you doing?” She wasn't really asking about the 'what' but about his bare ass standing before the door. He was crazy to go around with his butt and jewels on display. “Shouldn't you put some clothes on?”


    He chuckled at her and opened the door just far enough to address Malcolm who was standing sentry. She listened to him say something to his subordinate. “I'm going to die of fright if you don't tell me what you said.”


    “I said,” he began after the door shut and the bolt was slid home. “I ordered Malcolm to lock her in her room.”


    “It won't stop her. She'll just make a bigger racket. Believe me, I've tried it already.”


    “Fine, then she will drown out the sounds of me bringing you satisfaction.”


    “What the hell are you doing? There are children trying to get some sleep in the far bedroom.” She backtracked her way across the bed when he stalked her with his hard on and his wolfish smile. “Iaen, it's not fair to the kids.”


    “Is it fair to you?”


    “Of course it isn't.”


    “Will you cope?”


    “Do I have a choice?” Jenny winced when Lila threw something against the adjoining wall. It was amazing how the acoustics of the Keep worked. There were at least eight inches of stone separating them and she could still hear the commotion. “You know I don't.”


    “Neither do the children. On the morrow, she will be moved to a cottage in the village.”


    “You can't be serious.”


    “I am.”


    “She'll wreak havoc on those poor innocent people. I know her, Iaen. She'll get so drunk,” her voice caught. “She'll kill herself with alcohol.” Memories of her father being rushed to the Emergency Room after a weekend long bender brought all the horror home. He'd had his stomach pumped so many times, promised her he'd go into rehab after each time he was released that she felt like she'd failed him. She had failed him. She couldn't infuse his life with her mother's steadying presence or get him to give up mourning the woman he'd loved to distraction. In her opinion, she'd practically-held-a-gun-to-his-head, killed him. “Don't do it.” Tears stung at her the corners of her eyes. “Don't make me go through that again.” The last time he'd gone into the hospital played through her mind like a super-high definition movie. He'd been throwing up blood but refused to tell her what was wrong. When he finally confessed he was sicker than he'd let on it was too late. His heart gave up just before his kidneys failed.


    “Lass, you are no more responsible for her actions, than she is able to control herself when she is deep in her cups.” He grabbed her arm, steadying her on the lip of the bed a split second before she fell to the stone floor. Gathering her in his arms, he held her through the emotional storm. “There isnae aught you can fix.”


    “I hate you, Jenny. Do you hear me? I hate you.”


    “She's screaming out the window,” Jenny explained. “She can't get to me, but she is in her own way. She's tearing me up inside.”


    “Jenny, you cannae let her destroy you.”


    Easy for you to say. You don't have to live with yourself after she pukes blood and blames you for all her mistakes. Curling into his embrace, Jenny wanted to run, just not back to the future or the past or out of the Castle Kincaid. Nope. She wanted to escape the memories that wouldn't ever leave her alone.


    “Tell me,” he prompted her when she started to babble in a nonsensical mish-mash of English, French and Gaelic. She threw in some Latin here and there, confusing the mix even more. She couldn't center on a specific language, that's how deep her confusion went.


    It wasn't so much he could understand her. Exhausted to the point her teeth ached and her body moved in robotic form, she sobbed. It was that he was willing to listen to her.


    She poured out all her worries, grief and fears in a gush. “I don't want to do this anymore. I don't want to have us live like this.”



    ***



    Iaen listened to her. The smattering he understood told him a story he detested. His lady had been put through hell, and at each turn, she'd been left very alone with her guilt. “Shh,” he whispered when her tears were finally spent.


    Laying her back on her pillow, he held her close. The whole time he waited for her breathing to even out, he came to grips with a bitter truth. Jenny had faced as much, if not more, than he had during her life. She was a warrior, but she was also a woman. She needed to be held—to have someone hear her—the penchant reminded him of his mother.


    Brushing the remaining tears from her cheeks, he kissed her forehead. Assured she was fast asleep, he exited the bed. He knew exactly what he was going to do and precisely where he'd begin to heal his lady's troubled heart.


    Lila was about to spend her last moments in their home.


    Shoving his legs into his chauces, he strode out of the room bare-chested. He noted the people standing on his balcony. “Patricia, is Mary asleep?”


    “Nay. 'Twould take death for her to sleep through all the caterwauling. Miss Lila is in a fit tonight. That be for sure, milord.”


    “See Mary is placed with milady and don't leave them until I return.”


    “At once, milord.”


    “Elspeth, stay with Patricia's elder children. They may worry for her safety and try to leave the room. Malcolm, go with her. I'll not have frightened children in harm's way if I could have prevented it.” And in harm's way they could possibly be, Iaen thought when another clang echoed through the Great Hall.


    “Aye, milord,” the cook responded. The two women dashed down the balcony. Malcolm followed a few paces behind them.


    “Father Thomas, you are with me.”


    “She's throwing her water pitcher about, milord,” the priest confided. “'Tis the only weapon she has aside from the tin cup milady has allowed her to use. Her supper tray was removed hours ago.”


    “Thank God for small favors.”


    “You think this wise? She's harboring a demon. A vile child born in the pits of Hell. I swear she is.”


    “Are you saying she's possessed?” Iaen forced his hand to remain at his side instead of signing the cross. Even he couldnae shake the fear of being in the presence of the possessed. This was a new fly in the ointment. Possession! 'Twould the devil enter his home? Aye. By any easy path or means available to him would he infiltrate Kincaid and with glee in his red eyes, too.


    “'Tis likely, milord,” Father Thomas admitted as Iaen turned the key in the lock. “I have petitioned Edinburgh for the right to excise her demons, but have not received a response. I could attempt the rites without approval, but I have nay experience to call upon. She is the first I've met who carries an evil spirit. 'Tis sad that I didnae conclude the truth afore she was well established in this chamber.” A scowl creased Father Thomas' brow.


    “You think the demon has taken up residence in the Keep?”


    “Nay. The demon doesnae wish to give up the body it inhabits.”


    “I am placing her in one of the village's empty cottages.” Iaen's hand stilled from turning the iron ring. His limited options mocked him. 'Struth, there was only one way to free Lila. Exorcism. “There, you must release the demon from her.”


    “'Twould be best if you took her as far away from the clan as possible. The demon may find another soul if not captured or sent back to its creator.” Father Thomas nodded. “I will try my best, milord, but I will need help. Men to hold her down and 'twould be best if a seminarian joined me during the undertaking. This is a very powerful demon, milord. The task ahead is daunting, exhausting.”


    “There are a few hovels on the riverbank which are inhabitable.” He slowly turned the ring gripped in his hand. “Call upon whoever you need. If I have to, I will fetch a priest from the monastery myself.” 'Twas a long ride, but well worth it. He couldnae have a demon roaming the countryside.


    “My thanks, milord.”


    He refused to think of the clan's reactions to the news. Gossip, the likes that couldnae be halted with a glare or muttered word became his focus. Would the clan consider Charlzie or Jenny possessed simply for no better reason than they had appeared at the same time? The sickening answer was, ‘aye, they would’.


    He ripped his cognizant thoughts away from his hideous musings. There was but a simple truth. The exorcism would have to occur quietly if at all possible and as far away from the main body of the clan as he could find. “Let us be at it then.”


    “Milord, you do understand what must be done if the demon refuses to leave her. I cannae change the Holy Canon.”


    Iaen imagined his clan working in a frenzy to plant a caber in the ice-hardened ground and bundling up kindling to burn the woman. A bitter taste filled his mouth. Never afore had there been a witch’s bed on Kincaid land. He was loathe to have his acceptance of the practice planting a seed in his clan's minds. He'd not have them take to burning aught or many because of fear. 'Twas not acceptable to his way of thinking, but he couldnae put the clan at risk either. The demon, if there was one, needed to leave this place. “Aye.” He swallowed hard, hating the idea of sentencing a woman to death by fire if the rites didn't work or if he couldnae explain away her irritating behavior. If the clan was convinced beyond sane measure that Lila harbored an unholy soul, there would be hell to pay. A chill stiffened Iaen's spine. His main concern centered on the woman lying in his bed. Guilty by association. Over my rotting corpse. He mused as he entered the pitch black chamber. “I understand.”


    He dodged the pitcher thrown at his head.


    Peering into the darkness, Iaen made out a sight that froze the blood in his veins. A repulsive smell reeked from the woman sitting on the mat, smiling at him. Lila, who had never been beautiful in his opinion, looked as if she'd suffered through five gales and never cleansed herself afterward. Dressed in a homespun gown, she needed to gain a stone to survive the tough Highland winter. The food. Aye. That was the smell. She had thrown it out the window but hadn't thought of the wind splattering it across the tower's exterior wall. “Father, do not enter.”


    He frowned at the scene illuminated by the light filtering in from the torch-lit balcony. Across the walls and over the floor, she'd scribbled words and pictures he didnae understand. “You should take better care of yourself, Lila,” he taunted, tempting her anger to make her unpredictable, reckless. He listened to Father Thomas translate his statement into a new, oblique language.


    He waited for Thomas to relate her caustic reply. “Yeah. Right. Like you know the first thing about me.”


    Iaen threw a glance over his shoulder to see Father Thomas standing in the doorway. He listened to his next translation which made not a lick of sense. It appeared not only had his wife put her mind to adapting to their way but Father Thomas had familiarized himself with the woman's native language. “What would you tell me about yourself?”


    She didn't even wait for Thomas to finish telling her what Iaen had said.


    “Are you stupid? You don't know who I am?” She pushed herself up. Craning her head back as far as she could, she peered down her nose at him. He might not understand every word she said, Father Thomas' translation sketchy at best, but he saw rebellion brewing in her obstinate expression. “I own the world. It's my oyster, my cup of tea, and my domain. I'm just playing along with you until my father comes for me. He will.” She paused, her chest heaving with frustration or anxiety. “You can tell that little bitch in the next room that I'm not buying her delusion. I know this isn't anything more than a stupid publicity stunt.”


    Having heard the words Thomas repeated and not understanding half of them, Iaen knew it was time to end this game. “Really?” He walked up to her and prepared himself for a fight.


    “Yeah.” Lila spat on him. “So you can tell her to knock it off and call me a cab. But she better understand this now, she'll never work in LA when I get done with her. No fucking way will I give her a reference. Everybody knows I'm one mean bitch when I want to be. Right now, I'm going to get my way.”


    She didn't put up a fight. Nay, she left with him under her own power. Iaen caught her when she flinched back from the too bright lights.


    “I want my daddy to know I hate him, too. He's a sick son of a bitch, and I'll never forgive him. Fuck, I'll sue him for emotional abuse and kidnapping once I'm freed.”


    “Milord, she doesn't believe she's in the past.”


    'Twasn't afore that moment that Iaen really believed The Veil existed. “Tell her, I'm going to take her to her sire. After she's reunited with him, I could care less what happens to her.”


    Father Thomas nodded and he relayed the information. “She isnae going to believe you, milord.”


    “That is not the issue. Donnae, under aught circumstances, have milady enter that room until it is thoroughly cleansed of Lila's evil.”


    “You wish me to cleanse the room, milord?”


    “Aye. It reeks of Hell.” 'Twas a way of keeping the clan out of the room, too. He'd use their superstition against them. He'd put Elspeth and Patricia to the task once he returned.


    “Ah,” Father Thomas toned. “'Twill be done as soon as it is scrubbed from ceiling to floor. I'll have to pick the right evergreen to burn as incense.”


    “That's my intention, Father. I want no reminder of Lila living within these walls to remain.”


    “Hey, look, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Oh So Handsome, I know you hooked up with Jenny, but that's water under the bridge. I can give you one of the best blow jobs you ever got. I even go anal.”


    Escorting her down the stairs, Iaen didnae know what she said and didnae care. Father Thomas walked a few paces sounding as if he couldnae make hide or hair of her meaning. “Thank you, Miss Lila.”


    “You want to try me out? Take me on? I'll tell you this, I'm better than the current chief slut and cock sucker. Give me a whirl. I'm good.” She ran a finger across his collar bone then headed her touch south, pinching his nipple between her thumb and forefinger. “I'll try anything once—or in my case, open my eyes to the wild and kinky form of a Scottish fuck. Hell, I'm game for anything.”


    “I cannae tell you, milord. It's the demon talking.”


    Stupid, stubborn or possessed, Iaen was at a loss as to what to make of her blathering. Speaking in tongues took on new meaning when she whispered what he supposed was an illicit threat against his chest. He escorted Lila into the Great Hall. He met his downstairs guard with a frown. “See she's taken to Patricia's old cottage. I'll join you shortly.”


    “Aye, milord.”


    “Father, tell me who at the seminary is qualified to assist you.”


    “The monsignor would serve us well. Wait here, milord, I'll send him a quickly penned missive to explain the situation.”


    Iaen stared up at his chamber door. “Pray for me, milady.”


    For at that time, Iaen felt he needed all the prayers in the world to see him through the next few days.



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter Seven



    And just when you thought the world had turned to sunbeams and kisses—yeah, right.


    


    Jenny stretched. “Sorry,” she said to Mary. “I'm not used to sleeping next to someone, especially not a pint-sized midget.” Trying to shift her weight back, Jenny became grossly aware of a firm wall behind her.


    A rumbling chuckle from Iaen competed with the anxious movements of the baby. “Shh, it's all right, sweet bairn.” She rubbed her hand over the baby's downy head. Mary settled herself by suckling on her fist. “He isn't always the best mannered man I've ever met, but he's harmless.”


    “The hell I am harmless.”


    “Milady, I'll take Mary back to our room,” Patricia whispered before she plucked the swaddled babe from beside her.


    Immediately awake, Jenny flopped over onto her back. “Iaen Kincaid, what are you up to?” Jenny's gaze snapped to the arrow slit. It wasn't even dawn yet.


    “There is no trickery afoot, my lady. 'Tis a husband's privilege to sleep with his wife. Though I will admit I regretted not coming to bed sooner for I fear Mary and you take all the space and leave me with a pittance.”


    She laughed at him. “In my time they call that a woman's prerogative. We get to hog all the covers and you get to cling to the edge of the mattress. I have to admit, I'm notorious for taking up all the bed.” Even as she said it, she rolled over to give him more room. “Mary also needs her space.”


    “Aye. For a bairn, she already knows she commands the bedchamber and more to the point, has the right to rule the most territory in the bed.” He scooted over as she made room for him.


    “I'm sorry I fell asleep on you.” Thinking she was missing something, Jenny levered her torso into a sitting position. “It's very quiet in here.” She turned a worried glare to his handsome face. “Where's Lila?”


    “Safe.”


    “That's not a precise answer.”


    “She's been moved out of the Keep, as I said she would be. Father Thomas is taking care of her.”


    “You are crazy.” She scurried from beneath the covers. “She'll have the whole village after her.”


    Iaen sighed before he threw back the sheet and quilt. “Milady, she's not hurt, nor is she possessed.”


    “What? Possessed?” Jenny shook her head. Married to an idiot, she reminded herself. “She's not possessed. She's an alcoholic. A person who is so attached to the bottle she'll beg, borrow or steal to get a drink. She'll screw anything with a dick to get her way.” Good God, what was she saying? The bigger dagger hitting her hard was Iaen had removed Lila from the Keep. “Tell me she didn't….” Her words got caught behind the clog of emotions gathering in her throat. You're dealing with Lila here. Don't forget, he said, you couldn't fix her and, to a certain degree, she shouldn't interfere. She should let Lila make her own decisions.


    Unfortunately, Jenny knew how Lila operated. “Did she seduce you?” As much as thinking about Iaen with her ex-boss killed a part of her, Jenny also knew Iaen would never be happy with a woman like her. She was too forthright, too independent. She'd taken life as it came, regretted what she couldn't change and dealt with what she could. The facet of her ex-boss that was etched in stone was Lila knew what she wanted, and more disgusting, she knew how to get it.


    Sex. It wasn't any different than what she'd done the night before. She'd screwed Iaen to get her way. His gratitude was the least expected response, but she knew she was screwing her way to his heart and to get her way.


    How many times had she heard Lila say the same thing in gruesomely explicit detail? Hell, she'd called one bad boy rocker a wimp in the sack as she flashed the diamond bracelet she'd gotten from him. Damn it, she'd beat the air out of an Oscar nominated actor's sails by fucking him then spreading around a rumor he was either a closet homosexual or dick challenged. “What have you done?”


    The bigger question was could she forgive Iaen if he ‘fessed up to an illicit affair with a bimbo who was going through withdrawal. The answer was a defined—no.


    Fuck, she couldn't even blame Lila this go 'round. Her ex-boss was weak, vulnerable and sex was her weapon of choice. She'd tried to warn Iaen not to take Lila on, more than aware of the danger she was. Lila would never care who she hurt. Hell no, she kept her eye on the prize and plotted out the easiest way to get there.


    “Jenny, what are you babbling about?”


    “I know what you did.” A knifing pain attacked her heart. “You screwed Lila.” She jumped out of the way when he reached for her. “Don't touch me.” Slashing her hand through the air, she blinked back tears. I'm so pathetic it’s ridiculous.


    Her skin literally crawled at the thought of being Lila's sloppy seconds. “How could you?” She willed the floor to open up and swallow her whole. Forcing her pride to the fore, she lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. The whole time she exuded bravado, tears shrouded her sight. “Fine. If you want to call it quits, I'm okay with that. Just don't say I didn't warn you about Lila.” Have a good time in your misery.


    It was too much to take. The thought of Iaen with the wild and kinky Lila killed a part of her. “Don't worry about me. I'll be fine.” Like you'd care about poor, pitiful Jenny.


    “Jenny? What's wrong?”


    She'd just woken up and already she was exhausted. “What do you want from me? Do you want me to turn a blind eye to your affair with Lila? I can't do it.” She knew she was jumping to conclusions, but what the fuck was she supposed to think? Iaen was a real stud. It wasn't like Lila would let him out of her talons for long, especially since he wasn't her exclusive property.


    “Come here.” He held out his hand to her.


    “Did you?”


    “Would you believe me if I said nay?”


    God knows she wanted to believe him. “I don't know. It's not that I don't want to, but she's stolen more boyfriends from her enemies and friends than I can count.”


    He heaved an exasperated sigh. “I moved her to Patricia's cottage. That's all.”


    “She didn't try to seduce you?”


    “Aye.”


    “She—” Jenny couldn't go on. She waved at the bed. “Did you?”


    “I took her to the cottage and turned her over to Father Thomas. After that I rode to the monastery where I appealed to the Monsignor for assistance with Lila's exorcism. 'Twas a waste of time, but I have a duty to fulfill. I never thought of nor would I have taken Lila to bed.” He let his sentence hang between them for a pregnant pause. “Even if I had the inclination, wife, when would you have liked me to bed her?”


    “Oh, sorry. I didn't know.” Her excuse sounded lame to her own ears. “It's just that....”


    He cut her off by holding up his hand. “You donnae trust me.”


    “I didn't say that. It's just everything.” It was that she had been treated to how Lila operated with first hand accounts of her exploits from bed to bed and club to club. She didn't care where. Nope, her focus was who and what she could gain by petty vengeance. “You wouldn't understand.”


    “Get dressed.”


    “Why?”


    “I'm taking you to where I find my understanding and reaffirm my beliefs.”


    “Okay.”


    “I'll have Elspeth pack for you. We'll be gone several days.”


    “I'm not in the mood for a long trip.” Hell, she doubted she could make it down the stairs before she collapsed.


    “Did I say you were given a choice?”


    “No, you didn't. It doesn't matter, I still can't leave. Lila needs me.”


    “Lila is in the care of Father Thomas,” he reminded her.


    “Charlzie doesn't appear very happy. Would you have me be selfish when I'm supposed to counsel her?” Like I have the wisdom to get Charlzie out of her current funk. She was seeking any excuse to not go with him and hated how he'd backed her into a corner.


    “We'll heal their union after we deal with our own.”


    “Iaen, I can't leave.” She watched him dress, and with every article of clothing he added, he changed bit by bit into the unbending Laird of the Clan Kincaid.


    “Be ready before the bells toll,” he said before he closed the door behind him.


    Left with no options, Jenny gathered her chemise and her gown. She dropped the blanket she'd wrapped around her body, and tugged on her chemise. “This is stupid,” she mumbled under her breath. “Leave the Keep in the dead of winter? Who the hell do you think you are?”


    She had her answer as soon as the words left her mouth.


    Iaen was Laird.


    The ultimate authority in the clan. He judged conflicts between clansmen and negotiated settlements when the cause called for it. He was judge, jury and at times—executioner. He had the power to call for a man to be hanged by the neck until dead or flogged through the streets, which meant beaten by any man who had a whip, whether they knew how to wield it or not.


    She mopped her face with her hand. Her gown, clutched tightly in her fist fell onto the bed. Staring at it, the brilliant blue-colored cloth landed in a puddle and depressed her more. It wasn't so much the color but the acknowledgment she was at his mercy.


    Iaen controlled this slice of the world because he lorded over the land. Not only authoritatively but an extension of his people—his clan.


    She didn't even understand the basics of the clan but a point was apparent, she was in the pits of a frigid nightmare. Yeah, she was learning the language and how to dress, but the mentality, that bullish stubborn attitude, kept her on her toes.


    As if fate was trying to prove her point, the wind howled outside the animal skin shrouded arrow slit.


    Grabbing the gown from the bed and clutching it close to her chest, Jenny hugged her garb. She longed for some warmth to thaw her fear. She stared at the fire willing the dying flames to warm her.


    Holding her left hand out to the embers, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt she was in the dire straits.


    No, she wasn't. She was confused. Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, she reviewed her time in the past. Stuck here, she had to adapt, or at least that was what Father Thomas told her. So far, she hadn't done too badly. She was jumping to conclusions in certain instances, but that was natural. As Lila's personal assistant, she concluded exactly what would happen so she could counteract it later.


    Truthfully, she had to get over the twenty-first century and get into this time.


    That involved getting along with Iaen. Especially since she couldn't expect him to act like a modern guy. Part of the problem with what happened this morning was she had expected him to act like one of Lila's conquests.


    All of those guys paled in comparison to Iaen.


    Get it together.


    A knock on the door shattered her thoughts. “Come in,” she called.


    “Good morn, milady. Milord requested I help you pack. 'Tis wonderful he's taking you to the border.”


    “Do you know why?” Feeling her cheeks flame with a blush, Jenny hid her embarrassment by donning her gown. She busied herself with tightening the laces.


    “Milord always goes there this time of the year.” Elspeth informed as she putzed around the room. She gathered the other two gowns in Jenny's wardrobe, plus her undergarments. “'Tis a tradition in his family as his sire did, too. Last year, milord returned with strings of fish, a fair amount of rabbits and a boar for the Christmastide table.”


    “You mean this is a hunting trip?”


    “Aye.” Elspeth didn't appear phased by Jenny's outraged gasp.


    “I am so screwed.”



    ***



    No matter her argument, or how she pleaded, Iaen wouldn't bend. She was going with him, end of story. He was nice enough to give her a crash course in horseback riding.


    Her filly was as docile as a house cat and she learned it would follow Iaen's stallion to the ends of the earth if given the opportunity. Iaen lifted her into the saddle, sending a flurry of electric shocks up her side. He adjusted her heavy cloak around her and made sure she gripped the reins correctly. “What's her name?”


    “She doesnae have one.”


    “What do you call her then?”


    “Horse.”


    That wouldn't do. If she was going to spend days on a horse's back, she had to call it something. “Can I name her?”


    “You may do with her what you wish.” Iaen gained his saddle. “She is yours.”


    “You can't be serious?”


    “Wife, when have you known me to jest?”


    Good point. She didn't even have to snap the reins or nudge the filly into a walk. The moment the stallion moved, so did her horse. “I think I'll name her Buttercup. That was my first pet's name.” It was also her clue to the half dozen passwords of programs she'd worked in back in the future. A sudden solemnness flowed over her. “Maybe not,” she mumbled.


    “Milady, there are times for tears and times for joy. This is a time for joy.”


    They hadn't even left the courtyard and she was already melancholy. “You're right.” She nodded. Amazed, she watched the villagers come out from their cottages to bid them farewell. When in doubt, nod. The memory of Charlzie and her on that first morning brought a smile to her lips.


    The crowd lining the road cheered. Even Iaen turned to stare at her, pride sparkling in his blue eyes. Nothing like a fortunate accident.


    “Serendipity,” she whispered. “A fortunate accident.” Keeping her smile in place and nodding when they came to the next family, she thought about serendipity.


    Father Thomas had related the story behind The Veil. Its purpose. She hadn't bought the wild tale of the anomaly snatching a person from the future to whisk them back in time with the intent that the 'traveler' find true love in the past. The evidence of what she saw in the office, then her time here had almost proved to her The Veil existed. It was its ulterior motive that eluded her.


    Fairy tales and fantasies were fine in romantic comedies, but this was life—real life. Her life.


    She'd never had anything fortunate happen to her. Then again, she'd never won even five dollars from a scratch-off lottery ticket or the door prize from a basket bingo, raffle, what have you. It was her closely kept secret, but she honestly believed she'd been born beneath an unlucky star.


    Her gaze flowed over the rugged beauty of Kincaid land. The rush of the river lent to the ambiance. In her imagination, she could see the moors covered with heather. The light dusting of snow lent an ethereal feel to the place.


    “Milady?”


    “Sorry, I zoned out for a moment.” She winced when she responded in English. “I'm distracted.” Flubbing even that much of her explanation, she knew what she had to do. Let go of the future, the ways and all that, and focus on her life with Iaen. “I'm confused.” Now there was a phrase she definitely had down.


    “That's to be expected.” He reined in. Easing the filly forward so the horses were side by side, he stared at her.


    She reached for him and he obliged her by dipping his head. The power of his kiss shuddered through her.


    A roar of approval shattered the moment.


    Iaen lifted his head. “Welcome to the Clan Kincaid, milady.”


    She held up a finger. “What was that about?”


    “'Twas what my father did to my mother whenever he took her to the border. The clan has come to see it as a sign that all is well between the Laird and his Lady.”


    “Oh.” That makes sense—in a parallel universe.


    

    


    Chapter Eight



    Did you ever read the story about the little engine that could?


    


    Jenny hung onto the high pommel, her heart racing. “This isn't a good idea.”


    “Calm thyself. We're nearly there.”


    Great. That they were nearly there wasn't good enough. Hell no. That they were riding a narrow trail up a steep hill was. He'd already taken her reins to guide the filly, but knowing Serendipity was in safe hands didn't mean squat. She wanted that safety net wrapped around her. “I hate this.”


    A scream lit from her throat when Serendipity lost her footing. “Stop laughing at me,” she shouted at Iaen when he started to chuckle. “This is not funny. I hate heights.”


    “You can open your eyes, Jenny.”


    Calling up every ounce of courage she possessed, Jenny cracked her left eye then her right. “Oh, my.”


    The view stretching out before her was spectacular. Rolling hills dotted with cottages. She could also see why Iaen came here to hunt. The land below her teemed with wildlife. Her lips formed a perfect 'o' when the shaggy coat of a deer moved into her line of sight. The animal nuzzled something hidden by the high grass. A happy smile crossed her features when a smaller version of the mother peeked its head up and trotted off. It was a scene right out of a travel brochure. “Where are we?”


    “This is the highest moor on Kincaid land. Every year I come here to reaffirm why I am Laird.” He swept his arm in an arc. Steering them around, he pointed to the north. “That is Clan Wulfson's territory.”


    “Your mother was from there. Something about she married your father to secure peace between the Kincaids and the barbarians to the north. Elspeth told me.” She rushed at the end, hoping she didn't get Elspeth into trouble.


    “Aye.” He nodded.


    She watched him close his eyes. Clamping her lips tight, she waited while he silently said something. Inherently, she knew he was praying the coming year was a good one. Staring down at her gloved hands, she added her own prayers to his.


    “You do me proud, milady.”


    A pang of a foreign emotion chugged in her heart and her smile bloomed. Finishing her prayer, she exhaled slowly. Her gaze immediately sought his. “I could say the same about you.” She meant it.


    He threw back his head and laughed. She was about to ask him what had him acting like an escapee from the asylum when he pulled her onto his lap and headed for the trail at a breakneck pace.


    “What's up?” The whistle of an arrow slicing through the air had her clinging to him. “Maybe it was a wild shot.” Oh, please let it be a wild shot. A misguided hunter or a nearsighted local.


    A sharp gasp and a quick inhalation hit her ears.


    “It came from across the border.”


    “I don't understand.”


    “The Wulfson knows my practice of coming here to hunt for the Christmastide feast.”


    “Are you saying he was aiming for you?”


    “Keep your head down.”


    She didn't breathe until they were halfway down the moor. “Jiminy Crickets. What was that all about?” She listened to the heavy thud of his heartbeat. Unlike the few romances she'd read, the sound of his heart beating didn't comfort her. If anything, it made her nervousness grow.


    Iaen heaved a sigh. “I donnae know.”


    “Did you hear it hit?” She knew she'd heard it slice through the air but hadn't seen it tear past her.


    “Lass, the arrow is in my arm.”


    “You can't be serious.” She tilted her gaze to his face. “Okay. Okay. I know, you don't jest.” Her gaze dashed everywhere and nowhere. “Why aren't you stopping?” she asked once they reached the base of the moor.


    “I'll not have you in danger.”


    “How could I be in danger? The hill separates us from them.”


    “If they were to pursue us, the only thing between you and them is my back.”


    “Stop the macho bull and stop the horse so I can see how bad the damage is.”


    “Nay.”


    “Nay?” Pig headed idiot. “Are we going to fight about this?”


    “Only if you choose to order me to rein in.”


    “What if I say pretty please?” She even turned on her best sickeningly sweet tone.


    “Nay.”


    “Iaen, what if you are really hurt? I couldn't find my way back to Castle Kincaid. I'll starve to death in a day.”


    “Wife, calm thyself. You forget, I am never alone. There are at least half a dozen crofters watching us.”


    “I don't see anybody.” Curling her fingers into the thick material covering his chest, she hung on for dear life. Fear gripped her heart. She couldn't take this. What if he died? Born beneath an unlucky star—yep, that was her. Born to watch the people she loved meet untimely deaths—that was her, too.


    “That's because you are hiding your face against my cloak. If you'd but look.”


    “Iaen, I'm scared.” Cautiously peeking to the side, she saw several men running toward them, all wearing the black, gold and green plaid of Clan Kincaid. Some carried long bows, arrows nocked, poised to fly. “Are we going back to the castle?” She willed him to tell her they were going home.


    “Nay, we'll stay in the Laird's cottage tonight.”


    “Milord,” a crofter called. “Did you see who shot at you?”


    Iaen shook his head. “Assist my lady onto her horse and see she is taken to the Laird's cottage.”


    “I won't leave you.” She gripped his cloak with all her might.


    “Shh, I'll be only a few moments.” He tossed his reins to a farmer. Brushing his hand down her hair, he laid a kiss to her head. “Trust me, sweetling.”



    ***



    With the crofter's help, Iaen managed to get Jenny to release him. Once she was off his lap, he swung his leg over the back of the Black.


    “'Tis luck your mantle caught most of the damage, milord.”


    “Aye,” Iaen agreed as he reached across his chest and pulled the arrow out. He'd known his cloak had taken most of the damage.


    “Let me see,” Jenny was at his side before aught could stop her. She lifted his mantle away searched the spot. “You scared the hell out of me for a scratch. It's hardly even bleeding.” She balled up her fist and punched him square in the chest. “Ow.”


    His little warrior was back in true form and if the sparkle of anger dancing in her eyes was any indication, she'd gladly run him through. Wrapping her in his embrace, he drank in a lungful of air then expelled it slowly. If Jenny had been injured, by God, the ground would run red with Wulfson blood.


    “I'd sleep with one eye open this eve, milord.” A crofter teased him.


    Iaen chuckled with him, but sobered quickly. 'Twas the feel of her nuzzling his chest that brought up all his fury. “Jenny, go with Oswald. I promise I'll not be long.”


    He gritted his teeth when he saw the tears swimming in her eyes. “You've naught to fear.” Tucking an errant curl behind her ear, he brushed his fingers down her cheek.


    “What if I'm worried for you?”


    “'Twill take more than an arrow to lay me low,” he lied, he hoped convincingly. “Go, milady. I'd know you are safe.”


    “Okay.” She released him with reluctance.


    He whistled for Serendipity. The loyal filly trotted to where they stood. Lifting Jenny into the saddle, he sent her a wink of reassurance. “Until later, milady.”


    She managed a nod but she looked so unhappy his heart hurt for her. “I'll be waiting.” Her fingers wrapped around the high pommel as Oswald led her away.


    Iaen waited until he was sure Jenny was out of earshot. Racing back up to the top of the moor, he stood on the dry winter grass. Bracing his feet wide, he propped his fists on his hips. This insult was inexcusable. He scanned the border. “If you want me, here I stand!”


    Behind him, he heard the crofters make the trek.


    “Wulfson!”


    His sword sang from its home. Holding his blade aloft, he ground his teeth together. Anger surged through his veins. The arrow hadnae been meant for him. Nay. 'Twas meant for Jenny. Why would Laird Wulfson want to harm Jenny? “Meet me like a warrior, you coward!”


    His challenge echoed over the land. Afore the final reverberation fell off, Iaen's battle cry rent the air twain.


    Spinning around on the heel of his boot, Iaen headed for the Laird's cottage and Jenny.


    His gaze slid to the sun dipping low on the horizon, he sighed. 'Twas too late to head for home and sound a warning. It also didn't help that he couldnae leave Jenny unguarded in the crofter's cottage his sire had stayed in when he hunted for the holiday banquet. He'd followed the tradition of taking on a hunt the same way his sire had, and stayed in the cottage. In a way, it took him back to his childhood.


    Some of his happiest memories revolved around coming to the border for these few days.


    A shrill whistle rent the air. His stallion trotted over to meet him at the base. With his footsteps rustling the grass, he gained his saddle. He noted a young boy standing near whom he suspected was his father.


    The filly.


    Aye, Serendipity could make the trip in half the time with a light rider. “Lad, I need you to take a message to Castle Kincaid. Can you do it?”


    The boy didnae look to his father, but took several steps forward. He nodded.


    Iaen waited for the boy to finish his short trip and addressed him when he stood beside his warhorse. “I'm sending you on an important task.” Offering the boy his hand, he pulled him up behind him. “Listen to me carefully, lad. This is what I need you to do.”



    ***



    Jenny was as antsy as all get out. Her reaction to Iaen's wound was unforgivable. Hell, she hadn't even had the common sense to wait until they were in the privacy of the cottage before she let loose on her anger.


    He was probably going to kill her for acting like a twit and she couldn't muster up a drop of self-righteous indignation. She was his lady. The nodding, gently smiling countenance who didn't lose her temper with the lowliest member of the clan. A fresh blast of warmth crept up her face. Pressing her palms to her cheeks, she heaved another sigh.


    She'd really screwed up this time.


    If she was geared like Lila, she'd have found a way to blame Iaen. Her already guilty conscience wouldn't let her go down that road. It wasn't how she'd been raised either.


    If you make a mistake, fess up and hope to God it wasn't too late.


    It was a bit of her mother's advice she'd taken to heart. Dammit. If she knew Iaen better, she could come up with a way to make it up to him. In the very least, she could project his response to her stupidity.


    Shifting her head when the door opened, she bit her lip at Iaen's frowning face. “I'm sorry about yelling at you,” she apologized in a rush. “I don't know what's gotten into me. To talk to you like that, and in front of your clansmen, was unforgivable.”


    Her body froze as he slid the bolt home. Her pulse blasted in her ears while he removed his cloak and placed it on the peg next to hers. There was something intimate about seeing the two garments side by side. Intimidating, too. His was huge. Hers, not so much. “Iaen, I can't tell you how sorry I am. Please, forgive me.” She stood when he kept moving closer. “I'll do anything to make it up to you.”


    He strode forward, his frown deepening into a scowl. “Are you afraid of me, wife?”


    Damn straight she was. She shook her head. “Maybe a little.” Okay, that was terribly definitive. Step for step, he tracked her around the table. “No,” she squealed as he caught her.


    “Do you expect me to beat you, wife?”


    Jerked against him, her hands plastered to his tunic-covered chest, the rock hard muscles beneath her palms had her shivering with fear. The forearm holding her firmly to his frame didn't leave a doubt that Iaen did what he wanted to, when he wanted to do it.


    “'Tis a simple aye or nay question.”


    “I know it is.” What do you expect me to say? Sure, go ahead and hit me if it makes you feel better. Plucking up her courage, she blurted out the first thing that sprang to the tip of her tongue. “I think beating a woman is deplorable.”


    The exasperated rush of air wafting across her hair warned her to keep her wits about her. “I hate the idea,” she corrected in the right language.


    “Good.”


    “Huh?”


    “I donnae wish to repeat myself.”


    “Okay.”


    His gaze drilled into the top of her head. “You may speak your mind to me, though I prefer it be behind the closed door of our chamber.”


    “Really?” She couldn't have heard him right.


    “Aye.”


    It reminded her of the relationship her parents had. They weren't perfect. Nope. They had arguments, but when they did, they didn't throw verbal barbs at each other around her. Instead, they'd go to their bedroom, shut the door and get it out in the open where they could deal with it. A few times, she heard the shouting, a few curses or a threat of separation, but it was all bluster. Normally, supper, or if the disagreement happened late at night, breakfast the next morning was a chilly affair, but by the time her dad got home from work, all was practically fine. “How is your arm?”


    “Would you clean the wound for me?”


    A shadow of a smile slipped across her lips. He dipped his head to nibble on her ear lobe. Delicious tingles traveled up her arms and her nipples hardened to tight buds. “Are you giving me busy work, milord?”


    “That I am, milady.” He stroked his hand up her back to twine his fingers in her hair. The other went south to cup her ass through the layers of clothing. The firm grip, massaged her tender flesh, and pulled her against his erection nestled into her belly. A soft gasp rushed from her lungs.


    A quiver of desire strolled up her inner thighs to mingle in her core. “Yes,” she whispered when he picked her up and set her on the tabletop. They weren't even naked yet but her brain was already spinning in a sensual haze. Tugging on his long hair, she steered his mouth to hers. Initiating the kiss, emboldened by him, she slanted her lips on his.


    He growled when she didn't deepen the kiss. Her brief stint at being in the lead ended in the sweep of his tongue across her lips and his gentle grip on breast. The truth was she liked how they came to an unspoken compromise with sex. When she fell short, he took over. When he was uncertain if she was game, such as last night when she'd initiated a different position, he accepted the change with gusto. An addictive gusto she wanted to foster.


    Surprisingly, she like her men open minded.


    Curling her arms around his shoulders, their tongues mating, she squirmed against him. Her body desperate for his. The table was hard against her back, but she didn't care. All that mattered was the man doing amazing things to her body. She quivered when he bunched her skirt around her hips, his hand smoothing over her naked thighs to where her panties covered her heat.


    His fingers stilled.


    She gazed at him, her blush returning. “Sorry, I can't get used to drawers.”


    Other than the baggy wool long-john-esque underwear being about as sexy as a parent lecturing a teenager on the birds and the bees, she had a real problem with the knowledge they were hand-me-downs. There was just something about that truth which turned her completely off.


    He straightened, stripped off his tunic and tossed it aside. The play of his muscles, the firelight turning his skin a burnished gold hue, had her back in the mood. The anticipation became a palpable energy in the ether.


    His blue eyes darkened. Easing her panties down, he laid a kiss to her knee. Her underwear followed the path of his tunic. She couldn’t have cared less where they landed.


    A long line of kisses traced up her thigh. His lips leading the way until she was shaking with lust. So close. So damn close. She silently beckoned him to send her into the passionate stratosphere.


    The first tease of his tongue across her wet folds would have jerked her off the table had he not held her down with a hand settled on her chest. Through her bodice, he massaged her aching breast until her already hard nipples became painful nubs.


    She wanted him—now.


    Her back arched as he eased her calf onto his shoulder and his hot breath on her femininity made her crazy for him. She bucked when he held her free thigh down. Open to him, the throb in the pit of her belly turned to a driving pound. “Please,” she cried.


    The gentle stroke of his tongue across her clit was pure bliss. Then he inserted his finger, and added another. Squirming, urgency enveloped her. She started to gasp. The more his mouth worked on her and his fingers moved in her, the thicker the haze of desire.


    “Iaen!” she cried when he moved away.


    “Easy, lass.” Leaning over her, he made quick work of her laces. Releasing her breasts, he feasted. He suckled and nipped until she writhed. Tension built in her until she felt ready to snap. She braced her hands on the worn smooth surface of the table and arched her back.


    “Yes,” she moaned when he jerked her against his fabric-covered cock. “I want you.”


    She was more than ready for him. “Oh, God. Oh, God.” Anticipating his next move, her gaze slashed from his face to the thick line of dark hair cutting a bee-line to his erection. As if in slow motion, he undid the ties and released his cock. It was a scene right out of a porno. He was the hot hunk of muscle and she was at his mercy with her ankle propped decadently on his shoulder.


    Jenny sucked in a deep breath and released it slowly. “I can't wait any longer.” Hell no. She sensed he was in the same situation. Her eyes returned to his face. “Iaen, don't torment me.”


    Abiding her, he slammed into her, and forced a scream of ecstasy from her throat. He wrapped his hand around her shoulder, the other cupped her bottom. There was nothing measured about his thrusts this time.


    He plunged into her with abandon. His thick shaft filled her completely. Each thrust bringing her sensitive nub into contact with the base until she couldn't hold back.


    Contractions ripped through her all the way down to her toes. “Don't stop,” she hadn't realized she'd screamed her command until he chuckled.


    She'd never been multi-orgasmic, but damn. She wanted to feel her climax again. Wanted him to come with her. “Give it to me, Iaen.”


    She was already quivering when he gritted his teeth. Her second orgasm in as many minutes overwhelmed her. “Now.”


    His hot ejaculation surged into her in the same instant her feminine muscles milked him. “Oh...oh...oh.” She pulled him down, hugging him. He gathered her to him, his weight braced on his elbows. “Thanks,” she whispered, haltingly, against his hair.


    “For?”


    “I don't...know.” She did. He made her feel desirable and cherished at the same time. It was crazy since she had hardly spent any time with him since coming to the past, but Iaen was getting under her skin in a good way.


    How easy would it be to fall in love with him?


    Too easy.



    

  


  
    

    


    Chapter Nine



    I reserve the right to change my mind.


    


    The man was a pain in her ass. Gritting her teeth together, Jenny wanted to kill Iaen. Not only had he left her in the middle of the night to meet with someone, but he'd had her escorted home by twelve warriors.


    Dammit, she'd felt like an errant schoolgirl who'd gotten caught smoking in the bathroom. She wasn't even allowed to ride Serendipity but was given a worn out mare. It wouldn't have been so bad except the horse's pace was about as fast as a slug crossing hot pavement. The other tangent that sent her rage into overdrive was when none of her guard would talk to her. They weren't even halfway back to Castle Kincaid when she started wondering what she'd done wrong.


    She'd done nothing wrong except share hot sex with a man who continuously tore down the walls she'd built up around her heart. It just wasn't fair.


    Her ire grew in direct proportion to the number of hours Iaen stayed away. A silver lining in her anger was she finally got to the bottom of the Kevin and Charlzie debacle. After a heated discussion with her friend, she finally told Charlzie the truth. These men don't give a shit about birth control. They want babies.


    The expression on Charlzie's face was priceless. For the life of her, she couldn't get it through her thick skull that heirs and spares were important in the medieval times. Under orders to go home and explain to Kevin that the shot only lasted for a little while, Jenny turned to taking control of her life.


    She had the Keep buzzing before Iaen returned. The spare bedroom was refurnished. The holiday menu was planned to the last detail and all the linens were counted. With Elspeth by her side, Jenny chose the crockery that would be used for the high table, and got her seating chart formulated in her mind. Lila remained a wild card, but Father Thomas informed her Lila was spending some quality time with God and he didn't know when she'd return to the castle.


    Jenny didn't know what he meant or care by that point.


    All she wanted was to get at the object of her ire.


    She'd just handed Mary over to Patricia when he walked in. “Where the hell have you been?” The shout slipped out of her mouth so fast, she didn't have time to realize Iaen wasn't alone.


    Sending him a good glare to let him know she wasn't letting him off the hook, Jenny strode forward and offered the stranger her hand. “Hello.”


    “Aye, she's a spitfire for certain,” the stranger said.


    Jenny gritted her teeth and forced a smile to her lips.


    “From Ireland, you say?”


    “Aye,” Iaen said.


    Jenny didn't have a clue what they were talking about. “And you are?”


    “Laird Wulfson,” Iaen informed her. “He wishes to pay his respect to you, milady. Yesterday, a member of his clan shot at you.”


    “At me?” What the fuck?


    “I assure you, milady, the man has been punished.”


    “Thanks, that's good to know,” Jenny muttered. She held up a finger. I’ll never make sense of these people. The thought echoed in her head. “Why did he shoot at me?”


    “He listened to women's gossip.”


    That was an explanation? Taking the high road, Jenny tilted her gaze to Iaen, before centering it on Laird Wulfson. “No harm done to me.”


    “Laird Wulfson will join us at table,” Iaen said, a warning hanging in his simple sentence.


    “Welcome,” she responded, following Iaen's lead. “I'll go get you a snack.” She didn't wait to be excused. Instead, she hurried away. What the hell was going on? Rushing into the kitchen, Jenny motioned for Elspeth to join her. “Laird Wulfson is here.”


    “Aye, milady.”


    “I don't know what to do.”


    “Milady, let's fix a trencher of bread and cheese.”


    “Did you know Iaen—I mean, milord—was going to meet him?”


    “Nay. Milord is trying to keep the peace with his cousin. 'Tis a heavy task for him. The Wulfson is forever searching for greener pastures. With our shared border, 'twould make sense that he attacked Kincaid land. Milord worries for you, milady. Sending an arrow at you is an insult.”


    She'd learned enough about the Highland mentality to know an insult was a quick path to war. He'd sent her home for her own safety. The thought came out of nowhere and hit her like a ten-ton anvil. “And to think, I was mad at him.” How could I have been so stupid?


    “There, there, milady.”


    “Wait.” Jenny held out her hand. “What did Laird Wulfson mean by 'listening to women's gossip'?”


    Elspeth had the good graces to blush. “Lila.”


    “You mean, the guy who shot at me thought I was Lila?” Warmth of a masculine persuasion encroached on Jenny. “Uh-oh.”


    “Aye, wife. Would you care to accompany me to our chamber where you may speak your mind?”


    “Sorry, I was trying to understand.” Jenny turned and hugged him tight.


    “There is only one thing you need to ken. I will protect that which I care for.”


    “You care about me?”


    “Milady, I do not wish to repeat myself.”


    “I care about you, too.”


    “That, Jenny, is the right answer.”



    ***



    The Border, Spring 1112



    Laughter shouted across the meadow disturbing a nest of quail.


    “I'll never catch our supper if you keep on,” Iaen chastised her.


    “I can't help it. This is the best day of my life,” Jenny said. Yes, he was trying to teach her how to hunt. They both knew it was hopeless. She didn't have it in her to kill, even if she was starving.


    “Aye, the morn is fine, and the view is lovely.” Iaen turned his gaze to her face. “Are you glad to be free of the Keep at last?”


    She didn't mind spending endless hours at home, but she knew he did. Iaen was one of those guys who needed to ride across the land when the mood struck him. The fact he'd spent most of the winter with her showed her he was trying to make their marriage work. “I was thinking.”


    “Should I be afraid?” he teased her.


    “No. I was thinking I'd like a church wedding. You know something tangible to seal my place in the Clan.”


    “Milady, the Clan adores you as do I.”


    Her heart beat wildly in her chest. Reclining back on the sweet grass, she watched him follow her down. The emotion grew until it beamed in her smile. “I love you.”


    She played with his hair as he bent his head to give her a soul-searing kiss.


    “I love you, milady.”


    “Enough to die an old man in our bed?” She thought aloud. It was the only part of his personal make-up they hadn’t resolved. The memory of him telling her he’d rather die in battle was never far from her mind, especially when he had to be away from the Keep. It was like living inside a pressure cooker until he strode back through the Great Doors.


    “Jenny,” he growled a warning. “We’ve been over this afore. How I die isnae in your hands.”


    “But you’d prefer it to be sooner rather than later.”


    “I prefer not to harp on my demise.”


    “Promise me, you’ll always come home to me.” She knew she was being silly but couldn’t help herself. All her worries were growing in direct proportion to her love for him.


    “Jenny, I will forever be your Highlander. I will love you until I die and from beyond the grave. Whether I am taken from this world on the morrow, or I live to see my twilight years, there will always be us.” A sigh broke from his lips to wash across her face. “This isnae about me, lass.”


    “I know it isn’t.” It was the terror of waking up one morning alone, knowing she couldn’t come to him when she needed him, having him love her when her mood dipped so low she couldn’t scrape her emotions off the stone floor of their bedroom. Any future without him terrified her. Leaning up, she laid a kiss to his bewhiskered cheek. “Just promise you won’t die anytime soon.”


    “You wound me, milady. Do you think I cannae protect myself?”


    She would have thought he was being serious if he hadn’t flashed a smile. How many times had he told her to live for the happy moments and let the sad ones go? Too many to count. “Okay, I’m being a nitwit.”


    “Aye.”


    Reclining, her fingers twined in his hair. She giggled when he kissed her shoulder blade. “What about the crofters? Won’t they wonder what we’re doing?”


    “Aye.”


    “Is that all you can say?” Mortified when he began undoing the laces of her gown, she tried to push his hands away. Like that ever works. “Anybody could walk up on us.” She twisted her head to the side, inspecting the area for a clansman. True, the grass was high enough to protect her modesty, but for pity’s sake, anybody could stumble over them.


    He chuckled. “Methinks milady needs a distraction.”


    “Iaen stop.” Her laughter rang over the meadow when he tickled her. Another nest of quail went dashing for the heavens. “At this rate we’ll never catch supper.”


    “We’ll?”


    “Okay, you will never catch supper.”


    “I donnae need to. Elspeth packed enough food to last us two days.”


    “Then why did you bring me out here?” Fighting him was useless. It also served no purpose. He’d already gotten her gown open and was fondling her breasts. Her feminine folds turned slick as he wove his passionate spell over her.


    “To start a new tradition, one our sons can repeat when they marry spitfire sable-haired lasses.”


    She knew he was teasing. Or at least she hoped he was. “You ordered all the crofters to stay away from the meadow, didn’t you?” she asked, her body temperature climbing with each caress he gave her. The feel of his hand skimming up her leg shredded the last of her resistance.


    “Of course.”


    “Did you tell them why?” Gasping, she squirmed to get closer to him when his fingers brushed over her core.


    “Jenny, cease your idle prattle and live for this moment.”


    She cried surrender when he drove his finger into her, and then added another one. He pumped her until she was mindless. Her orgasm built to a crescendo.


    “Never forget this, my lady. I love you.”


    “I love you.” Desperate for her release, she clutched his cock through his chauces.


    “I will always come home to you.”


    His thumb brushed her clit. Once. Twice. She panted out her vow. “And, I’ll always be waiting for you.”
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