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  Chapter One


  The Scottish Highlands, Winter 1411


  


  The high-pitched wail tangled with the scream of the wind whipping over the rocks. It surely wasn’t human. What in the name of man or beast could make such a noise?


  Without his preternatural hearing, Finn wouldn’t have been able to hear the reedy sound over the cacophony of the storm. Nor could he heed the pants and yips of the starving wolf pack tracking him through the snow.


  He drew his sword and hatchet. Whatever it was, he could kill it.


  He pointed his sealskin boots and jogged toward the racket with anticipation. What danger would he vanquish in the Solstice storm? The Highlands were steeped in tales of shape shifters and vengeful faeries. Perhaps a demon?


  Finn’s purpose on this isle was a lethal one. To prove himself to those at the temple of Freya who would doubt his lineage and loyalty. But a good fight would warm his blood.


  He bared his teeth in a snarl as he leapt atop and over one of the giant stones that littered the Highlands. Landing in a crouch in the snow, Finn spun to face the creature, his weapons raised for attack.


  And froze.


  Limbs straining against their bindings and a face as red with rage as he’d ever seen, the wee babe squalled at a pitch Finn would never have imagined humanly possible.


  He made a face. Did all babies make such a horrific noise? If so, how did the world ever come to be populated? Perhaps this was why women cared for little ones. A man would likely murder his own progeny after ten minutes of such a sound.


  He knew they were surrounded before the scrawny wolf leapt between him and the infant. The beast’s intent was the child’s soft fleshy neck. Finn kicked his hatchet out of his belt and embedded it into the animal’s jugular before it could lunge for the kill.


  The child was lucky that only human blood brought out his Berserker lust. Running the few paces toward the squirming bundle, he snatched it out of the gathering snow. Spinning about, he locked eyes with the alpha and snarled. They stayed like that for a moment, each beast sizing up the other.


  The alpha was a female, large and strong, with dark grey and white fighting for supremacy in her winter coat. She rippled with aggression.


  Any other day, with any other opponent, she would have ordered her pack to slaughter, and she would have emerged the victor.


  Not this day, Finn thought, and growled again.


  Lowering her head, the alpha turned, and she and her pack disappeared into the wind like a lethal mirage.


  Finn looked around for any sign of the child’s people. The storm was such that he couldn’t be certain if snow fell from clouds or if the wind whipped the deep drifts about to beat at whatever would dare to stand against it. He could see for some distance, but it was all arctic wilderness.


  Maybe he should leave the babe to its fate? He knew all too well how cruel the world would be to a fatherless child. But his hand had already killed to save it. And the thought of discarding this life made him as cold on the inside as the merciless storm.


  He looked around in desperation one last time before studying the purple, contorted face of the child who hadn’t let up its angry yowling.


  Retrieving his axe from the dead beast, he swiped it through the snow and then returned it into his belt, all the while holding the tiny burden in his other arm. Finn tucked it into his cloak, hoping the warmth would shut it up. Somehow, that seemed to make it angrier.


  The Gods must be punishing him.


  He’d been following the shores of Loch Fyne for a time, and could see the lights of Strathlachlan grow closer when he crested each small hill. At its edge, Killrock Keep, also known as Castle Lachlan, glowed like a beacon in a sea of white.


  Finn ran through the snow, grateful now more than ever for his supernatural speed and endurance. The faster he could divest himself of the burden, the better. He didn’t stop until he reached the outskirts of the village. The town square had been forsaken due to the storm. Solstice dawned tomorrow and townsfolk still reveled in the warmth of their neat row houses and cottages. The strain of lutes, pipes and song accompanied by the roar of laughter tangled with the wind. Finn sank further into his furs, though the chill that snaked through him had nothing to do with the weather.


  The trade street had been locked down, and each stall or business sat dark and deserted. The only light spilled from the large inn and tavern where cheerful sounds of drunken revelry filtered through thick, sturdy walls. Finn tried once again to quiet the baby’s cries. Which is to say, he ordered it to cease its yowling. It only squirmed harder within its meager wrapping and found an entirely new octave in which to suffer.


  Letting loose a string of curses in English and then his own Nordic language, he pounded on the door to the inn hard enough to shake the rafters.


  The door swung open immediately and the smell of ale, roast mutton, and copious unwashed bodies assaulted his senses.


  “Got no rooms left,” a heavy, aging wench hollered at his chest over the din of the common room. She looked up when he pulled the hood of his furs back. Heat and interest sparked in her dirty gray eyes. She thrust a hip to the side and narrowed her shoulders, creating a deep groove in her already cavernous cleavage. “Even for the likes of ye, love, lest ye want to warm my bed.”


  The child started screaming in earnest. This time he agreed with the whelp.


  “Wot’s this then?” Her thick brogue, deepened by libations, muddled the words.


  “I found it in the snow.”


  “Then the poor bastard’s hungry.”


  Finn flinched at the word bastard, but the woman didn’t seem to notice. The look on her ruddy face told him that she was reconsidering her offer.


  “He needs a woman.” Finn shoved the bundle toward her.


  “He needs a nurse.” She recoiled, swinging the door toward him. “Ye canna leave him here.”


  Finn blocked the door with his fist. “Then where do I find a nurse?” he growled through clenched teeth.


  Her eyes went round as saucers and the sharp tang of her fear filled his nose. “A-at the end of the row on the left,” she stammered.


  Finn turned and pulled his hood back over his head as the heavy door slammed against him. He had to leave this babe with someone tonight. For on the morrow he must carry out his holy charge.


  To assassinate Connor and Roderick MacLauchlan.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  By the time she’d finished her hip bath, Rhona McEwen shivered so violently her muscles protested. It felt as though they would lock her joints down and she would become a standing statue of ice and pain.


  Casting a baleful look at her dwindling cache of wood, she decided to go without a fire again tonight. She hadn’t the coin to buy any more from the woodcutter and she didn’t want to consider the alternative means of payment. The next time he came by, she might have to take him up on his salacious offer.


  The only ray of hope in her frigid world was the request from Castle Lachlan. Lady Evelyn MacLauchlan was in the middle of a difficult pregnancy and she wanted to meet with Rhona on the morrow and maybe appoint her services. The prospect thrilled her, but she’d have to figure out how to survive in the months between now and the birth of the Laird’s niece or nephew.


  Shivering into her best stockings and shift, she regretted the bath to her very bones, but she couldn’t think of presenting herself at the castle smelling like she slept next to the goats and the chickens.


  The flame from her lone candle flickered in drafts from the howling wind that leaked through too many cracks in her walls. In the unsteady light, she searched her one-room dwelling for her kirtle and skirt. She could have sworn she’d stretched it out next to the hip bath to smooth the wrinkles. It wasn’t beneath the furs on the small, under-stuffed mattress, nor draped on the lone oak chair next to the fireplace. She rummaged through her ancient trunk and found only her other soiled shift, a lone pair of shoes and patched wool cloak. Those were the whole of her belongings if she didn’t count the cupboard where she kept extra supplies for any babe that might be left with her.


  She could have sworn she hung it up by the… Oh Lord. She braced herself and turned around.


  The garment lay crumpled inside the fireplace, its dingy grey melding with the ashes. Blast it! She must have disturbed it while dragging the hip bath into the corner by the annex opening to the stables. Of all the fool things to do. Maybe she should have lit a fire on the eve of such an important meeting, if only to make sure she could see her surroundings properly and avoid such a disaster.


  Retrieving the garment, she sat on the edge of the bed to inspect the damage. Ash and soot smudged one entire side of the bodice and sleeve, though the skirt was relatively unscathed. How could she show herself at Castle Lachlan dressed in this? Surely such fine ladies would turn her away. It was too late, and too cold to wash the garment. It would never dry in time.


   Sinking to the bed on trembling legs, Rhona considered giving in to the exhausted, frustrated sobs trembling in her throat. She couldn’t just yet. She still had to express her milk before going to bed or she’d hate herself in the morning.


  Even more than she already did.


  A pummeling knock almost shattered her door. She shrieked with surprise and leapt to her feet. Her heart threw itself against her ribs. The pounding repeated, this time shaking the rafters of the stable.


  “Who’s there?” she called, hating the terrified catch in her voice. Rhona was answered by a sound she was all too familiar with.


  The wail of a hungry child.


  “I’m coming.” Discarding the kirtle to the trunk, she grabbed one of the furs from the bed and threw it around her shoulders before lunging for the latch.


  She only opened the door enough to block the wind with her body, afraid it would blow out her candle.


  But she needn’t have bothered.


  The man at her door was the size of one of the boulders that were scattered about the Highlands like ancient, hulking guardians. His enormous body buffered her doorway against the wind and snow.


  Rhona gasped and craned her neck to look up into the shadow of his hood where his face was hidden. She could only make out a strong chin and hard mouth drawn into a tight frown. A thrill of fear raced up her spine. In this storm, no one was about to hear her scream.


  “It won’t stop.”


  Rhona jumped as heavy arms thrust a wailing, wriggling bundle at her.


  “Are you the nurse?” The voice was deep, cavernous, with a guttural accent Rhona had never before encountered.


  Still unable to completely recover her wits, she nodded and opened the door to grant him entrance. It may not be the most intelligent thing she’d ever done, letting this unknown giant into her home, but he might have coin. Also, she couldn’t bring herself to turn away a hungry infant in distress.


  He had to bend at the waist to enter. After Rhona secured the latch, she turned and jumped to see him holding the baby out to her like an offering. Though the infant had to be at least a month or two old, he could cradle it in his gigantic hands.


  Rhona just blinked at him dumbly.


  He dressed like a barbarian. A cloak of speckled white and silver fur hung to his knees from shoulders as wide as an aged oak. Warm, fur-lined boots, the likes of which she’d never seen, wrapped about his calves.


  He didn’t just take space, he claimed it. His form dominated her tiny dwelling, filling every free corner with his essence, if not his own heavy limbs.


  “It won’t stop,” he repeated in his smooth baritone, breaking her trance.


  “O-of course.” She snatched the baby from his hands, careful not to touch him. If the barbarian noticed, he didn’t comment.


  Rhona carried the sodden bundle to her cupboard, where she extracted clean linen for changing and another for swaddling. The babe’s blanket was much too thin for such weather. She looked down into his angry wee face and murmured to him, not that she expected it to make much of a difference until he was changed, warm, and fed. Cheeks that needed fleshing out were chapped and red with cold. The little body was quickly losing strength, its angry struggles becoming weaker, the cries thinner.


  “Hold on for me, dear heart,” she crooned, then glanced toward the man whose back was to her as he inspected her modest home. He’d pushed his hood off his head, exposing long, straight hair that would have been as white as his cloak were it not for threads of gold brought out by the candle’s flame.


  Rhona had to avert her eyes lest she be caught staring. “Where’s the mother?” she asked.


  “I found it in the snow by the Loch,” he said gruffly over the cries of the babe. “You live in a stable.”


  Rhona frowned while she worked, not appreciating the disapproval in the stranger’s tone. “I do not. I live in a room off of a stable. The stable master’s home is attached to the other side of the building.” Perhaps her room had once been a spacious stall, but it had a fireplace now and she wasn’t about to concede the point to him. Not when he used that tone of voice.


  “What is through there?” He was examining the rickety, half-sized door through the wall next to the fireplace and adjacent to her front door.


  “My goat and chickens,” she explained, hating that she sounded so defensive.


  He grunted.


  “And you found him in the snow,” she corrected for good measure, as she tied the new nappy on and disposed of the soiled one.


  “What?”


  “Him. The child is a boy.”


  He didn’t answer her and she didn’t know if she cared for him to. She rubbed at the baby’s freezing limbs, hoping to improve the circulation. She stood and tucked him into the fur with her, hoping to warm him with the heat of her body.


  How could someone abandon such a helpless wee creature?


  Rhona looked up into the face of the enormous stranger and lost her ability to think. Nor could she breathe. Their proximity was too close, though he stood across the room.


  He leaned against her small fireplace and scrutinized her from eyes so intensely green and beautiful that she could barely fathom it. Something about his stance belied the relaxed posture. A leashed violence vibrated in the air around him sending tendrils of energy reaching for her. He made no move, but Rhona still felt the urge to back away. Strong, perfectly formed bones structured a visage that could have only been sculpted by a master. He was the image of an archangel, surely. Only those brutal, wrathful heavenly warriors could dare to possess such golden masculine beauty.


  “It’s not working.” He thrust his strong chin to the screeching, wriggling body beneath her fur. “I’ll give you this if you can make him stop.” He took a coin from a pouch hidden in his cloak.


  Rhona’s mouth went dry. She couldn’t exactly tell from where she stood, but it looked like gold.


  She dared not hope.


  “Please blow out the candle and sit there,” she murmured, gesturing to the chair.


  His cruel brows drew together in a scowl. “Why?”


  “So I can feed him.”


  His eyes dropped to her breasts and he squinted, as if he could see them hidden beneath her fur. He swallowed, frowned, and then gave a curt nod.


  Divesting himself of his heavy cloak, he uncovered a tunic the color of the sea in a storm and soft-looking, animal-skin trews. Strapped over his mesmerizing hips were weapons so large and frightening that if they hadn’t been hidden at the time, Rhona may not have let him past her threshold. 


  Not that she would have been able to stop him.


  Her heart threatened to escape her, again, and she clutched the babe closer to her. Lifting his eyes to hers, the barbarian reached out and snuffed the candle flame with his palm, drenching them both in stormy darkness.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Finn tested the strength of the rickety chair before settling the whole of his bulk upon it. He couldn’t take his eyes off the woman as she blindly stepped to her trunk and sank across from him, still clutching the noisy child.


  She couldn’t know that her request to snuff the candle was meaningless. That he could see her in the darkness. He could study her soft features as intently as he wanted.


  And he wanted.


  The instant she’d opened her door, with her wild copper curls glowing in the light of a lone candle, his body had responded to her. He’d initially planned on abandoning the babe to her care with some coin and being about his business.


  Instead, he was furiously trying to figure out how he’d let himself become folded into this ridiculous chair.


  It had to be her voice.


  Soft and husky, with a touch of rasp escaping through a lilting Scots accent, her voice held him in a thrall that was at once mystifying and disturbing. Until now, he’d never met a woman who’d dared argue with him, and this lady had yet to offer him an agreeable word. Even still, her voice thrummed a vibration so deep within him that his Berserker purred with it.


  And demanded more.


  She shrugged off the fur that protected her from his view and it pooled around her.


  Finn forced a swallow around his dry tongue.


  Apparently confident that she was shrouded from his view by darkness, she reached her free hand up to her shoulder to unlatch the buckle on her threadbare shift and let it fall to her lap.


  Any other time, he would have been ferociously aroused by the sight of such full, creamy breasts. In fact the sight of this woman, bared to the waist, ignited warm embers of desire low in his gut. But a fascinated awe superseded the provocation as he watched her position the child at a plump nipple.


  “Here you are, sweeting,” she murmured. “This will keep you.”


  Miraculously, the bairn’s angry squalls faded into a series of frantic grunts, an impressive sigh, and then blessed silence.


  The miracle woman parted her lips on a soundless breath and closed her eyes, as though feeding the babe gave her great relief.


  Would that he could incite such a response.


  Finn balled his hands into a fist, feeling like a foul intruder on a soft and intimate moment. But he couldn’t bring himself to look away, so he craned his neck to watch a ritual as old as time, but completely foreign to him.


  The child had burrowed his hand into the generous flesh above where he took greedy pulls at her breast. A little ring of moisture gathered at the corners of his mouth, as if he took more than he could swallow. Now that the whelp wasn’t splitting his ears, Finn didn’t mind the look of him so much. His eyes were too big for his skinny face. All the babies he’d had chanced to see, which he had to admit hadn’t been many, were fat-cheeked and dimpled.


  Finn frowned, a cold pit forming in his chest. His nostrils flared and anger simmered to the surface. How could someone just discard a helpless life such as this? He wouldn’t let the boy starve. The babe would be sheltered from the gnawing desperation of an empty stomach. He’d never smell the scent of plenty and be denied because of the circumstances of his birth. He wouldn’t have to fight the dogs for the scraps of a meal.


  This Finn vowed.


  “Where do you hie from, stranger?” Her question surprised him. He’d never conversed with a woman before. He did little in the way of talking at all. He had his sword. And his axe. He had the respect and fear of those beneath him and the derision of those above him. What use was conversation in either case?


  “North,” was the best he could come up with.


  Her eyes shifted restlessly and she chewed her lip. It seemed as though his answer unsettled her. “What brings you to Strathlachlan? Are you here for the Solstice or perhaps for Yuletide? Are you visiting someone?”


  “I am duty bound,” he responded honestly. To murder your Laird.


  “Oh?” A wet, sucking sound came from the bundle and she reached a hand in to make an adjustment. “There are no markets or fishing this time of year. All the animals are scattered to the valleys so you’re neither trader, fish-monger, herder, nor farmer.”


  “I am none of those things.” I am a death bringer.


  She furrowed her brow. “You are a soldier, then.”


  “I am a warrior.” I am a Berserker.


  What was she doing to him? That voice. It soothed him, absorbed him. Piercing the shades of silver and shadow that was his perception of darkness, it wrapped about him like a velvet cloak. It calmed the monster inside of him, stroking over his skin until he wanted to purr like a weak and sated kitten.


  He was a warrior.


  But she was dangerous.


  Finn stilled as she lifted her free arm to her other breast. She cupped the full weight gently, testing it with a slight squeeze, then feeling her way around the side, running a finger across the rosy nipple.


  The chair’s arm split beneath his grip.


  She paused, lifting her face blindly in his direction. “Are you all right?”


  “Aye,” he forced out. Of course he wasn’t fucking all right. Desire slammed into him with the violence of a war hammer, stealing the breath from his chest. All the blood warming his body collected in his cock until it throbbed along with the desperate pounding of his heart.


  Was this permissible? Did it mean he was depraved? There was a child between them, a helpless creature that she nourished with her body. Why, then, did the sight suddenly inflame him beyond all reason? Of course she had the most beautiful breasts he’d ever laid eyes upon. And, granted, the sight of a woman fondling herself was a most luscious and fantastical thing to behold. He realized she did it for practical purposes, safe in the assumption that she was hidden from his view. She meant not to tempt or tantalize him, but here he was, tortured beyond his physical capacity.


  The child let out a disgruntled squeak as she pulled him from her breast and readjusted him to the other side.


  “Don’t you fret, wee one,” she murmured. “There’s plenty to fill you.”


  And I’ve plenty with which to fill you, he thought, and ground his teeth together hard enough to make his jaw pop.


  “What is your name?” she asked, turning her attention back to him.


  “Fionngall. Finn.” His throat felt tight as he watched her eyes in the shadows. He remembered their color in the candlelight, the same as the shifting northern lights of his homeland. Prismatic and iridescent blues, greens, and golds accompanied by surprising hues spanning the entire spectrum.


  A man could lose his soul in those eyes.


  Her generous mouth lifted with amusement. “That makes sense, I suppose.”


  “How?”


  “The meaning of your name.”


  Finn’s brows drew together. “I was not aware my name had meaning.”


  “Of course it does, especially to me. It means ‘fair-haired stranger,’ which you are.” She smiled in the darkness, as though it was directed somewhere close to his shoulder. “Every name means something. Mine’s Rhona McEwan, for instance. Rhona means ‘wise’ or ‘ruler’ though, sadly I am neither.” She gave a wry laugh.


  Finn’s mother had told Finn once that he’d been named by his father, before he discarded her to fend for herself. His mother had hair the color of cedar barrels. Finn knew all too well that he resembled his father. She told him that through her tears while dragging him through the winter snows toward the temple of Freya. His features had been the reason she’d abandoned him to his fate. But a Gaelic name, one with meaning?


  “Rhona.” He forced the memory from his mind and tested her name on his tongue. It tasted sweet and guttural. Like mead and sex.


  “Yes.” Her voice sounded warmer than before. Huskier.


  “You have a man… a child?” If she did, he didn’t provide her with much. Finn frowned with disapproval. And, where else would he be on a night like this if he could be wrapped in her soft embrace and nuzzled against those generous breasts?


  He could smell the dramatic shift in her emotions before she spoke, and knew he’d made a grave mistake in the asking.


  ***


  Rhona’s stomach gave a jolt of unease that spread through her bones. She had nothing. No one. But how did she say so without leaving herself utterly vulnerable? Of course, she was naked to the waist and completely at the mercy of the warrior. If he wanted to hurt her at any time, she would be powerless to stop him. Even if Eoghan still lived, she doubted that he would have been much of an obstacle to whatever this giant of a man took into his head to do to her.


  Swallowing her apprehension, she decided that she’d sealed her fate one way or the other by opening her door to him. She had a job to do and he had gold. If he paid her, she could survive a little longer. For whatever that was worth.


  “I have no husband or child,” she told the darkness, squeezing the wee babe closer to her bosom. “I mean, I-I did, but I don’t anymore.”


  “Why?” His cold voice held no trace of sympathy nor cruelty. In fact, the inflection rarely changed. It unsettled Rhona, who was used to passionate, raucous Highlanders with booming, melodious brogues. This man, Finn, was stoic and cold, leaving no hint to his emotions, or that he even possessed any. He seemed as arctic as the far-north from whence he traveled. And just as lethal.


  “They were… taken from me,” she answered carefully.


  “When?”


  “A year or so past.”


  “How?” His voice sharpened with something akin to interest.


  Rhona blinked, shocked at his audacity. Did he want to rip open the scars of wounds too freshly healed? Was he truly so pitiless, or just ignorant?


  “What bold questions you ask.” She threw as much censure into her voice as she could muster.


  He was silent a moment. When he answered he sounded truly puzzled. “It takes boldness to defeat your enemy or challenge your leader. It takes no boldness to ask a woman a simple question.”


  So it was ignorance, then. Did he ever have a lot to learn.


  “In any case,” Rhona continued sharply. “It’s not a story you want to be hearing.”


  “It is,” he insisted. “I do.” A loud creak split the darkness as he adjusted himself, and Rhona worried about the structural dependability of her poor chair. “I find I want to know how you came to live in this stable. Why you’re all alone on the eve of the Solstice.” The newly discovered desire didn’t seem to please him, though he didn’t sound particularly angry either.


  She was equally conflicted about his confession.


  ‘Twould be most helpful if she could see his features and gauge his reactions. Rhona remembered that his face was chiseled with planes and angles by the hands of a master. That his immense body was wrapped in the finest, strangest clothing she’d ever seen and he carried gold from the continent in a heavy pouch. This kind of man would make her most uneasy in any circumstance. In the past, she’d never bring herself to meet his eyes, let alone carry on a conversation with him. In truth, she’d always been shy and demure, terrified of conversation, let alone confrontation. She’d been a mouse. A rug for others to tread upon.


  But loss and desperation changed everyone, didn’t it? It was difficult to dread disapproval, censure, or humiliation when you no longer even feared death. There was something of a liberty in that. What else could anyone do to her now? What mattered but the next meal, or finding wood for warmth? Why should she care if this fair-haired stranger was offended, disgusted, or simply bored by her tale?


  The expectation emanating from the darkness gave her a sense of anonymity. He could hear her words, but could not see her shame. It felt as though she was in confession and could finally voice her sins. For they were many.


  “My father was a cruel drunkard who died of a diseased liver when I was six. My mother worked as a seamstress for the wives of rich merchants in Glasgow and I helped her with her sewing.” She shifted, somehow compelled by his silence to tell the entire truth, not to coat it with honeyed words as she was wont to do. “That is to say, she made me sew until my fingers blistered or bled every night and I very much hated it.”


  “What is sewing?” he asked, his voice becoming even more arctic. “Why does it make you bleed?”


  “Clothing,” she explained. “I made and repaired clothing. In fact, I did it long enough to know that your tunic is loom-spun, not wheel spun, and the stitching is double-threaded crossed stitch, same as your trews. Though I don’t know how they managed it with the animal skins.”


  Rhona decided to take his grunt as a sound of amusement and kept going.


  “Before he died, my father signed betrothal papers between me and the son of a good friend of his. I married Eoghan McEwan upon his father’s death and he moved me to his farm, in Argyle.”


  “This did not make you happy,” the darkness rumbled.


  Rhona had thought that she kept her voice light and monotonous, as though telling a story about someone else she’d once known. Some unfortunate woman whom she pitied. She could feel the tightness of the muscles in her face, the lines of stress about her mouth.


  “My few short weeks of marriage were probably the easiest of my life, though I was unhappy at the time. My husband was neither cruel nor lazy, nor was he kind or attentive. But there was plenty of food, the house was comfortable, and the work bearable. I just wanted…”


  What had she wanted? Love? Deference? Someone who didn’t expect her to wait on him hand and foot? Rhona remembered how worthless she felt when Eoghan would criticize her to his friends or neighbors. “She canna cook a decent stew or handle the animals,” he’d say. “But she’s a bonny good tup and will bear me strong sons.”


  His boast of her skills as a lover always embarrassed and puzzled her. She merely did what he commanded her to do while she gritted her teeth and bore his attentions.


  Eoghan had told her that it would only hurt the first time, but he’d been wrong. Every single time she’d lain with a man, had been excruciatingly painful in some way or another.


  “Well anyway,” she continued, “He was called to fight for the Stewart against the Donald in one of the early skirmishes and he was defeated in the battle. Laird McEwan’s soldiers came to claim the farm in his name some days after.”


  “But it was your farm.” Bless the warrior for sounding incensed on her behalf.


  “Women cannot own property in this country,” she explained, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice. “And I had no heir with which to hold it.”


  He grunted again, this time less amused.


  “The McEwan soldiers who bore the news offered to take me back to my mother in Glasgow so I…went with them.”


  Suddenly the storm outside seemed angrier, the screams of the wind became war cries or death knells. The darkness was no longer a cloak in which to hide, but full of shadows and danger. Of foul-smelling sweat, smothering heaving bodies, and bruised, torn flesh.


  “They…took me to an encampment outside Inverary, told me I had to earn my passage by becoming their whore.” Sometimes when she thought of this, Rhona struggled to breathe. She had to stop and take in a few shuddering gulps of air. “There were three of them, who kept me for a week and then dumped me here when they were called away.”


  The babe’s feeding rhythm had diminished and he squirmed again in her arms. Poor lad must have eaten too fast. Pulling him from her breast, Rhona lifted him to rest against her shoulder and rubbed and patted his back while she rocked her body. She couldn’t be quite sure if she rocked herself or the child, but it was comforting nonetheless.


  The man in the darkness remained silent, motionless. She couldn’t hear him breathing. Perhaps she’d even put him to sleep. But now that she’d started telling her story, it felt as though she purged some kind of poison and she couldn’t stop until she’d wrung every last bit of it from inside her.


  “They never did pay me.” The plaintive afterthought still bothered her, but she decided that was all she was going to say about that week of sheer hell.


  “I found work with a local seamstress at the market, here, Mrs. McConnell. She paid well and the hours were good. She liked to tell people she took in an unfortunate widow, and I didn’t mind her saying so. I had no pride left at that point, for I realized some weeks after taking up with her that I was carrying a child.” A wry laugh wrung through her swelling throat. It sounded more like a strangled sob when it escaped.


  “I lived for that life inside me,” she admitted. “I loved it. Sang to it. Talked to it while I worked. I said I didn’t care if it came out a boy or a girl, that he or she could be anything they wanted to be and I would do all to help them safe and happy.”


  “Mrs. McConnell was a deeply religious woman. She saw me come into the village with the soldiers, as did some others. Once she found out about my condition, she said that it was apparent I couldn’t be sure of the baby’s legitimacy. So she dismissed me. My mother also denied me aid for the same reason. My reputation was as soiled as my body.”


  Rhona remembered how hard those months had been, trying to make her last wages stretch until the birth. She paid the midwife first and the busy old pagan woman had been kind and patient with her, teaching her about self care and the care of infants. She even fed Rhona at night if she would do her dishes and help with soiled laundry after other births.


  “I gave birth in October, more than a year ago, to a daughter, Miorbhail. Though I just called her ‘Mira’.”


  “Did her name have a meaning?” His disembodied voice caused her to jump. It sounded different than before. Lower, the words more clipped. Somehow the air between them had changed. An undercurrent of hostility and anger radiated through the darkness and Rhona couldn’t be sure if it emanated from her or the warrior.


  Rhona hadn’t even been certain he’d been listening. He was so quiet, unnaturally still. She was such a terrible fidget, she couldn’t believe that someone could make themselves as motionless as a stone in such an uncomfortable chair.


  “Miracle. Her name meant miracle.” She wiped at a stray tear and tried to swallow around the emotion lodged in her throat. “But she only lived for a fortnight. I still don’t know what took her. She wasn’t sick. She was eating enough, growing chubbier than this lad is. The midwife said that babes just… die sometimes. That there’s no reason for it. She said that it was probably best given my circumstances.”


  Her voice hardened and her tears dried. Most of her grief washed away in the river of tears she’d cried already, leaving emptiness occasionally filled with impotent anger.


  “I would have found a way, no matter what my circumstances. I would have kept Mira safe and fed and warm. I would have sewn a thousand dresses, washed a thousand sheets, or fucked a thousand men. It was not better that she died.”


  Silence roared in her little room after her passionate words landed in the darkness. She still rocked the boy in her arms, thumping his back a little harder than before. “Does that shock you, sir?” she asked, daring him to condemn her.


  “Yes,” he answered, with more vehemence than she expected. The word was so tight, so full of a leashed meaning that she couldn’t identify.


  “Well you can go—”


  An impressive belch against her ear silenced her and the baby squirmed and fussed in her arms. She brought him back down to her breast so he could have his fill. She wondered how close the warrior truly was. Would their knees touch if she stretched them toward him? Would he rescind his payment now that she’d shocked him?


  “What happened after?” he prodded.


  It was Rhona’s turn to be shocked. Why did he want to know all this?


  “There isn’t much to tell after Mira… a woman at the market brought her grandson to me. His mother had died in childbirth. I nursed the babe for several months. The woman’s husband was a beast-keeper and he gave me my goat and three chickens for payment. After that, the woodcutter’s wife had their fifth child and her milk dried early. I nursed her baby daughter for a few months, and they sent me dinner and wood to warm me. But her child started on solid food almost a month ago…” Rhona trailed off. The stranger, Finn, knew everything about her now. More than he probably wanted to. But she felt surprisingly better, unburdening herself like that. Lighter, somehow.


  “You didn’t hate your child?” Finn asked bluntly. “What if her sire was one of those men who—” He didn’t finish his sentence, and Rhona was glad. She didn’t want to hear the words on his tongue. She didn’t want to actualize the thought in his mind, not while they were alone and she was so exposed.


  “Nay,” she murmured. “None of that was her fault. She was an innocent gift born of all that ugliness.”


  The sudden sound of movement startled her and she had the distinct impression that the giant had stood. Surprisingly, it didn’t disrupt the baby who had fallen asleep at her breast.


  “Someone’s here,” Finn’s voice didn’t sound alarmed, but still held an intensity that worried her.


  “How would you know—”


  The second insistent knock of the night tested the meager strength of her door.


  Shocked that the noise didn’t wake the sleeping child, Rhona gingerly set the babe on the bed and rushed to buckle her shift. She stood and turned to grab her fur, then backed into something so solid and warm that it stunned her into stillness.


  She hadn’t known he stood so close. Her breath quickened pace with her heart. “Please don’t show that you are here,” she whispered. “It would be disastrous for me.”


  “I won’t.” His breath warmed her ear as he bent to whisper to her and gooseflesh broke over her skin. She didn’t want to open the door. She didn’t want to move. His chest was so solid against her back. So stable.


  The knock sounded again, this time louder, and the babe let out a muffled squeak that spurred Rhona into action. She lunged for the rickety latch and pulled the door open.


  James MacLauchlan, the woodcutter, loomed in her doorway, smelling as though his most recent bath had been in Islay scotch. Even the strength of the wind couldn’t whip the overpowering scent away from her.


  She stepped onto the stoop and closed the door behind her, the cold stone freezing her bare feet.


  He leaned down to her and Rhona shrank from the grimy unmentionables caught in his dirty, russet beard. “I noticed yer chimney was cold. I’ve brought a full load for ye.” He took his time running his eyes over her, noting the thin hem of her shift peeking from beneath the ratted fur she clutched about her shoulders. He staggered a bit when he motioned to the wood piled haphazardly in his cart and covered with a skin to protect it from the storm. It would be enough to warm her for at least two weeks.


  “I’ll be taking the payment we agreed upon now.” His hand snaked out and grasped her elbow.


  “Wait.” She made to pull her arm away but kept her voice low, hoping the storm shielded their words from Finn. The stranger knew too much of her shame already, and she depended on his gold for survival. “I’ve taken a job. I have a babe in there with me and enough to pay you. If you come back tomorrow night, after I’ve changed the coin with the smithy—.”


  His grip became painful and he pushed forward, as if to force her inside. “My wife is invalid after the birth of this babe. It’s been months since I’ve lain with her and I havena the coin for whores.”


  Rhona’s heart dropped into her stomach. How was she going to get rid of him? “I’m sorry, but I’ll pay you—”


  “Ye promised me a tup for a fire and I mean to collect what’s owed me.” He reached over her and pushed the door open, making to shove her inside.


  Rhona resisted, but paused when she saw his eyes widen in shock. Her instinct told her to scramble out of the way seconds before the heavy woodcutter flew several feet backward into a bank of snow.


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  Finn did, indeed, appear the avenging angel as he stalked the woodcutter. Rhona inched toward the door, squinting against the stinging crystals of ice cast at her by the storm. The barbarian all but disappeared into the snow with his light furs and fair hair.


  James sprawled on his back in the bank, moaning and cursing.


  Finn said not a word as he lifted his gigantic boot and stomped on the woodcutter’s chest. It seemed like he used little effort, but James folded in on himself and rolled to his side, his mouth gaping and closing like a fish starved for water.


  Rhona gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. Part of her wanted to stop Finn. What he did would bring dire consequences upon her head. The whole of the village would surely turn against her. But God help her, she could do naught but watch, hoping that his punishment was indeed as painful as it looked.


  Finn moved behind him, his features contorted with satisfied wrath as he delivered vicious kicks to MacLauchlan’s middle and lower back. This man knew exactly how to wreak pain and did so with brutal efficiency. Though James was a large man with a body honed of hard work, Finn didn’t once unsheathe his weapons, as though the woodcutter didn’t pose enough of a challenge.


  Something dark and violent rose within her belly as Finn’s boot covered the side of James’ neck as the man curled into himself. Rhona couldn’t call it excitement, per se, but it was a thrill so foreign that it frightened her. It spread a trembling, moist ache deep into her womb and caused her feminine muscles to clench tightly.


  “When you are again able to breathe, you will crawl home to your wife.” Finn’s voice was chillingly soft, but it somehow reached her through the howling of the wind. She saw James’s head move in a frantic nod and his neck was released.


  Instead of coming toward her, Finn marched to the cart and started stacking wood into his arms.


  “Wait,” Rhona cried. “I don’t want anything from him. I’ll find another way.”


  Finn shook his head and wordlessly continued stacking an impossible load of wood into his arms. When he could no longer see over, he hefted it to rest against the dry part of the stable building, moving as though the burden didn’t impede him in the slightest.


  “Did you not hear me?” Rhona followed him, ignoring the biting cold on her feet. “I told you I did not want it.”


  Finn cast her an indecipherable look and didn’t pause in his work. “He was defeated.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means that what was his now belongs to you.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” she gasped.


  “That is the way of things.” Finn stood and tromped back into the snow for another enormous armful of firewood. Honestly, a man shouldn’t be able to carry so much. It was unnatural.


  “I appreciate you defending me, I really do.” She moved to block him from a third and final trip. “But he’s going to claim that I stole it and that will be no end of trouble.”


  Finn stepped around her without even breaking a stride. “No he won’t.” He spat in the direction of the now gasping woodcutter and loaded the last of the wood. “He’ll be busy pissing blood for the next few days.” It appeared the prospect very much pleased him.


  “And what about after that?” Rhona burrowed deeper into her fur. “What about next time, when you’ve moved on and no one is here to protect me?”


  The barbarian paused, holding a stack that would have taken three normal men to carry, and considered her question. His face remained impassive, as though it were set that way. “There is no other woodcutter in the village?”


  Rhona shook her head. “I would get firewood on my own if I had any boots to wear in the snow. As it is, I’d lose my toes to frost if I tried.”


  Dumping the last bit of firewood, Finn looked down at her bare feet as if for the first time. Letting out a foreign, ugly curse he lifted her into his arms before she could protest and carried her inside.


  ***


  Finn leaned against the door and used his elbow to secure the latch. For a woman living alone, the door didn’t lend much in the way of security. He remembered being afraid he’d shatter the rotting wood when he knocked. It left her so vulnerable. Defenseless. That would have to be remedied if he were ever to get a peaceful night’s sleep again.


  “What are you about? Put me down,” the woman demanded in a loud whisper, glaring blindly at his chest in the darkness.


  Finn frowned. He didn’t know what he was about. Some sort of unraveling was taking place within him. When he’d noted her feet, bared and red in the snow, his only instinct had been to shield her from pain. He’d not thought past picking her up and taking her inside.


  She smelled like juniper soap and cinnamon. Finn leaned down to breathe her in. He’d been able to control his inexplicable desire for her, so far. But having her in his arms like this, at his mercy, caused his control to slip in dangerous increments.


  “Shh. You’ll wake the baby,” he whispered back, reluctantly setting her wriggling form on the cold floor. He liked the feel of her curves through the furs so much that images of what they would look like bared to him formed in his mind. “Don’t move,” he commanded her.


  “I can’t see anything.” She sounded nervous. “What are you doing? Lighting a candle?”


  Finn walked to the bed where the baby slumbered in his bindings. His tiny eyelids fluttered with dreams and his nostrils flared with every deep, strong breath. Finn lifted the tiny creature and cradled him in one arm and retrieved his fur cloak with his free hand.


  “Did you really offer yourself to that man for firewood?” he murmured, staring down into the cherubic little face while he crafted, out of his cloak, a warm bed for the babe between the mattress and the wall and stabilized on each side by his sword and axe.


  It took her a long time to answer and he worked silently until she did, tucking a flap of the softest snow-hare’s fur over the child.


  “His last delivery was my final payment for feeding his child. He was late and I went three days without a fire.” Her voice dared him to pass judgment on her, but a small thread of pleading wound through her words. “I was freezing and desperate. You can’t know what it was like. I would have done anything.”


  Finn tensed. He did know what it was like. He’d suffered for days and days naked and shivering without hope for any warmth. But he was a Berserker, bred in the frozen north to withstand the cruelest of elements. It was impossible for him to freeze to death.


   She was a delicate woman. And he should have beaten the woodcutter to death regardless of a thought for his family.


  Finn stood, satisfied the child was secure and warm. “How desperate are you now?”


  “I beg your pardon?” Despite her incensed question, her face told him that she knew exactly what he was asking. Her full lips drew into a tight line, like it was wont to do when she was displeased. Her brow fell, creating two distinct grooves over the bridge of her pert, lightly freckled nose.


  Finn’s heart started to pound. Much like the moment before swords clashed in battle, a release of excitement surged through his veins. “What if I paid you enough gold to keep your fire lit for a year?” He stalked her in the darkness, watching emotions play across her beautiful face. Her cheeks were more gaunt than he liked, her eyes plagued with dark circles and wariness. Even so, she had somehow become the most desirable woman he’d ever known.


  “For what?” she breathed.


  He came to stand in front of her, studying the subtle curves of her features painted in shades of grey by his night vision. “You know for what,” he murmured. “For a night with me.”


  She suddenly became very still and Finn knew he was a merciless predator who’d ensnared a soft, tempting rabbit. She was in his clutches and his instinct demanded that he make a meal of her. Blinking rapidly, she took in a few frantic gulps of air.


  “Why?” she finally asked with a tremulous breath.


  Her question astounded Finn. “Because I want you.”


  A hand fluttered to her chest, then smoothed her riotous curls, and landed in her mouth so she could chew at a nail.


  “You really don’t,” she informed him, fisting her restless hand in her fur. “If you’re looking for… amusement, you can search out Francesca at the tavern. She’s lithe and exotic. Italian, I believe. I’ve heard she’s very skilled.”


  “I don’t want Francesca.” Finn had availed himself of a hundred Francesca’s in his lifetime. He didn’t want lithe and exotic. He wanted curved and freckled.


  “Brigid, then.” She reached for her hair again, twisting a curl around her finger while she shifted from foot to foot. “She’s very young and known for being adventurous. Golden-haired, like you.”


  “I don’t want Brigid.” Resourceful tenacity and gentle warmth appealed to him much more than youth and daring. As for golden-haired, Finn found that he’d lately developed an acute interest in red.


  “Well, you don’t want me,” she backed up a bit, forgetting to whisper.


  He blinked. “I don’t?”


  “No.” Her voice trembled the more adamant she became. “You look… well… like you do.” Her arm swatted toward him as though his features were a major fault. “And I look like… I look like I’ve birthed a child. Like I’ve been nursing for a year. It makes no sense.”


  She had it right on the last point. The woman wasn’t making any sense. “The woodcutter offered for you,” he countered. “Why deny me?”


  “Did you not hear what I said?” she asked. “I’m accessible to men like James MacLauchlan but not to someone like you.” She pressed her palm to her forehead and let out a beleaguered sigh. Even in the darkness, he could detect the flush in her skin as it glowed brighter.


  His eyes narrowed as Finn bristled at her rebuff. Crossing his arms over his chest he asked, “And what am I like?”


  “Like Adonis, that’s what,” she spat. “Like… the most… Well you’re so… bloody handsome.” She finished the word with a gesture of exasperation.


  A grin spread across his mouth. She thought him handsome, did she? Most women did, seeking to entice him by means he often found humiliating for all involved. But Finn hadn’t thought he’d appealed to Rhona. She’d barely even looked at him. She’d gone out of her way to make it clear she didn’t desire him to touch her.


  “And?” he prodded, waiting to hear her reason for them not to lie together.


  “And nothing,” she groaned.


  That was it? Because he was handsome? Perhaps the woman was a wee bit daft. Beautiful. Adorable when piqued. But maybe a little off. “You find me handsome, so you refuse to lie with me?”


  “I didn’t refuse. I—”


  “So you will let me have you.”


  “No.” She frowned. “Maybe. I don’t…” Two delicate fingers pinched the bridge of her nose.


  Were all women this confusing? How could he be so thoroughly aroused by her and completely puzzled by her at the same time? Was this some kind of female game she played? Finn acutely felt every bit of his ignorant upbringing in this moment. Aside from his mother, he’d never even met a woman until his seventeenth year when Olaf had taken him to meet with some whores who would chance to service a Berserker. Sometimes it was dangerous work.


  Finn took a steadying breath. Rhona had just said ‘maybe’, and that meant he had a chance. “You. Don’t. What?” he asked very slowly.


  “I don’t want you to make this offer for me out of charity or pity.” She dropped her hand. “I know how wretched I am.”


  Aghast, Finn thought she must have been joking, but for the earnest, vulnerable anxiety shimmering through the tears in her eyes.


  He reached out and grasped her hand, placing it on his trews where his cock strained against its bindings, desperate to be between her legs. Between her fingers. Her lips. Her breasts. 


  “Does this feel like pity to you?” he hissed. “Because I’ve been in this way since you opened your door to me.”


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  Rhona struggled to free herself from his unyielding grasp. The length he pressed against her hand flexed and pulsed, its heat radiating through the thin barrier as though to entice her to accept it. She’d never felt a man so large before and his proposition suddenly frightened her.


  His groan sounded more like a growl, rumbling from a place so deep that it reverberated in the air around her. Unwittingly, her own body responded with a soft, moist ache that bloomed in her belly.


  “Does it?” he murmured against her ear. His nearness was overwhelming. Even in the darkness she had a sense of his sheer size and unmitigated power.


  “No,” she whispered, going still in his grip.


  “What does it feel like?” His voice had changed again. Tinged with something wild and dangerous, it slid along her senses like a bedeviled snake. Tempting and repelling all at once.


  “Like… need.”


  “Let me have you,” he pressed. The growl was deeper now, an inch away from a command. “I vow not to leave you wanting.”


  Rhona didn’t understand what he meant. Was he promising to pay her? She was always wanting. Wanting for shoes. Wanting for warmth or food. Wanting to seek some idle pleasures instead of devoting her every hour to work and survival.


  “I—” With the gold he offered she would not want for any of those things. Not for a long while. She knew she could survive the brief and vicious moments of his pleasure. She just couldn’t seem to bring herself to say the words.


  Finn released her hand and wrapped strong fingers about her shoulders. “I’ll not be a brute to you, not like those fucking soldiers, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”


  Rhona pulled her hand away from his sex.


  She wasn’t afraid. God help her, she should be. But she’d survived it before. And from what she remembered, before a man took a woman in violence, there was a subtle shift in the air between them. An evil, expectant vibration that should be a warning yet was so easy to ignore.


  Rhona felt none of that with Finn. The man had already protected her from suffering such a fate. And if he’d wanted to take her against her will, why offer her coin? He could have had her at any time and she’d be powerless to stop him.


  No, she wasn’t frightened of his lust. It was his aversion or ridicule that caused her apprehension. It mortified her that she’d told him as much.


  Finn was the embodiment of physical perfection, and the contrast made her feel inferior. No matter how she looked, she couldn’t find one flaw. One blemish to mar his beauty.


  Rhona bore tiny marks on her hips and belly from where her pregnancy had stretched her skin. She knew her breasts were no longer as pert and high as they’d once been. Her hips were wider then when she was a young lass, her bottom more round. She couldn’t bear for him to see and compare.


  “I’ll consent to your offer on one condition.”


  His grip tightened on her shoulders.


  “You can’t light a fire, not even a candle.”


  “You want it to be cold?”


  “No.” She took a shaky breath, hardy able to believe what she agreed to. “I want it to be dark.”


  “Done.” He sounded pleased. “Though I have a few conditions of my own.


  Her stomach clenched. She should have known he’d have demands.


  “Yes?”


  His hands trailed from her shoulders down her arms, drawing the fur along with them, exposing bits of skin to the cold.


  “You belong to me tonight.” His voice maintained that growling timbre, as if some terrible beast lived inside of him and would take its pleasure from her, as well. “You must let me have you as I wish to.”


  A flurry of moths erupted within her stomach. Trepidation washed over her with the force of a frigid, powerful ocean wave. This was a dangerous demand, made in a dangerous tone. The treachery lie within the wicked spark his words ignited within her. An ember of something she didn’t understand writhed through her blood, causing her limbs to twitch restlessly.


  Desires she couldn’t identify flooded her senses as if her soul was trying to compel her to an end she couldn’t predict. And as her mind recoiled from this devil’s bargain she made, somehow her body anticipated it.


  This frightened her most of all.


  “Very well, warrior.” Rhona closed her eyes. “Do with me what you will.”


  ***


  Finn watched Rhona’s throat work over a swallow. Her nostrils flared with quick, anxious breaths and when her eyes opened, they darted blindly about. 


  Several tense moments passed as Finn grappled with his urgent need. She was now his to do with as he pleased. Too many images, desires, and appetites thundered through him. He stood paralyzed for fear he would fall upon her like the ravenous brute he’d just promised not to be.


  “What... do you require of me?” she asked in a halting voice.


  He wanted her to talk to him, to direct him to her pleasure with that husky brogue of hers. He wanted to hear her moans and screams of pleasure, but he dare not wake the babe. 


  “Just stand where you are,” he commanded, letting her fur drop to the ground. 


  She let out shaky sigh when his fingers moved to the ribbon holding the front of her thin shift around her shoulders. Finn could just make out the protuberance of her pink nipples against the fabric and was assaulted by another wave of lust. He took a steadying breath and forced his trembling fingers to be deliberate as he pushed the shift off her shoulders and let it join the fur at her feet.


  Finn couldn’t hold in his moan as he took in her nakedness. In the entirety of his life, he’d never beheld such beauty. Even in the darkness, Rhona covered her breasts with her arms and crossed her legs in a vain attempt to protect her modesty. The shy action caused possession to scream through his veins.


  Mine, his Berserker demanded.


  Could she be?


  He jerked free of his clothing, unable to take his eyes off of her as he stripped and discarded his things to the chair.


  Now there stood no barrier between her flesh and his.


  She looked ripe and round and soft like a fruit ready to be plucked from a late summer tree. Riotous curls framed her wide eyes and spilled down her delicate shoulders. They helped her arms to hide her breasts from view.


  Finn’s hands curled into fists as his gaze followed the indent of her waist to the dramatic flare of her hips and the subtle curve of her belly.


  Her thigh blocked her sex from his view, but Finn didn’t mind. He’d keep this image of her with him always to take out and savor in the lonely cold nights that dominated his life.


  She started when he reached out and brushed her hair back, exposing a pale shoulder. He circled her, breathing in her musk of spice and winter. No matter what his body demanded, he couldn’t rush this.


  And didn’t want to.


  Rhona had promised herself to him for the rest of the night, and he planned to siphon every last pleasure that the stormy darkness had to offer.


  Finn reached for the curve of her waist, sliding his hand around to her back and pulled her to him.


  She gasped and lifted her hands to press against his chest.


  “Did I hurt you?” he whispered, allowing her to create space between them, though his mouth found the shell of her ear too irresistible not to taste and nibble.


  “My breasts…They’re tender from the feeding.”


  His abdomen flexed with a rush of desire as the words left her mouth. Her breasts. Full and lush with rosy nipples. He ached to touch them, to test their weight in his hands and taste their sweetness with his mouth. But he’d not cause her pain for the entire world.


  “Here then.” His hands traversed her supple flesh as he continued his moist exploration of her soft lobe. He could feel her skin blooming with goose pimples against his. She softly pressed her head closer, letting out a trapped breath.


  So it seemed her ear was a weakness. One he planned to exploit.


  His hands dropped from her back to shape the sweet curve of her bottom. He kneaded it to the rhythm of the blood pounding lust through his veins. Then he pulled her against him, allowing her hands to control the pressure above her waist.


  She stiffened as his cock pushed against the soft skin of her belly, but made no noise. He did his best to distract her with his mouth on her ear, her neck, the smooth skin of her shoulder.


  The contact of their skin overwhelmed him. The difference of her softness against his hardness. Her rounded curves against his sharp angles. It took his breath away and brought years of forgotten needs and desires roaring to the surface.


  Finn had always thought of his life in uncomplicated terms. Hard and cold, brutal and merciless. His every triumph built upon the blood of his innumerable enemies. His every defeat celebrated by those he would seek to call family. His cursed beast raged inside of him, more lethal and ferocious than any other, and yet survival was an endless battle of pain surmounted only by force of will.


  The soft creature in his arms was the antithesis of all that. Her body was lush and warm. Inviting and pliant. Instead of seeking vicious domination, she survived only by means of enduring. Her hands were clean of blood. Her heart was free of vengeance. And in spite of her own difficult battle for survival, she nourished the weak with all she had left to give.


  It wasn’t only his body that ached for her, nor merely his Berserker that roared to possess her. It was his stained soul that reached for the purity of spirit that pulsed within her. If he could meld with that, if only for the span of a stormy Solstice eve, then perhaps he could taste that purity and carry a piece of it with him always.


  The soft hitches in her breaths and restless movements told him she would respond to his mouth, but he couldn’t yet smell what he needed from her.


  She wasn’t ready for him yet.


  But she would be. He wanted her slick and wanton, writhing and begging for him to give her release. He wanted to erase the memory of any other man from her mind until he consumed her like her very scent was consuming him. Somehow within the space of a few dark hours, Rhona had claimed a piece of him.


  It was time to stake a claim of his own.


  ***


  Rhona swallowed a moan of protest when his lips left her ear. The innocent attentions he’d paid her there had felt like a sin. As stoic and accommodating as she planned to be, the wet play of his tongue followed by the soft scrape of his teeth on her earlobe caused a cold fire to race along the surface of her flesh.


  She was alive with sensation, her every nerve vibrating with awareness of him. His skin was warm against her body, contrasting with the wintry air. The rocks of his chest pressed back against her resisting hands, the bands of muscle rippling along his torso unrelenting against her stomach.


  And his sex pulsed like a hot brand against her belly.


  It was a weapon. Just as fearsome as any of the others he’d brought into her home. He’d penetrate her with it, stab her. Not just once or so like a sword or dagger, but many times. Why, then, was he prolonging her torment with soft, wet nibbles and sensitizing caresses? Why force her to stand and endure this antagonizing anticipation of his inevitable intrusion?


  At least his hands were gentle. Despite the rough calluses on the skin of his palms, he touched her with the utmost care. It was as though he was aware that his immense strength could break her, and he focused very carefully on not doing so.


  At least of that she could be grateful.


  The feel of his hands on her backside was an intimacy she wasn’t used to. Each time he cupped the pliant flesh and kneaded, cold air hit the quivering place between her legs.


  Rhona shuddered. She’d never been much aware of that place before. It caused her shame. It caused her pain. It brought life into this world. But she’d avoided it for everything but to clean and care for.


  How puzzling, nay, alarming that she should be so aware of it now. A feeling of restless emptiness that bordered on a stinging ache had settled there. With each brush of his mouth against her ear or neck, with each exploration of his fingers, the awareness increased until she felt the need to squirm.


  His hands drew away from behind her, following the curve of her hip to dip between their bodies.


  Though she could see nothing in the absolute darkness, she squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the humiliating intrusion of his rough fingers. Instead, he paused at her stomach, tracing the small swell that had never disappeared after her child’s birth, then the indent where her hip met her thigh.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, unable to stand it any longer.


  “Learning the feel of you,” he murmured, his hot breath teasing the fine hairs at the nape of her neck.


  “Why?” According to previous experience, he should have pushed her onto the bed by now and pried her legs apart, thrusting between them until he spent himself. “Shouldn’t you just… get on with it?”


  “Nay.” His fingers trailed against the curls above her sex and a jolt of charged energy sliced up her spine. “I need you ready to take me inside you.”


  She couldn’t see his face, but the dark need in his voice caused a shudder to quake her very bones. The words spoken in his deep tones did something disturbing to her insides. Didn’t he understand? She’d never be ready. She’d never want this.


  “Please. I don’t—”


  His finger snaked between the folds of her sex. He hissed a breath through his teeth and groaned.


  But Rhona had forgotten how to breathe entirely. A stab of sensation jerked every muscle she possessed tight as a bow string. It was a lightning slash of pleasure that disappeared as soon as it registered.


  Finn hadn’t lingered in that spot, but dipped lower to the very entrance to her body.


  Rhona bit her lip. A small amount of slick moisture encountered his exploration. She vaguely remembered her husband asking her why she couldn’t get wet for him. It had been his only complaint in that regard, but it seemed to irritate him to no end.


  “Not enough,” he rumbled.


  Her heart pounded. Finn was already displeased with her. Oh God. How had she thought she could do this?


  The mountain that was his chest lowered beneath her hands. He was kneeling? Did he mean to take her on the cold floor?


  She clenched her legs together, suddenly very aware of the cold now that she was not pressed into the heat of his skin.


  More fingers invaded the lips of her sex, parting her and exposing her core.


  Rhona whimpered, suddenly feeling very lost and vulnerable, as though the storm raging outside was about to break in and batter her exposed skin. Did he mean to humiliate her? Would he hurt her now?


  “I must taste you,” he growled. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”


  There was not light by which to see her. How could he know she was beautiful? Taste her? He couldn’t mean to...


  “No—”


  Her protestation died on a strangled breath as a long, strong lick split apart the very center of her. A foreign, frightening needle of pleasure shot through her with such incredible force that her knees weakened.


  As if sensing her imminent collapse, Finn’s strong hands gripped her hips and held her aloft. His mouth remained where it was, buried within her core, his lips exploring the pliant ridges of her sex, teasing around the center of her burning loins.


  This was nothing like she’d ever experienced. Rhona couldn’t be certain it truly was happening. Was this lethal stranger really on his knees before her, tasting of her womanhood? No one had ever done such a thing. The very thought scandalized her. The action nearly sent her into conniptions.


   In contrast to his callused fingers, his tongue was smooth, hot, and deliciously wet. It slipped among increasingly slick flesh leaving sweet trails of pure, aching pleasure in its wake.


  Shocked beyond comprehension, Rhona’s fingers sought and dug into his muscular shoulders. Her toes curled in on themselves and a trembling began so deep that it must have come from her soul.


  A tide of need and pressure released from her belly as she felt her sex bloom and open beneath his expert mouth. It was as if all her blood and awareness surged there, to be part of this dangerous, delicious experience.


  His moan was muffled by her skin, and his fingers dug almost painfully into the meat of her hips. He left no question that he was pleased by her body’s innate reaction.


  Now, more than ever, she was grateful for the cover of darkness as she couldn’t seem to process the absolute intimacy of what he performed on her. Instead of recoiling from his wicked mouth as she was first inclined to do, Rhona pressed herself forward against him.


  Heat and instinct melded somehow within her, pulsing pleasure through her blood with the beat of some ancient rhythm. The sounds of the angry storm outside retreated until she could only hear the desperate pant of her breath and the soft, wet sounds he created.


  She seemed to be reaching for something, something she couldn’t name and didn’t understand. Her body strained for it, her hips searched for it, riding his mouth as though she were a woman possessed. In truth, she couldn’t recognize herself as she was now. Reduced to a creature of wanton need. Bereft of pride or fear or dignity, begging to be set free from this passionate torture.


  As the warrior rolled his tongue over her and his lips nipped at her flesh, he seemed to be aware of what she required, but unwilling to allow her to have it.


  “P-Please,” she whimpered. “Finn… I can’t…”


  He groaned again, and plunged his tongue against the sensitive bud that was at the center of her burning need. As he ground against it, her entire body convulsed. In that moment, she understood her fair-haired stranger was something other than a mere man. As she shuddered and melted into the wave of pure, wet-hot pleasure that engulfed her, he supported her entire weight with his outstretched arms, all the while continuing his relentless conquest with his tongue.


  Rhona had to bite down on her tongue to keep from crying out. The pain seemed to heighten the intensity of the pleasure pulsing from her sex and reaching to every recess of her being. A few helpless sobs escaped her as the sensations rolling off of his tongue reached a peak so incredible that she wasn’t sure she could contain it.


  Just as she felt as though she might be overwhelmed, his lips retreated from her.


  It was all Rhona could do to inflate her chest and depress it. She was naught a mass of throbbing, wet satiation and trembling limbs. She couldn’t seem to let go of his shoulders, and he didn’t release her hips as he rose in front of her. If he did, she would surely sink into a puddle of boneless nonsense.


  She’d had no idea her body had been capable of such bliss. That in the right hands, she could be played like an instrument to crescendo to such a tremendous peak.


  “You are ready for me now,” Finn informed her. He seemed so certain. His voice tight and laced with need.


  Tension and dread crept back into Rhona’s pliant muscles. He’d only just given to her the sort of pleasure that he wanted to take. For that, she could be thankful. For that, she would submit to anything he wanted of her. He would be kind as he climbed on top of her and painfully slaked his lust.


  And she would endure.


  


  Chapter Six


  


  Finn wiped the taste of her from his lips. Nothing could compare to the sweetness of her nectar. Nothing. As she’d trembled and pulsed in his arms, he’d taken as much pleasure from her release as he’d ever taken in his own. He could have spilled his own seed with the lightest of touch, he was so fucking hard.


  He needed inside her. Now.


  Bending down, he swept his arm behind her knees and lifted her. He took pride in how her legs trembled. In the astounded glaze covering her heavy-lidded eyes. He loved how her breasts bobbed with her every move.


  Depositing her on her back, he followed her down on the bed, covering her body with his.


  Her eyes widened and her breath quickened. Her muscles, once replete with pleasure became instantly rigid again.


  Yes. She was ready.


  The urge to kiss her knocked the wind out of him. He wanted to claim her with more than his body. He wanted her to taste herself on his lips and understand the sweetness that was her essence. He wanted to bind himself to this woman for the rest of his unnaturally long life.


  He shook his head, focusing on beauty of her pink-tipped nipples instead of her parted lips. What he wanted was a fool’s wish. He couldn’t hope to have something as pure and beautiful as her for more than tonight.


  But tonight he would have as much as she could give.


  “Open your legs,” he prompted, unwilling to take his eyes from her glorious breasts.


  She complied, creating the sweetest cradle for his body. Her fragrance surrounded him, winter spices and musk. He was about to sink into bliss and ride them both to the edge of heaven. He positioned the head of his throbbing cock at her entrance; reveling in the abundance of moisture her body had gifted him with upon her release.


  And then it hit him.


  A cloying, sour note mixed in the bouquet of her intoxicating scent. One that grew stronger with each moment he hovered above her.


  Fear.


  Finn drew back and truly looked at her. Though it was dark, Rhona’s eyes were clenched shut. Her hands burrowed into the mattress and clutched the faded, tattered linens in a white-knuckled grip. The muscle of her delicate jaw flexed and her pulse leapt against the straining skin of her neck.


  He’d been so mistaken. She wasn’t ready for him to take her. She was bracing herself against it.


  Gritting his teeth against a slew of curses, Finn fought the murderous urges battling with the lust in his blood. Those fucking soldiers. Maybe he’d coax their names from her lips and hunt them for sport. They would fight and kick like rabbits in a snare before he gutted them. He would feed them their own entrails before the lights went out of their eyes.


  Struggling to contain the violence pounding in his heart, Finn dropped his head into her fragrant hair and took three deep, centering breaths.


  She continued to lie absolutely still beneath him.


  “Wrap your legs around me,” he commanded, more brusquely than intended.


  She whimpered, but complied, hooking her ankles at his back.


  Finn burrowed his arms beneath her and lifted her off the bed and stood.


  Her eyes flew open and she held tightly to his shoulders. “What are you doing?” she asked. “I thought—”


  “Oh, I still mean to have you.” He turned his body and sat on the bed, settling her onto his lap with her knees split over him.


  “But… how?” The heat from her core beckoned to his cock, which seemed to stretch toward her of its own volition.


  Finn took the curve of her hips in each hand and lifted her away from him, positioning his throbbing column against the opening of her body, once again.


  “Like this,” he grit out. “But you have to do it.”


  Her eyebrows shot up. “What?”


  “I won’t hurt you. And I’ll not take what you do not freely give me, Rhona,” he vowed. “You take me. Take me inside you.”


  She blinked, her chest lifting and falling with her labored breath. Finn watched a myriad of emotions play across her face before her eyes closed once again. Hands resting on his shoulders, she lifted herself on her knees, then exhaled and slowly pressed her body forward.


  The slit of her body was wet and tight as it stretched over the blunt head of his sex. He knew he would stretch her. He was an uncommonly large man. But the feel of her flesh slowly accommodating to him had to be the sweetest sensation of his long life.


  And it was going to kill him. His lust and instinct pounded through him demanding that he thrust and dominate. It took such incredible force of will for him to remain still, that his muscles began to quiver.


  It was her eyes that saved her. They flew open, filled with astounded wonder as she sank in torturous increments. Her lips parted and the warm rush of her astonished sigh hit his face. Finn tempered the surges of need by intently watching each sensation flow through her expressions. What he saw there awed and humbled him. Relief, pleasure, curiosity, utter vulnerability.


  Rapture.


  His heart contracted. This moment was crafted for them. For him. If he did nothing good in his life, he did this. He brought this woman satisfaction, and for that he was saved.


  When she almost had him inside her, she paused, looking troubled. “I don’t think I can take any more,” she whispered.


  “You can,” he gasped. Clutching her hips, he lifted her until he almost withdrew, pulling a ragged sound from them both.


  She began her descent again, this time faster, wetter, and with more confidence. She did not stop until he was buried inside her to the hilt.


  Sweat broke out on his forehead, his restraint stretching to impossible lengths.


  She held still, letting their breath tangle in the darkness. Finn dared not move either, for fear that he might lose this perfect place. He fit inside her like she’d been a warm sheath crafted only for him. When she adjusted herself, testing her untried muscles, a raw moan ripped from his throat before he could call it back.


  “Did I hurt you?” she asked, lifting some of her weight off of him.


  He gasped out a chuckle, gripping her hips even harder. “Nay, but I fear that I may be unmanned.”


  “I need… something.” Her whispered carnal confession caused ripples of an orgasm to clench low in his belly. “What is this need?”


  Fin dropped his forehead to hers and gulped in a breath, praying to Freya for strength.


  “This.” He lifted her hips and brought her slick weight back down upon him, impaling her with his shaft.


  When she gasped and grasped his shoulders, he did it again, and a third time watching her eyes stretch impossibly wider with each invasion.


  “Am I hurting you?” he returned her question.


  “No,” she whispered. “It feels… good.”


  The surprise in her voice broke what little control he had left. He lifted her tempting arse in a solid rhythm now. Before the night was over, she’d have a few other words than “good” to describe how she felt.


  He loved the feel of her fingers gripping his shoulders, and her sex likewise gripping his as he pumped her body above him. She tried to help by bracing her legs against the mattress, but Finn knew that for all the control he’d meant to give her, this was his job now, to set a rhythm that would catapult them both into the stars.


  Her soft gasps turned into startled whimpers as he quickened their pace. Her bottom slapped against his thighs, creating the most erotic sound he’d ever hope to hear again. He could feel the clench of her muscles, and the strain of her body as it reached for the release hovering above them.


  “Finn.” She groaned his name in her husky timbre and it was nearly his undoing. Her lips, moistened with her pink tongue, almost collided with his, but Finn plunged his hand into her hair at the last moment and pulled her in close to his body.


   “I’m going to…” As her intimate muscles clenched around him, her teeth sank into the meat of his shoulder, muffling her cry.


  The sharp pleasure-pain of her teeth dumped him over the edge. Burning fire shot from his spine through his cock and exploded inside of her in long, sharp spurts. His seed coated her womb and further eased his thrusts through her pulsing sex. Her convulsing muscles milked from him the most powerful orgasm of his life. As soon as the initial implosion subsided and Finn rode the throbbing waves of intense pleasure, he understood that this moment of joining with her had forever changed them both.


  When the last of her pleasure had wrung from her, Finn caught her as she collapsed against him.


  “Who are you?” she panted against his ear. “What are you?”


  Finn closed his eyes, savoring the feel of her body held against his. What was he? He was a warrior. He was an assassin. He was templar and priest. He was prisoner and servant. He was hunter and executioner. He was lover and worshiper. He was a bastard in every sense of the word.


  “I am a Berserker.”


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Rhona had heard the word before, she’d grown up with the bedtime stories and myths sung by old bards.


  Berserker.


  It was whispered in awed tones whenever the imposing MacLauchlan Laird and his brother were about. They moved with a primal rhythm through the town like two huge dark sentries, surveying their land and people with severe, protective scrutiny. The fantastical stories that followed in their wake had been impossible to believe. However a shadow of precipitous danger chased the brothers like a biblical scourge, and Rhona had taken care to never garner the notice of a Berserker. Fabled or not.


  And now she was wrapped around one who remained buried deep within her body.


  “What did you do to me?” she breathed against his neck. “Was it some kind of Berserker magic?”


  His chest vibrated with a soft chuckle. “Nay, I was just a man taking pleasure with a beautiful woman.”


  Pleasure with. Not pleasure from. Rhona found she liked that very much.


  “But I’ve been with men before and nothing even close to that has ever happened.”


  Finn drew them apart as if to look at her, but that was ludicrous as the night was black as ever. “You never found pleasure with a man? Not even your husband?” Pure astonishment crept into his voice.


  “Not once,” she confessed. Did that mean something was wrong with her? Was she defective somehow?


  “Then they were not men,” he scoffed. “They were no more than rutting animals.”


  Rhona supposed she agreed. But she didn’t want to think about any of that now. Not in the aftermath of what they’d just done. Reluctant to leave his warmth, she wriggled off of his lap.


  He let out a groan but allowed her to stand. She felt blindly in her familiar room for her cupboard and extracted a cloth to wipe herself before handing it to him.


  Finn took it before she could say, “Here.”


  “How do you do that?” she asked.


  “Hmm?” Languor dripped from the sound.


  “How do you know that I was holding something out to you? Come to think of it, how did you know that the woodcutter had arrived before he knocked at my door?”


  “I see you,” he answered her with few words, as was his way. “And I heard him.”


  “That’s impossible. It is black as pitch in here and the storm is so loud that it sounds as though a herd of wild ponies are stampeding through the village.”


  Rhona nearly screeched with surprise as she found herself being lifted in his strong arms as though she weighed as much as the babe had. It was the reminder of the sleeping child that killed the sound in her throat. He walked them to the bed and laid her upon it.


  “I can see you now.” Rhona frowned at the smug pleasure in his words. “Your breasts are beautiful.”


  Her arms clamped over her breasts.


  “No you can’t,” she protested, her mind unwilling to process his claim. But then, he had just effortlessly found her in the dark, lifted her and made his way to the bed without error.


  “Stop doing that,” he commanded, his strong hands encircled her wrists and gently pried them from the front of her.


  “Then stop calling me beautiful,” she shot back. “It’s cruel.” He’d seen her the entire time? While she’d been standing in front of him? While his mouth had—?


  Dear sweet Jesu, she was going to die of mortification.


  “You are beautiful,” he insisted, joining her on the bed and covering them both with her insufficient furs. He lay on his back and pulled her against his chest.


  “I’m not beautiful,” she countered, “I’m invisible. Sometimes I feel that I could stand in the middle of the square and scream and thrash about like a wildling, and no one would notice.”


  Finn pulled her in close, tugging on her knee until she had it resting over his muscled thigh and trapped between his legs. “People don’t see you because they don’t want to see you. If they did, they’d have to admit that they ignore your bare feet or your tattered clothes. They’d see the loss in your eyes and realize they’ve mistreated you.” His voice was harder now, cold, like it had been when he’d first entered her home.


  Rhona swallowed a lump that formed in her throat. “But you see me?” she asked. “Even in the darkness?” She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Though the darkness could be a dangerous place, it could also offer safety. He was one man from which she could never hide.


  Finn’s arms enfolded her. “How could I not?” he murmured. “To me, even in the shadows, you’re illuminated. Unlike any other.”


  “Really?” A stray tear escaped the corner of Rhona’s eye and she had to catch it with her hand before it fell onto his chest. She allowed herself to sink into his warmth, reveling in the feel of his hard, naked body. For one night, he would ward off the constant permeating chill. For this one night, she’d be safe and protected. Instead of utter, empty loneliness, she had two people for company, each with their own joys.


  Each with their own needs.


  “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he admitted.


  “So,” she rested her cheek against his chest, listening to the strong, steady rhythm of his heartbeat. “You can see at night, you can hear as well as woodland predator. Is everything they say about Berserkers true?”


  “What do they say about Berserkers?” his amused words sounded as though they came from the deep chest against her ear instead of his mouth.


  “They say all kinds of things. Like you have to feed on blood and it’ll make you strong as ten men. I’ve heard the blood will also cause you to go mad until you kill everything in your path, whether it be man, woman, or child.”


  Finn grunted, but it wasn’t a displeased sound. “I don’t feed on blood, I’m not a Demon.”


  Rhona waited a bit. “But… what about the rest?”


  Her head lifted with a shrug of his shoulder. “If blood is spilled before me my Berserker is unleashed. He is a beast of rage and destruction. He is stronger than twenty men, faster than a pack of wolves, and without the ability to feel fear or compassion. It is his duty to annihilate anything that lives.” It sounded as though he recited a creed.


  “Duty?” she stiffened. “Duty to whom?”


  “To Freya, our Goddess of battle.”


  “This Berserker is a curse? It lives inside you?” Disbelief curled inside of her. Because of her circumstances, she’d never put much thought or stock in one god or another. Blessings eluded her, no matter how long she spent on her knees begging for help. And she worried far more about the immediate pain and punishment exacted my man then the vague possibility of a vengeful deity. Why blame God or Demons for one’s misfortune? People were capable of enough evil on their own.


  “A man is born a Berserker. It is what I am. It is what my father was.” He sounded resigned to the fact.


  Would he kill her for slicing a finger? Or a child for skinning a knee? Rhona tried to reconcile this fearsome, compassionless creature to the considerate lover that held her so snugly against him.


  “Freya.” She tested the foreign name. The names of the Celtic Gods slid through her mind with familiar ease. Her father was a deeply superstitious man who adhered to the old ways, though her mother clung to the Christian faith now dominating the Lowlands. “What sort of Goddess is she to create such a lonely existence for a man?”


  “She is a Goddess of the Northmen. Only her people can claim the Berserker.” His voice warmed a little, as though Rhona had pleased him, somehow.


  “That’s not true.” She rubbed her hand across the smooth span of his chest, finding the flat of his nipple with her palm. “It’s widely said that our Laird, Connor MacLauchlan and his brother Roderick are Berserkers. And they’re as Scots as there ever was.”


  He stiffened against her. “Do you know them?” The question held an intensity that alarmed her, but she dare not move away from him.


  “Nay,” she answered honestly. “I’m not the kind to socialize with nobility, though I’m summoned to the keep in the morn.”


  “What do they want with you?” Suspicion deepened his question to a growl.


  Rhona shook her head against him. “It’s not the men who summoned me. Lady Evelyn MacLauchlan was going to discuss retaining me when the child is born in the spring. I had some dried herbs I was going to take her that might help to soothe her morning ills that won’t abate even after all these months.”


  “One of them has a mate?” His voice shook with astounded outrage, louder than it had been since the baby had fallen asleep.


  “They’re both recently married, if that’s what you mean.” Rhona lifted herself onto her elbow.


  “How recently?” he demanded, sitting up and unsettling her.


  Rhona didn’t understand what could possibly have made him so angry. Did he know them? Were they his friends? Enemies?


  Had she put herself in danger with the only clan that would have her by sheltering him?


  “Tell me!” he took her elbow in a firm grip. A jolt of alarm stabbed through her.


  “I-I don’t know exactly. Roderick brought Evelyn home in the summer, she was already pregnant. And the Laird married Lindsay Ross rather quickly, I believe, just after Samhain.”


  A slew of guttural words flowed from his direction. They sounded like curses. Like the kind of incantations that blighted entire bloodlines.


  “Please,” Rhona begged. “You’ll wake the—”


  A reedy whine preceded a plaintive cry from over her side of the bed. Rhona sighed as she extracted herself from his grip and rolled over to retrieve the wriggling bundle from his nest on the floor. Worry curdled like sour milk in her stomach as she soothed and bounced the child.


  Had she called more trouble and tragedy upon her house by allowing this stranger into her bed?


  ***


  Finn crouched and added another dry log to the blaze he’d crafted in the fireplace. He’d checked to be sure that the woman was fully absorbed by the babe so that she wouldn’t notice that he’d ignited it without tinder.


  She couldn’t have understood the impact of the information she’d given him.


  As a final test of his strength and loyalty, Magnus the Elder had sent him on a holy quest solicited by Freya herself. Upon his success, he was to be inducted into the order and adopted into a bloodline. The holy blood of the Berserker had somehow leaked into the Celtic Isles. There were two men unworthy of the blood, and therefore had to be eradicated.


  Finn was to be their executioner.


  Magnus neglected to mention that Connor and Roderick MacLauchlan were mated, a position which increased their power tenfold. They would be unstoppable. Lethal enough on their own, even for him, but with two of them?


  Finn heaved out a great breath, squinting at the flames as though they held the answers to everything. He was such a fool. The Goddess and the elders of the temple hadn’t sent him on a quest.


  They’d sent him here to die.


  The dulcet sounds of Rhona’s soft hum to the suckling child combined with the dancing flames mesmerized him. One threw enough heat to singe his skin; the other ignited a warm glow deep in his being.


  He couldn’t look at them. Not now. Not with the emotion gripping his chest. He had to wait for the implacable cold to come back. He was too raw. Too exposed.


   Somehow, over the course of the night, the ice blockade he’d built around his heart had thawed. At first, Finn thought it was a consequence of the intensity of heat created by their passion. Now he had to admit it went beyond that.


  When he’d first glimpsed Rhona in the light of her one lone candle, something sparked between them that bespoke of providence. While he’d watched her succor the abandoned child, that spark fanned into glowing embers, fed to flame by the force of her abiding spirit and selfless love she’d proclaimed for her own child conceived through misery or brutality.


  The inferno created by their shared passion had consumed him, leaving him no choice but to burn as hot as the laws of nature would allow. In the aftermath, he’d expected the flames to die out, leaving nothing but cold stone and charred ashes. Like always.


  Instead it remained, much like the fire he’d just built, spreading warmth to every dark and shadowed corner and creating a bed of coals that would endure countless bitter nights to be fanned into a strong blaze at the slightest provocation.


  A woodchip burst and sparks showered toward his legs. Finn was grateful that he’d donned his trews in order to gather the wood.


  He needed this moment to collect himself, to examine the turmoil tearing his insides to shreds. This humble home, little more than a stable, had become something of a haven to him. Here, he could be any simple peasant warming his family by means of productive gains. He could be tending to the needs of someone who’d chosen to live with him. A soft, willing woman, who’d let him into her heart, and her bed, for the pleasure of his company. Not for his coin.


  In this fantasy, when he turned to her, joy and contentment sparkled in her eyes untainted by violence and loss. She would invite him to her. Seduce him with that husky voice until they joined each other in that alien place where passion and emotion entwined. A place he’d never known existed.


  Until tonight.


  Finn had never realized how entirely alone he was. Though he resided among other men of his kind, they never accepted him. Only a few Berserker bloodlines existed and they were all represented at the temple of Freya.


  Yet no one claimed him as their issue, therefore he had no voice. He had no family with which to dine. No banner to display.


  As a younger man he figured that if he’d outrun, outmatched, and outfought his brethren, they would clamor to add him to their ranks. Instead, he unwittingly set himself as the default champion, one who had to be overthrown by any means necessary by a Berserker seeking to prove himself.


  Life until now had been an incessant battle, his only human contact consisting of the impact of combat or the arms of a woman he’d paid for pleasure.


  And none of that mattered anymore.


  Finn refocused on the lilting melody emanating from the direction of the bed behind him. Rhona did sound contented, despite the uncertainty with which she treated him before the child had awoken.


  Just yesterday, he would have yearned for his ill-fated battle, hoping to take one of his opponents into the afterlife with him.


  But what about the two delicate creatures on the bed? How could he ensure their survival? Why did he even feel like it was somehow his responsibility?


  Because in another life, it would be. Were he anything but this, he would claim her as his own, and for once, he’d have a family with which to spend the Solstice holiday.


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  “The fire, it feels—” Rhona’s thoughts collided with each other as Finn’s head swiveled toward her from where he crouched, contemplating the blaze. “Incredible,” she finished, lowering her eyes to the child latched at her breast.


  She understood that if one dared to gaze at the sun, they were eventually struck blind. And yet, the urge often proved overwhelming, such was the alluring beauty of the golden radiance in the sky.


  Finn’s physical magnificence was equally awe inspiring, but likely held just as grave a risk.


  A part of her still denied that anyone so flawless had wanted her. Touched her.


  Been inside her.


  Warmth that had nothing to do with the glow of the fire spread through her limbs and she smiled down into the sweet face of the babe. Tiny, feather-fine lashes rested on cheeks that needed to plump. His pulls on her breast dwindled to intermittent as he drifted into slumber, but she couldn’t seem to put him down. Instead, she caressed his unruly patches of downy black hair and savored the bittersweet ache in her womb.


  “I just can’t believe someone would abandon such a precious bundle to the brutal winter,” she murmured.


  “How do you know he was left?”


  “There’s a convent to the south and east of here on Campbell land. It is well known that Christian women from all over Scotland go there and pay to give birth to unwanted children.” Rhona shivered. “It is whispered that many of the children meet such a fate, if their parents cannot pay for other arrangements. A babe is left in the snow, as it is mostly painless to freeze to death.”


  Finn grunted and spat into the flames.


  “’Tis what I think of the practice as well.” She pulled the lad free and situated the furs around her to cover her nakedness. Leaning over to gingerly rearrange the makeshift cradle on the floor, she wondered what would become of the bairn. Would the barbarian take him back with him to the North? Did he expect her to care for him indefinitely? He must know that this was no place to bring up a small child.


  She looked up again at Finn, who watched her with a new intensity. This time, a bleak desolation marred the sharp, strong angles of his face.


  There it was. His flaw. An impenetrable casing of ice protecting a yawning abyss of pain. Somehow it shone for a moment through a chink in the frigid armor.


  He unfolded to his full height, and even still, her insides trembled, and she had to clench her thighs together.


  He was not of this world, certainly. Bestowed by an ancient Deity with a cruel and feral beauty meant to tempt and destroy. Firelight licked his skin, inviting her to do the same. It cast shadows into the deep grooves between his thick, corded muscles. It burnished his flesh and hair with such a pure gold that he seemed to glow with some kind of divine light.


  He truly was an angel. Sent to consecrate her body and redeem her soul from the depths of her own personal hell.


  Rhona’s mouth flooded with moisture and she swallowed convulsively. A renewed rush of liquid desire drenched her loins.


  Finn’s nostrils flared and a growl escaped his clenched teeth, but he remained motionless, eyes filled with a primal need and something else that broke her heart.


  Rhona lifted herself to her knees, dropping the furs behind her. She couldn’t tell if it was the warmth from the flames or the heat in his possessive stare that singed her naked skin.


  Maneuvering to the edge of the bed, she knelt before him, her eyes never wavering from the dangerous, emerald intensity of his gaze.


  “Come to me,” she beckoned. She knew what this moist, needy emptiness was now. And that only he could fill it.


  He stepped to her, hands clenched into tight fists at his side.


  As Rhona reached for the hastily strung laces of his trews, she vowed that though she’d promised herself to him for the night, this satisfaction belonged to her. She wanted to explore his body as he’d done with hers. To taste him. To watch and feel the effects of the pleasure she was about to give.


  There was power in this. And she felt it coursing through her as she brushed the hard length of him through the soft animal skin.


  A pained gasp escaped his lips and Rhona smiled, releasing the laces and unleashing his cock.


  She’d almost forgotten how big it was. How intimidating it could seem, jutting from a wreath of dark bronze hair, and every bit as immense as the rest of him.


  Casting a glance back up at his face, she captured her bottom lip between her teeth enjoying the thrill of anticipation that coursed through her.


  “You don’t have to,” he breathed. “Rhona…”


  She loved it when he said her name. She loved that when she wrapped her hand around the thick base of his shaft, he hissed and every muscle in his body went splendidly rigid.


  And she loved the slew of harsh, foreign words that ripped from his throat as she enclosed the blunt tip in her mouth.


  He tasted good. A mixture of salt and musk and something ultimately familiar. Something altogether her very own.


  Rhona slowly worked her mouth past the ridge of his head and reached lower, opening her jaw wider to take in as much as would fit. She used the moisture suffusing her mouth to ease her way, leaving as much of it on his velvety flesh as she could when she drew back.


  Finn jerked and groaned, but still didn’t touch her.


  The second time she used her hand to guide his length past her lips, inch by inch, sucking softly when she drew back.


  He growled again. This time it sounded like a warning.


  Rhona didn’t hurry, exploring his shaft with a rhythmic hand as she used her moist tongue to find sensitive veins beneath the thin skin. Carefully covering her teeth with the fullness of her lips, she sucked him into her mouth and ran her tongue along the thin slit of his head that now welled with something slick and succulent.


  A hand clamped behind her head, threading strong fingers through her unbound hair. A fist closed around the one stroking his cock, gripping with a gentle brutality as he fed her its length.


  Rhona sucked it in greedily. Eyes locking with his, she used her free hand to brace against his hip. She set a rhythm of pulling him in deeply and sucking as she drew back. The many inches that her mouth could not take, she stroked with her fist, palmed within his bigger, stronger hand.


  He panted like a wolf after taking down a fresh kill. He blessed her in his own language, then cursed her. He moaned a prayer to his Gods, and maybe a few of hers as well. His hand left hers to stroke her face, to touch her mouth where they joined. To cup her jaw.


  His expressions quickly varied from heart-rending tenderness, to lusty desperation, to a demanding snarl and back again.


  When she used her tongue to swirl around his head in rhythm to her strokes he moaned her name.


  “Stop,” he gasped.


  Rhona knew what was coming and she increased her pace. She could feel it building. Feel him growing larger in her mouth. Feel the desperate pull of his muscles as his blood gathered to free him from the frenzy of his need.


  “If you don’t stop, I—” A raw sound tore from deep within his chest and emerged on a curse. His every muscle bulged and flexed before locking tight. His cock jerked twice before long streams of his release pulsed into her mouth.


  Rhona opened to it, swallowing his pleasure. Using it to further ease his way.


  He’d thrown his head back, the muscles of his neck and jaw obviously battling to keep in a cry of release. He was most beautiful this way. A sleek, lethal beast incapacitated by her lips, a prisoner of the pleasure she drained from him.


  She didn’t stop until his hand tightened in her hair and pulled her away from him.


  Finn’s shoulders slumped forward and he shook greatly as one last tremor ripped through his massive frame. Though the ecstasy had released its hold on his body, his manhood remained full and strong.


  His firm grip on her hair held Rhona immobile on her knees. She licked his essence from her lips. Her limbs were weak and shook with arousal and need. Her womanhood ached and throbbed with a new intensity. She wanted to shamelessly rub against him like a cat in frantic heat.


  Finn’s eyes, at once feral and desperate with passion, began to warm and clear as he tracked the movements of her tongue.


  “Gods, woman,” he panted. Eyes never leaving her lips, he bent down to her, bringing their faces so close that they shared the same air. She rested her forehead against his, energy arcing between their bodies, as though small bits of pleasure leapt from his skin to land upon hers.


  Her nose leaned against his and she closed her eyes. His lips were right there. So close. That angelic, broad, sinful mouth. The one that had pleasured her so methodically and entranced her so thoroughly would surely claim her now. Thank her for his pleasure with a tender kiss. She knew he wanted to. She could feel the desire emanating from him. All he needed to do was to close the gap between their open mouths and…


  Rhona found herself gripped by his strong hands and suddenly facing the opposite direction, bent over on her hands and knees. Her eyes flew open and she gasped as Finn seized her hips from behind and swiftly buried himself to the root in her throbbing depths.


  Pleasure immediately exploded from where they joined as she was stretched and invaded in this new and primitive way. He kept his thrusts slow and strong as she shivered and convulsed in agonizing ecstasy, covering her sobs with both hands as she supported her weight with her elbows.


  His strokes increased in pressure and speed after the intensity of her climax had passed. Rhona was certain that it took all the strength she possessed not to collapse into a puddle of boneless satisfaction. But as he drilled into her body, the hard planes of his hips pounding against the yielding softness of her bottom, Rhona could feel another wondrous storm already brewing in her loins.


  As his thrusts became more demanding, he bent over her and brought his arm around her to delve his fingers into her cleft and brush against the bundle of sensation that nestled there. He plucked it with his fingers, thrumming the wet, engorged nub until another jolt of pleasure screamed through her with all the speed and strength of a lightning bolt.


  She bucked against him, her traitorous body trying to escape the intensity of the pleasure that bordered on pain. And yet, she reveled in it. Knowing that it must end soon or she’d die of it. Her blood would cease to flow. Her heart would cease to beat. Her chest would cease to draw breath as the strength to do so would all be drained from her by this beast burying himself within her against and again.


  Pressing her face against her mattress, she bit down, releasing her cries into the linens. She was dimly aware of his grip on her hip becoming painful and the desperate sound of his muffled groan against her back.


  As the storm began to pass, she wondered if there would be anything left of either of them when dawn finally decided to break, heralding the end of their night together.


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  Finn squinted down at the babe wrapped so tightly in his fur-lined cloak and frowned. He hadn’t exactly thought this through when he’d swaddled him thus. How was he going to slip away with it?


  His eyes slid to Rhona, who curled tightly onto her side, hair covering her face as she breathed deeply in repose. A tight band of sorrow squeezed the air from his chest.


  She could keep it. Along with the gold she would find inside. He wanted something to warm her. Perhaps, when she put it on she would remember him fondly.


  With a careful, painful breath, Finn crouched to retrieve his weapons from each side of the slumbering child. The sword came free without a hitch, but the bundle shifted when he moved his axe, and a tiny squeak emerged.


  Finn looked down into the clear blue of the child’s open eyes and cursed.


  The babe’s breathing sped and he opened his wee toothless mouth to, no doubt, emit some godforsaken sound.


  Snatching him up, Finn frantically begged the lad in a whisper to keep quiet. Short of smothering him to death with his hand, he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what else to do.


  Another plaintive squeak from the babe accompanied a strong kick of his legs. Inside his bindings, the child wriggled and fussed and Finn instantly set to freeing his limbs.


  When his skinny arms were flailing about in the narrow slants of morning light, a sigh that could only be called appreciative lifted and fled the child’s narrow chest.


  Followed by a sneeze.


  Wiping the offending moisture from his face, Finn grunted a warning at the babe.


  Who in turn grunted back at him.


  The sound was so absurd that Finn felt the corner of his mouth twitching. Walking with the boy over to the fireplace, he avoided the noisy chair to crouch at a safe distance from the heated coals.


  If the lad was nearly naked, the cold morning air couldn’t be healthy for him. Almost no insulation covered his frail bones. God’s teeth, the child’s arm had to be as thin as Finn’s own thumb.


  Finn leaned his face down to truly inspect the child while the babe seemed content to engage in a staring contest and flap his arms about like a deranged game hen. It was inconceivable that all of mankind started out so small. So weak and guileless. Dependent on the goodwill of others for survival.


  Rhona had been right; it was nothing short of miraculous.


  Finn’s head jerked with the child’s sharp tug on his hair and he grunted again. Obviously, the babe wasn’t as weak as he looked.


  Carefully extracting the strands from the child’s unyielding grip, he found his pinky captured with the other hand.


  Five perfect, tiny fingers barely spanned the width of his smallest one. He tugged on his hand trying to release it, uncomfortable with the warm feeling that settled in his chest. The babe tugged back and somehow Finn’s finger ended up in the slimy, toothless mouth.


  He frowned. The lad’s grip was surprisingly strong. He would someday hold a sword with ease and skill.


  But who would teach him to wield it?


  Finn glanced up at the bed and froze. Rhona sat with the furs clutched to her chest, her hair curling wildly around her, and a disconcerting glitter of moisture in her eyes.


  She blinked it away, lifting a hand and smoothing it over the unruly copper mass.


  Finn liked her hair like that. It reminded him of the many times he’d taken her over the course of the night.


  A slight pink blush crawled up her chest and settled in her cheeks. Perhaps she was remembering how she’d slung her leg over his waking body and ridden them both to oblivion only a few short hours ago. He’d watched the silver streaks of dawn break on her glorious breasts while she’d come for him.


  His body hardened at the memory, and he looked down at the innocent boy in his lap who somehow owned a piece of his soul along with his finger.


  Finn opened his mouth to tell her that he was leaving now. That she wouldn’t see him again. That his Goddess had sent him to his doom and he must obediently oblige or be forever damned.


  What came out was, “He needs a name.”


  “I agree.” She sounded pleased, which brought Finn an absurd amount of joy. “Did you have one in mind?”


  Finn looked up in time to see the shift she’d snatched from atop her trunk lower over her pale, naked body.


  “No,” he had to fight to keep the groan out of his voice. After witnessing that, how could he think of anything else?


  The woman gingerly crawled off the bed as though using untried muscles and padded over to them, leaning down to caress the baby’s cheek.


  Finn could smell his own scent on her. He found that he hoped she didn’t wash off his scent for a good long while. It marked her as his.


  His blood heated and he bunched some of the fabric of her shift in his hands. “I want you again,” he demanded.


  She put a hand to her cheek, then her chest and refused to meet his eyes as she flushed.


  “We can’t,” she informed him. “He’s awake. It wouldn’t be… I just couldn’t.”


  Finn glared down at the child, who’d begun gnawing on his finger in earnest. It was the strangest sensation, but not unpleasant. He found himself wondering when a man started to grow teeth.


  “I’ll turn him like this,” he suggested, facing the babe toward the door.


  Rhona gifted him with the warmest, most blindingly beautiful smile he’d ever witnessed in his life. It reminded him of the sun peeking over the mountains at dawn. The sparkle of her eyes as vibrant and electric as his northern lights. “If you can free your grip from his, I’ll be more than happy to oblige you.”


  Finn gave his hand a gentle tug, then stronger, dislodging his finger from the babe’s mouth. A disturbing squeal pierced his sensitive ears and he plugged the mouth with his finger, effectively cutting it off.


  “’Tis what I thought. You keep him busy,” she ordered in that sweet, melodious voice, studying the angle that the light slanted into the room. “It might be too late for breakfast, but I’ll make it, anyhow.” With that, she disappeared through the tiny door and into the stables.


  Finn knew this was his chance. He should place the babe on the mattress, leave coin on the hearth, and duck out. If he left for Castle Lachlan now, they’d be mounting his limbs on the battlements by the time she embarked for her own appointment.


  Sighing, he looked down. He might have to cut off his own finger before the little one released it back to his keeping. Also, no one had ever cooked him breakfast before. At the temple, he wasn’t allowed to eat with the men and therefore had to procure his own food.


  Why not enjoy a last meal prepared by a beautiful woman?


  ***


  “What about Hamish?” Rhona suggested, settling deeper into Finn’s cloak.


  She looked up in time to catch Finn’s grimace. Lord, but he was so handsome.


  “No. I suppose he doesn’t really look like a Hamish.” Chewing on her lip, she listened to the snow crunch beneath the weight of Finn’s boots. Even though he carried her while she clutched the nameless child to her, his gait was sure and strong, as though she wasn’t a burden in the slightest.


  He’d taken one look at the holes in her stockings and shoes that she’d donned to wear to the castle and had scooped her into his arms.


  Again.


  Rhona had to admit she could get used to being carried around, especially since Finn seemed to rather enjoy doing so.


  A sharp pain jabbed through her.


  Then again, perhaps not. She had to stop planning like he was going to be around long enough for her to get used to anything. He could leave at any time. And take the child with him.


  In fact, Rhona had expected to Finn to abandon her after breakfast. Luckily all six of her chickens had laid eggs that night, which she boiled over the coals and served with fresh goat’s milk. He’d eaten slowly, as though savoring each bite, and watched her nurse. His gaze slid to the door again and again. And each minute, with a curious lump of dread in her throat, Rhona waited for him to stand and leave.


  He never did.


  “What do you think of something simple, like John?” she continued, desperately hoping to keep his attention with conversation.


  He shook his head, glaring down a townsman who gawked at their passing. “Nothing too… biblical.”


  Rhona nodded and looked around. She knew they made an odd sight, a well-dressed foreign barbarian giant hauling a woman and child through the streets of town. But, for some reason, she found it difficult to care. She was no longer invisible. The scant number of people milling about their business though the market street stared for as long as they dared. Woman gaped with obvious envy. Men eyed Finn with open distrust, careful to give them a wide berth.


  This teased a smile from Rhona and she surveyed her surroundings with uncharacteristic good humor, pushing her worries for the future from her mind to enjoy the moment.


  The only open vendors in the square were for food and other goods that would be needed for the Solstice night’s revelries. The sun had broken through the last night’s storm and reflected brightly off of fresh, bright snow. Crisp, clean air tangled with the scents of baking bread, roasting meats, and mulling wine.


  ‘Twas the jolliest of times in the Highlands. The olde commemoration of the Winter Solstice followed in a matter of days by the Christian Yuletide. Their traditions and celebrations wound together in pure Highland fashion until one drunken, boisterous feast bled into the next.


  As they passed the market street, Castle Lachlan loomed ahead like a golden and grey stone beacon. Obviously one of the prosperous ornaments of the Highland moors and a forbidding fortress to anyone who would dare to attack.


  Finn eyed it suspiciously, slowing his gait.


  “Why don’t you accompany me inside?” she invited, suddenly apprehensive to let him out of her site. If she did, he might just disappear into the winter’s snow like an elusive fantasy. “Didn’t you say you had business with the MacLauchlans?”


  Finn shook his head, testing the wind with his nose. “Nay, I’ll wait for you outside the gate and carry you home. I’ll return… later.”


  Her shoulders fell, along with her mood.


  “We’ll stop by the damn cobbler’s on the way back,” he insisted. “I’m not leaving you to tromp about in the snow without boots.”


  So he was leaving her, then.


  Rhona shook herself. Of course he was. She’d known that all along. What was she to him but a nursemaid for the boy and a pleasant night’s dalliance? One he probably felt like he paid too much for. Within hours, he’d probably be out of her life for good. Just because he’d swept in with his feral, golden good looks and changed her world in one night, didn’t mean she meant an equal amount to him.


  What business did he have with the Laird and his brother? Was it some kind of dangerous Berserker business? Could the rumors be true?


  Perhaps she’d been quite mistaken. Maybe his purpose had nothing at all to do with them, but was instead regarding one of their women. Rhona thought back to his intense reaction to the news that the MacLauchlan men had recently taken wives.


  Did he love one of them? Did he mean to take her back?


  A tight ball of jealousy and suspicion knotted low in her stomach.


  Lord, but she was such a sentimental fool.


  “You smell different,” he noted. “Darker. What’s wrong?”


  Rhona tried to paste on a sunny smile for him, but she knew it was weak. “What about Iain? Do you like that name?”


  Distracted, Finn tested the name in his own tongue, which sounded beautiful. “What does it mean?” he asked.


  “A gift,” she glanced down at the dear child, who blew tiny bubbles in his sleep. “A treasured gift or a beloved gift, if I remember correctly.”


  “Iain is good.” Finn sounded like he very much approved. Which was to say his voice varied in tone and inflection for once.


  “Well then.” She forced some cheer into her words. “I’m very fond of Iain. He’s a good lad.”


  Finn looked down at the baby. “How can you tell?” he asked wryly. “He’s never awake.”


  “That’ll change soon enough,” Rhona assured him, still trying to force a false brilliance into her voice. “Then you’ll get to know him better.”


  Finn’s jaw muscles clenched and jumped and he looked away from her, glaring at the gate of the castle.


  When they approached, an armor clad man-at-arms looked at them askance before demanding they state their business. The only part of him not sheathed in silver armor was his eyes, so Rhona explained to the man’s helm that Lady Evelyn was expecting her. The guard gestured to the gatehouse to lift the gate.


  “And who’s this?” the burly Scot demanded, his winged brows drawing into a tight frown as he looked up into Finn’s cold, forbidding face.


  “This is…” Rhona chewed her lip, unsure of how to present Finn. “This is my escort.”


  “He cannot enter. Least of all with his weapons. The Laird decreed that no man should be armed when the ladies are in residence.”


  As the gate lifted, it revealed an inner courtyard that was small and empty for such a sizeable castle. The entry doors stood open across the short, snowy span.


  “May he conduct me to the eaves so my feet don’t freeze?” She lifted the hem of her kirtle enough to show her unsuitable shoes.


  The man laid a hand on his sword.


  Finn seemed unconcerned, and Rhona could tell that his icy, implacable expression unsettled the armored Highlander.


  “Make it quick,” he ordered.


  Finn strode across the courtyard with his long, sure strides and set her in front of the entry.


  Rhona turned to face him, unsure of what to say. Would he indeed be there when she returned? He hadn’t paid her yet, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask for the money. He could easily take this opportunity to leave her. Should she hand Iain to him while she was inside? But then she might lose them both. In truth, he was the one who found the bairn, though she had no idea how he would keep him without a nurse.


  Oh Gods, she wasn’t going to cry. Not here.


  “Finn, promise me you’ll—”


  “Berserker.” A dark brogue broke through the shadows of the entry a promise of wrath in its depths. “Before I kill you, explain what you’re doing in my castle.


  Rhona jumped, her eyes widening as Finn drew his sword and axe. A green fire glowed in his eyes. Duty. Fanaticism. Perhaps a little bit of anticipation.


  “Don’t come in, Rhona,” he ordered. His gaze roaming her face like it would be the last time, like he committed her to memory. “Not until it’s done.”


  “Finn?”


  He lunged through the doors, moving faster than she’d ever thought humanly possible.


  Rhona didn’t want to turn around. Didn’t want to see what happened next, but couldn’t seem to stop herself.


  She whirled in time to see Finn leap through the air an impossible distance, both sword and axe lifted over his head. The speed at which he flew combined with his incomprehensible strength would surely decimate the dark-clad warrior who stood at the back of the dimly lit entry.


  Rhona recognized the long black hair only partially pulled back from the Highlander’s broad and brutal face.


  Her lover was going to slaughter Roderick MacLauchlan.


  With a speed to rival that of Finn’s, the Laird’s brother drew his great sword and side-stepped the axe, though he barely had time to parry the blade. The sound of metal meeting with such force echoed through the stone entryway and reverberated through the keep. Sparks from the blades showered the few tapestries and portraits decorating the hall.


  Using Finn’s momentum, Roderick pivoted and pushed Finn from his sword, following through with a swift kick to the back that sent Finn staggering.


  “No,” Rhona cried, clutching Iain to her chest. “Don’t do this.”


  Roderick turned his chilling notice on her for only the space of a breath. Though Rhona couldn’t seem to find one.


  His eyes. They were that of a Demon. Of the Devil himself. As black and hellish as the starless, storm-swept night that had blown Finn to her door.


  Rhona shrank back with a gasp, unable to believe what she was seeing.


  The moment as all Finn needed. He turned his body and took a wild swing at Roderick’s middle with his axe.


  Roderick dodged, but the axe blade sliced through thick, ebony leather. It came away clean, though, claiming no blood. Lips pulled back into a vicious snarl, revealing teeth sharpened to an unnatural point, the Highlander lunged at Finn.


  But the Northman was ready.


  Their weapons met. Thrust free. And collided again. All of it happening with such impossible speed and agility that Rhona barely had time for her mind to process what her eyes had seen before the monolithic warriors produced another assault.


  Their growls and cries could surely be heard throughout the hall, and Rhona was dimly aware of a commotion in the square behind her. But she paid it no heed. She was too frightened to even blink, afraid if she did she’d open her eyes to find someone dead at her feet.


  Finn leapt back from a strong slash of Roderick’s sword. It seemed to take all he had to keep up with the frightening, feral speed of the dark warrior. He collected himself, drawing his weapons back and preparing another strong, devastating, overhead two-handed attack.


  As she watched the death arc of Finn’s weapons, Rhona screamed as she was seized from behind by cold, iron-clad hands.


  Chaos commandeered the moment.


  Iain let out a screeching wail.


  Frigid metal in the form of a dirk pressed against Rhona’s throat, immobilizing her.


  A second black warrior emerged from the shadows of the keep, his sword intent on running Finn through.


  Roderick took the flat of his blade in his off-hand and lifted it to shield his head from the dual attack.


  Their weapons caught on each other, effectively locking them together with their combined strength.


  Blades bound between them, each man surged forward in an attempt to drive the other back. Neither gained any ground. Muscles bulged and growls erupted from the effort of the stalemate. Facing each other thus, they looked like conflicting, legendary Titans. One the color of a golden day, using the power and strength of the Sun as his influence. The other claiming the artifice and obfuscation of night to fuel his command.


  The sight was breathtaking.


  Finn drew his head back as though to ram it into Roderick’s, but everything about the dark Highlander changed in the space of an instant and what he said next saved Finn from being skewered by the Laird of the castle.


  “Father?”


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  At first, Finn didn’t think that he’d heard the Gael Berserker correctly through the cacophony.


  Had the man called him father? Was he daft?


  Suddenly he wasn’t glaring into the fathomless black eyes of the Berserker beast, but instead a clear, alarmingly familiar green gaze inspected him as though he were the rarest of oddities.


  What did this mean?


  Iain’s angry wails and a frightened whimper from Rhona snapped his attention to the doorway.


  Beneath the arch, the armored guard had her hair in his clutches, a dirk pressing against her delicate, exposed throat. She clutched the squalling baby to her and mouthed his name, her eyes wild with fear.


  Finn lunged for the guard, knowing he could relieve the fucker of his head before he even processed the intention to move the dirk across Rhona’s precious skin.


  A different pair of strong hands cut Finn’s action short and he found himself shoved back against the stone wall and imprisoned by a sword to his throat.


  An older, fiercer copy of the man he’d just been fighting glowered at him from identical eyes. If not for his black hair almost shorn to the scalp, lending him a leaner, more vicious cast, Finn would have a hard time telling the Highlanders apart. A flare of shocked recognition shadowed the man’s harsh features before they locked down into a promise of certain, lethal wrath.


  “He unhands the woman or he dies,” Finn promised, lunging forward to break the hold. His life meant nothing, but his innocent Rhona couldn’t be harmed because of this.


  He found himself divested of his weapons and his prison reinforced by the long-haired Berserker. “Connor, this is impossible,” he remarked, never taking his eyes from Finn’s face.


  “I know.” Connor’s voice was hard as the ice caps over the fjords in winter. “Take those two to the dungeon,” he ordered over his shoulder to the guard. “We’ll deal with them later.”


  “Aye, Laird.”


  Rhona’s pained gasp ripped at Finn as she was roughly shoved forward.


  Finn growled and struggled with all his might, but the strength of the two mated Gael Berserkers held him fast.


  “Of course they’re not going to the dungeon,” a feminine voice decreed. “Connor, really!”


  All eyes focused to the grand stone staircase that flanked the entryway. At the top stood a stunning, raven-haired beauty with a bearing as regal as any queen. Beside her, a shorter, honey-colored woman with the largest doe eyes Finn had ever seen laid a hand to her obviously pregnant stomach.


  “Roderick?” the latter’s pretty face drew into a disappointed frown but held none of the amethyst fire snapping from the taller woman’s eyes. “You’re fighting in front of a baby?”


  “Uh, he attacked me.” The long-haired Berserker, obviously Roderick, had the sense to look ashamed, though he put more strength into his hold on Finn.


  “Lindsay, get back to yer chambers and doona come out until I say it’s safe,” Connor ordered.


  “My God,” Lindsay remarked, picking up her skirts and descending the stairs, ignoring the command of her mate. “He looks just like—”


  “Lindsay,” the Laird warned with a fierce growl.


  “We’re collecting Evelyn’s appointment, Connor.” Finn watched, dumbstruck, as Lindsay and Evelyn crossed in front of the men, who remained locked together at a physical impasse, as though strolling through a country garden. “Then you gentlemen can return to your business. Though if you’re going to insist on murdering each other, you’ll take it to the courtyard. I’ll not have you getting blood inside the house.” Approaching Rhona, she laid a hand on her arm, causing Finn to tense. “You are the nurse, Rhona McEwan, are you not?”


  Having been released by the guard, Rhona nodded. “Aye, my lady,” she answered in a trembling voice, barely audible over Iain’s wails.


  “Let me help you.” Evelyn plucked an angry Iain out of Rhona’s hands and bounced him against her considerable bosom.


  The babe’s cries began to subside.


  “Goddammit, Lindsay, she brought this enemy into our home,” the Laird boomed.


  Evelyn cut in with a soft, reasonable tone. “Anyone can see that man is family.” She gestured with her chin to a depiction of an imposing, golden-haired man mounted to the right of the entry. “I suggest you ask his purpose before you call him an enemy.”


  Finn found that he suddenly couldn’t draw in a breath. In front of him, in this foreign castle, innumerable leagues from his homeland, was an exact likeness of himself. The similar white-gold hair wasn’t as long as Finn’s, and Gaelic war braids dangled from the temples. The garb was a sporran and tartan in the MacLauchlan green and blue, adorned with a chieftain’s badge instead of his own leathers, seal skins, and furs.


  But the face. Finn couldn’t take his eyes from it. It was impossibly like his own. The same strong angles. The same sharp lines. Only the green eyes burned from the likeness, too bright with a cruel fire. Beside him, in memoriam, hung the likeness of a beautiful, dark-haired woman.


  Evelyn’s words had silenced everyone as they each studied the implausible resemblance.


  Family?


  Heart pounding in his ears, Finn stared at Roderick, then Connor, their faces close to his as they held him captive. The same strong angles. The same sharp lines.


  The same green eyes filled with similar suspicions, doubts, and boundless questions.


  “Holy Christ,” Roderick whispered.


  Connor let out a breath, his jaw clenching and working on a decision. “Where do ye hie from, Northman?”


  “Kirk Eden-by-the-Sea,” Finn answered honestly, seeing no reason to do otherwise. “The temple of Freya.”


  “How old are ye?”


  “Nine and fifty.”


  The women gasped.


  “Nay,” Lindsay argued. “Nay, you must mean nine and twenty.”


  Connor shook his head. “The years make sense, as I am two and sixty and Roderick is only four and fifty.”


  “Fifty and…Upon my word,” Evelyn breathed, one hand leaving the baby to clutch at her belly. “I just assumed you were—well— younger. I never really thought to ask.”


  “Jamie, take the women to the hall,” Roderick ordered, his concern for his mate obviously warring with his need to keep her safe should Finn take it in his mind to attack. “See that my wife rests and puts her feet up by the fire.”


  Finn’s eyes sought Rhona. She stood ashen-faced, with her arms at her sides, hands fisted in her kirtle. Though her garb was certainly dowdy and threadbare, and her one unruly braid couldn’t compete with the splendid coifs of the noble ladies, neither of them could hold a candle to her beauty.


  A longing to be back in her cramped, cold stable, held into her soft body, gripped him with such ferocity it felt like one of the brothers had punched him in the gut. His soul felt as though it wanted to rip from his body and reach out to her. To touch her face and soothe the uncertainty lurking in the shadows of her eyes.


  Family? What did that word mean to him? Was it blood? Was it duty?


  Or love?


  Breaking their eye contact, she cast her gaze to the floor and allowed the guard, Jamie, to shepherd her along with the other ladies to a large door at the side of the stairs.


  Finn didn’t take his eyes from her until she disappeared.


  He was released once the heavy door closed behind Jamie, but his weapons were not returned.


  Not that he expected them to be.


  “Regardless of what happens here, I want your word she won’t be harmed,” he insisted. “She had nothing to do with this.”


  Connor nodded and crossed his arms over his chest while Roderick stood at the ready, not willing to let his guard down just yet.


  “I’ll have yer name,” the Laird demanded.


  “Fionngall.”


  “A Gaelic name. Fionngall of what?”


  Finn’s face tightened as he fought to keep his impassivity. “I have no surname.”


  Connor nodded. Luckily for him, the Berserker Laird showed no sign of mocking judgment. No contempt for the bastard who stood before him.


  Connor locked eyes with Roderick, who cryptically nodded. “Sixty years ago our father left the Highlands in search of the Temple of Freya.” The Laird’s face was grave as he imparted the tale. “He wanted to find out about his ancestors and force the other Berserkers at the temple to induct him into their ranks.”


  Finn stared at the floor, unable to meet eyes so like his own.


  “He returned, three years later, furious that he’d been dubbed Fionnley the Black, and denied entrance to the temple because of his impure Gael blood.”


  “Fionnley?” The evidence mounted, but Finn dared not accept it.


  “It means Fair-haired warrior,” Roderick explained, his eyes flicking to Finn’s own pale locks.


  Finn’s notice returned to the portrait, which was almost painful to look at. Connor and Roderick had their mother’s dark coloring.


  But not him.


  “Where is he now?” he asked, emotion threatening to choke him.


  “Our father was a violent man drunk on his own power,” Roderick’s voice turned dark and something froze within Finn. “In my twenty and fifth year, he killed our mother when he struck her too hard for displeasing him. Connor relieved him of his head at the same moment I ran him through with my sword.”


  “I was told a Berserker cannot harm his mate,” Finn said.


  “They canna,” Connor answered. “It wasna the beast that harmed her, it was the man.”


  Finn nodded. Their actions mirrored what his own would have been. He was sorry for their mother. Sorry that their hands were forced to patricide.


  Connor motioned toward the heavy door to the great hall. “That woman, she is under the protection of my clan. I can smell ye all over her. Has yer Berserker claimed her as his mate?”


  Finn’s chest tightened. “Nay.” An emptiness opened up inside of him that he hadn’t allowed himself to feel for many years. He didn’t allow himself to hope for such things, especially not now.


  “Then ye canna take her back to the temple with ye.”


  “She is mine,” Finn roared, surprising even himself with the vehemence of his reaction. His blood simmered at the thought of being denied her. His beast brewed with possession and he grappled with his self-control.


  Roderick’s hand tightened on his sword, but Connor held a palm up to stop him.


  “Why are you here, Fionngall?”


  Finn closed his eyes, willing the blood pounding through him to settle. The unfairness of it all ate at him. The cruelty of the men to whom he’d devoted his entire being. Surely the Goddess wasn’t so heartless.


  “The elders of the temple have been watching you.” Finn knew in his heart that from this moment his allegiances had shifted. Once the MacLauchlans knew what he was about to impart, his betrayal would be complete. Irrevocable. “Magnus the Eldest told me something had transpired that spurred the Goddess to call for your blood. I was chosen to spill it.”


  Finn noted the violent tension flowing through the brothers. He felt it, himself. “But, you see, they didn’t send me to assassinate you. They knew you were mated, that your power is now more than mine. Than anyone’s. And they told me nothing.” Finn’s voice hardened, his fists cracked before he realized he’d been clenching them.


  “They sent you to be slaughtered by your own brothers.” Connor said what he could not and spat on the earth at his feet.


  Roderick’s hand landed on Finn’s shoulder, his gaze earnest. “They failed. None of us will die today.”


  Finn shook his head, his whole body trembling with rage. “No. Not today, as it is a holy day for us all. But you don’t understand how much they want you dead. You and your entire household.” He met the intense gaze of Connor, whose eyes sharpened with understanding.


  “They’ll not be far behind me,” Finn warned. “If they sent me to fail, they’ll come to kill not just us, but the women and small ones as well.”


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  “Here, I can take him.” Rhona hovered wringing her hands as Lindsay helped Evelyn into a comfortable chaise situated by the roaring fire in the great hall.


  “No, it’s perfectly all right. I’m going to have to get used to carrying a little one about with me everywhere, and this wee darling hardly weighs as much as his blanket.” Evelyn patted his bottom and smiled down at Iain who seemed contented to charm the noble lady with soft sighs and tiny sounds.


  Rhona noted that the pregnant woman’s accent was very proper English and she couldn’t help but wonder where Roderick had found her.


  “Sixty and two!” Lindsay exclaimed. “Did you know we were married to men in their dotage, Evelyn? My husband is old enough to be my father, nay, my Grandfather!” She motioned to Jamie, who pulled another comfortable chair near to the fire for Rhona. His warning glare told her she was still being closely watched.


  Evelyn just smiled. She struck Rhona as the sort that didn’t ruffle easily. Her eyes had the wisdom of one who had seen much hardship, and Rhona felt a small and immediate kinship with the woman. “I can’t believe Roderick and I have been mated for nigh on a year and never spoken of it,” she shrugged. “It’s incredible how you can learn something new all the time about your mate.” Her brow wrinkled. “They spoke something of a longer life, but do you truly think we should live so long? That we’ll look so young?”


  “I bloody well hope so,” Lindsay muttered. “I’ll be nine kinds of cross if I end up gnarled and wrinkled and Connor still looks like a God of no more than five and thirty.”


  Evelyn chuckled at that.


  Mated? How oddly they talked of marriage. Rhona sat where she was told, a cold sort of shock numbing her to her bones. Even the great hall fire, built as high as they stood, couldn’t quell the chill. She could only worry that Finn might, at this moment, have his limbs torn from his body by the dark brutes these women were married to. He might have overwhelmed one, but the both of them were a force unto themselves.


  Could all this be true? Was he some sort of long-lost Berserker kin? If so, why the violent altercation in the entry?


  “Don’t fash yourself about him, dear.” Lindsay put a comforting hand on her arm. “They’ll work it out.”


  “Yes,” Evelyn agreed. “I know it’s not his time to die.”


  Rhona wondered at Evelyn’s odd comment, but nodded and tried to summon a smile. She hated that the Lady of the clan was touching her soiled dress. Though she’d brushed and brushed at the soot marring the bodice, she’d been unable to completely hide the stain.


  Lindsay MacLauchlan’s deep purple dress shimmered like a rare jewel against the faded grey of Rhona’s sleeve.


  “I thank you for your kindness, My Lady.”


  “Not at all.” Lindsay reached beside her large chair into a basket of holly sprigs and held out a few along with two spools of ribbon, one red and one gold. “Do you mind helping me while we sit? I’m afraid I’m behind on decorations.”


  Rhona took the offerings, grateful for something to do with her hands. The ribbon was fine, finer than anything she had ever owned in her lifetime. Using the skill she’d garnered from her years of dressmaking, she began to wrap the holly sprigs, wondering where in the grand keep they were going to put them. The hall already sparkled with candles, runners, and lush, expensive garlands.


  Evelyn rocked Iain, who strained to capture the wheat-colored tendrils framing her pleasant, round face. “Is he your child, then?” she asked. “Pardon me for asking but the midwife who recommended you led me to believe…”


  “Finn brought the boy to me last night.” Rhona saved her from the painful end of her sentence. “He saved the wee thing from a cold death, as he was abandoned to the snow.”


  “Oh, how sad! Poor little lamb,” Evelyn cooed at the boy. “How could someone do such a thing?”


  “Finn, is that your Berserker’s name?” Lindsay’s eyes sparkled with curiosity.


  “He’s not my—”


  “He is sinfully handsome,” the lady remarked with a conspiratorial wink.


  “Lindsay!” Evelyn laughed.


  “What? I’m happily mated. I’m not blind.”


  Mated. There was that word again.


  “He did seem rather protective of you,” Evelyn lifted a fair brow.


  “Intimately so,” Lindsay persisted.


  Rhona felt the blood drain from her face. Was it that obvious? How could she tell these ladies that she’d never laid eyes on him until the night before? What if they knew she had coin awaiting her on her hearth because of what she’d allowed him to do to her body?


  In truth, she’d done the same to him. And enjoyed every illicit, wicked act.


  Rhona found she wasn’t ashamed of the lust that she and Finn had shared. He’d showed her more tenderness in one night than she’d felt in the entirety of her life. He’d given more pleasure than he’d taken from her.


  And she’d give everything to have him again.


  Regardless of all that, she needed the trust of these women if she was to survive. She still counted on Evelyn’s hiring her as a nurse.


  She cleared her throat and focused very intently on the holly sprig in her lap. “Like I said, he brought me the boy to nurse last night. Finn merely… employed me.”


  “Oh, aye?” Lindsay’s voice was bright with amusement. “How many times?”


  Rhona stared, horrified as the two MacLauchlan women dissolved into peals of laughter. She hadn’t forgotten that Jamie, the surly Highlander, still lurked somewhere behind her chair and her cheeks burned with a flame hotter than their impressive blaze.


  “You’re too wicked, Lindsay, you’ve dismayed poor Rhona.” Evelyn cast her an apologetic glance.


  “Do forgive me.” Lindsay wiped a tear of mirth from the corner of her eye. “You’ll find we hold very little sacred here. And don’t let Evelyn’s sweet manner fool you, she’s just as wicked as I. Ask her how long she knew Roderick before she jumped into his bed.”


  “I didn’t jump.” Evelyn picked up a bobbin with her free hand and chucked it at her sister-in-law. “You’d have been ravaged just as quickly if you weren’t such a stubborn shrew.”


  Their giggles echoed merrily off the stones of the great hall.


  Rhona let her tense shoulders drop and her mouth relax into a self-conscious smile. A pang of envy for the affectionate companionship these women shared pierced her relief. They obviously held no judgment against her and she found herself more than passing curious as to how they became the wives of the two handsome, forbidding MacLauchlan brothers.


  Iain wriggled and squawked and Evelyn gave him a few conciliatory bounces. His movements became more unsettled and his cries increasingly demanding.


  Rhona gasped as her milk rushed forward.


  “Pardon, but is there anywhere I can go to feed him?”


  Evelyn sobered. “Of course. Of course.” She wriggled to the edge of the chaise and Rhona rushed to help the woman stand and gathered Iain back into her arms. “Follow me, I’ll show you to your chamber. I’ve been sitting all day and would like to walk a bit.”


  Rhona curtsied to Lindsay, who smiled and went back to concentrating on her holly project. She hurried after Evelyn who moved swiftly and efficiently for such a short and pregnant woman.


  Jamie followed at a distance, ever watchful of his mistress.


  “I’m sorry, did you say my chamber?” Rhona asked as they entered a hallway that stretched toward a spiral staircase.


  “Well, you certainly can’t walk back home, it’s trying to storm again.” Evelyn motioned to the cold draft that caused the torch flames to dance. “Unless we’re keeping you from celebrating the Solstice with someone?”


  Rhona thought of her empty, forlorn room at the stable house and shivered. Before Finn arrived, she’d planned on using the last of her wood for a Solstice fire. She’d contemplated slaughtering one of her chickens to roast, but then decided against the luxury. Until the stable master’s rooster decided to fertilize a few of her eggs, she couldn’t risk the loss.


  Shaking her head at Evelyn, she held Iain closer to her. Where was Finn now? If he truly was a brother to the MacLauchlans, did that mean he would stay in StrathLachlan? Even if he did, it wouldn’t at all mean that he would want her as a part of his life.


  Why would he? Berserkers were some kind of preternatural warrior blessed by an ancient Goddess. They married women like Lindsay and Evelyn, sparkling jewels alight with laughter and happiness.


  She followed Evelyn up the winding stairs, choking on her own insecurity.


  “I’ll have a hot bath drawn for you before the staff is dismissed to take their holiday meal in the great hall.” Evelyn was saying. “It seems they’ll have such a festive night, but we all decided we wanted something a little more cozy for our first year together as a family. So you’ll join us in the private dining room.”


  Though she was behind Evelyn, Rhona could hear the smile in the woman’s voice.


  “I don’t want to intrude on a family gathering.”


  “Nonsense, you can borrow one of my dresses for the feast. I’m afraid they’re all too small for me now. Even this one is beginning to bind.” She tugged at the bodice.


  Stunned and humbled by her generosity, Rhona offered, “I can let them out for you. I’ve some skill with a needle.”


  “Bless you!” Evelyn huffed, reaching the top of the stairs. “I’d given up on being able to breathe until after Yuletide when Mrs. McConnell is available.”


  Evelyn led her down another warmly-lit hall with dark green runners and thick, high-arching chamber doors. Stopping in front of one, she put her hand on latch and paused, turning back to Rhona. Her whisky-colored gaze was gently earnest.


  “All levity aside, your Berserker, Finn, did he lie with you last night?”


  Rhona studied a break in the rushes on the floor. “Aye.”


  “Pardon my asking, but did he kiss you? On the lips, I mean.”


  Why would the woman want to know that? Images of everything they’d done flashed through Rhona’s mind. Over the course of the night, Finn had explored every bit of her body. With his hands and his mouth.


  Except her lips.


  She remembered his forehead against hers, their breath tangling in the stormy darkness. She’d wanted him to kiss her then, but he hadn’t.


  Why not?


  “Never matter,” Evelyn chirped with false brightness. “After you’re done with the lad, come and search me out in the hall and we’ll prepare for the feast.” She opened the chamber door and gestured inside. Though Rhona didn’t miss the pity in her eyes.


  ***


  Finn leaned back from the table as the staff filled it from trays laden with smoked haddock, spit-roasted rosemary mutton, aromatic bread, honey-glazed and custard-filled pastries, and brandied bread pudding. His stomach rumbled in anticipation and he searched the doorway for any sign of Rhona and Iain.


  They hadn’t eaten since her mean breakfast, and some primitive instinct within him wanted to feed her from his hand. He yearned to watch her enjoy the luxury of the succulent dishes until her every hunger was satiated. He wanted to fill her gaunt cheeks with robust health and replace the shadows from beneath her eyes with lines born of laughter.


  Though he’d spent the last few hours learning about his brothers, he needed to see her again.


  Brothers.


  Family.


  He shook his head, still trying to test the tenuous, unfamiliar concept.


  The MacLauchlans were obviously Highlanders first and Berserkers second. Their every thought and concern was for their mates, their clan, and their land. They’d told Finn of a journal in their possession belonging to a northern Berserker ancestor. This man had ridden as general to William the Conqueror and taken the last hill in Ely, finally unifying the Isle of Britain under one rule. The name of the Berserker was unclear due to the age of the book, but Roderick was certain it began with a “B”. When William turned his eye to Scotland, subduing the clans at England’s border by means of terror and slaughter, the Berserker had defected to the Highlands, mating with a MacLauchlan chieftain’s only daughter.


  Roderick cited many strange and improbable myths contained in the tome. Tales of shape-shifting men and priestesses with untold power. Night-stalking demons, Fae acquaintances, and a war to end all wars.


  Finn should have been listening with rapt attention. This was everything he’d wanted. A history. A bloodline. A fucking identity. But his thoughts kept wandering back to Rhona. The desolate look on her face when she’d been led away haunted him. Did she still want to see him? Was there a chance she’d taken the child and gone back home?


  “They’ll be along,” Connor regarded him from beneath dark brows; sipping the fine stout ale they’d all been nursing over the course of the afternoon. “’Tis a woman’s prerogative to keep her man waiting. Ye’ll learn that in time. They take pointless hours trying to look pleasing to us, so it behooves a man to comment on her efforts, though they be unnecessary.”


  Roderick drank to that.


  The table at which they sat was not long, but square, able to seat two large persons very comfortably on each side. Finn occupied one side, an empty chair to his left. Roderick sat on the side to his right and Connor across from him. A fire flanked the reclining, contented Laird, casting a warm glow over his boulder-wide shoulders.


  How could he be so relaxed? Finn had discussed with him the probability of the wrath of the mighty Berserker temple wrought against his entire clan. It would be a massacre. An ocean of blood with no depth.


  “The sea is too angry to bring any ships to my shore on this night, be they Berserker long-boats or not.” Connor addressed his unspoken thoughts yet again. “I’ve assigned my fastest riders to dispatch after the storm and patrol the coast. We’ll see them coming and we’ll be ready. But tonight, I’m celebrating the Solstice with my mate and my family.”


  “How is it that you know my mind?” Finn asked.


  Connor shrugged. “Since I mated I’ve found that the impressions in another’s thoughts are often made known to me. ‘Tis the power I was granted.”


  “And it’s a pain in the arse most of the time.” The warm affection in Lindsay’s voice belied her words as she appeared from the shadows of the doorway. Dressed in a diaphanous crimson gown that flaunted the sleek lines of her body and accentuated the sheen of her raven hair, she floated into the room, dazzling her husband with a smile.


  Connor set his tankard down so hard the liquid sloshed over its lip. His heavy chair scraped loudly as he stood. “Get thee over here, wife,” he ordered, a banked fire igniting in his eyes.


  She melted into his burly arms with a kiss that Finn thought shouldn’t be displayed in mixed company. He watched the Laird devour his woman with a physical ache.


  What could be contained within a kiss like that? What would it feel like?


  “Where’s Evelyn?” Roderick queried, casting an expectant glance at the doorway.


  “Oh, she’s just—”


  “I’m here!” Evelyn sing-songed from the hall before she rushed around the corner in a swirl of golden skirts. She tugged reluctant Rhona behind her. “Sorry for the delay, but Rhona was kind enough to quickly alter my dress. I’ve grown bigger than I thought.”


  Indeed, soft billows of shimmering fabric flowed from beneath her breasts over the orb of her belly. Finn stood as Roderick hastened from his seat to wrap her in his arms and help her to the table, leaving Rhona standing alone, looking rather dazed.


  Finn’s heart stopped.


  She’d been freshly bathed, her thick hair twisted into some kind of intricate braid around the crown of her head, but enough of it still curled down her back in ringlets that had not yet fully dried. A simple dress of soft green velvet adorned with black and silver ribbons hugged the curves of her body and fell to the floor from her generous hips. The same ribbons laced the bodice up each side, lifting her breasts. Finn’s fingers itched to untie her wrapping like a Yuletide gift.


  While he’d been staring, rendered speechless by the sight of her beauty, the other ladies had been seated next to their mates.


  Rhona’s anxious gaze flitted to the empty chair beside his and Finn scrambled to pull it out for her. Settling into it, she thanked him and the sound of her voice flooded his memory with images of what she hid beneath her dress.


  Struggling to find composure, Finn took his seat, remembering Connor’s sage words about women.


  “You look…” He tried to conjure anything in her language or his that could aptly express her magnificence. Not being a man of many words, he failed miserably. She looked like a Goddess, like a forbidden temptation that any man would sell his soul to possess. She was sin and salvation wrapped in pretty ribbons. “You look very fine,” he said lamely and scowled at his tankard.


  But not before he missed the becoming blush creep above her bodice.


  Obviously, he could only be master of his tongue when they were alone. When he had her naked he was a goddamned poet.


  But then, last night, he’d had nothing to lose.


  “Where’s Iain?” he asked.


  “I left him asleep.” Rhona seemed pleased at his query.


  “I see you men have become better acquainted,” Evelyn observed with delight. “What have you been talking about?”


  Finn thought it over, wondering how to answer. War, bloodshed, the past, the future. The fact that their very lives were in danger. He took a long sip from his tankard, hoping one of the other men would take the initiative.


  “It sounded as though they were discussing their mating powers,” Lindsay answered.


  Finn choked on his stout and it burned into his sinuses before he forced it down.


  “Pardon?” Rhona sounded scandalized.


  Chuckles passed around the table until Lindsay continued. “No, nothing like that. When a Berserker is mated he is granted a rather magical ability, more powerful than any predilection he’d had before.”


  “Aye,” Evelyn fondly caressed Roderick’s forearm. “Roderick has a gift for healing, though he also can touch a person and create a wound. Often times a fatal one.”


  “Why didn’t you touch me when I attacked you?” Finn asked before he could stop himself.


  “I canna say,” Roderick shrugged a wide shoulder. “Something stopped me.”


  Their eyes met, gratitude and meaning passing between them until Finn had to look away.


  “Connor can understand the intentions of a person, or see the truth through their lies,” Lindsay explained. “Other times, he can outright read their minds.”


  Rhona looked over at the Laird with wide eyes, and then glanced at Finn. “Can you do that, as well?” she asked, her face draining of color.


  “Nay,” Finn assured her, though he’d give his right eye to know what she was thinking now. “I’m not mated. None of us were allowed to be unless granted permission from the Temple Elders.”


  “How many of the Berserkers at your temple are mated?” Connor asked.


  Finn shook his head. “Only one man in my recollection has ever been granted the privilege, he was an Elder and his Berserker killed the woman he chose. She was not his mate.”


  Beside him, Rhona gasped and he dared not turn to look at her.


  “What sort of powers do they wield at the temple?” Connor prodded.


  “Nothing like a touch of death or reading of minds,” Finn assured them. “The elders wield curses and dark incantations. The rest of us can sometimes manipulate elements. Ignite and extinguish fires, summon and dispel mists and wind.”


  “You can do all that?” Rhona queried. “Is that what your power would be if you were… mated?” She breathed the word as though it sounded foreign to her.


  “I hardly possess any ability. Maybe a small bit with fire, but I never much had a talent for anything of that sort. My value was always my strength and size. To this day I’m stronger than any Berserker at residence in the temple. Elder or otherwise. ‘Tis probably the only reason I’m not dead.”


  “I believe it,” Roderick nodded. “Even unmated, yer blows are mighty.” He rubbed his sword arm and continued. “I encountered one of those dark curses when I was a youth. I bested a Berserker in combat once. He called himself Alrik the Blue. He shouted something at me as I was about to deal the killing blow and I lost my breath. Thought I was going to suffocate, but instead, I spent a decade without my ability to speak.”


  Finn smirked. “I’ll admit I was not sorry to hear that Alrik would never return. Though his curse was meant to suffocate you to death, he didn’t have the power to finish it.”


  “I didna mind being without my voice so much.” Roderick nuzzled his wife. “Turns out I didna need it.”


  Evelyn leaned into her husband, but turned her attention to Finn. “Before you were sent here, did you know anything about your father?”


  Taking a breath deep into his lungs, Finn conjured an image of his homeland, of the temple in which he’d dwelled for over half a century and felt… nothing. “I remember nothing of him,” he admitted. “I’m told that my father was banished from the temple. He snatched a woman from the nearby village and kept her as his whore while he attempted many times to gain entry. That woman was my mother.”


  Connor grunted, his fist tightening on his tankard. “That sounds like something he would have done. I am sorry for your mother.”


  “And I for yours,” Finn offered.


  “Then how did you come to live at the temple if he was denied?” Roderick asked, reaching for some bread and tearing a piece for Evelyn. His action spurred those at the table to begin dishing their food, though Finn couldn’t bring himself to.


  “My mother dropped me at the gate of the temple when I was a small boy. She found a man who would take her but would not raise a bastard. Even a Berserker. The Elders at the temple pitied her and let her abandon me there.”


  “Did they take pity on you, as well?” Lindsay asked.


  “Nie.” Finn denied in his own language. “I was charged to keep the sled dogs for the first ten years. I was fed what the dogs were and not clothed at all. If I was lucky, the pack would let me sleep with them for warmth.”


  “One day, Magnus the Eldest and his favorite warrior Jorgen came down to the pit to request the dogs. Jorgen loved to beat me. It riled the dogs, and one of them bit him. When we saw the blood, Jorgen and I both went berserk. I was the only thing left alive in the pit when I came out of it. More beast than boy.”


  All movement ceased as they stared at him. Rhona’s hand slipped into his beneath the table, and that one gesture nearly undid him.


  “Magnus took me to the weapons trainer after that. I was clothed and taught to fight. He’s used me to kill many men since that day. But I’ve always had to eat with the dogs.”


  “Why?” Rhona whispered.


  “Because I had no ancestor to speak for me or offer me his table. No color to call my own.”


  “Color? I don’t understand.”


  Finn turned to Rhona, noting that the green of the dress brought out that shade in her eyes. Funny, he’d thought them mostly blue the night before. “Eight Berserker lines are represented within the temple and they each declare a color of the sacred northern lights as their banner. Alrik was a Thorsen who claim the banner of blue. He was dubbed Alrik the Blue because he was the Elder of his line.”


  “Oh,” she squeezed his hand. “I see.”


  Connor rubbed the dark shadow stubble on his chin. “And our Gael line was dubbed black because?”


  “Black isn’t a color, it’s the absence of one. Therefore it is reserved to shame a lineage such as ours.”


  Roderick snorted. “Aye, but black is the shade of the night sky, and that is constant.”


  “It’s also the shade of my wrath as I wipe out every Berserker that threatens my family.” Connor spat on the stone floor, summoning a dark promise. “Any man foolhardy enough to storm my gates won’t live long enough to see the MacLauchlans end his line and burn his banner.”


  Roderick added his vow to the stone and looked to Finn. “Yer Fionngall MacLauchlan now. Will ye take arms with us against those who would threaten our line?”


  An emotion so complex and exhilarating swelled inside of Finn, he thought his chest would burst trying to contain it. He gripped Rhona’s hand, as it was the only thing that kept him anchored to his body.


  “Aye,” he pledged. “I’ve no loyalty to them. Not anymore”


  “I should say not.” For the first time since he’d met her, Rhona’s voice held a note of anger, a mirror of rage that he held in his own heart. “They deserve to die for their treatment of you, every last one of them.”


  Finn found her gaze and held it. Something burned between them that he couldn’t define and it made him want to take her into his arms and lay claim to her mouth in the same way Connor and Roderick had their own mates. He was seconds away from doing it, in front of everyone.


  “Enough talk of war and vengeance,” Lindsay said gently. “On this, the darkest day of the year, we need to focus on the light returning. And give thanks for those we have in our lives that help us through the darkness.”


  “Well said, my love.” Connor gave his wife a tender smile.


  “Also, the food is getting cold.” Evelyn lifted a platter and handed it to Finn, who took it and filled Rhona’s plate, then his own.


  As the family feasted together, Finn listened to the dialogue surrounding him, enjoying the novelty of eating at such a fine table for the first time in his long life. He didn’t contribute much, if anything, to the conversation, though even Rhona added her husky laughter and a quip now and again.


  Strains of cheery music from a pipe, fiddle, and drums drifted from the great hall. It danced with the crackle of the Solstice fire and harmonized his brothers’ deep brogues with the lilting cadence of the women’s voices.


  Tall candles illuminated the love and affection glowing on the faces before him. He looked at the dress plaids the men had donned for the occasion then down at his own northern garb.


  A plan formulated in his mind. He wasn’t going to let either of these women live without their mates on his account. He wouldn’t let the warriors of Freya wade into Strathlachan and leave nothing behind them but food for the buzzards. But if he was going to fight on the morrow, he’d do it wearing the MacLauchlan colors.


  For they now belonged to him.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Rhona laid Iain on her bed. He was drowsy and good-natured after feeding and a clean change, but fought the pull of sleep with the valiant heart of a warrior. She patted his belly and looked about her cozy chamber as he wriggled in his bindings and grabbed at her hand.


  The casements, locked tight against the howling storm, were draped in wine-red, umber, and gold that matched the drapes on the largest framed bed she’d ever imagined. She ran her bare toes over the heavy furs that covered the rushes.


  Lord, the MacLachlans walked on finer furs than she slept beneath, though in spite of their wealth she found them to be humble and generous.


  It would be difficult to return to her stable after sleeping on such a lovely bed. Though it seemed that she’d be staying until after the danger had passed.


  The thought of the cruel monsters with whom Finn had sheltered descending on their village terrified Rhona. It was a danger she’d never known existed. Wasn’t there enough in this world to be frightened of? Was there no happiness for people like them? No peace?


  The well-oiled hinges made no noise as the chamber door opened behind her, but Rhona knew Finn was there. She could sense his presence.


  His need.


  Her breath hitched as the door latched quietly closed.


  “How is he?” Finn’s breath teased her hair, but though he was so close, he didn’t touch her.


  “He’s contented.”


  From behind her, he reached his long, muscled arm and placed his hand over hers on Iain’s stomach. This brought his hard body flush against her back.


  Rhona held absolutely still, as though movement might frighten him away. His hand was so large, engulfing hers and nearly covering Iain’s entire torso. The warmth radiating from it traveled up her arm and spilled into her chest.


  Iain’s large blue eyes locked behind her where Finn stood, his chubby face splitting into a toothless grin.


  “Would that this was my son,” Finn murmured in a low voice.


  Tears stung Rhona’s eyes and she had to blink them away.


  “Back at the temple, I used to watch other Berserkers train their progeny. I always wanted to know what it was like, to have that kind of pride. To pass my knowledge on to another.”


  Rhona swallowed her heart as it tried to creep into her throat. “When you lived at the temple, was there ever a woman that you wanted to be… mated to? Someone you loved?”


  “Every Berserker dreams of becoming mated. ‘Tis the ultimate need.” His low voice conveyed a yearning borne of many years. “But the only women I ever… met were prostitutes from Kirk Eden.”


  “Prostitutes.” Her hand curled into a fist beneath his. “Like me.”


  “Nay.” He caught her wrist. “It’s not like that with you. Never think that.”


  “But you didn’t kiss me.” She hated the bitterness in her voice. Couldn’t she just be grateful for the time they’d shared? Why did she yearn for more of him? Why did she want to demand all of him? “You wouldn’t kiss me. Is that because you had to pay?”


  Finn cursed roughly and seized her shoulders, wrenching her around to face him. His chest heaved and his fingers bit into the flesh of her arms, but she barely felt it. The look on his provocative face was untamed and indescribable. Equal parts fear, resolution, and longing. His eyes burned with an emotion Rhona dared not name.


  Without preamble, he crushed his lips to hers.


  Hard, demanding, and ruthless, Finn’s kiss was different than anything Rhona could have imagined or ever experienced. He instantly opened his mouth, forcing her lips to part.


  His groan was one of a parched man falling into an oasis. His tongue was hot, wet silk inside her mouth, spearing and retreating in a rhythm that flooded Rhona’s loins with passion.


  She cherished the feel of his hard, unyielding body pressed against hers, his lethal hands cupping her face. Sensing a wild desperation in his kiss, she responded and submitted to him all at once, allowing him to plunder her mouth in any way he desired. He explored every dark, moist recess, nipped at the corners of her lips, and then plunged inside again.


  An aching urgency rose within her and Rhona reached beneath his shirt, her fingers brushing the hard, roped flesh of his stomach.


  To her surprise, Finn broke the kiss.


  “’Tis done.” He sounded rather dazed. “I am bound.” Gazing down at her, a most peculiar look in his eyes, he tucked a ringlet back from her face. Then he firmly set her away from him, stooped and lifted Iain in his arms, turned, and carried the babe from the chamber, shutting the door soundly behind him.


  Confused, Rhona sank to the bed on trembling legs, pressing her fingers to her swollen lips. They still tingled and pulsed from the strength of his kiss. Where had he gone? Did she displease him somehow? A terrifying thought jolted her. What if he’d merely come to say goodbye?


  She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, but when the door opened she jumped to her feet, surprised when Connor strode into her room.


  “Laird?” she blinked.


  His teeth glowed bright against the bronzed skin of his face as he flashed a devilish grin. “’Tis a family trait to clinch these things quickly,” he winked.


  Rhona was about to ask his meaning when Roderick entered carrying the thickest chains she’d ever seen. She could barely contain her shock.


  Finn ducked in behind them, securing thick shackles around his wrists.


  When he’d declared himself bound, she’d assumed he meant figuratively.


  He’d abandoned his skins and furs for the green and blue of the MacLauchlan tartan.


  And nothing else.


  In fact, though a snowstorm surged outside the castle, each of the MacLauchlan brothers dressed likewise. No shirt or boots, merely a plaid wrapped about their muscular hides and secured over one shoulder. Rhona suppressed the urge to fan herself as a sheen of sweat bloomed beneath a dress that had become too tight. With all three in one small bedroom, she was surprised there was any room left for her as their pure masculinity consumed so much space.


  “I suppose we could use that fixture there, it’s bolted to the crossbeam and should create support if I slip.” Roderick tossed a length of chain through a looped fixture as thick as her wrists. Finn gave him his back, locking both wrists behind him, causing his shoulders to bunch and his chest to bulge.


  His eyes found hers while Roderick secured the chains to his shackles. A feral excitement burned within their depths, but they were also resolute.


  “Don’t let me harm her,” he looked to Connor. “Even if you have to put me down.”


  “Aye,” Connor nodded and drew a sharp, frightening dirk.


  “I’m sorry, what exactly is going on?” Rhona eyed the knife with apprehension.


  “Now that he’s kissed ye, he has to introduce ye to his Berserker,” Roderick explained.


  “Doona worry,” Connor smiled again, which seemed a little more dangerous now that he brandished a knife as long as her forearm. “This has to be done. We have to see if his Berserker wants ye, as well.”


  Rhona swallowed and took a step back. “What if he doesn’t?”


  “That’s what we’re here for, and the chains, of course.” Roderick lashed them in a fashion that was blocked from her view by Finn’s immense body and pulled tight.


  Finn winced. And then nodded as though satisfied.


  “And the both of us will be here to subdue him, so yer safe either way. It’s up to ye to accept or reject him after that.”


  Rhona looked to Finn. Even with his hands bound behind him, he still looked formidable. Lethal. All but for the boyish vulnerability glimmering in his gaze.


  “Of course I accept him,” she blurted.


  The men paused and three pairs of identical green eyes gaped at her.


  “Of course I accept you.” She went to Finn and pressed a tender kiss to his lips. “Your Goddess answered my prayers when she sent you to my door. If you’ll have me, I am yours.”


  Finn pressed his forehead against hers. “No matter what happens here, you are mine and Iain is mine,” he vowed. “We’ll make it work.”


  “All right.”


  His lips took hers again in a searing kiss. She was his. He belonged to her. No matter what sort of creature lurked dangerously within him. They were bound together by need and, in time, by hope and love. Rhona’s heart rejoiced.


  “Neither of us procured our acceptance so easily.” Connor muttered. “Ye’d better keep this lass, she’s mighty rare.”


  Roderick chuckled and then grappled Finn into a secure hold from behind, looping his arm about Finn’s thick neck. “Do it,” he ordered.


  “Tell me what I am to do,” Rhona said.


  Connor advanced on her with the knife. “He needs to see fresh blood. It is better if it’s yer blood.”


  “Fresh blood?” Rhona hid her arms behind her and retreated another step.


  “’Tis only fresh living blood that stirs the beast. He subsides once a battle is done or the quarry is dead.”


  The worry tightening Finn’s features didn’t help to allay her trepidation. “Wait. Won’t that awaken your Berserkers? You’ll both slaughter me.”


  Connor shook his head and stopped coming towards her. “Come lass, we wouldn’t risk that. We’re mated. We have control over the beast. He doesna come out without my say so.”


  “’Tis an unmated Berserker that is most dangerous to those he loves,” Roderick supplied.


  Rhona leaned against the bedpost for strength and lifted her gaze to Finn’s. The hope she read on his features spurred her into action. Rolling back the fine billows of her sleeve, she lifted her forearm to Connor.


  “Do what you must.”


  Gripping her wrist gently in his palm, Connor placed the knife against the meat of her forearm.


  A warning growl erupted from Finn and Rhona carefully studied his stark, brutal features. He tracked the movement of the blade, a storm already brewing in his eyes.


  “A good sign,” Roderick murmured.


  When Connor applied the slightest pressure and broke the skin, Rhona winced, hoping with everything she had that he hadn’t just condemned one or both of them to death.


  The cut wasn’t deep at all, more of a scratch, really. But when Connor took the knife away, blood welled above the pale skin.


  Finn closed his eyes and his body jerked as if captured by an invisible force.


  Connor stepped in front of Rhona, his every muscle readied for an attack.


  When Finn’s eyes opened, an abyss of shadows replaced the familiar green. If the shadows weren’t moving in a most disconcerting fashion, Rhona would have thought his eyes had been plucked out.


  He surged against Roderick’s hold, aiming for Rhona, his already-straining muscles seeming to build on themselves until he was half again as large.


  “Holy Christ, he’s strong,” Roderick’s voice hissed from between gritted teeth as he struggled to restrain his brother. “I canna hold—”


  A sharp crack sounded as Finn threw back his head and connected with Roderick’s jaw. Rhona was shocked that the other Berserker still clung to him after such a blow, but he did, his own muscles bulging with the effort.


  Roderick’s pupils began to overtake his eyes, the black swirling about as he called his Berserker forward to help.


  Connor rushed forward, securing the chains and hastening to wrap them again around Roderick’s torso for extra leverage. “She’s yer mate,” Connor hissed. “Stop yer thrashing and we’ll let ye have her.”


  Finn’s teeth bared in an enraged snarl, uncovering sharp, dangerous teeth.


  One heartbeat erupted into hundreds as Rhona heard the ominous sound of metal snapping. In three untraceable moves, Connor was sprawled on the floor and Roderick flew backward through the air, crashing against the stone wall next to the fireplace.


  Finn honed in on her again, his lips pulling apart in a low growl. His demonic eyes pinned Rhona where she stood before he lunged at her.


  There was no escape.


  The air whooshed out of Rhona’s lungs as Finn snatched her and vaulted the entire expanse of the bed. He landed and pinned her to his impossibly muscled body, roaring at Connor and Roderick who’d already gained their feet.


  The stunned looks in both their eyes did nothing to dispel the unease surging through her. She half expected him to tear her limbs from her torso at any moment.


  Connor’s shoulders slumped in relief. “I’m sorry lass, we couldna have known the extent of his strength.”


  Roderick cracked his jaw, eyes returning to normal, and stooped to retrieve the broken chains from the floor. “We’ll leave ye to it, then.” He circled Finn with a wide berth and nudged his brother to the door on the opposite side of the bed from her.


  “Wait,” Rhona pleaded, eliciting a warning growl from the beast currently imprisoning her. “You’re just going to leave me with him like this?”


  “The danger is passed.” Connor looked ashamed. “If he was going to kill ye, it’d be done. We couldna have stopped it.”


  “He’s yers to do with as ye please,” Roderick grinned, then grimaced and rubbed his jaw again.


  “But I—”


  The door clicked softly behind them, ominous in its finality.


  Rhona gasped as she was roughly turned to face Finn. He consumed her with fathomless eyes and Rhona found herself absorbed by them. His impossible strength frightened her. She could feel it in the hands that gripped her shoulders. She could sense it in the muscles that vibrated with some kind of Herculean restraint.


  The Berserker wanted her. His nostrils flared with quick, uneven breaths. His powerful body bunched and quivered in the firelight and Rhona could swear that the flames grew brighter. Her eyes lingered on his body. All that unmitigated power. All that primal, bestial masculinity belonged to her. Finn was pledged to her as she was to him.


  And the Berserker meant to claim his mate.


  The knowledge hit her a breath before the force of his raw passion unleashed with the primitive strength of a Highland tempest. It erupted against her, as a tidal wave against the rocks as he backed her against the wall, tossed her skirts up, and thrust his tartan above his hips.


  One arm encircled her and lifted her entire body off the floor, pinning her against him and the wall. It seemed the stone would give before he would. The inevitability of what he was about to do caused a rush of desire so intense that she gasped.


  He wedged himself between her legs with a possessive growl, his nostrils flaring and his black eyes churning. His arms reached beneath her knees, imprisoning them wide apart as he gripped her bottom, exposing her intimate flesh to him in a way that left her utterly vulnerable.


  He claimed her mouth, his tongue thrusting deep as he drove inside her. The pleasure was excruciating and Rhona lost her haggard cry into his mouth. He gave her no time to adjust, withdrawing and plunging deeply once again. This was not the considerate, patient lover of the night before. This was the beast, and he denied himself nothing.


  His need fueled her own and she used the wall to push her body back against him. He pulled his head back, breaking the contact of their mouths. He growled a warning at her and hitched her higher against the wall, pulling her legs impossibly wider and surging against her in long, relentless thrusts.


  His face was brutal as he took her, but other things swirled in the miasma of his eyes. Passion, of course, but also awe, wonder, need, and a sort of worshipful desperation that brought tears to Rhona’s eyes.


  Release found her faster than she could have imagined. With no building ache, no straining to capture it, it claimed her body as swiftly and unexpectedly as he had. Her fingers clutched and scraped at his unyielding shoulders as she lifted her chin and screamed her liberation to the shadows thrown by the flames at the ceiling.


  His roar engulfed hers as liquid warmth bathed her womb in strong jets, and he tensed and trembled against her, his thrust becoming jerks of straining pleasure.


  Rhona sagged against the strength of his arms as the pulses lessened and died away. She expected for her sweet Northlander to her return to her, his green eyes sated with pleasure as they’d been last night.


  But as she returned to the moment, darkness still claimed the depths of his gaze and she knew the Berserker, so long deprived, wasn’t finished with her.


  Pulling them both from the wall, he withdrew from her and tossed her to her back on the bed. He dropped the tartan from his hips and rent her dress clean in half with one commanding tug.


  Standing above her, he took a moment to take in her nakedness. The possessive gleam in his unnatural eyes thrilled and humbled her and she took a moment to appreciate the cords of muscle and ropes of strength that made up his form.


  His cock stood full and gloriously erect from his powerful hips. It glistened with the aftermath of their joining and Rhona knew he meant to take her again.


  Right now.


  He climbed up her body with the grace of a predator, stopping to kiss the tender flesh of her knee or the thin skin in the crease of her thigh, and the quivering muscles above her navel.


  A flash of other men pressing her into a mattress for their pleasure seized Rhona’s thoughts and she flinched.


  Finn froze, looking up from her body and meeting her eyes through the valley between her breasts. She thought he was growling at first, a low rumble suddenly emitting from somewhere deep within him.


  His eyes were warmer somehow, devastatingly needy as they searched hers.


  Rhona realized the sound was not a growl, it was something like a purr. A deep ticking vibration that thrummed his satisfaction through his whole massive frame.


  His lips parted in a wicked smile, made all the more alarming by the serration of his teeth. But he held still, waiting for her to make up her mind.


  Suddenly, the past melted away. The future didn’t exist. This moment belonged to them. To her. And she meant to have it. Anyone before had taken enough from her. They would not dominate this moment she meant to share with her Berserker.


  Opening her legs beneath him, she reached for his body, which he stretched over her like some kind of great, primal cat. She wrapped her legs around him as he entered her with a slick, slow thrust. Lowering himself completely, he kissed her again. As though he couldn’t get enough. His lips explored the corners of her mouth, her cheeks, her chin, her nose, her eyelids; all the while his hips pleasured her with movements she’d never imagined possible.


  She called out his name to the Solstice moon as he thrust her over the edge again and again.


  Finn MacLauchlan. Her mate.


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Rhona awoke next to Iain and realized that Finn was gone.


  Evelyn had brought the babe to her in the wee hours of the morning, apologizing profusely. But he’d been hungry and inconsolable. Rhona, in turn, had to apologize for the damage done to Evelyn’s fine dress.


  “’Tis nothing,” Evelyn assured her. “A common occurrence in a Berserker keep. What we need is a seamstress here all the time.” She left a smile and a warm glow in Rhona’s heart. She could be needed here.


  Wanted.


  Finn had caressed Rhona’s skin as she fed Iain, watching the process curiously and asking adorable, ignorant questions about babies and child bearing.


  They’d laughed together as she gently teased him, enjoying the quiet winter morning and their warm bed. Then still exhausted from her vigorous night, she’d fallen back to sleep nestled in the love of her new family.


  Rhona lay watching Iain slumber for a few precious minutes while her body finished deciding to wake up. He truly was a precious gift.


  A few new muscles ached and she smiled, entertaining a powerful urge to lounge in bed and soak up the warmth of last night’s memory.


  But she wanted to find Finn. To start the first day of the rest of their lives together.


  To kiss her mate again.


  A soft knock interrupted her happy thoughts. She slipped on the nightdress Evelyn had lent her this morning and padded across the room, expecting a summons to breakfast.


  A burly man stood at the other side of the door, dressed in a tunic and the MacLauchlan tartan, his russet hair tied back from a wide, austere face. Rhona recognized wary eyes the color of a dark lager beneath suspicious brows.


  Jamie, the gate guard, held firewood under one oafish arm and a bundle beneath another. He scowled at her and motioned with his consignment.


  “I’m sent to stoke yer morning fire and give ye garments to wear.”


  Rhona narrowed her eyes. “Aren’t there chambermaids to handle those responsibilities?” She glanced down the dark, empty hall.


  Jamie shrugged. “’Tis dangerous times. I’m the one they sent to take care of ye.” He looked as happy about the prospect as she was. Which was to say not at all.


  “Please be careful, the baby is still asleep.” Rhona took a step back to grant him entrance and he stalked to the fireplace, setting the bundle of wood down like it had been a heavy weight.


  Finn would have hefted the wood like it was a sliver with which to pick his teeth. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she felt guilty. It was unfair to compare his strength to that of a Berserker.


  She joined him at the fireplace, accepting the rolled white wrapper he offered her and turning her back to him to put it on. It was heavier than anything she’d owned and so warm she could have worn it outside.


  As she slid her arms through the sleeves and belted it at the waist with a silk cord, a movement of shadow warned her a moment before darkness bloomed in front of her eyes. The pain exploded behind that, blinding her completely. She was dimly aware of being crudely hefted over Jamie’s shoulders before she succumbed to oblivion.


  ***


  “You must have a spy in the keep,” Finn speculated as he strapped his axe to his hips over his tartan. He had to admit, he enjoyed the freedom and ingenuity of the Scots garb, though he’d have to get used to the draft.


  The accessibility was an added bonus, he thought with a secret smile as he remembered the frenzied passion of the night before. He’d left Rhona sleeping like an angel in a pillar of early morning light. The riders had returned at dawn. One Northern longboat had been spotted off the Firth of Clyde.


  Now they prepared for war.


  “A spy? Impossible,” Connor decreed, picking a serrated pole axe from his impressively stocked armory. “Everyone employed here is a MacLauchlan. This is one of the oldest clans in the Highlands. The MacLauchlan line reaches back hundreds of years and my people are fiercely loyal. Besides, I think I’d be able to tell if anyone meant us harm.” He tapped on his temple, signifying his gift.


  “Maybe.” Finn remained unconvinced, but didn’t want to anger his brother. “But it was no Berserker who watched the goings on here and reported it to Magnus,” he said carefully. “I was told it was someone close to you.”


  Connor flinched, his hand tightening around his weapon. “It makes sense,” he said in a voice made of gravel and suspicion. “I just doona want to believe it.”


  “You have no idea who it could be?”


  “We have many allies and many enemies,” Roderick cut in, running an oilcloth over his blade. “But the clans surrounding our lands are friendly. We’ve even made peace with the new Laird of the MacKays and they’ve been our bitter enemies for years.”


  “How did you achieve that?”


  A meaningful look passed between the brothers. “We killed his father and brother,” Connor said with a smirk.


  Finn’s brows drew together. He was no Highlander, at least not yet, but slaughtering a man’s family didn’t exactly seem like a good way to go about making allies. “You’ll have to tell me about that sometime.”


  His sensitive ears pricked to Iain’s cries coming closer through the castle’s labyrinth of halls. Lord but that boy did have a set of lungs. He was glad for it, though, as he thought Rhona must be bringing the babe to see him off. His heart lifted at the thought.


  If he returned from this, they would begin their lives together as man and wife.


  As MacLauchlans.


  It was Lindsay’s dark head that poked around the corner of the armory arch. She clutched Iain to her as though holding a child was rather foreign. “Have any of you seen Rhona?” she queried. “I went by her chambers to collect her and found this one on the bed crying his wee eyes out.”


  A frigid alarm, hard and icy as the glaciers that guarded the northern fjords, crept between Finn’s shoulder blades.


  “Did ye try the garderobe?” Roderick suggested.


  “Or the kitchens?” Connor shrugged. “I’ve heard a woman gets mighty hungry when she’s eating for two.”


  “I’ve hauled this angry darling everywhere. The armory is the last place I checked. I’d hoped she was here with you.” She turned to Finn, who felt as though the ground had sucked him into its stony depths and he stood shorter and immobile with a paralyzing terror.


  Roderick and Connor looked at him uneasily.


  “It doesna seem like her to leave the babe unattended,” Roderick murmured.


  “Aye,” Lindsay agreed. “Evelyn said that a half hour past she sent a maid up with wood for a fire, but Jamie insisted on carrying the wood for the girl. We should ask him if she was in the room then.”


  Jamie. Finn remembered the burly Highlanders’ contemptuous treatment of Rhona. The dagger he’d held to her throat.


  His gaze collided with Connor’s.


  “Nay,” the Laird insisted. “Not Jamie. He’s been with us for decades. I would have known.”


  “But have you been looking or listening for espionage?” Finn demanded.


  The Laird clenched his jaw. “Nay. Things have been quiet here, and I have to be intending to use my ability for it to work.”


  Finn leapt forward, rushing around Lindsay, sprinting across the courtyard and eating up the distance to the chamber he’d shared with Rhona. He could hear the echo of his brothers’ boots as they followed him through the keep. The door almost swung off its hinges as he burst inside, needlessly calling her name.


  No fire crackled in the hearth, but a rough load of wood rested on the stones, waiting to be used.


  A scent permeated the room that shrank the size of Finn’s heart by half.


  Blood. Rhona’s blood.


  He tore through the room like a man possessed, looking for signs of a struggle or a stain that would tell him how hurt she was. He came up with nothing.


  “Jamie has been in here.” Connor’s nostrils flared.


  Rage crashed through Finn with the speed and power of a war hammer. He bellowed, hoping to release some of it before it consumed him.


  His Berserker rattled about inside of him, calling for vengeance, for the kind of death that broke the sheath of one’s soul so entirely, no one could recognize the remains.


  Wordlessly, Connor and Roderick fell into step behind him as he stalked out the chamber door. He knew where Jamie had taken her.


  They were going to war.


  ***


  “My part is done.” Rhona heard Jamie through the haze of pain thrumming through her temples and throbbing in her ears. It sounded like the ebb and flow of the ocean, but she couldn’t be sure through the rough bandage surrounding her head. “Now ye’ll rid our clan of the Berserker usurpers and instate me as Laird, like ye promised.”


  The sound of a boreal chuckle shivered up her spine and Rhona squeezed her eyes shut.


  “Your first mistake was thinking we’d leave any of the clan that sheltered the Berserkers alive for you to rule. Who knows how many bastards are spread amongst you fertile Highlanders who breed like rats?”


  A spear of panic bolted through her. If she’d thought Finn’s voice was cold, she now understood it to be a summer beam of sunlight compared to the absolute chill in the Nordic accent of the man threatening Jamie.


  She didn’t want to hear what Jamie’s second mistake was.


  Apart from the pain in her head, Rhona’s shoulders ached. Her arms, bound at the wrists, stretched behind her around a wide wooden pillar. While she’d been unconscious, she’d leaned into her bonds, putting undue pressure on her arms. They trembled now, whether from terror or weakness she couldn’t be sure.


  “We have no quarrel with yer kind,” Jamie protested frantically. “You promised to return the clan back to a true MacLachlan, not some Nordic line that weaved in with a weak-willed chieftain’s daughter.”


  “Your second mistake was believing we’d let a traitor like you live.” The speaker obviously decided to ignore Jamie’s pleas.


  “Your clan has been blessed up until now to share the sacred blood of the Berserker, impure as it is. But now the blessing has run its course, and we’re here to cleanse the Highlands.”


  Jamie made a sound of such desperation that Rhona couldn’t help but open her eyes and lift her head to look at him.


  “This is the kindness we pay you for your service to us. You won’t have to watch us slaughter your clan.”


  The man who held Jamie by the throat with one hand was distinguished by his uncommonly red hair and beard. Streaked with silver, they both grew to his chest in thick strings, hiding his visage but for a pair of vacant eyes the color of sapphires.


  When he crushed Jamie’s windpipe with a paltry squeeze, Rhona whimpered as her kidnapper collapsed to the floor, dead.


  She regretted her sound when the villain moved in a blur of grey robes until he towered over her.


  Fear dispelled some of her disorientation and she recognized the briny smell of the coast and the crash of the sea. She was tied to the mast of a boat, surrounded by maybe five and twenty men dressed after the fashion Finn had been when he’d sought her out. Different colored tunics splashed the unnatural silver mist with vibrant hues. The obvious leader’s grey robes stood out in contrast.


  Rhona tasted the sea on her tongue when her mouth opened to allow deeper terrified breaths. But the floor beneath her didn’t sway with the roll of the waves. They must be wedged onto the golden sand, though she couldn’t see over the edge of the boat for the thick fog.


  She was now a captive of the temple Berserkers, and a dread certainty washed over her. These monsters would show her no kindness. Not even the variety they’d bestowed upon the traitor, Jamie.


  “So, Jamie spoke the truth. Fionngall the bastard isn’t dead.” He bent at the waist, taking a deep inhale. “You reek of him.”


  “He is my mate,” Rhona declared, her anger for the man she was bound to overrode her self-preservation. “And he is no longer a bastard, but a MacLauchlan.”


  Rhona got the impression that she’d stunned every single one of the enormous men surrounding her. They shifted and looked to their leader.


  “Lies!” he hissed. “The fact that he fucked you doesn’t make him your mate, regardless of what he told you to lure you into his bed.”


  “He kissed me.” Rhona defended. “His Berserker accepted me and now he and his mated brothers are more powerful than all of you.” Trying to throw veracity into her threat, Rhona narrowed her eyes at the leader. Magnus his name was? “Even you.”


  “Mated?” A young dark-haired man in skins the color of barley grains before harvest stepped from the faction of silent, fearsome warriors. “You said the Goddess forbade us to mate before the elders did. That only the purest bloodlines would be blessed with mates.”


  “He lied to you,” Rhona accused, hoping beyond all that some discord would buy her time.


  “Be silent, whore!” Magnus drew a long, jagged knife and pressed it against her belly. “Do not stir my men with your poisonous tongue.”


  “Magnus doesn’t speak for the Goddess. He never did.”


  Finn! Rhona’s soul leapt with hope as the man who held her heart materialized from the mist like a fabled Fae warrior and stepped down from the rail of the longboat. Roderick and Connor flanked him, weapons in hand, like two gigantic dark demons guarding her avenging angel.


  Though execution burned on the features of the Scotsmen, the chill in Finn’s eyes rivaled that of Magnus’s. Utterly stark and nigh on dead. He stood taller, larger than any man present and his impossibly strong body was revealed by the deep colors of the MacLauchlan tartan.


  Rhona tried to meet his eyes, but he barely flicked a glance her direction before scanning his former kin, his dull green gaze landing on Magnus.


  “Fucking Celtic women.” Magnus’s breath hit her face like an icy blast. “The bane of my very existence. What sort of magic do you possess between your legs that continually draws my brethren away from the control of the temple?”


  The knifepoint nipped at soft flesh of her belly and Rhona gasped, more frightened at what the sight of her blood would do if the blade broke her skin than of being stabbed.


  Magnus sighed and focused his chilling eyes on Finn, the dagger staying right where it was.


  “Do you think she’ll live through this? No matter which way it goes?” His beard parted in a smile. “Do you think you can reach me before I gut her?”


  “Do you think I care?” At Finn’s monotonous words, Rhona’s head snapped as though he’d physically slapped her. What was he saying?


  “She’s your mate,” Magnus sneered.


  “She’s a local whore who my Berserker happened to want.” Finn waved in her direction as though doing so might erase her from the ship. “Mating with her granted me untold power and a foothold among my brothers who have accepted me into their clan. It was worth the risk of her life.”


  A roaring began to build in Rhona’s ears. He had to be bluffing. What about what they’d shared the last few nights, or their bond with Iain? She couldn’t have imagined the sincerity of his feelings. The depth of his tenderness.


  Could she?


  Needles of uncertainty pricked her skin as she searched his implacable granite face for any sign of emotion and found nothing but ice. Then she turned her desperate gaze on his brothers.


  They both refused to look at her.


  “But you came for her.” Magnus’s voice rose in time with his apprehension.


  “I came to subdue a threat,” Finn’s hands twitched at his sides beside his weapons that were lashed over the MacLauchlan tartan. “She has outlived her usefulness to me as I’ll retain my powers after her death and be beholden to no one.”


  Rhona’s insides curled upon themselves, shriveling into parched husks of sorrow. Though her mind told her Finn’s painful words were disingenuous, a dark part of her doubted not only him, but her own discernment. Perhaps she’d been so desperate and lonely that she’d attributed emotion to him where there’d been none. A tear slipped down her cheek. What if he’d used her completely and cast her aside?


  It had happened before.


  A swift murmur crept through the infantry as restless men watched the scene with growing agitation. “Are you saying we could have searched for mates all this time?” One of them asked.


  “You promised us easy plunder. You did not say the Gaels were mated,” another growled.


  The murmurs of descent became louder.


  “I don’t believe you do speak for the Goddess.” The first dark-haired Berserker advanced on Magnus. “I’ll not risk my hide to a mated Berserker for a charlatan and a liar.”


  Magnus’ eyes caught and held Rhona’s and what she read in them stopped her breath and slowed time to an absolute crawl.


  “You will,” Magnus vowed. “You’ll have no choice.”


  He plunged the blade into her stomach, the bite of pain more intense than any other penetration she’d endured in the past. Rhona could feel it tearing through her insides and knew that there would be no surviving this time.


  She didn’t even cry out, so complete was her shock. Looking down, she watched with a detached fascination as a wreath of red bloomed at the front of her white robe when the dagger wrenched out.


  A cry rose above the roaring in her ears. It was raw and tortured and low, shaking the timbers of the longboat with the depth of its strength.


  Magnus’s head rolled into her line of vision on the deck beneath her feet. His eyes were no longer blue, but the black of a Berserker as they stared sightlessly up at her.


  Someone was yelling her name through a distant and muted pandemonium.


  Rhona looked up to note that she was now the only one left on the boat whose eyes held any color.


  Or did they? Everything seemed to dim. Shadows crept into the periphery of her vision and she searched desperately for Finn. He was nowhere to be found in the chaos of fighting, raging Berserkers.


  Her bonds were suddenly broken and strong arms caught her before she collapsed atop Magnus’s headless body.


  “I’m here, lass.”


  Rhona was disappointed to hear Roderick’s strong brogue. She just wanted Finn’s cool, deep voice to escort her into the afterlife.


  And didn’t that make her a fool?


  “I’m dying,” she informed him.


  “I know,” his voice sounded grave. “Doona succumb to the darkness. Hold on for me as long as ye can.” He sliced through the torso of an approaching attacker as though he swatted at a fly before propping her against the pillar and assessing the damage to her stomach.


  Rhona nodded and turned her head toward the bedlam at the stern of the ship. Finn was surrounded by maybe ten Berserkers. His white-gold hair became increasingly saturated with blood as he used his familiar sword and axe as though they were appendages. His fierce black eyes promised death before his weapons delivered upon the vow.


  There was a beauty in this, she thought as she found Connor cutting a bloody swath through his own opponents. A particular grace and speed accompanied the awe-inspiring strength they possessed. They wrought destruction like a dance, choreographed in the moment and organic in its execution.


  Rhona focused on the fading brilliant crimson of the blood Finn shed with precision and prejudice. An ominous cold seeped into her limbs, counteracting the warmth she could feel from Roderick’s healing touch. She knew that when Finn’s golden brilliance was overcome by shadow, there’d be no hope left for her.


  She would die wanting him, and unwanted by him.


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Finn should have reveled in the death he wrought. For the first time in his life, he channeled the epic amounts of strength and rage surging through him. He was aware. In control. Time was no longer an impediment to his movement. He flowed through it like water through a fisherman’s net. Scarcely displaced, fluid, and inescapable to those caught in his wake. He melded with the beast inside him to create a creature of indescribable precision.


  And both parts of him howled in agony.


  Rhona. His mate. He could smell her blood. And so could every other frenzied Berserker on the longboat. She was still alive, and every instinct overtaking each man screamed to finish her.


  He would kill anyone who tried.


  Finn could feel the vibration of her vital life’s energy dissipating as though a part of himself hemorrhaged onto the pitch floors of the ship. Drawing the enemy away from her precious body, he paid in blood and pain each time her still form drew his focus from the battle.


  His axe imbedded in someone’s throat.


  I called her a whore.


  He wrenched his sword from the sternum of one man and hacked at the torso of another.


  I denied her in front of everyone.


  A sharp bite of pain sliced his shoulder as a blade found purchase. He pivoted and relieved the sword arm from the man’s body before likewise taking his head.


  Rhona had to know he was trying to save her life by denying her importance to him. But the tear that had escaped her eye imprinted upon his memory with painful clarity.


  What if she dies believing I did not want her?


  That wasn’t going to happen. If her soul left this world, he would break down the gates to Nèamh to find her. And if she wasn’t there, he’d storm Valhalla, then Elysium, and finally Tir na nOg. He’d kill every mortal that defied their love. He’d defy any God or Goddess who blocked his path to her.


  Just like he cut down these men who should have been his brethren.


  If someone broke away from his horde of attackers, Connor blocked the path to Rhona’s body and sent the raging assailant to the afterlife. Roderick knelt with her, his hands working healing magic and Finn ached to be beside her.


  He barely dodged a hammer that would have shattered every one of his ribs. He kicked the familiar, dark-haired beserker over the side of the ship. Though the man let out a roar of outraged shock, he would likely survive the drop.


  A torn part of Finn wept for every Berserker who fell before him.


  We should have been more than this.


  The Goddess had created them for a purpose. Berserkers roamed the northlands since before time had been recorded. The temple was ancient and sacred and what had Magnus morphed them into? A pack of unstoppable mercenaries with no particular divine objective. His own private army to wield and control as easily as any weapon.


  Finn wanted to kill him again.


  His hatred of Magnus fueled his fury, and after a few swift strikes of his sword, there was no one left standing to fight.


  Flinging his bloodied weapons to the ground, Finn lurched in Rhona’s direction, not recognizing the raw sound that filled the air as his own. He dropped to his knees beside her.


  She was still. Too still. The shallow breaths she took barely lifted her chest. The red stain on her white robe glowed in Finn’s vision, taunting him with a consuming impotence.


  “Bring her back!” Finn growled, his Berserker lending a dual note to the demand.


  “I’m trying,” Roderick said gently. His eyes were grim and full of compassion as they met Finn’s. “But there are limits to what I can do.”


  “No.” Finn refused to accept it. “No. No. No!” He clutched at her robes, her body, dragging her limp form desperately against him as if the heat of his rage could warm limbs turned icy by the loss of blood.


  His vision blurred and swam. His throat stung before closing as if to tell him he would not draw breath if she didn’t. Which was acceptable to him. What would be the point?


  “I’m sorry,” he rasped, his voice harsh with unshed emotion and agonizing pain. “Forgive me, Rhona. I’m so sorry.” He chanted his regret like a prayer, rocking her in his arms as she had rocked Iain. Hoping against fate and heaven that her soul remained to hear him.


  ***


  “I’m sorry,” Finn whispered for what had to be the thousandth time in two days. He’d stopped expecting a response from her pale, still form. He sat where he’d been since the battle, at her side. He ate little. Slept even less. Terrified that if he stepped away from her, her soul would disappear before he returned.


  He grimaced again as the last words he’d spoken in front of her screamed at him in the silence. They were blasphemies. A desperate attempt to marginalize her importance in the eyes of his enemy.


  Roderick had tried again and again to heal her, but she still hadn’t awakened. Her wound had closed and the bleeding stopped, but no one knew the extent of irrevocable damage done on the inside.


  The entire castle held its collective breath, waiting for Rhona’s condition to take any kind of final turn.


  Watching the steady rise and fall of her chest, Finn felt a desperate vibration in his own heart, and a ragged sob escaped when he opened his mouth.


  He thought of the hellish battle on the longboat. The satisfaction of killing Magnus wiped away by his horror at failing to reach her before the knife had pierced her precious skin. Only a handful of Berserkers had survived the day, having been pitched off the boat in the heat of battle. They’d left when the tide came to claim the ship and were to spread the word that Finn, Connor, and Roderick were coming to the temple once winter passed.


  The plan should have pleased Finn, but he hadn’t spared it a second thought. What use was a future if Rhona didn’t share it with him? A part of him had died the moment he’d seen her lashed to the ship. The rest of him would follow if she didn’t recover.


  “I won’t survive losing you,” he admitted. “I can’t go back to being the cold-hearted man I was before. Not after I’ve had a taste of your warmth.


  “I understand if you can’t forgive me for what I said. But think of Iain.” The babe was being looked after by a new mother who was called into the keep from the village. “He needs you. I can’t raise him on my own. It’ll be disastrous.


  “’Tis Yuletide this morning.” He stretched onto the bed beside her and stroked her cool cheek. “’Tis a time for family and gifts and miracles. I know that neither of us has had much in the way of any of that.” He laced the fingers of a hand through hers. “Until now.”


  He swallowed, lifting a desperate prayer to any and every deity he’d ever heard of.


  “You are my miracle, woman.” He pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. “I love you. You own me body, heart, and soul. Even my Berserker. You owned him from the beginning.”


  A soft knock on the door interrupted his plea, and Evelyn’s belly preceded her into the room. She made her slow way to the bedside and looked down at Rhona’s pale face with a soft smile.


  At the doorway, Roderick and Connor stood in silence, looking to Evelyn as though she held the answers to the mysteries of the heavens.


  Lindsay wriggled in between the two brothers and stood in front of them, Iain tucked into her arms.


  “I have ‘the sight,’ you know,” Evelyn murmured. “But since I’ve been expecting, it’s been dormant.”


  Finn didn’t care. He wanted to be left alone with his mate. But he dared not disrespect the sweet woman in front of Roderick.


  “She can hear you,” Evelyn prodded. “This whole time she’s been fighting to return to you, to tell you something. And now…”


  Finn’s heart clenched. “I would give anything to hear her voice again.”


  “Would you?” A whisper rasped from the bed.


  Finn froze, half expecting his mind to have conjured her beloved voice out of sheer force of will.


  “Because you still owe me two gold coins.”


  Her clear, brindled gaze met his when Finn pulled back in shock and she lifted her beautiful mouth in a weak smile.


  Evelyn touched Rhona’s arm very softy, and her mouth split into a wide, sunny grin. “That’s what I came to tell you. I knew this morning that she would be back. That she was going to live. Also, that I’m having twins. A boy and a girl.”


  A choking sound came from the doorway and Connor reached over to soundly pound Roderick on the back.


  Lindsay rushed to Evelyn and wrapped her in a warm and careful one-armed hug before reaching out laying Iain into Rhona’s arms. “This is just too much wonderful news for one day,” she exclaimed, her voice full of happiness and thick with emotion.


  Finn hardly paid notice to any of it. He just stared down into Rhona’s open eyes, his breath captured in the moment.


  “Say something else,” he demanded on a painful exhale. “I want to hear your voice.”


  “I love you, Fionngall MacLauchlan.” And he knew she did because her luminous face shone with it. “And you’re right. It would be disaster if you tried to raise poor Iain on your own.” She looked down at the small, wispy-haired head with fond love.


  “Aye.” Finn laughed, not at her words but because of the foreign emotion sweeping through his body.


  “You’ll never have to,” she promised, her soft, elegant hand cupping his cheek. “Because I’ll always be at your side.”


  “We’ve all known loneliness and fear and desperation,” Lindsay gave Evelyn’s shoulders a fond squeeze and reached her hand out to Connor and Roderick, who joined them at the bedside. “But now we have our growing family to give us security and hope for a long and prosperous future.”


  Family.


  Finn looked down at Iain and now understood that family didn’t necessarily mean blood ties and duty. Its meaning was tied to this moment. Where love and support, hope and kinship flowed between people who pledged their devotion, nay, their very lives to each other. And did so because they wanted to.


  Joy. Exaltation. Love. Finn was certain now that no word existed for this emotion. But it flowed between them along with the certainty that this would be the first winter holiday of many that they’d have together, with the family that now surrounded them, and the clan they now called their own.
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