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THE CRYSTAL HEART by Katherine Deauxville brims with ribald humor and authentic historical detail. Enjoy!
~ Virginia Henley, NY Times bestselling author
* * *
RAPE OF THE SOUL – Dawn Thompson clearly shows just what an amazing talent she was by instantly giving you a dark, suspenseful tale of horror. She described the book as ‘Anya Seton meets Stephen King’ and that is a fair assessment of its style. I would also say she added a touch of Daphne du Maurier and Arthur Quiller-Couch. Rape of the Soul is one of those books that will linger on bookshelves, and be read again and again. Thompson delivers on all levels. When Jean Maitland enters the abandoned glass house of Craigmoor, you have a Hitchcock style, 'dark at the top of the stairs' foreboding that pure evil can exist and can reach from the past to destroy the future. Thompson delivers with this spellbinding tour de force, her legacy to her fans. It's a keeper.
~ PRN Reviews
* * *
THE SENSE OF HONOR - Ashley Kath-Bilsky has written an historical romance of the highest caliber. This reviewer was fesseled to the pages, fell in love with the hero and was cheering for the heroine all the way through. The plot is exciting and moves along at a good pace. The characters are multi-dimensional and the secondary characters bring life to the story. Sexual tension rages through this story and Ms. Kath-Bilsky gives her readers a breath-taking romance. The love scenes are sensual and very romantic. This reviewer was very pleased with how the author handled all the secrets. Sometimes it can be very frustrating for the reader when secrets keep tearing the main characters apart, but in this case, those secrets seem to bring them more together and both characters reacted very maturely when the secrets finally came to light. This reviewer is hoping that this very talented author will have another book out very soon.
~ Valerie, Love Romances
* * *
HIGHLAND WISHES by Leanne Burroughs. This reviewer found that this book was a wonderful story set in a time when tension was high between England and Scotland. The storyline is a fast-paced tale with much detail to specific areas of history. The reader can feel this author’s love for Scotland and its many wonderful heroes.
This reviewer was easily captivated by the story and was enthralled by it until the end. The reader will laugh and cry as you read this wonderful story. The reader feels all the pain, torment and disillusionment felt by both main characters, but also the joy and love they felt. Ms. Burroughs has crafted a well-researched story that gives a glimpse into Scotland during a time when there was upheaval and war for independence. This reviewer is anxiously awaiting her next novel in this series and commends her for a wonderful job done.
~Dawn Roberto, Love Romances
* * *
I adore this Scottish historical romance! BLOOD ON THE TARTAN by Chris Holmes has more history than some historical romances - but never dry history in this book! Readers will find themselves completely immersed in the scene, the history and the characters. Chris Holmes creates a multi-dimensional theme of justice in his depiction of all the nuances and forces at work from the laird down to the land tenants. This intricate historical detail emanates from the story itself, heightening the suspense and the reader's understanding of the history in a vivid manner as if it were current and present. The extra historical detail just makes their life stories more memorable and lasting because the emotions were grounded in events. The ending is quite special and bridges links with Catherine's mother's story as well as opening up this romance to an expansive view of Scottish history and ancestry. Blood On The Tartan is a must read for romance and historical fiction lovers of Scottish heritage.
~Merri, Merrimon Reviews
* * *
I can’t say enough good things about Ms. Zenk’s writing. CHASING BYRON by Molly Zenk is a page turner of a book not only because of the engaging characters but also by the lovely prose. In fact, I read the entire thing in one day. Reading this book was a jolly fun time all through the eyes of Miss Woodhouse, yet also one that touches the heart. It was an experience I would definitely repeat. I’m almost jealous of Ms. Zenk. She must have had a glorious time penning this story. As this is her debut novel, I hope we will be delighted with more stories from this talented author in the future.
~Orange Blossom, Long and Short Reviews
***
MOON OF THE FALLING LEAVES is an incredible read. The characters are not only believable but the blending in of how Swift Eagle shows Jessica and her children the acts of survival is remarkably done. The months of travel indeed shows hardships each much endure. Diane Davis White pens a poignant tale that really grabbed this reader. She tells a descriptive story of discipline, trust and love in a time where hatred and prejudice abounded among many. This rich tale offers vivid imagery of the beautiful scenery and landscape, and brings in the tribal customs of each person, as Jessica and Swift Eagle search their heart.
~Cherokee, Reviewer for Coffee Time Romance
***
Jean Harrington’s THE BAREFOOT QUEEN is a superb historical with a lushly painted setting. I adored Grace for her courage and the cleverness with which she sets out to make Owen see her love for him. The bond between Grace and Owen is tenderly portrayed and their love had me rooting for them right up until the last page. Ms. Harrington’s The Barefoot Queen is a treasure in the historical romance genre you’ll want to read for yourself! Five Star Pick of the Week!!!
~ Crave More Romance
* * *
IN SUNSHINE OR IN SHADOW by Cynthia Owens - If you adore the stormy heroes of ‘Wuthering Heights’ and ‘Jane Eyre’ (and who doesn't?) you'll be entranced by Owens' passionate story of Ireland after the Great Famine, and David Burke - a man from America with a hidden past and a secret name. Only one woman, the fiery, luscious Siobhan, can unlock the bonds that imprison him. Highly recommended for those who love classic romance and an action-packed story.
~ Best Selling Author, Maggie Davis,
AKA Katherine Deauxville
* * *
ALMOST TAKEN by Isabel Mere is a very passionate historical romance that takes the reader on an exciting adventure. The compelling characters of Deran Morissey, the Earl of Atherton, and Ava Fychon, a young woman from Wales, find themselves drawn together as they search for her missing siblings.
Readers will watch in interest as they fall in love and overcome obstacles. They will thrill in the passion and hope that they find happiness together. This is a very sensual romance that wins the heart of the readers.
This is a creative and fast moving storyline that will enthrall readers. The character’s personalities will fascinate readers and win their concern. Ava, who is highly spirited and stubborn, will win the respect of the readers for her courage and determination. Deran, who is rumored in the beginning to be an ice king, not caring about anyone, will prove how wrong people’s perceptions can be. Almost Taken by Isabel Mere is an emotionally moving historical romance that I highly recommend to the readers.
~ Anita, The Romance Studio
* * *
Leanne Burroughs easily will captivate the reader with intricate details, a mystery that ensnares the reader and characters that will touch their hearts. By the end of the first chapter, this reviewer was enthralled with HER HIGHLAND ROGUE and was rooting for Duncan and Catherine to admit their love. Laughter, tears and love shine through this wonderful novel. This reviewer was amazed at Ms. Burroughs' depth and perception in this storyline. Her wonderful way with words plays itself through each page like a lyrical note and will captivate the reader till the very end. The only drawback was this reviewer wanted to know more of the secondary characters and the back story of other characters. All in all, read Her Highland Rogue and be transported to a time that is full of mystery and promise of a future. This reviewer is highly recommending this book for those who enjoy an engrossing Scottish tale full of humor, love and laughter.
~Dawn Roberto, Love Romances
* * *
PRETEND I’M YOURS by Phyllis Campbell is an exceptional masterpiece. This lovely story is so rich in detail and personalities that it just leaps out and grabs hold of the reader. From the moment I started reading about Mercedes and Katherine, I was spellbound. Ms. Campbell carries the reader into a mirage of mystery with deceit, betrayal of the worst kind, and a passionate love revolving around the sisters, that makes this a whirlwind page-turner. Mercedes and William are astonishing characters that ignite the pages and allows the reader to experience all their deepening sensations. There were moments I could share in with their breathtaking romance, almost feeling the butterflies of love they emitted. This extraordinary read had me mesmerized with its ambiance, its characters and its remarkable twists and turns, making it one recommended read in my book.
~ Linda L., Fallen Angel Reviews
* * *
REBEL HEART by Jannine Corti Petska - Ms. Petska does an excellent job of all aspects of sharing this book with us. Ms. Petska used a myriad of emotions to tell this story and the reader (me) quickly becomes entranced in the ways Courtney’s stubborn attitude works to her advantage in surviving this disastrous beginning to her new life. Ms. Petska’s writings demand attention; she draws the reader to quickly become involved in this passionate story. This is a wonderful rendition of a different type which is a welcome addition to the historical romance genre. I believe that you will enjoy this story; I know I did!
~ Brenda Talley, The Romance Studio
***
SOUTHERN FRIED TROUBLE - Katherine Deauxville is at the top of her form with mayhem, sizzle and murder.
~ Nan Ryan, NY Times bestselling author
* * *
INTO THE WOODS by R.R. Smythe - This Young Adult Fantasy will send chills down your spine. I, as the reader, followed Callum and witnessed everything he and his friends went through as they attempted to decipher the messages. At the same time, I watched Callum's mother, Ellsbeth, as she walked through the Netherwood. Each time Callum deciphered one of the four messages, some villagers awakened. Through the eyes of Ellsbeth, I saw the other sleepers wander, make mistakes, and be released from the Netherwood, leaving Ellsbeth alone. There is one thread left dangling, but do not fret. This IS a stand-alone book. But that thread gives me hope that another book about the Netherwoods may someday come to pass. Excellent reading for any age of fantasy fans!
~ Detra Fitch, Huntress Reviews
* * *
CAT O’NINE TALES by Deborah MacGillivray. Enchanting tales from the most wicked, award-winning author today. Spellbinding! A treat for all.
~ Detra Fitch, The Huntress Reviews
* * *
BRIDES OF THE WEST by Michèle Ann Young, Kimberly Ivey, and Billie Warren Chai - All three of the stories in this wonderful anthology are based on women who gambled their future in blindly accepting complete strangers for husbands. It was a different era when a woman must have a husband to survive and all three of these phenomenal authors wrote exceptional stories featuring fascinating and gutsy heroines and the men who loved them. For an engrossing read with splendid original stories I highly encourage reader's to pick up a copy of this marvelous anthology.
~ Marilyn Rondeau, Reviewers
International Organization
* * *
FAERY SPECIAL ROMANCES - Brilliantly magical! Ms. Rogers' special brand of humor and imagination will have you believing in faeries from page one. Absolutely enchanting!
~ Dawn Thompson, Author
* * *
Christmas is a magical time and twelve talented authors answer the question of what happens when CHRISTMAS WISHES come true in this incredible anthology.
Christmas Wishes shows just how phenomenal a themed anthology can be. Each of these highly skilled authors brings a slightly different perspective to the Christmas theme to create a book that is sure to leave readers satisfied. What a joy to read such splendid stories! This reviewer looks forward to more anthologies by Highland Press as the quality is simply astonishing.
~ Debbie, CK2S Kwips and Kritiques
* * *
RECIPE FOR LOVE - I don't think the reader will find a better compilation of mouth watering short romantic love stories than in Recipe for Love! This is a highly recommended volume–perfect for beaches, doctor's offices, or anywhere you've a few minutes to read.
~ Marilyn Rondeau, Reviewers
International Organization
* * *
HOLIDAY IN THE HEART - Twelve stories that would put even Scrooge into the Christmas spirit. It does not matter what type of romance genre you prefer. This book has a little bit of everything. The stories are set in the U.S.A. and Europe. Some take place in the past, some in the present, and one story takes place in both! I strongly suggest that you put on something comfortable, brew up something hot (tea, coffee or cocoa will do), light up a fire, settle down somewhere quiet and begin reading this anthology.
~ Detra Fitch, Huntress Reviews
* * *
BLUE MOON MAGIC is an enchanting collection of short stories. Each author wrote with the same theme in mind, but each story has its own uniqueness. You should have no problem finding a tale to suit your mood. Blue Moon Magic offers historicals, contemporaries, time travel, paranormal, and futuristic narratives to tempt your heart.
Legend says that if you wish with all your heart upon the rare blue moon, your wishes were sure to come true. Each of the heroines discovers this magical fact. True love is out there if you just believe in it. In some of the stories, love happens in the most unusual ways. Angels may help, ancient spells may be broken, anything can happen. Even vampires will find their perfect mate with the power of the blue moon. Not every heroine believes they are wishing for love, some are just looking for answers to their problems or nagging questions. Fate seems to think the solution is finding the one who makes their heart sing.
Blue Moon Magic is a perfect read for late at night or even during your commute to work. The short yet sweet stories are a wonderful way to spend a few minutes. If you do not have the time to finish a full-length novel, but hate stopping in the middle of a loving tale, I highly recommend grabbing this book.
~ Kim Swiderski, Writers Unlimited Reviewer
* * *
Legend has it that a blue moon is enchanted. What happens when fifteen talented authors utilize this theme to create enthralling stories of love?
BLUE MOON ENCHANTMENT is a wonderful, themed anthology filled with phenomenal stories by fifteen extraordinarily talented authors. Readers will find a wide variety of time periods and styles showcased in this superb anthology. Blue Moon Enchantment is sure to offer a little bit of something for everyone!
~ Debbie, CK2S Kwips and Kritiques
* * *
NO LAW AGAINST LOVE - If you have ever found yourself rolling your eyes at some of the more stupid laws, then you are going to adore this novel. Over twenty-five stories fill up this anthology, each one dealing with at least one stupid or outdated law. Let me give you an example: In Florida, USA, there is a law that states ‘If an elephant is left tied to a parking meter, the parking fee has to be paid just as it would for a vehicle.’ In Great Britain, ‘A license is required to keep a lunatic.’ Yes, you read those correctly. No matter how many times you go back and reread them, the words will remain the same. Those two laws are still legal. The tales vary in time and place. Some take place in the present, in the past, in the USA, in England...in other words, there is something for everyone! Best yet, profits from the sales of this novel will go to breast cancer prevention.
A stellar anthology that had me laughing, sighing in pleasure, believing in magic, and left me begging for more! Will there be a second anthology someday? I sure hope so! This is one novel that will go directly to my ‘Keeper’ shelf, to be read over and over again. Very highly recommended!
~ Detra Fitch, Huntress Reviews
***
~ Chrissy Dionne, Romance Junkies
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• Destin, Florida ― Any dog or cat, which attacks and bites a person or another animal without provocation, shall be deemed a ‘bad dog’ or ‘bad cat’ and the owner or custodian of such animal shall pay a civil penalty of one hundred dollars…
Present Day
“That is not a cat. That’s a pit bull with fur!”
Ian St. Giles stood nose-to-nose with the sexy redhead, both of them leaning over the smiling cat. He never knew cats smiled. Actually, it wasn’t a smile―the bloody beast smirked.
Ian enjoyed cats, but this one he could really grow to hate. Unfortunately, Katlyn Mackenzie adored the ridiculous creature, which was one-quarter Scottish Wildcat. Likely the only person on God’s green earth - in this case Destin, Florida - who did. This pony-sized menace turned over trashcans, knocked-up half the female pussycats in a ten block radius, chased people down the sidewalk as they passed Katlyn’s house and terrorized the town’s dogs. From day one, after Katlyn moved into her great aunt’s beachfront property, Destin hadn’t been safe.
Just last week, Auggie Moggie shredded the ear of Molly Mays’ toy poodle. Granted, he hated that dog even more, so he sniggered when the annoying poodle ran into Freddy Krueger in a fur coat…hmm…Katlyn’s darling.
“There’s a city ordinance against bad cats. You can be fined, you know,” Ian warned.
Eyes flashing, the sexy woman in the black lycra bathing suit fired back, “Is there an ordinance against grouchy neighbors?”
Ian pointed at The Cat Auggie. “That beast is a menace. I’ve been over here every day this week to complain about his antics.”
As he stared at the longhaired, grey-striped tabby, with the half-white face, it finally hit him - Katlyn wore a swimsuit. It left nothing to his imagination. Evidently, she’d been tanning in the backyard before he interrupted with his latest complaint. She was sun-kissed pink and a sheen of perspiration coated her silken skin.
The black suit had a deep scooped-neck front and high, French-cut legs that went all the way up to her hipbones. He hadn’t seen the back view yet, but figured it was barely there, close to a thong. The stretchy material may as well be spray-painted on!
His mouth watered and his groin achingly throbbed to life. A state he’d found himself in with increasing frequency since she’d moved into the house next door to his. Worse, it played seven kinds of havoc with his writing.
Her magnificent auburn mane hung in a braid over one shoulder and down to her waist. Hair like that sent a man into overdrive. Ian imagined it spread on a pillow as he drove his body into hers. Nearly groaning, he pressed back the urge rising within him to play caveman, snatch that long hair and haul her off to his cave - er, house.
Ian had been delighted to meet his new neighbor when he stopped by to act as Welcome Wagon three weeks ago. It was nice to hear another British accent in the midst of these Floridians. Gave them the first thread of commonality. Quite delightfully, the air crackled with sexual tension whenever they were near. The impact she had on his senses was electric, magic.
He’d rented the beach property for the summer to get a feel for the setting of his latest crime novel, an eye on his looming deadline. Only, every day that bloody beast sneaked into his house and stole something, dragging him away from his work. Today, the wee monster from Hell slipped inside while Ian carried in groceries. Auggie helped himself to a New York Strip steak and scampered off with it like a bandit.
How the hell was he to meet his deadline with the distraction of mouth-watering Katlyn Mackenzie and her demon pussycat creating mayhem for his mind and libido?
While he really craved to lure Katlyn into his bed, this feline varmint saw Kat and he remained at loggerheads over Auggie’s behavior. Or lack of it.
“Bad neighbor? How about turning that pony with fangs and claws loose on this poor, unsuspecting town? He just ate seven bucks worth of prime New York Strip. I think feeding the cat my supper goes beyond the call of being a good neighbor.”
“Auggie,” she put her hands on her hips, looking down at the cat with a frown, “did you steal the man’s steak?”
The cat blinked up at her with an innocent face.
Ian expected a halo and wings to materialize any second. “Oh yeah, the little demon’s going to admit his criminal ways. Look at him. He’s not a cat. He should be playing Nose Guard for the Chicago Bears.”
Katlyn sniffed disdain - at him. “Obviously, Mr. St. Giles, you’re not a cat person.”
“Auggie’s not a cat,” he repeated. “I don’t care what he’s told you. Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones are looking for him.”
“Well, follow me.” She sighed, then turned on her heels.
The blasted cat sniggered at him. Ian balled up his fist and held it to the cat in silent threat, going into a Jackie Gleason imitation. “Pow…zooooom, Alice!”
“Auggie, ignore the bad man!” she called over her shoulder.
Ian had trouble drawing air as he caught the full view of that next-to-nothing swimsuit as Auggie and he trailed after Katlyn. With feline sensual grace, Kat crossed the yard and climbed the steps of the deck, heading to the backdoor. Auggie bounded behind her as if his legs were pogo sticks. Rather amazing considering his tonnage, but Ian spared little attention for the comical sight. His eyes were glued on the inch-wide strap that followed her spine and the itsy-bitsy, teeny-weenie, black triangle dead center on those two glorious orbs.
What an arse! His hands itched to grab it. He wondered what she’d do if he broke into a wolf howl. She’d certainly have divine tan lines - ones he’d loved to explore with his tongue.
So intent on watching those magnificent curves, he tripped on Auggie. The cat squalled as if Ian smooshed him flat. Deliberately.
“Oh, poor Auggie Moggie. Did the bad man hurt you?” she crooned, bending down to pet the feline on his head. The cat flashed Ian a look that said, nanabooboo.
Ian suspected Auggie tossed himself under his feet just to make sure he came across as Snidely Whiplash in Kat’s eyes.
As he stared at her bent over at the waist, he just wanted to grab hold of those rounded hips and take her from that position. Blood left his brain in a whoosh, heading south. He rubbed his forehead in pain. “Aspirins,” the dazed word came from his mouth.
Kat raised up and gazed at him with concern. “You have an ache?”
“Hmmm, yeah…I’ve got…an ache,” he mumbled disjointedly.
Long, black lashes batted over the huge brown eyes, then they traced over his body and returned to his face. “Maybe too much sun? I wanted to tan, but the sun was making me woozy.” She opened the refrigerator and took out a pitcher of lemonade. “This should do the trick.”
She handed him a tumbler, then ambled down the hall. It afforded Ian another chance to view that perfect derrière as it moved with a dancer’s grace and sensuality.
He leaned back against the counter afraid his legs wouldn’t hold him. “Mercy.”
Returning with her purse, she held out her hand. Like an idiot, he just stared. Her front view was as devastating. Oh, boy, how he wanted to yank down the top of that swimsuit and fondle those full breasts until she writhed and keened with a raspy need.
He realized she held something out to him. Opening his hand, she dropped two aspirins in his palm. Figuring they couldn’t hurt, he popped them in his mouth and washed them down with the tart lemon drink.
Katlyn opened her purse and removed a five and two ones. “Here. Auggie shouldn’t have filched the steak. Auggie, tell the man you’re sorry.”
Auggie rubbed against his leg, almost contritely, then his tail vibrated as if he was going to spray. “Don’t even think about it, you menace from Mars.”
“You really don’t like cats, do you?”
Her tone said, such a shame, for otherwise I’d find you attractive. Instantly, the urge possessed Ian to grab Auggie up and do nose rubs. “I like cats. Auggie isn’t remotely like a cat.”
She waved the bills under his nose. “Take them.”
“What for?” Ian blinked blankly, drowning in her hypnotic eyes. He wondered what she’d do if he grabbed her and kissed her―long and hard.
“The steak.”
“I don’t want your money,” he growled. I want you.
“Auggie stole your meat. If you won’t let me repay you, permit me to cook for you.”
Both his head and Auggie’s snapped back. “You’re offering to fix me supper?”
Her witchy eyes flashed. “Seems fair. I have a couple steaks.” She wagged her finger at the feline. “And Auggie, Bad Cat, doesn’t get a bite.”
“When?”
“Tonight? Seven o’clock?” she queried, with a come-hither smile.
Ian nodded. “Done.” He felt like sticking out his tongue and going nanabooboo at Auggie.
She put the bills back into her purse. “See you then.”
Sensing dismissal, he sat down the glass. “Thanks for aspirins and the lemon squash.”
His hand was on the doorknob when she called. “Bloody shame you hate cats.”
“I don’t hate them, just have…a personality conflict with that thing you call a pussycat.” His eyes danced over her sexy body as she stood, leisurely unbraiding her long hair. “Why would it be a shame if I hated cats?”
With a mysterious smile, she shrugged her elegant shoulders. “Love me, love my pussy…cat.”
Ian missed the step down onto the deck and nearly broke his ankle.
The woman was a bloody menace! Mind out of the gutter, St. Giles. You’ve only been away from the British Isles three months. You haven’t forgotten a pussy is a cat in Britain, not the other connotation Yanks used. Since she was from Scotland, she used it in the Brit mien, though he judged she was perfectly aware of the American usage and did it just to push his buttons.
Well, they say pets take after their masters. Bad Kat. He struggled to hide the pole-axed expression as he slowly stalked to her. Invading her space, he let her feel his heat. And, oh brother, was he hot! The little witch had no one to blame but herself for playing with fire. Standing in that next to nothing swimsuit, unwinding that bewitching mane, she’d deliberately provoked him. The predator within him growled.
Realizing she pushed one button too many, she backed up.
Until she hit the refrigerator.
Putting a hand on either side of her shoulders, he grinned, pinning her. Playing Big Bad Wolf was entertaining. She sucked in a deep breath and held, shrinking back from him. That just lifted those perfect, grapefruit-sized breasts up closer to his face. It required all his remaining willpower not to gobble her up in three bites.
“Oh yeah, I figured if a man loved you, he’d just adore your pussy… cat.” He leaned his body toward hers, yet not touching. His every muscle clenched as her tongue swiped her dry lips. “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue? Pity that, lass. Tongues…can…be…so…useful.”
He saw the pulse in her graceful throat throb, pounding out arousal. Wanted to feast on that vibrancy. As she stared, hypnotized by his scent, his closeness, he saw the skittishness shift. Deep hunger flared in her golden-brown eyes.
“Hmm…maybe we could…discuss that over supper.”
Ian arched a brow. “Can we lock the tubby tabby terror outside? I’m sure he’ll entertain himself menacing the Hood. After all, he’s already eaten din-din.”
“Oh, Auggie Moggie vets my dates. Weeds out the short-hitters.” Her laughter was musical, something you’d expect to hear from a faery.
Ian chuckled. “Bet he does. Also weeds out the dog population and maybe small farm animals, too. Remember, if he bites me it’s a hundred dollar fine.”
She snaked her arms around his neck and nipped his lower lip. “And what if this Kat bites you?”
“Name your price, woman, I’ll pay.” His hands grabbed her waist and pulled her hard against him, relishing the perfection of how their bodies fit. Just as he lowered his head to kiss her senseless, the alarm on his Rolex sounded. With a groan, he bonked his forehead against hers. “We’ll have to discuss price later. Sorry, lass, I have a conference call with my publisher and agent in five minutes. Gotta dash, luv.”
He made it to the door, then jogged back, grabbed her and kissed Kat hard and quick. “To whet your appetite. I’d like my steak medium-rare and my woman as intoxicating as Highland Single-Malt Whisky.”
Kat watched the sexy man dash across their yards to his house. She couldn’t contain her sigh. Ian St. Giles was everything a woman could want. Precisely, what she wanted.
Not too tall - a shade under six-foot - he wasn’t the bulky muscle of a jock that often lacked real strength behind it. Lean hard bodies really pack the power. Elegant men were deceptive, as people didn’t notice just how strong they were. Ian St. Giles may be a writer, spending long hours at the keyboard, but there wasn’t an ounce of flab on him. From her bedroom window, she’d often watched the black-haired man doing laps in the pool in his backyard. Those beautiful arms sliced through the water as if he could keep up that pace for hours.
Arms she kept seeing in her mind curved over her head as he pistoned his body into hers―as though he could keep up that pace for hours, too. Each day brought them closer to that reality.
Thanks to Auggie.
She sniggered, wondering when Ian would twig Auggie was horribly bright and fetched on command. A cautious lass, she didn’t want Ian for a night, a week or a month - she wanted to bewitch him, sex him, drive him wild until they were old and grey.
“I think he likes us, Auggie. I like him. Oh, do I like him.” She watched as Ian entered his house and the door closed. “Think we can make him love us?”
Ian sat listening to the two women nattering over the speaker-phone. That’s what I get for having a female editor and agent. After seventeen bestsellers, both these harridans wanted his hard-boiled, Sam Spade-style character to get warm and fuzzy. He listened to them reciting statistics, how sixty-five percent of all books sold were geared for the women’s market. They had it in their mercenary little brains that he needed to buck the trend, and in a field dominated by women writers, pen his current crime drama with a heavy dose of romance and erotica.
“Ian, it’s called Romantica…” Maggie Caldwell, his agent explained.
In a conference call with the two women, he was redundant.
“Leave it to women to muck up erotica with romance,” he muttered to the fat cat, dancing in place on his desk and purring louder than a diesel engine. He swiveled in the chair to make sure he’d closed the door. Still shut. He wondered how the Moggie Monster slipped in again.
“Ian, you have asthma?” Jess Black, his editor, queried.
Ian frowned at the cat. “No, just a big furball.”
“Furball?” both women echoed puzzlement.
“Never mind.” He reached to pet the cat. The stupid thing tried to bite him. He shook a finger at Auggie and earned two more snaps. “Your mistress may bite me all she wants, Cat. You sink fangs into me, you’re charbroiled pussycat.”
He groaned, pussycat summoning images of his near brush at sex with Kat in the kitchen. He adjusted his aroused male anatomy, his black jeans suddenly too tight for comfort.
“Ian, do you have company? Are you listening to us?” Maggie demanded.
“I’m listening. You want me to change the book so it’ll pick up women readers. You want hot sex, laced with romance,” he repeated, glaring at Auggie who now gnawed on the mouse cord. He snatched the mouse away from him. “It’s not a real one, Buster.”
Jess asked suspiciously, “Who are you talking to, Ian?”
“A cat named Auggie.”
“Oh, Ian, a cat! How delightful you got a pet. Now that’s what we’re talking about with your character. Tanner Descoin needs to stretch emotionally. He’s been this freelance investigator for years. While the stories are sharp, Tanner’s stagnant. He needs to grow.”
“Did Archie and Nero grow?” Ian grumbled. “I think not.”
“Today, Ian, the big money’s waiting for the man who delivers what women want. If you deliver a hot romance, from a man’s point of view, we could push you into this new market. Double your sales practically overnight. Jackson’s ready to shoot the cover. Check & Mate is the title - ”
Ian snorted a small laugh. “Thanks for telling me the name of my book.”
She went on as if he hadn’t commented, outlining plans with the full-steam ahead of a runaway locomotive. “Descoin is in half-shadow, a sexy long-haired blonde just behind him, her arm around him, her long red nails stroking his chest. Descoin meets his match and tumbles hard.”
“Redhead,” Ian growled.
“What?” both women chimed.
“I said make her a redhead,” he insisted.
“Okay, redhead. The cat is an interesting touch, too. Perhaps you can work a kitty into the plotline. Let Tanner mature. Find love, fall in love. Maybe she can help him on his cases, be an equal. You’ve got to have lots of steamy sex, Ian.”
“Amen to that, sister.” Ian chuckled.
Maggie’s question carried a note of doubt. “Think you can do that, Ian? This is a new direction. Are the prose in you?”
Ian’s eyes flicked to the computer screen. Auggie was on top of the monitor with an arm hanging over, batting at Ian as he leaned forward. His eyes scanned the words on the page.
…he trembled as he went down on his knees before her, an acolyte ready to worship at the altar of her body. Instead of the reverence that humbled him before her, he reached out and took, rolling her distended nipples until she moaned. Her head lolled back, the mass of auburn hair cascading down to her hips…
Ian cleared his throat and shifted before his arousal had a zipper impression on it. “Um…well…so happens I started this little project. Perhaps the two can be…uh…merged.”
“Marvelous!”
“Wonderful!”
The two women carried on their discussion about marketing, release date, dare they advertise in Romance Writers of America magazine? Their chattering faded into the background as he dodged Auggie’s fat leg waving to swat at him.
The power of his words held him.
He couldn’t sleep last night. Tossing and turning, two cold showers, and yet he still throbbed with the driving urge to mate with Katlyn. Obsession full blown. He’d stared at her bedroom window, willing her to come to it. When that failed, he ambled to the keyboard thinking to work. He couldn’t write about Tanner. He could only see Katlyn before him. Him making love to her in every fashion imaginable. His fingers started typing and the words poured from his soul-deep hunger.
As he’d written the words, he understood he wanted more from this woman than just a hot affair for the next month while he stayed in Florida finishing his book. When he left come August, he wanted Kat to go back to England with him.
“Can you make these changes and still hit the target deadline?”
Jess intruded on his daydreams of Kat being in his bed, her body moving over him in a pagan rhythm. That mass of hair curtaining her shoulders and back, tickling him. He groaned as he realized with the length of her hair, it’d fan across his thighs, brushing in whispery, silken caresses as she rode him hard.
He choked on his parched throat. “Um…deadline…yeah…it’s doable.” He needed to shower and shave. Glancing at his watch - just enough time if he hustled.
“You’ll get a couple of the love scenes roughed out and fax them to us next week so we can see if you’re hitting target?” Jess suggested.
“Um…certainly.” His eyes caught the light come on in Katlyn’s upstairs bathroom.
“Super!” Maggie and Jess chimed like magpies.
Ian wondered if Kat knew her bloody bathroom was about 50% visible from his bathroom. Time to move location, St Giles. Showtime. “Uh…maybe make that…two weeks.”
Kat appeared dead center of the window and peeled out of that black suit. The witch did a striptease for him. Someone shoot me quick and put me out of my misery!
“This is…a new direction…I’ll need time…get in tune with…things. Catch you two later. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Which left everything under the sun. He smiled at the cat. “I’m a man with plans, Auggie.”
Ian and Auggie pulled up in the midnight blue Jaguar XJ to find the Destin police parked in Katlyn’s drive. Ian and the cat looked at each other, silently asking what the other knew about this development.
After Ian had hurriedly showered, he grabbed his keys to the Jag, knowing he could reach the florist before they closed. Auggie had trailed right behind him. He nearly knocked Ian’s legs out from under him as he bounded into the car, clearly going with him. Ignoring the command to decamp, Auggie sat in the passenger’s seat as if he rode in cars all the time. “You claw my leather bucket seats, I’ll hogtie you and let Mrs. Mays’ poodle chew on your ear.”
Ian had reached the flower shop as it closed and purchased a gorgeous bouquet of two dozen yellow long-stem roses. Stopping at the liquor store, he intended to buy a bottle of blush Chablis. Instead, he spotted a three-hundred-dollar bottle of Glenlivet Scotch. Anyone could bring wine. He figured the straight path to his Scots lass’ heart would be with a wee dram of Scotland’s finest. Confident his choices would please Kat, he rushed back, arriving fifteen minutes early.
“Auggie, appears this is one of those occasions where being early won’t ruffle the hostess.” The cat sat innocently. “What say, pal, you stay safely in the car while I suss out what’s up with Destin’s finest…”
Auggie dashed across his lap as he opened the door
and beelined for Katlyn on the deck. Ian saw Kat waving her arms at the policemen, her expression riled. One of the uniformed men swiped at Auggie as if to grab him. “Uh oh, not good,” Ian muttered, as Katlyn stepped between the feline and the officer.
Ian approached in cool fashion, though he was anything but. Katlyn stood shaking and wore the expression of a mother lioness defending her cub.
“Evening, Officers. Anything I can do for you?” Ian moved to stand beside Katlyn, hoping she’d calm now that he was here.
“We came about the cat - ” one started.
“Ian, they want to take Auggie with them. He’d be terrified. They can’t have him.” She trembled worse.
“Auggie’s not going anywhere.” Ian fixed both men with a level stare, silently telling them he meant what he said. “What seems to be the problem?”
“Mrs. Mays filed a complaint. Said that cat,” - the taller man pointed at Auggie who’d gone into his cherub-with-halo-and-wings routine - “bit her.”
“Unless Miz Mackenzie can produce proof the cat had rabies shots he’ll have to be quarantined,” the man’s partner clarified.
“Auggie doesn’t have rabies,” Ian stated, daring either man to contradict him.
“We need papers proving that. Auggie has been deemed a bad cat.”
Kat swiped away a tear. “I don’t have papers. I misplaced them in the move. If they call the vet’s office, he’ll confirm Auggie has all his shots. It’s just until morn.”
“I’m sorry, Miz Mackenzie, but a complaint has been lodged.”
“When did Auggie bite Mrs. Mays - the lady with the poodle that attacked Auggie last week, I presume?” Ian challenged.
The two exchanged glances. “Yeah, she has a toy poodle.”
“Irritating thing,” the shorter one chimed.
“Something we can agree on, Officer. I believe if you check the ordinance you’ll note it says, ‘Any dog or cat, which attacks and bites a person or another animal without provocation, shall be deemed a bad dog or bad cat and the owner or custodian of such animal shall pay a civil penalty of one hundred dollars.’ I judge that stupid poodle gnawing on Auggie’s hind leg would fall under provocation.”
Ian put his hand on Kat’s back and gently rubbed, hoping to soothe her fears. Auggie twined against the back of Ian’s legs, peeking around his left calf. Silly feline knew Ian stood as his champion, ready to do battle for him.
“So when did Auggie bite the biddy?” he pressed. “Maybe we should take Auggie to the vet and have him examined. Might make him sick.”
The shorter one sniggered, only to fall silent at the glare from his by-the-book partner. When the other man quieted, he answered Ian. “About forty-five minutes ago. Said she was walking the toy dog near the end of the block when Auggie jumped out and bit her.”
“Did you see the bite marks?” Ian disputed.
There was a hesitation. “Well, no…but her hand is bandaged.”
“I’d go back and demand to see her hand. Then I’d inform her it’s against the law to file false charges. Auggie was with me for the last four hours. He was here with us until four p.m. Then I went home to take a conference call from my agent and editor. They can attest to the cat making noises and purring in the background. After that, I showered. He rested on the bathroom floor and shredded a box of Kleenex. When I drove into town, Auggie rode with me. We stopped at the florist’s before six. The florist will recall. She commented on Auggie following me about. About a half hour later we stopped at the liquor store. Jake Wilson laughed at Auggie in the car window waving his paw. Pray tell, how was Auggie supposed to bite some dried up troublemaker when he was in the car with me the whole time?”
Auggie wiggled as if he knew he was off the hook. He’d abandoned his angel mode for his nanabooboo face.
“Officers, if that’s all…Kat, Auggie and I are grilling out this evening. Sorry, you had a trip out here for nothing.”
The two officers nodded and started to turn.
“I believe you meant to say you’re sorry for upsetting, Miss Mackenzie,” Ian prodded.
Both mumbled an apology, then shuffled off. Auggie started pogo-ing around the deck sideways and hissing at the officers. Ian reached down and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. “Don’t push it, Auggie-nator.”
Katlyn threw her arms around his neck and planted a noisy kiss on his lips. Giving a small hop, she wrapped her legs around his waist and proceeded to kiss him senseless. Dropping Auggie, Ian put one hand at the small of her back and one on that sexy derrière and shifted, so she didn’t pull them off balance.
With one foot, he pushed Auggie into the house, then swung Kat and himself inside and kicked the door shut.
He’d wanted to give her yellow roses and share a toast of Glenlivet under the moonlight. He planned to make the night special, then he’d let Kat lead him inside and welcome him into her bed, her life.
Scratch plan A. They’d never make it to midnight, doubted they’d make it to the bloody bed. Kat already lost the playful euphoria, and downshifted into rabid arousal with the force of lightning striking. Spiraling pheromones now blinded them with need.
With his remaining vestige of sanity, his poor beleaguered, blood-less, male brain searched desperately for the nearest safe spot to land. Kat yanked at his shirt, breathing as hard as he. Buttons popped and ricocheted against the walls as she tugged it from his slacks. Kat’s legs loosened. She slid slowly down him, ending with her long nails raking over his painful erection and then along his thighs.
So much for looking for a convenient spot - his last sane thought as she pressed her face against his thigh, rubbing like a cat. He barely undid the slide hook on his black pants before she had the zipper down, raking her long nails down the turgid length of his flesh.
He about lost it - then and there.
Damn woman! She was out to torture him. Ian’s blood thundered through his body as he fought to keep from passing out. “Yes…damn…” he panted. “Oh Kat…my Kat…my bad Kat.”
Shaking, he grabbed her arms and pulled her up, as he went down, unable to stand. On his knees - and still mostly in his pants - he slid his hands up those smooth thighs, then under the skirt to those globes of her firm arse. He smiled wickedly as he felt she wore thongs. “Bad Kat.”
He spread her legs, pulling her to straddle him as he rolled to his back. Shifting the panties aside, he smoothed his fingers over her sensitized opening, drenched with her body’s arousal. She was so wet. The scent clouded his brain. Shifting the thong aside, he yanked her down hard on his aroused flesh, filled her with one, hard stroke. Damn she was tight, fisting around him with a power that blew his mind.
He shifted her so her knees straddled his hips, but that movement sent her to shuddering. Kat came apart with a force that saw her internal ripples vice around him, the shudders snaking down his flesh in waves.
Unable to hold back, Ian shattered in a thousand red-hot pieces.
Head spinning, he tried to focus. Shaking, he rolled them over and pulled her to spoon against him. “Well, bugger. Sorry, lass, don’t think I’ve ever been so out of control. I bought yellow roses and thirty-year-old Glenlivet. Wanted tonight to be special.”
“It is special.” She turned and kissed him softly. “You rescued Auggie. My hero.”
He laughed, full of joy. “Well, this promises to be a happy life. My agent and editor want me to write Romantica, though they feel I need help with my research.”
She rubbed her head in the curve of his shoulder. “Um…I can help with research.”
“Since Auggie is continually in one bother or another, I guess I’ll be playing hero on a regular basis.”
“And I’ll be rewarding you regularly.”
She rolled and planted a kiss to his chest. “Ian…”
“Hmmm.”
“I have a confession. Auggie is a very bright cat. Brighter than any cat I’ve ever seen. Watch.” She raised up on one elbow to see Auggie sitting on the chair. “Auggie, fetch.”
When Auggie just looked at her, Ian laughed. “Teach you.”
“He’s being Auggie.” She snapped her fingers. “Auggie, go get my car keys.”
He sat, unmoving for a minute, then scampered off. Bouncing on his pogo-stick legs, he returned, the keys jangling from his mouth. He dropped them on the center of Ian’s chest.
“Auggie, fetch my hair brush,” Katlyn commanded.
Again, the cat dashed off. After a small wait, he came in with a brush, dropping it next to the keys. He sat and pushed out his chest, proud of his accomplishments.
Kat leaned over Ian to give Auggie a pat. “Good Auggie.”
Ian caught the wrist of her arm and towed her across his body. “You’re telling me when Auggie stole things he wasn’t being a general pain in the arse, he was on a mission?”
“Sorry. In a way Auggie has been playing cupid for me.”
“So you just happened to be in that sexy swimsuit after Auggie stole my steak.”
“I have to admit what Auggie stole each time was his selection. I didn’t say steal your steak.”
“What did you say?”
She leaned forward and nipped his chin. “I said, Auggie fetch Ian.”
He shifted, rolling her under him and pinning her arms over her head as he drove himself into her slick, welcoming warmth. “Hmmmm, Bad Kat.”
She arched up, meeting his every thrust, sending him out of control. His body splintered from a force he’d never experienced. He smiled ferally as he figured this was the first of many new experiences with this woman. Gasping, he tried to keep his heaviness from pressing Kat into the hardwood floor, but she snaked her arms about his chest and pulled him against her, obviously relishing his weight.
“You’re not angry with Auggie and me?”
Panting, he laughed. “What can I say?” He reached up and patted Auggie who danced just above Kat’s head. “I love you, love your pussy… cat - and will for the rest of my life.”
Auggie meowed, seconding that.
Getting It In
The End
• York, England - Excluding Sundays, it’s perfectly legal to shoot a Scotsman with a bow and arrow
Present day, York
“Why don’t you shoot me? It’d be more humane!”
James Douglas Kinloch heard those words echo in his brain the past two weeks, though most writers would insist a brain couldn’t echo. Still ticked, he was prepared to argue the point of creative license. He’d meant those words when he tossed them at his boss Murray, editor-in-chief for Money & Trends magazine, after he’d been assigned to cover a Writers’ Renfaire in York, England.
As he surveyed the pandemonium around him, he saw no reason to retract them.
These were writers, he should feel at home with them. He penned a monthly column on books and contributed to M & T’s reviews section. Nevertheless, in this case misery did not love company.
These were Romance writers. Another breed of wordsmith entirely, he’d learnt.
Amazingly, women were responsible for sixty-five percent of books sold in the world, virtually financing publishing houses to stay afloat on their efforts alone. He understood why Money & Trends sent someone to cover the gathering. Only why him?
Accepting there was no reversing his boss’ edict, he’d done his homework and learned a lot about the power these females wielded, how often the male bastions of fiction writers - jealous of the higher incomes - mocked them. He’d come prepared to have a male ego adjustment and accept these women for the dynamos they were, give them their professional dues. Having sampled dozens of the genre since taking up M & T’s bookbeat, he admitted they were as talented in their craft as their male counterparts. Maybe more so. He approached the forthcoming article, planning to portray them in the professional light they fully earned.
Then he landed in the middle of this weeklong madness.
First Annual York Historical Romance Writers Renaissance Faire.
He glared at the huge banner strung across the fairway entrance, then sighed. “What a mouthful.”
These mothers, wives and lovers - even grandmothers - seized the chance to kick loose and let down their hair. Oh, mama, did they ever let down their hair!
His tush was tender from the grab-arsing going on. Any good-looking male became a target for their turnabout’s-fair-play. Male models, historians, re-enactors and servers were ogled, teased, tormented - and pinched - as the ladies fair let it rip. They were having a high time and it was only the first day!
This week was going to be a long one. He considered putting in for hazardous duty pay.
Getting into the spirit of things, most wore period dress. Queens, scullery maids, Scottish lasses and even female warriors flooded the grounds of the two-thousand-acre Majestic Park Hotel. Once, William Wallace had laid siege to York. While he wasn’t a descendant from Wallace, James began to feel he now paid for all Scottish transgressions against the ancient city.
The faire was a chance for the women to meet their fans, but it was also an opportunity to do hands-on research. They could learn to buckle their swashes, try a hand at jousting, handling a claymore or give the English Longbow a go to strengthen their writing.
So far, the only hands-on he’d experienced was on his arse!
Gaggles of giggles alerted him to the approach of marauding females, so he darted around a huge tent to dodge another gauntlet of bum-pinching.
Peeking around the edge of the canvas pavilion, intent on hiding from the bawdy wenches, James backed up as their voices neared. Focused on saving his tender backside, he failed to pay attention where he was going. Turning another tent corner, he crashed into a body.
Putting hands out to stop his fall, one closed over a full, round breast, the other on a curvy hip. Female. As he attempted to prevent himself from crashing to the ground, their feet caught on the pegs of the tent. Spinning around the taught lines, they went down in a tangle of arms, legs and a mass of honey-coloured hair.
He landed on his arse - hard - with her on top of him, air whooshing from his lungs. That sweet curve of her pelvis rode perfectly over his groin as she straddled him, a white-jeaned knee on either side of his hips. He’d enjoy the position if he hadn’t been nearly writhing in agony.
Vision spun as he fought the urge to puke. With her planted on top of him, he couldn’t raise up. Blawing wasn’t an option! He’d end up drowning in his own vomit. His mind could see the headlines in the papers now - Man dies in hurling accident. And they wouldn’t mean in the game Hurling either!
His assailant wiggled her derrière against his thighs, then tried to flip that mass of hair from out of her face.
“Bugger,” the sexy voice muttered.
The sort of voice that made James think of fine Highland whisky, silk sheets and late nights. Only right now, he really didn’t want such images intruding on his pain.
She tossed her hair over her shoulders. As the ache receded, James saw a red leather strap was around her wrist and there was a strain on it. Small wonder the collision went out of control. A beast was on the end of the lead.
“Cat…you’ll be the death of me yet!”
James turned his head to eye the feline on the end of the leather tether. “Bloody hell―that’s a Scottish wildcat! What idiot runs around with a wildcat on a leash? And one wearing an eye patch?”
“Half-wildcat,” she corrected defensively.
She ceased trying to unwind the cat as her eyes locked with his. She stared at him, transfixed, wonder in her voice. “You have lavender eyes.”
James was ready to throttle her and she worried about his eye shade? “I have grey eyes,” he snapped gruffly.
She sniffed. “Males. Most are colourblind. They’re not blue or grey. They’re lavender. Liz Taylor eyes. Oh, man, you’re not wearing contacts, are you?”
“No, I only wear reading glasses.” James stopped and felt for his eyeglasses in his shirt pocket. His flattened glasses. “Or used to.”
“Oh, you broke your glasses?”
“No, you broke them…and other things…I think.”
She wiggled again and turned to look at his legs, as if they were the part of his anatomy he referred to. Then she leaned forward to run her hands over his arms.
Finally able to focus, he stared up into a pair of witchy eyes. Dark amber with streaks of jade, they appeared green one moment, then transmuted to the color of whisky the next. All about him receded. He stared bound by them, unable to see anything else.
Part of his body proved it hadn’t been damaged in the collision and pulsed to life under her shifting. “Scratch other things being broke,” he muttered.
“I’m sorry. My beastie is hard to control.”
His erection throbbed, insistent. James moaned, then chuckled. “Yeah, I know the feeling.”
Shocked, she realized she sat on his aroused groin. “Oh!” Hazel eyes wide, she looked from side-to-side, searching for the best way to get up. “Sorry…really I am.”
Witchy Eyes started to rise, but couldn’t gain balance. James saw what would happen - she’d come down sitting on his face! He put his hands up to her thighs to stop the descent, but didn’t count on her weight pushing downward to where his thumbs ended on her crotch.
Well, this is smart. She sits on my groin and I grab her - James groaned. He couldn’t jerk his hands away or she’d tumble. Bloody hell, they didn’t even know each other’s names. What an introduction!
With a squeak, she grabbed the guide wire and straightened her knees, allowing him to scoot from under her. James sat up carefully so he didn’t end up with him burying his face where his thumbs were.
She reeled in the long leash to a controllable length, then offered her other hand to help him to his feet. “I apologize - especially the glasses. Send me the bill. I’ll replace them.”
He rose to his six-foot height, glad she was tall, about five-seven, but not too tall. As Goldilocks would say, just right for him. She was pretty, no doubt, but something unique, a quality feline, drew him as he stared into those hazel eyes.
“Perhaps we should introduce ourselves?” He laughed as the huge cat rubbed against his leg like any ordinary house-cat. “I’m James Douglas Kinloch.”
She gazed at him, enrapt. “You have the most beautiful eyes.”
He was about to suggest she’d enjoy staring at his beautiful eyes over supper, when enrapture morphed into shock―and maybe some-thing worse.
“James…Douglas…Kinloch?” she repeated with loathing.
Bloody hell, the way she spoke his name you’d think she’d said Osama Bin Laden. “Yes.” What else could he say?
“James…Douglas…bloody Kinloch…reviewer for Money & Trends?” she growled. “I’d like to know I have the right James Douglas Kinloch. But of course, you are. There could only be one despicable, loathsome worm by that name. The world couldn’t stand two.”
“Have we met?” James glanced to the side, hoping someone spotted them. While he’d truly love to jump her bones after all the bumping and grinding they'd just done, he began to fear he faced a crazed woman - with a one-eyed, Scottish wildcat, all three stone of him.
Her teeth flashed, but not in a grin. It was feral, what a cat wore just before pouncing on prey. “Met? Not face-to-face.” Her countenance shifted to a magazine smile. “I'm a follower of your writing. You’ve quite the penchant with words. Ever considered fiction? You’d excel in it.”
She moved so fast, male instinct to protect himself couldn’t engage. Her knee connected with the part of a man that could fell the mightiest of modern day warriors. James crumpled to his knees, clutching his groin, trying not to puke. Down on knee level, he saw her feet and the cat’s stalk off, only to hear her steps return behind him. He should've expected it, but occupied with writhing in agony, he failed to anticipate the kick to his arse.
“James Douglas bloody Kinloch,” she snarled.
This time her steps stomped off down the fairgrounds. The cat with the eye patch came pussyfooting back, dragging the red leash. Putting his feet on James’ thigh, he stretched up and gave his chin a tongue bath. James managed to push him away, only to have the purring cat bump its forehead against his chin.
“Puss, this is going to be a long week.”
Catlynne Falconer’s cheeks burned with anger. “The nerve of the bloody man to have such beautiful eyes.”
She’d envisioned James Douglas Kinloch - the man who trashed every one of her Scottish Romance novels over the past five years - pictured him as a dried up old Scotsman, with an expression like he sucked lemons! Never once had she imagined such a sexy, elegant man. Younger than her furious mind had conjured, Kinloch had blue-black hair that lay in wild waves. And those eyes. Wow! Never had she seen such lavender eyes! Most are too blue or grey. His were truly lilac. He was strong, lean, hard…yep…very hard.
Oh, why did James Douglas Kinloch have to be as sexy as his name? This man summoned visions of a tartan blanket over silk sheets, maybe a set of lavender ones matching those to die for eyes. He’d hit her senses with the power of a run-away locomotive, provoked her to want to kiss all his booboos and make them better. She wanted those beautiful hands on her, stroking her, squeezing…
“Bugger. I’m going to have an orgasm daydreaming about him and those eyes,” she commented to the cat. Then she looked down and saw the silly beast wasn’t with her. “Fu…dge.”
She’d been so bloody turned on by the man, then hit with the bucket of ice water that he was that flaming reviewer from Money & Trends, she’d forgotten her cat.
“Well, nothing to do but find the pussycat before he eats Virginia Keller’s teacup terrier. Blast.”
The feline may be half-wildcat and sported a ridiculous black, pirate’s patch, but he obviously was tame. After they had a meeting of the minds, James rather liked having the beast on the leash. Women kept their distance. He strolled down the fairway, checking out tents and booths with no fear of being ravished by Queen Victoria or a Lady Pirate.
Finding a vendor serving bangers and beer, he and the cat shared lunch. Lifting his mug for a drink, he spotted Witchy Eyes storming toward him. Dark auburn hair swirled about her shoulders, seeing her stand out in the crowd. A Pict warrior-princess out for blood.
Breaking off a chunk of the banger, he fed it to the fat cat. “I like watching her walk, Cat. She has world-class breasts. Very athletic legs, though I’d prefer she not use them to kick me. It’s hard on a man’s… ego. You have any idea why she hates me?”
The cat finished the num-num and meowed for another bite.
As she stalked up, James pretended not to notice her, but fed the beast his last bit of the sandwich. He stared at the jean-covered thighs, the lush hips and envisioned them wrapped around his waist as he drove his body into hers.
“Kinloch, you’re one sick puppy,” he muttered under his breath. Of all the women chasing him, ready to jump his bones, he’d developed a case of severe lust for the one who kneed him in the groin.
With a huff, she put her hands on her hips. “What are you feeding my cat?”
“My lunch. It’s debatable if this critter is a cat. Personally, I think he’s a small pony in a cat costume.”
Snagging the red leash, she tugged. “Come, Jack.”
“Jack? As in One-Eyed-Jack?” James suppressed his smile as Jack sat staring at him, ignoring her yanking on the red tether. “Mind telling me why you’re dragging Jack around the Renfaire, Miss…”
Her body rocked with another huff, as amber eyes flashed daggers at him. “You may ask. Come, Jack.” She pulled again on the strap, but the pussycat wouldn’t move.
“Had lunch? Want a banger?” Kinloch signaled the waitress. “Jack and I want another, eh, lad?”
She blinked in shock, then composed her face. “Oh, yeah, it’s a big hotdog.”
“You’re not Yank with that accent,” he observed.
“Scot born, but I lived a big part of my life in the US until the last three years.”
“Where do you live now?”
“Colchester.”
James paused to give the order to the waitress. “Sit. Jack isn’t finished yet. Isn’t that right, Jack?”
The cat turned his head and meowed at her. Pursing her lips - delectable lips - she flopped down on the end of the bench. Witchy Eyes glared at him as the waitress returned with food, but said nothing until the woman left with the empty tray.
James broke off the excess and put it before Jack. “Mind telling me why you want to end my family tree? Often I affect women strongly, but I’ve never had one physically attack me, especially when I don’t know her name.”
He took a bite of the banger and was about to swallow when she spoke.
“You want my name, Mr. James Douglas Kinloch? Fine. My name - Catlynne Falconer.”
James simultaneously choked on the hotdog and almost spit it out. Rising, she slapped him on the back - with a bit more strength than called for, James feared.
Small wonder. Catlynne Falconer. Surely, there was only one.
“Yes, Mr. James Douglas Kinloch, I’m the writer whose books you’ve shredded with glee. You’ve called me a sophomoric writer who must still wear Maryjane patent leather shoes, one whose stories are ‘so cute it’s painful.’ Two of the kinder comments you’ve penned when reviewing my works. Every time sales of my books soar, you take great pleasure in posting your reviews - not only in Money & Trends, but on Amazon.com and Amazon.co.uk. My sales go down the tubes. After eleven books, I could sue you for loss of income.”
James reached for his ale to dislodge the stuck bit of banger. With a forced swallow, the lump moved down his throat.
Catlynne Falconer. This vivacious lass with the flashing amber eyes and breasts he’d a hard time keeping his eyes off of was Miz Hearts & Flowers? She pens a rather original series about a pirate reincarnated as a huge cat. The beast went around solving murder mysteries and playing cupid to mismatched couples.
Bloody hell. Why hadn’t he made the connection?
He stared at the mangy wildcat - her inspiration obviously. Explained why she had him here at the Renfaire. He recalled seeing her name on the program as one of the guest speakers, giving a talk on animals as characters in Romance writing. She’d dragged Jack along for show and tell.
What did one say to an author you’d taken great pleasure in harpooning? She was such a sensual writer. Her sex scenes had caused him to take more than one cold shower. Only she persisted in having mismatched lovers falling head-over-heels into happily ever after. When he reached the end of her books he felt he needed a shot of insulin to counter the overdose of sweet.
Well, best defense was an offence. He stared into her kissable face, raked his eyes down her made-for-sin body, reveling in every delicious curve, then slowly traveled back to lock eyes with her. “Pity. I guess the chances of me getting you into bed tonight just dropped by half.”
She jerked up to her feet, acting as if he just asked her to go down on her knees before him and do the wild thang. The lass had a temper. Went with that auburn hair. Why did he find that so…ah…stimulating?
Catlynne shifted her stance, as if balancing her weight to one leg, prelude to delivering a stiff kick. James held up his hands, flattened palms to her. “First kick was getting acquainted. Kick me again and I’m going to turn you over my knee, Catlynne. Hmm, Cat,” he growled. “Your mum named you well.”
All sorts of images sprang to mind. Here, kitty kitty. He wondered if she’d purr when he stroked the curve of her spine with his tongue. Would she hiss and flex those claws when he’d enter her body with a sure thrust?
“Your mum named you after one of Scotland’s greatest heroes. How did she muff it so?” she snapped.
“So, that means you won’t sleep with me tonight?” James suppressed the grin fighting to escape. He wasn’t usually a jerk, but he enjoyed teasing Ms. Catlynne Falconer. “I promise to make you purr, lass.”
She drew back her hand to slap him, but he was quicker. He caught her wrist and yanked her forward, pulling her into his lap. Cat let out a strangled yelp. Before she closed her mouth, he kissed her.
Oh, man, did he kiss Miss Catlynne Falconer! Not a gentle first kiss, but with full pleasure and passion that erupted within him. Her lips tasted of tart lemonade. She wiggled, so he leaned her back, cradling her neck in his hand, the other on the small of her spine. His mouth molded hers, tilting for a better angle.
He couldn’t ever recall enjoying a kiss as much. Catlynne stopped the squirming, her hands clutched his waist, hanging on. Her responses ran the gamut from resistance to acquiescence, then surprise, ending with her kissing him back.
James lost sense of where he was, until applause broke out around them. Recalling they were on the picnic grounds with about two hundred female writers, he reluctantly pulled back.
Dazed, Catlynne blinked several times, then grew aware of the hooting, whistling and clapping. Turning five shades of red, her eyes narrowed on him as she clearly considered slapping him again. She was furious. Even so, he saw the flash of desire threaded with confusion at the back of those whisky eyes. She nibbled on the corner of her kiss-swollen lips.
He leaned his head to hers and threatened, “Don’t do it. Each time you do me bodily harm, I shall extract vengeance by kissing you senseless - no matter where we are.”
“You…you…” she spluttered, at a loss for words.
He flashed a smile guaranteed to dazzle the ladies, then rose to his feet and executed a bow.
Catlynne dashed away from the area where the picnic tables were cordoned off.
James scratched Jack’s head. “She left you again, beast. I think she does that just to have an excuse to come back and fetch you.”
James tossed down a tip for the waitress, picked up the leash and started down the fairway with Jack. He began whistling an old Blondie tune, One Way or Another. “Yeah, I'm gonna get ya', get ya', get ya', get ya'.”
Suddenly things were looking up.
Catlynne finished blow-drying her hair, then wound up the cord. Going back into the bedroom, she replaced it in her travel bag. She noticed the red blinking light on the phone indicating she had a message and had an idea from whom. Kinloch. He had Jack and wasn’t answering her pages to return him.
Putting her fingers to her lips, she recalled how James Douglas Kinloch tasted. Her body started that low burning thrum that reminded he was an excellent kisser.
She was a little concerned. Jack didn’t like men. And considering the scathing reviews Kinloch did for her books, she figured the man didn’t like cats either. This character - a cat mind you - is more annoying than a dozen Garfields rolled into one. So she was uneasy about the beast of Money & Trends and her beastie paling together.
Going to the phone, she listened to the message. She’d called him seven times and demanded he return her cat.
The clipped Scot accent came across the recorded message. “Your cat? Mine now. Finders keepers, losers weepers.” Then a click.
She imagined the self-satisfied smirk beneath the flashing lavender eyes. Knees feeling weak, she sat on the bed with a thump. A man like that was a heartbreaker. Worse, he was a bloody book reviewer.
Why suddenly were things looking so down?
Catlynne marched to the desk of the elegant, gold-tone foyer of the Majestic Park Hotel and addressed the desk porter behind the reception counter. “May I have the room number of Mr. James Kinloch?”
The young man sniggered. “Hotel policy doesn’t permit giving out room numbers. You may leave him a message or I can ring a call through to him.”
She gritted her teeth. Accepting the note pad, she scrawled, return my cat or I shall have you arrested for catnapping. Folding the paper, she pushed it at the man.
He lifted an eyebrow. “What? Not going to bribe me with a hundred-pound note? All the ladies wanting to get a message to Kinloch have funded my daughter’s coming wedding.”
“Much happiness on your daughter’s nuptials, but I wouldn’t spend one shilling on James Douglas Kinloch.”
Spinning on her heels, she headed toward the ballroom. From behind her, she heard the porter say, “Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”
“Would you look at that?” someone halfway down the row of tables gasped.
The cacophony of wolf-whistles and chuckles caused Catlynne’s head to snap up from autographing her books.
Leanne Burroughs, award-winning author of Her Highland Rogue and owner of Highland Press Publishing, sat to Catlynne’s right. Pausing, she leaned to Catlynne and pointed with the end of the pen. “I believe that’s your cat, isn’t it?”
Catlynne glanced down the crowded isle. Women stood in lines before authors to get their books signed. Suddenly, the interest wasn’t in the tables where the books were displayed or authors busy autographing them, but at a ruckus behind them. The crowd parted so all could observe the man coming her way.
James Kinloch wore a black turtleneck sweater, stunning with that blue-black hair. What caused women to go on pheromone overload - he wore a black tartan kilt with purple in the plaid. Those pale eyes spotted her, then flashed with smug arrogance. Catlynne burned to slap the expression off his much too beautiful face. Torn, she watched as Jack bounced along, keeping pace with the man better than any dog could. Though she itched to bring the reviewer down a peg, her heart couldn’t help but be touched by how man and cat had bonded.
“I found my Highlander hero for my next book.” Leanne chuckled. “I’d take him home, but my Tom might not approve.”
Catlynne repressed the urge to growl. “Trust me, you don’t want him.”
“Easy - I’m not going to arm-wrestle you for him.”
Reaching for another book to sign, Catlynne had to tug the book from the fan’s hand, as the woman was transfixed on the sexy man in the kilt. “Not what I meant. He’s James Douglas Kinloch―a book critic.”
“Ah, sigh. Just as well I have Tom, then. He’s very supportive of my writing.” Leanne watched the man draw near. “He does favor what I always imagined Good Sir James Douglas looking like. Can’t you see him at The Bruce’s side, claymore in his hands, fighting to free Scotland?”
Kinloch came directly to her table, scooped up Jack and set him on the tabletop. He winked at the three ladies standing in line, then turned back to Catlynne. “Sorry, we’re late. Jack couldn’t decide what to wear and insisted on my bow tie.”
Sure enough, Jack sported a tartan tie the same plaid as James’ kilt. He looked adorable, but Catlynne was too gub-slapped to speak. The man was stunning, and yes, he did appear as if Good Sir James had come to life. As she stared into those pale lilac eyes, she felt lost to all around her.
“Awww…kitty does look like a reincarnated pirate,” a Scottish lady waiting to have her books signed commented, petting Jack. “He’s so huge. He must’ve been a braw and bonnie pirate in his other life.”
James handed Catlynne the leash―a black one, then moved to set the boxes of books on the floor so he could use the chair. He pushed it to sit just to her right and a little behind her. “Did I miss much?”
Leanne cleared her throat loudly, holding out her hand. “Hello, I’m Leanne Burroughs. I write Scottish historical romances and I’m owner of Highland Press Publishing.”
“Smart lass. I’ve heard good things about your quality books and the direction your small press is moving. Very positive for Romance Writers.” James flashed a killer smile. Instead of shaking her hand, he kissed it in courtly fashion. “Please set aside copies of all Highland Press books for me so I can review them.”
“You’ll be sorry,” Catlynne muttered in singsong, so the words carried only to James and Leanne. “Trust me. I’ve been blessed with a Kinloch review for every book I’ve written. It’s something every writer could live without.”
“She thinks moi - a humble reviewer - hurt her sales,” he confided with a wink.
Damn his charming rogue hide. Women had a hard time resisting melt down around a sexy man in a kilt with a burr in his voice. Add wavy black hair and lavender eyes and it was a lethal combination.
“I’ve come to make amends.” He arched an eyebrow at the women suddenly lining up to get Catlynne’s books.
Jack stretched out on the corner of the table enjoying the pets and adoration. Fixing on the leash, Catlynne asked, “What happened to his red one?”
James shrugged. “Red doesn’t go with my plaid. We stopped by the pet centre they have here. This hotel is a small city. I purchased a new leash and some treats. Also, he found a catnip mouse he really wanted. Do you know they even have babysitting service for pets or the super kennel where you can park them for a spell, say like later when we go dancing in the nightclub?”
“Dream on, Kinloch.” Her reply was defensive, trying to keep him at arm’s length.
Oh, but her heart, and Leanne’s all-knowing stare, branded her a fool.
She was a coward. As the book signing broke up, the women mobbed the sexy man in a kilt. Catlynne used the confusion to slip away from him.
Hadn’t mattered. James Kinloch would prove damn hard to avoid. Especially since he ended up with Jack again.
Early the next morn, before anyone was up and about, she slipped downstairs to relax by doing a few laps in the pool. When she came up for air, she spotted Jack laying on a chaise lounge smiling at her.
James dove into the pool with a backwash of water, then surfaced in front of her. She opened her mouth to berate him for causing the big splash, but the fool man kissed her. Kissed her until her toes curled and the water in the pool rose to boiling. She nearly forgot they were in the glassed-in pool and the dining room looked into it - until she heard a rap on the glass and glanced up to see Leanne Burroughs and Diane D. White waving at them.
That became the pattern for the next three days. Now, she was so confused she wanted to cry. She was falling for James Kinloch - hard. Yet, she had no idea how the arrogant man felt about her. Sure, he chased her like mad, but was he merely passing time at the convention, an affair he’d forget once he was back in Scotland? Until her next book came out and he had to write another review, that is.
Catlynne tried to push the fears from her mind as she stood in the nightclub with Leanne and Diane discussing new projects for Highland Press. A hush fell across the room as the first chords of a guitar and piano floated in the air. As it registered what the tune was, her eyes jerked up to see James standing across the room. Al Stewart’s poetic Year of the Cat filled the air. Her gaze locked with James’ and all about her receded to black.
Drawn to him, she walked away from Leanne and Diane without a word. He stood waiting for her to come to him, assured she would. A warlock conjuring her with a power she couldn’t resist.
She didn’t want to resist.
As she neared, she saw satisfaction in his lavender eyes. He opened his arms and she stepped into them. It felt like coming home.
That terrified her.
They swayed, not really dancing, just caught up in the magic of the moment. Al Stewart’s beautiful song wrapped around them, cocooning them. Heat rolled off his body, the hint of cedar and bergamot of his cologne intoxicating. But the scent of the man underneath was even more lethal.
“Stay with me tonight,” he whispered as he nuzzled her ear.
She looked up into the lilac eyes and nodded.
It was just that simple.
It was just that complicated. She’d taken the coward’s way out.
At dawn, he finally fell asleep after making love to her all night. Drowning in those sensual images, peace eluded her. She leaned against his back, her hand stroking his beautiful arm.
She was in love with James Douglas Kinloch.
Fearing pain loving him could bring, she quickly dressed and slipped out of his room. Unable to face him, she hadn’t even shown up for breakfast.
Thinking to distract the inner demons tormenting her, she’d joined Leanne and Diane in the crossbow demonstration.
Her mind not on the task, Catlynne struggled, trying to load the crossbow. Blasted thing wasn’t easy to manipulate. There were several types, and naturally she ended up with one hard on her wrist. The crank that wrenched the bow into place required her to push with the power of her wrist.
“Ladies, the crossbow was an important development in weaponry during the Medieval period. First hand-held weapon which could be used by an untrained man to injure or kill a knight in plate armour. The most powerful crossbows could penetrate armour and kill at two-hundred yards. The unassailability of the knight was at risk for the first time, taking the advantage from his hands.” The instructor walked slowly along the line of women armed with replicas of the ancient weapons. “A crossbow contains a bowstring, which is held in place by a nut when the bolt is loaded and the crossbow is engaged. This is referred to as at full cock.”
This drew chuckles and baudy comments from the ladies participating in the class. One on the far end proclaimed, “Now that’s what I’d call full cock.”
“Hush, Marigold,” Diane D. White, author of the successful Tartan Cowboy series, chided. She turned back to the others. “Ignore her, she’s an erotica writer.”
Catlynne knew without looking who had drawn the comment. Swivling her head, she saw James coming in their direction, that traitor Jack with him. For a cat that hated men, Jack sure bonded with Kinloch. Palies.
She’d fix him…somehow.
“You ladies have four types of crossbows. Pull-Lever, Push-Lever, Rachet,” he nodded to Catlynne struggling with hers, “and Windlass.” Taking pity on Catlynne, he paused and traded, giving her a ‘baby version’ about one-third the size. “Here, Miss, try the smaller one?”
She chuckled, trading with him. “My wrist thanks you.”
“Careful. It’s hair trigger. This smaller copy was an assassin’s weapon. Easily hidden from view. Pope Urban II banned the use of crossbows against Christians in 1097, and the Second Lateran Council did the same for arbalests in 1139. The crossbow was seen as unchivalrous, a threat to social order. Ladies, aim at the target and gently release the trigger.”
Just then, Virginia Keller’s teacup terrier crawled out of her purse where she’d set it down to handle the crossbow. Yapping, it dashed in front of Jack. Big mistake. With a feral grin, Jack leapt, right on the mutt’s trail. Jack’s weight yanked the leash from James’ hand, as the dog and the feline dashed onto the range just as the ladies were firing the weapons. James lunged in front of Catlynne, trying to snatch the leash to haul Jack back.
Virginia screamed, “My baby!”
She tried to go after the doggie, but the heel on her high heel snapped off, causing her to crash into Catlynne. The jarring caused the small crossbow to release its bolt.
Catlynne stared in horror. James had rescued Jack, but he now stood with a stunned expression - as a small crossbow bolt stuck out the right cheek of his arse.
“Bloody hell.” James reached around and with gritted teeth yanked the small arrow out. Blood immediately soaked his pants. “I think someone better drive me to hospital so I can get stitches.”
Taking the leash, Catlynne handed it to Diane. “Please, take Jack inside and tell the desk porter to have the sitter take him to my room.”
Diane looked as if the Loch Ness Monster was on the end of the leash. “Me? You know I don’t get along with kitties. He’d better not bite me.”
Leanne laughed as she accepted the leash. “I love cats. Don’t worry. Jack will be fine. Go with James.”
James teased, “I think she shot me just to get even for all those bad reviews.
“I want her arrested,” James demanded from his position on his stomach, where they just finished stitching him up.
Catlynne made a small gasp, staring at him with those huge hazel eyes. “I didn’t do it deliberately, James.”
The North Yorkshire Police Officer tried to maintain a stoic face. “There seems to be a question about whether Miss Falconer broke a law or not. There’s a law still on the books which states it’s legal to shoot a Scotsman with a bow and arrow every day of the week - except Sunday. Repercussions from William Wallace attacking York. Seeing as it’s Saturday, by the letter of the law she didn’t actually commit a crime.”
“Why the bloody hell is that archaic law still on the books?” James demanded.
“It was an accident,” Catlynne repeated, tears filling her eyes. “You cannot believe I did it on purpose.”
“Accident or not, it’s still not a crime. If she shot you on Sunday, then you’d have grounds to demand her arrest.”
James shook his finger. “Ah ha! It’s legal to shoot a Scot with a bow and arrow. She shot me with a crossbow. That’s not an arrow, that’s a bolt. Arrest her.”
“I need to check with the station to get a ruling on this.” The officer scratched his head, clearly humbugged by the distinction. Shrugging, he left the emergency room.
Catlynne stood on shaky legs, coming to the end of the operating table. “James, why do you want me arrested? It was a series of dreadful mistakes, an accident. I didn’t shoot you on purpose.”
“Yes, you did.” He reached out, took her hand and placed it to the centre of his chest. “Shot me straight through the heart and I shall never recover. You keep dashing about, have avoided me for the last three days. I hoped to have you arrested so I could post bond and get the judge to remand you to my custody. Then you, me and Jack could go home tomorrow.”
“Home?”
“Aye, lass. Home.”
“Oh, James!” Catlynne gasped and hugged him, smothering him with kisses.
“Easy lass, time enough to smooch once we get out of here.” He kissed her slowly, deeply. “That’s an aye to my proposal?”
“Oh, aye. I’ve always wanted my very own personal Scotsman.”
He laughed. “It just struck me. How Jack brought us together. Like a plot from one of your books.”
“Proper justice for all those horrid reviews. You fell in love just like a hero in one of my stories.” Doubt shadowed her eyes. “You are in love, James, aren’t you?”
“Ridiculously, deliriously, ecstatically, madly.”
“Good, because I love you, too. Will you marry me in the kilt?”
James wiggled his eyebrows. “Aye, we’ll have a Highland wedding. After, I’ll even show you what a Scotsman wears under his kilt.”
Gathering the green sheet around his hips, he sat up so he could kiss her properly.
“See, my books told you how wonderful love can be.”
He pulled her against his chest holding her tightly. “I might’ve taken a little time for the point to be driven home. But let’s say, my love, I got it in the end.”
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“Now she’s done it!” Cian Mackinnon glared at the chain across the road, furious it prevented him from driving to the castle the back way. He considered putting the vehicle in low, rev the engine until it reached high torque, then smash through the chain. His luck - it’d only mess up the front of his Range Rover. “The witch has no bloody right to stop me from using the driveway.”
Aye, he could use the front entrance to Castle Dunnascaul. It’d mean backtracking several kilometers. Add to the fact, the road leading to the front door wasn’t really drivable - needed grading and filling in with gravel - his mood was not cheerful. A gale loomed on the horizon. A sensible lad, he wanted no part of getting caught on the old cliff road when high winds howled like The Bansidhe.
Gillian Grant played the bitch simply because she bought into the centuries old feud between her family and his. Didn’t matter she spent half her life in the States. Nor did the fact neither of them had been raised in the castle have bearing on The Troubles. He was a Mackinnon and she was…hmm…a bitch.
A damn sexy bitch, he admitted, but a pain in the arse when it came to the castle. What did he expect? She was a Grant. Their motto surely was Stubborn to the End. Living up to her name, she’d upped the ante by placing a chain over the back drive to prevent him from taking it.
The Mackinnon-Grant War was about to heat up.
Disgusted, he climbed out of the Rover and stomped down the winding driveway to her quaint, thatch cottage. As he neared the whitewashed, two-story structure, he saw the picture window curtain flutter. She’d been watching, expecting the confrontation when he discovered the chain.
The front door squeaked open and she stepped onto the stoop, arms crossed, a glower upon her face. If she ever stopped frowning, she’d be a damn fine woman. Neatly braided, her dark blonde hair snaked over her shoulder, around her full breast and past her hip. Always in the prim braid, he’d never seen that mass of hair loose. If just once she’d let down her hair - literally and figuratively - he feared she held the power to bewitch him until he didn’t ken down from up.
From the day they’d sat in the solicitor’s office and heard the will, relations between them had been anything but cordial.
The bone of contention - a five-hundred-year-old castle.
Castle Dunnascaul once belonged to Gillian’s family. Once being the key here. When Bonnie Prince Charlie pulled his stunt in 1745, trying to claim the throne of Scotland for his father, Clan Grant remained Royalists. Supporting the lost cause, Gillian’s branch blithely marched to their doom. Oddly, though most Mackinnons were out for Charlie - showing no better sense than the Grants―his particular sept of the Mackinnnons refused to rally to the Stuart’s standard. After Culloden, Dunnascaul had been confiscated and given as a reward to Malcolm Mackinnon, his great-grandfather, thirteen odd generations back. Despite the Grants being attainted, they held tight to the burning hope one day they’d regain the castle.
Tempers cooled over the past century. Controversy again flared when Gillian’s grandmother, Anne Grant, began an affair with his grandfather, David Mackinnon. Cian didn’t know the story, why if they were so in love they didn’t each divorce and marry, ending the feud. But no. They’d scandalized both clans, indulging in a lifelong affair. Tongues wagged for decades.
The castle’s ownership became a rub once more when Anne died of pneumonia. Supposedly, David promised Anne on her deathbed Dunnascaul would return to her family on his demise. Several witnesses swore he’d vowed this. For years, the Grants waited for David to stick a spoon in the wall so the ancient castle could revert to its rightful owners.
Last month, when they met at the solicitor’s for the will’s reading, Gillian anticipated Dunnascaul would be hers. Shock came when they learnt it passed to Cian. Only the thatched cottage on the southern boundary was left to Anne’s granddaughter. Not uttering a word of protest, and with a defiant tilt of the chin, she accepted the keys and took possession of the thatch. Since then, she’d plagued him at every turn.
“You trespass, Mackinnon.” She tugged the shawl around her shoulders.
“Aye, I am. I wouldn’t be troubling you, Gillian Grant, but someone foolishly put a chain across the driveway.”
“It stops trespassers. You have a drive to Dunnascaul.”
Cian ran his eyes over her. She was an eyeful, not some skinny model-type, but a woman with flesh shaped to please a man. Shame she looked like she’d sucked lemons. “You know what you need, Gillian Grant?”
That stubborn chin jutted higher. “Save your chauvinistic patter, Mackinnon.”
“Chauvinistic, she says.” He huffed. “You thought I’d say you needed a good shagging - and I won’t deny that might be the source of your sourpuss moods. What I was going to say, Gillian Grant, is you need turning over my knee and given a good paddling.”
She snapped, “You and what man’s army?”
“I don’t need assistance, lass.” He stepped up on the concrete porch, invading her space. “A pleasure it’d be to demonstrate it. If you’d rather, I could help in the shagging department…just to improve your disposition.”
Gillian took a step backward, caught herself, clearly not about to let his taller frame intimidate her. Composing her face, she glared at him with regal bearing. “Shouldn’t you hie yourself off. You’ve a wee bit of a drive back to Dunnascaul and a storm’s coming.”
Since it neared Winter Solstice, night came in the middle of the afternoon. It would be pitch-black before he reached the castle if he took the front drive. With the storm coming, he had no intention of navigating that kidney-busting driveway.
“You cannot close access to the road. You may have been raised as a Yank, but surely you know simple trespassing isn’t a crime in Scotland.”
“Only if the trespass doesn’t - ”
“Destroy crops, inhibit the property’s regular use or invade privacy. Since I do none of those things, you cannot prevent me from using the drive.”
“The driveway’s mine. Your grandfather - liar that he was - left the cottage and ten acres surrounding to me. Freehold.”
“I care less if the Pope blessed your Freehold. You can’t stop me from using it.”
She smirked. “I just did.”
“Och, you shouldn’t have said that, lass.” He winked, then spun on his heels to head down the drive.
Over his shoulder, he saw her watching him. The smug expression fell off her face. Calling after him, she moved to the edge of the small porch. “What are you doing, Mackinnon?”
He swung around, walking backwards. “Guess you’ll have to watch, lass.”
“Mackinnon!” She raised her voice to carry over the rising wind.
He shrugged. “Can’t hear you!” Jauntily, he jogged to his truck.
She didn’t leave the stoop. She must be getting chilled, but stayed observing as he reversed the Rover until the tail backed up against the chain.
Getting out, he snagged a rope from the back and uncoiled it. Wrapping it around the chain, he then secured it about the boat hitch. Whistling, he scooted behind the wheel and shifted the Rover into gear. Watching the rope play out in the rearview mirror, he saw Gillian on the stoop, hands on her hips, furious as it grew clear he planned to yank the chain and the posts out.
Precisely what he did. Completing a U-turn, he sped down the drive to park. Hopping out, he untied her chain, then dropped it clanking at her feet. “Yours, I believe?”
“OOOooo, bloody Mackinnon!” She seethed. “I’m calling the constable.”
“Go ahead, ring up Hamish Abercrombie. While you’re at it, lass, tell him you limited the access. You’ll end up fined.”
“OOOooo, beast,” she growled.
He shot back, “Vixen.”
“Ogre.”
He laughed. “Witch.”
Her brown eyes blinked. “Did you call me a bitch?”
“No, I called you witch.”
“Why would you call me witch?”
“You must be one.”
“Why would you assume that?”
“Because all I can think of doing is this.” Tossing good sense to the wind, he grabbed hold of her shoulders and yanked her to him, taking her mouth with his in a bruising, no-holds-barred, mother-loving, knock-your-socks-off kiss.
He must’ve lost his mind! Or maybe felt surge in his blood what his grandfather felt for Gillian’s grandmother all those many years.
To his surprise, Gillian kissed him back! She leaned into him, her mouth softly opening under his, as though she couldn't get close enough. Inside his skin wouldn’t be close enough!
She tasted of lemon drops and rain.
Rain? It registered the sky had opened up while they stood kissing, as if neither of them wanted to stop.
His sane side said he was nuts to kiss her, even more of a fruitcake for standing in the rain when they could take a few steps into the coziness of her thatched cottage. Only, instinct warned the instant he broke the kiss, her presence of mind would return and she’d probably deck him. It’d be worth it.
Gillian stepped back, blinking tear-filled eyes. “Wh-why did you do that?”
“Seemed the thing to do.” Reaching out, his thumb gently stroked the curve of her cheek. Crippled by grinding hunger, his eyes traced over her face, memorizing every line, mesmerized to the point he couldn’t speak. Shrugging, he pulled his hand back to massage the centre of his chest where a tightness lodged. Off kilter, he was unsure what possessed him, other than he dreamt of kissing her for the last month - of doing a lot more than kissing her.
Gillian put the back of her hand to her well-kissed lips, her eyes accusing. “You think since my grandmother was easy for your grand-father, that I’m easy, too? That history can repeat itself?” She pushed the door open, glaring as if he were akin to a snake. “Think again!”
She slammed the door so hard the glass of the picture window rippled with vibrations.
“There’s likely one thing my grandfather and I agree on - a Grant woman is never easy.” Sighing, he shook his head and returned to the Rover.
Gillian followed the taillights bouncing across the burn and up the steep hill to Dunnascaul. Absent-mindedly, she ran her thumb over her mouth, tasting him on her lips. A hint of cinnamon overlaid upon Cian Mackinnon’s own unique flavour. Her mouth tingled from his possession. Wow, he just didn’t kiss - he kissed. A slow burn licked at her body.
Never had she been willing to forget everything. Not once had she wanted a man to the point you could only see him, everything about him blurred to grey.
In spite of all, she so wanted Cian Mackinnon.
Too bad the Mackinnon men were heartbreakers. Oh, they vowed fancy promises, but weren’t there when it counted, never one to keep their word. She mustn’t forget that. Hadn’t her mother drummed it into her brain how David Mackinnon disappointed her grandmother time and again? Hadn’t he even broken his deathbed oath to Anne, leaving the castle to Cian instead of willing it to her granddaughter?
Curse fickle Fate! Oh, why had they met in a solicitor’s office instead of some romantic setting - moonlight, tropical breezes and slow dancing on a shadowy balcony? They’d sway to the soft music, their bodies so close, luxuriating in the heat that rose between them. She closed her eyes, savoring the power of the vision.
“Instead, I’m trapped by this blasted feud. His grandfather pledged to my grandmother on her deathbed. He broke it. I gave one to my mum on hers. I keep my word - unlike bloody Mackinnons. Mum said it’s left to me to see the castle was back in the family…my duty.” Sighing, Gillian frowned at the cat lying by the fireplace. “Don’t know why I talk to you. You might as well be a stuffed toy, Basil.”
The brown and grey tabby snapped his tail, as if that was all the recognition she deserved. Nothing stirred Basil. The laziest cat in the world, if he more than twitched his tail three times in a day she needed to mark it on the calendar.
“Oh, Gran, I wish I could talk with you, learn why you loved David Mackinnon with such a passion you’d trust the lying, conniving…” Feeling futility, she shrugged and headed to the bedroom to change into dry clothes.
It was spooky, living in the small thatched cottage where Anne and David carried on their lifelong, torrid affair. Their love permeated the house, lending her imagination flights of fancy at times, as if she heard bubbly laughter in another room. Sounds lovers might make.
After taking possession of the fairytale cottage, vivid erotic fantasies plagued her. At first, she passed them off as residual memories of Anne and David, seeing her grandmother at the age she was now. One night, after a particularly gripping fantasy of a man making love to her before the fireplace, she’d awoken in shock. The woman in the images was she, and the man was David Mackinnon’s arrogant grandson, Cian. Ever since, she’d worked to keep a shield between them.
Her mother, Maeve, had resented David Mackinnon, and for more than the centuries old Grant-Mackinnon feud. She’d abhorred Anne never loved Maeve’s father, blamed David for ruining Anne’s marriage. Gillian shivered. Her mother had been a bitter person, and in that dark coil tried to control Gillian’s every thought. In ways, Gillian supposed Maeve succeeded. Why else couldn’t she let go Dunnascaul hadn’t been returned to the Grants?
In her heart, she feared there’s a part of her too much like Anne, waiting to rise to the surface. Cian Mackinnon got to her on too many levels. Made her want to forget the past, all the old hatreds…and just love him.
If only he didn’t plan to ruin the castle. For a price, Blue-haired Go-Ins would queue up for twice-weekly tours, and May through August he’d throw open the doors to paying guests. A ruddy hotel! No respect for the history, the heritage! Dunnascaul should be loved, reverenced, not exploited.
Buttoning her jumper, she sat in the chair by the fire. Basil yawned and shifted closer to the flames. “You’re right, you silly feline, the heat feels good.”
Gillian placed her feet on the ottoman and pulled the soft plaide over her legs. Maybe dreams wouldn’t come if she slept in a chair.
Gillian rested peacefully, but Basil lazily lifted his head and yawned a meow to the shadowy figures of the two people standing by the chair. The woman raised a finger to her lips in shush, warning the cat not to awaken the slumbering woman. Anne gently stroked the dark blonde hair, so like her own when she was the same age.
Sins of the fathers…how many generations must this silly feud go on?
“Gillian favours me, does she no’?” she asked the distinguished man at her side.
“Aye, almost as bonnie as you were…” - he cleared his throat - “are.”
“Och, you’re eyes fail, David Mackinnon. She’s prettier than I was at that age.” Anne once more touched her granddaughter with such love, with pride.
“Got bigger knockers, too.” He winked when Anne pulled a face and punched his arm. “Cian is a lucky lad. If he just wakes up and smells the roses.”
“I dinnae recall you complaining I lacked.” She huffed playfully.
“Now, lass, I dinnae say you were lacking, just she has a wee bit more than you. Males notice these things. I may be dead…but I’m no’ blind.”
David Mackinnon saw, indeed, Anne’s grandchild was a comely woman―perfect lass for his braw grandson. Only, no one was lovelier than his Annie - never was, never would be - even though grey threaded the golden hair and lines crinkled the corner of her eyes. Smile lines. Well, he’d given Anne plenty to smile about over the years. Heart heavy, he acknowledged he’d brought her ample sorrow, too. Still, he loved her with a passion that defied time. Loved her as the years placed its stamp upon her elegant countenance. No one was more beautiful than his Anne.
“She’s a lovely lass, a bonnie match for my Cian.”
“You’re a sly one, David. You promised Gillian would get the castle. She loves it, will care for it, protect it.”
He patted her on the shoulder. “Trust me. It shall work out.”
Hope sparkled in her eye as tears welled. “Do you really think - ?”
“Trust me, Annie, everything shall come out right. Our love will see the dream come true.”
“The woman’s barmy.” Fergus gestured wildly with his hands. “No bloody reasoning with her. None of us can budge her.”
“What did you expect? She’s a Grant,” Cian pointed out, climbing into the Rover while Fergus shoved himself into the passenger’s side.
Curious, Cian wasn’t sure what to anticipate. After dragging down the chain, he knew Gillian would one-up him in some manner. Bloody witch wasted no time pulling an end run.
He shifted into low gear as the Rover splashed through Dunnascaul Burn, then he pulled off the side of the drive. He noticed vehicles parked on the carriageway, emergency blinkers flashing. The crew of men milled about at the mouth of the drive, clearly keeping their distance from the crazy woman.
At first, he didn’t see Gillian. Then he spotted her. Aye, she was barmy. “Only a bloody Grant would pull such a stunt,” he growled, climbing out of the driver’s seat and slamming the door.
Wearing a determined expression, Gillian lay across the drive. A claymore clutched in her hands! He wondered how she missed indulging in the theatrical touch of painting her face with blue woad.
“Coward,” she hissed at Fergus. “Figured the worm ran to the bloody Laird of Dunnascaul to whine about me.”
“Gillian, you’ll catch a cold laying in that muck.” Cian hid his smile. The lass had spunk.
A fat cat slowly waddled up, licked Gillian’s cheek, then with an exhausted sigh, slid down to lean against her shoulder.
“That’s the most moth-eaten, overweight pussycat I’ve ever seen.” Cian snorted a laugh.
“Don’t insult Basil,” she snapped.
Cian knelt down to scratch the kitty’s chin. “Aye, he looks insulted. Basil, tell your mistress she’s cold lying on the damp ground. Why her teeth chatter.” As he pulled his hand back, the cat stretched to maintain contact. He leaned so far, then sort of went thump - face down to the ground. “Gor, is he dead?”
Her cheeks jerked in suppressed laughter. “No, that’s Basil. Any exertion takes a toll on him, poor dear.”
Rubbing the cat’s chest showed Basil rumbled in a deep purr. “Like your silly mistress, you don’t have any more sense than to lie in the middle of the muddy drive.”
“We’re committed,” she huffed.
“No, but you should be.” Cian glanced to the men he’d hired to put in the new patio. “She won’t use the sword on you. She’s a Grant. It’s all bluff.”
“Bluff?” she spluttered.
Fergus the foreman shrugged. “She threatened to charge us with gang rape.”
“She’s a bloody Grant.” Cian shook his head. Reaching down, he picked up the limp cat. “Someone take the pussy and put him in the house.”
“He ain’t goin’ to bite me, iz he?” Fergus accepted the seemingly boneless animal.
“Look at him…he probably doesn’t have any teeth left,” Cian assured.
“Eh, watch the beastie, Fergus, he might gum ye to death,” one worker called, sending the others into gales of laughter.
Standing up, Cian loomed over Gillian. Snapping his fingers he ordered, “Give me the ruddy claymore. No one believes you’ll run them through.”
Gillian unsteadily waved it at him, hard for a woman to control the long sword from that prone location. He wrapped his hand around the pommel and jerked her to a sitting position. Ridiculously, she tried to yank it out of his grasp. While she struggled with the sword, he leaned forward and scooped her up around the waist, then deposited her on her stomach upon his left shoulder.
“Mackinnon, you horrid beast! Put me down!” When she wiggled and almost toppled off, she changed her tune. “Don’t drop me!”
The crew applauded. He considered taking a bow, but figured that would push Gillian too far. “Gentlemen, start your engines.”
Cian put a balancing hand on Gillian’s derrière and started toward the house. Workers sped by in their vehicles, followed by the flatbed truck loaded with creek rock. He met Fergus coming out of the thatched house as he was going in.
“I put kitty by the fire. You sure he’s all right, lass? Never saw a cat that limp before,” he worried.
Pushing on Cian’s back, she raised up so she could see Fergus. “Oh, that’s Basil. He tends not to bestir himself unless necessary.”
Cian set her on her feet, spun her around, and with a swat on her muddy covered arse, pushed her toward the bedroom.
Bedroom. He moaned. Last night another of those damn erotic dreams visited him. They began after he’d met Gillian and continued nightly. Shaking with need, he’d awoken, his head pounding, covered in sweat. Unable to stay in bed, he jumped up and paced like a caged tiger, pausing to stare down the hill at the thatched cottage, willing Gillian to come to him. So the last thing his libido needed was to couple Gillian and bedroom in the same sentence.
“Get out of those muddy clothes, lass.”
“Who gave you leave to order me about, Cian Mackinnon?” Gillian swung around, her chin tilted in a to-the-manor-born style.
Cian smiled and slowly walked to her. “Lass, you get that perfect arse into your room and out of those damp clothes or - ”
“Or what?” Eyes flashing, she glared.
The corner of his mouth tugged into an arrogant smile. He could feel it. “Or I’ll strip you buck naked and - ”
Gillian shot into her room like a bullet. She hesitated, staring at him with big brown eyes, before slamming and locking the door.
With a chuckle, he walked to the fireplace, knelt and added peat bricks. Life around Gillian was never dull, he admitted.
Nudging the pussy with his foot to make certain the fuzzy thing still lived earned him a tail snap. “Basil, you’re the most worthless feline I’ve ever seen.”
Basil yawned.
Once the fire’s warmth spread, he ambled into the kitchen and washed the mud from his hand where he’d swatted Gillian. Finding several blends of Brodies, he selected the silver tin of Edinburgh tea mix and then set the kettle boiling.
As he laid out shortbreads, Gillian came in. Wearing a wary expression, she watched him pouring tea. He got the impression she wanted to say something, but hesitated. Fine, he could break the tension.
He sat the cup and saucer before her. “What did you hope to accomplish, lying in the drive so my workmen couldn’t get to the castle?”
Glaring at it, she finally pulled the chair out and flopped down. “Guess I didn’t think it through.”
“What’s wrong with me repairing the castle?” he asked, stirring his tea.
“Fixing the castle is marvelous. Making it a tourist trap is so…” - she gestured with her hands - “mercenary. Dunnascaul is part of my heritage, part of your heritage.”
“Allowing Go-Ins twice a weak for a tour and tea or putting up a few tourists during the summer won’t ruin it,” Cian countered.
“Have you seen what they’ve done to Urquhart Castle? It’s disgusting.” Gillian shuddered.
Cian nodded. “I’m not doing anything like that. I’m merely trying to repair the place before it falls down around my ears. I hope to restore it, with my money, blood, sweat and likely a few tears.”
“Why turn it into a hotel?”
“It’s a monster of a castle, Gillian. I’ve tried counting the rooms and lose track. Over seventy-five rooms, twenty-three bedrooms. There’s enough to have two wings for guests and still keep the rest as a private residence. Neither of us was raised there, but we both hold a deep love for Dunnascaul, want what’s best for it, to see it survive.”
“Restore it, Cian, but drop plans for the hotel,” she pleaded.
He glared into the tea as if the answer might be found floating there. “If you dropped the Grant-Mackinnon feud, you’d understand. The hotel is the only option left - ”
“You’ll ruin it, being greedy.”
Cian’s anger flared. “Damn it, Gillian. Don’t you think I want the castle repaired and not put up with a bunch of Yank tourists poking about?”
“Then why?”
“Use your mind, lass. The same reason my grandfather didn’t leave you the castle, despite promising your gran―money. The lack of it. You’ve done nothing but huff and glower since you learnt the castle wouldn’t be returned to the Grants - ”
“He promised - ”
“Aye, he did. He also comprehended you wouldn’t have enough money for taxes. Then what? You’d sit in the castle while the roof leaks like a sieve? I’ve money. Not enough to see the castle saved. Am I to sit in that bloody monster while it crumbles around my head?”
Her face brightened. “What about the treasure?”
“Och, you buy that cock ‘n bull story?”
“No story. They couldn’t take it with them. Cumberland’s men would’ve gone through their belongings and stolen anything of value. They had to hide it in the castle.”
“I’ve heard the legend. We all have. Why my back pasture is full of holes. Why vandals and potholers broke in, ripping out walls and floorboards in Dunnascaul, searching for treasure. You stubborn Grants wanted a last laugh on the Mackinnons. They started nonsense about a fortune in gold and gems hidden inside Dunnascaul. For centuries they’ve sat on their arses and laughed while Mackinnons ran themselves ragged, trying to find that blasted gold.”
Gillian put down the teacup. “If you’d only believe, I bet we’d find it.”
“We?” he prodded, with an arched brow.
“Yes, we.”
Cian eyed her from behind hooded lids so Gillian couldn’t tell what he thought. She had to focus on the argument, not get lost in those beautiful pale eyes that were neither green nor blue, but aquamarine, shade of the water around the Isle of Lewis on a bright sunny day.
“You, me and that dilapidated excuse of a feline?” He chuckled as Basil waddled in.
Gillian touched his hand, then yanked hers back as a blush tinged her cheeks. “If we applied ourselves we’d figure out the riddle.”
Cian’s long lashes flicked over those mesmerizing eyes as he stared at the hand she used to touch him. “The riddle says none shall see the gold until the castle once more is in possession of a Grant.”
“Why your grandfather should’ve left Dunnascaul to me. I’m the last Grant from the attainted Dunnascaul line.”
He nodded. “I’m the last of the Mackinnons that Dunnascaul was given to after Culloden.” Though he placed no value in it, he knew the riddle by heart.
Until a Grant comes home to Dunnascaul, Secrets remain unearthed. Some search far afield. Some smarter look closer to hearth.
Clever is the lad or lass who can wisely riddle, to see something others cannot…right in the middle.
Gillian leaned forward to close the distance between them, putting a hand on his thigh for balance. “Surely, it cannot be that hard.”
A lowly male, blood rushed from his brain and went south at the touch of her fingers on his leg. He struggled to focus, wanting to reply, yes, it could be that hard. With effort, he dragged his mind from below his belt. “Who says the Grants haven’t found the treasure centuries ago?”
She laughed. “We might not have told the Mackinnons, but you can bet if a Grant discovered the treasure, they’d have bragged to other Grants. The treasure waits for us to discover it.”
As he stared into her brown eyes, he felt like a warrior of old, ready to slay dragons and to topple kingdoms just to win his lady’s smile. Hell, if she was underfoot, rummaging through his castle, it’d give him time to build a bridge over the centuries of hatred that lay between them.
He exhaled resignation, feeling this lass just slipped a ring through his nose. “When do we start?”
With a small squeal of glee, Gillian wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. Not a peck, but a big thank you smooch. Seizing the moment, he wasn’t letting her go. He wrapped an arm about her waist and dragged her across his lap. Cradling her, he savored the taste of tea and lemon, nibbling her soft lips, using his tongue to outline their seam until she opened for him. Images of sending the tea and biscuits crashing across the room while he took her on the oak table flooded his mind.
Hell, they wouldn’t disturb Basil!
Her perfume was a hint of jasmine and heather. It did nothing to mask the scent of the intoxicating woman underneath. Man had lost many animal instincts, depending too much on sight as a primary input to his brain. Only, as he held Gillian, something dark and primeval rose within his blood, of a man wanting to claim his mate.
Pulling back, he stared into the amber eyes, caught in the wonder of Gillian. He was lost. No hope for rescue.
As he drank in the image of her silken hair, he wanted to see it loose. Reverently, he slipped off the elastic band and untwined the coil of the honey-coloured braid.
Cian admitted being pole-axed. Shifting his fingers through the golden mass, mesmerized, he figured this was the real treasure of the Grants.
Exhausted, Cian dropped to the sofa before the massive fireplace. For a week, Gillian and he searched Dunnascaul from top to bottom. He still lacked an accurate room count. This time he blamed Gillian. Somewhere around forty-to-fifty, he became lost, watching her body move, the way her braid brushed against her derrière as she rapped on walls, how her eyes often were upon him as much as searching out a hiding spot for treasure.
Gillian came in, an on-the-rocks glass in each hand. She handed him one and gently clinked her lead-crystal tumbler against his. “Cheers, Mackinnon.”
“Sorry, lass, I warned there’s no gold.” He wasn’t saying I-told-you-so as much as admitting defeat.
He never believed in the treasure. It would’ve been nice to find the cache. He could undertake a total restoration of Dunnascaul instead of piecemeal efforts he planned over the next few years. What irritated, he felt he’d let Gillian down by not finding the hidden fortune for her - old warrior’s instinct to slay dragons for his lady.
“Sorry, I put you through all this searching.” She leaned against him, staring into the fire. Slowly, her eyes roved about the huge library. “I love this room. The heart of the castle. I like how the platform runs around the second level, leaving the room open. What a beautiful place this will be decorated for Christmas.”
The vision shimmered before his eyes, of evergreen and holly with Mackinnon and Grant tartan ribbons lining rail of the upper level. Over where the stairs turned ninety-degrees, the tallest tree imaginable would be tucked up in the curve. More importantly, he saw Gillian, mistress of Dunnascaul, hosting an open house Christmas tea for the Blue-haired Go-Ins, wrapping gifts for under the tree, or tying a tartan bow on Basil.
Making love with him before the fireplace.
“So, you’re back to Blue-hairs trooping through the castle twice weekly,” she grumped.
He wrapped an arm about her, shifting so they stretched out on the soft sofa. Leaning his head against hers, he kissed her temple. “Would that be such a hard life, lass? Sharing the history, the wonder of Dunnascaul for a few hours. Rest of the time it’d belong to us.”
Her hand holding the glass trembled. “Us?”
Basil waddled over and tried to hop onto the sofa. So fat, he landed on his belly, hind legs kicking in the air. Cian leaned over and grabbed him. “Yes, us. You, me and this worthless furball.”
“Are you - ?” Gillian paled.
“I am.” He took the glass from her hand and set it on the coffee table next to his.
She jumped on him. He laughed, liking how her body felt draped over his. Wrapping her arms around his neck she kissed him hard. He kissed her back. She tasted of the Malt Whisky, tasted of Gillian.
“Two ways this can go, lass, fast and wild or slow and torturous.” He nibbled along the curve of her neck. “I’m thinking slow…”
She sighed. “I’m up for suggestions.”
“Up for suggestions? Hmm…so am I, lass.” He smiled, but then yelped.
Gillian frowned. “Cian?
He shifted to pull the fat cat out from under him. “We’re squishing this moth-eaten excuse for a pussycat. Why didn’t he fuss before?”
“That’s Basil. Only imminent suffocation could make him stir.”
Dropping the fat feline on the floor, Cian took hold of Gillian and rolled so she was under him. “Ah, have you where I want you, lass, wanted for the past five weeks. Five weeks gives a man a powerful hunger. One that could take a lifetime to satisfy. Is that a yes, cushla mo fuil?”
“Pulse of my blood…” Gillian echoed the translation in wonder. “Oh, aye. You know - ”
“Right now there’s not enough blood in my brain to know much of anything, lass.” His grin felt wicked. “My hand is up under your sweater and I’m heading to first base fast. You should ken better than to expect a lad to think at times like that. Shush, and kiss me. You just said yes to a marriage proposal.”
Basil twined around the legs of the man. Leaning his arms on the balustrade, running around the second level of the library, her David watched the couple sleeping on the sofa below. Anne’s eyes lit as she studied the man and animal. Fondly, she recalled owning a dilapidated pussycat just like this one, recalled when the pet died and how she cried. David had been there, holding her, rocking her through the night.
She smiled to think much of her still lived on in her grand-daughter. As David lived on in Cian. The love she saw growing between these two bode well for the Mackinnons and Grants. Peace between the two Dunnascaul clans would reign, first time in over two centuries. Cian would give her Gillian beautiful babes. The castle would ring with laughter and love.
When she linked arms with David, he asked, “Where did you disappear to, mo gràdh?”
She leaned her head against his. “My love? Do you ken that never stops making my heart flutter? After all these many years?”
“Same as when you tell me you love me forever.” He rubbed his shoulder against hers. “Told you the lad would see the real treasure of the Grants, that Gillian would get the castle. I promised.”
“Aye, you just didn’t tell me she’d get Dunnascaul - and Cian.”
“They’re the best of you and me, lass. They were destined to come together. With Maeve carrying her off to the States to spite you, I needed to play cupid in my fashion.” His eyes roved over her face. “You dinnae answer, lass, where did you go?
Anne smiled, but a glint of sadness flickered over her countenance. “I needed a moment alone.”
He sighed and slid his arm around her. “Out with it, Annie, it’s too late in our sojourn to keep secrets.”
“It’s just…” She exhaled a sigh of regret.
“What, my bonnie lass?”
“I envy them. They have it all before them…” A tear sparkled in her eye. “They’ll have each other in a way we never did.”
“We loved each other, Annie Grant, don’t be forgetting that. We had responsibilities we couldn’t walk away from. No matter what life threw at us, we always had our love.” His chide faltered. “Oh, Annie, we have so much more than many people ever have. I would’ve loved for you to be my wife. You wouldn’t leave John Grant and I couldnae leave poor Janet. The cancer destroyed her over time, but by then you decided it wasn’t right to take Maeve from her father. Life wasn’t fair with us. Seldom is life fair.”
“It comes full circle.”
He gave her a squeeze. “Aye, with a Grant in Dunnascaul, part of the riddle’s fulfilled. Maybe they’ll find that ruddy treasure.”
Anne pushed away her sadness. “Do you think there’s really a treasure?”
“I believe Cian agrees with me - the real treasure of the Grants is their women.”
Gillian woke, the chill of the library touching her as she shifted.
Mrs. Cian Mackinnon. Hundreds of Grants must be rolling in their graves. Divinely happy, she wiggled her toes, then scooted her body against Cian. Oh, think of waking up every morn wrapped in those beautiful arms! Who needed a fireplace blazing when she could cuddle to this sexy bod?
The lids lifted over those sea-green eyes, a lazy half-smile spreading across Cian’s sensual mouth. Cian pulled her under him, his weight pressing her down in the soft sofa. His hot mouth nibbled along her collarbone, and up the column of her neck, sending prickles of sexual anticipation snaking over her skin. As he latched onto her earlobe and sucked, she about melted.
Tilting her head to the side to give him better access, her unfocused vision half-saw the portrait of the braw Highlander in a kilt over the fireplace. Cian’s ancestor two-hundred-years ago. Breeding ran true, for Cian could’ve posed for the painting. Beautiful Mackinnon men.
Something attracted notice at the edge of her peripheral vision. With Cian’s hands moving on her body, it was hard to pinpoint what bothered her. It would be too easy to surrender to the power he wove around her. She finally pinpointed it.
The scroll of the stone fireplaces. There were seven saucer-sized discs across the face of the mantle. Each depicted a scene of Highland life, all related to harvest themes. The one in the centre showed men drinking. Underneath, was the word Meadhoney. Mead was made of honey, so it struck her as odd to have it said in that fashion. Wouldn’t it be two words?
“Cian?”
“Hmmm,” he murmured as he slid down her body, chaining kisses across her stomach.
“Why would they paint mead and honey together as one word?”
“What?” He raised his head. “You’re asking a man with his tongue in your bellybutton to hold a reasonable conversation?”
“Put your randy thoughts on hold, Mackinnon, I’m on to some-thing.” She tried to sit up, but he pinned her to the sofa with his weight.
The sexy man flashed a killer smile. “No, I am on to something.” He slid his hand around her breast, cupping it. “Something I find absolutely amazing.”
She slapped his hand. “It thinks you’re amazing, too. But I need your mind in gear and not on shagging me.”
Cian sighed and sat up as she slithered out from under him. Pulling a grumpy face, he ran his hand through his hair as Basil tried to drag his tonnage onto the couch. Holding his palm up to his mouth he blew into it, then made a face. “Think it was the dragon breath, Basil?”
“Basil’s not much of a conversationalist.” Feeling the chill since she wore only Cian’s T-shirt, she dropped a couple peat bricks on the fire and poked it. Then she rose to examine the tableau. Just a carved scene of men drinking from horns. “Why meadhoney?”
Lifting Basil on the sofa, Cian patted the kitty. “Woman’s gone barmy on me again. Mead is made from honey. What’s the deal?”
“Why one word?”
Shrugging, he came to stand beside her. “Lass, you in nothing but my T-shirt is more than my poor beleaguered brain can handle. Besides, I don’t think about anything until I’ve had my tea.”
“Cian, this is important. Think. What is middle in the Gaelic?”
“Basil, now she wants me to converse in the language of warrior kings.” He chuckled as Basil laboriously rubbed against his leg.
“Cian!” she growled. “Some smarter look closer to hearth. Clever is the lad or lass who can wisely riddle, to see something others cannot…right in the middle.”
“Gor, she’s henpecking me already and I haven’t gotten the ring on her finger. Mead…” - he paused as the reality hit him - “…hon.”
“Precisely. It was there all the time. Right before their eyes. It was soooo simple. Meadhon means middle. This is the centre tableau. The room is the centre of the castle.” She leaned over examining the bottom rim. “Cian, look. There’s a tiny groove here. You have a flat-headed screwdriver we can use to pry?”
Sliding into his shirt, he tossed her slacks to her. “Hide that tush if you want me to concentrate on treasure hunts. Don’t get your hopes up lass,” he cautioned, not wanting to see disappointment in her brown eyes.
“I’m not, but this is the only one with the groove. They told us right in the middle of the hearth. So simple. Everyone expected a difficult puzzle to solve. Told you I was good at riddles!” She shimmied into her black trousers, excitement nearly more than she could contain. “See, Basil, these hard-headed Mackinnon men needed a Grant lass in possession to figure it out.”
Gillian shook her head as Basil keeled over in one of his death-faints. Pushing him aside with her foot, she examined the plate-size carved, green marble. There were no grooves on the other six and they appeared mortared in place.
Cian returned, shirt still not buttoned. If he thought she was distracting in just his T-shirt, she found it near impossible to concentrate on ancient riddles when flashes of that wonderfully sculpted chest tantalized her with visions of giving him a tongue bath. She buttoned the two lower ones, earning a kiss. Well, she left three undone. It’d be a sin to hide that chest completely.
“Sorry, lass, no having your wicked way with me. I think you solved the Grant’s Riddle.” He held up a foot-long screwdriver. “I think this’ll do.”
Gillian chuckled. “That thing’s obscene.”
“Stand back, Gillie, I’m very good with my tool.” Scooting the limp cat to the side so he had room to work, he frowned. “I see pussycat’s playing dead again.”
“The excitement’s too much for Basil.”
“Breathing’s too much for Basil.” He inserted the screwdriver and used it as a lever. “I feel it give, but it’s not coming out. Damn, I thought we were on to something.”
“Ye of little faith. Let a Grant at it. It was under your Mackinnon noses and none figured it out.” She saw it wiggle in place, but it wouldn’t let go. She’d hoped they’d pry the face off and out would pop the treasure. “It jiggles.”
“So does that sweet arse of yours, but it doesn’t detach either.” Sitting on the arm of the sofa, he watched her. His brow furrowed as he considered the problem. “Maybe it doesn’t come out.”
“Then why wiggle?”
Coming to the mantle he examined it. “Okay, right or left, lass?”
She shrugged, “Deasil.”
He rotated it to the right until he felt the groove settle into a slot. “By damn…watch.”
He gradually pushed the whole disk inward, recessing into the mantle. They heard a scraping sound, but couldn’t tell where it came from. Cian looked at Gillian to see if she pinpointed the source of the noise. She shrugged. The disk stopped, didn’t sink any farther into the marble mantle.
“Now what?” she asked.
Cian stepped back to look at the fireplace to see what he was missing. “You’re the great unriddler.”
Putting her hand on his bicep for balance, she leaned over to look up at the underside of the deep hood of the mantle. “It sounded like maybe from inside here. Look…isn’t that a crack? Give me the screw-driver.”
“Mitts off my tool, lass,” he joked, kneeling down until he was beneath the mantel. Inserting the flat of the blade into the crack, he pried. “It’s moving - ”
There was a pop, and instantly gold coins rained from the mantle.
“Bloody hell.” Cian yanked her back as the fireplace spewed hundreds of large gold coins like a berserk slot machine.
Gillian jumped up and down and hugged him, thrilled they’d found it. “Cian, we did it! We found the Grant’s treasure!”
“No Blue-haired Go-Ins?” He picked up a coin, examining it front and back.
Gillian chuckled. “Actually, after spending this past week exploring the castle, I decided opening part to guests isn’t such a bad idea. Dunnascaul is something rare, magic. Wouldn’t hurt to share that for a few hours.”
Cian glared at the coin. “Might be good you feel like that.”
“Why? What’s wrong? We found the treasure. No telling how old those coins are. Their weight in gold is worth a fortune, but old coins should go to auction for collectors. No telling their value.”
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