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Scottish Highlands, 1703


As the new Alpha of the Faol, a legendary clan possessing the power of the wolf, Eoin Tolmach knows he should put the needs of his people before his own. Yet the former warrior cannot resist the challenge of rescuing kidnapped heiress Freya Ogilvie himself…or his unexpected attraction to her. Eoin admires her courage and sensual beauty, but she doesn't trust her own passionate instincts. Now Eoin faces his greatest test: convincing Freya to indulge their mutual desire….
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Prologue



Legend has it that one dark, stormy night many centuries ago, a small wooden craft got into difficulties off the West Highland coast, and broke its hull on the vicious outcrop of rocks called the Beathach, or the Beast. All aboard that storm-tossed night were lost save for one, a babe in arms, only child of the mythical Highland warrior known as The Fearless One. Still tucked up in the woven reed basket in which he had been sleeping, the child was miraculously washed ashore on the remote, uninhabited Isle of Kentarra.

Here, he was found by a wolf pack who, instead of tearing out his throat, suckled him and reared him as one of their own, initiating him into their ways, imbuing him with their qualities. He survived and grew to be a man. A man with the spirit of the wolf residing inside him. He eventually learned how to master his inner beast. And he learned how—and when—to unleash its terrifying power.

From this extraordinary individual evolved a race of fierce warriors, the Faol, with their chilling clan motto: Faiceallach! Tha mise an seo! Beware! For I am come!

The Faol are feared and revered in equal measure throughout Scotland. Famed for their consummate skills in battle and reputed to be irresistible to mortal women, they live in uneasy symbiosis with their Highland neighbours. Their home is the remote island kingdom of Kentarra, where their unique culture is fiercely protected. The Faol rarely walk among humans, except on those occasions when a laird commissions them to deploy their prowess in battle to aid his cause. Such requests are often rejected, for the Faol are no mere mercenaries. Their code dictates that they offer their services only to just causes, and utilise the proceeds for the good of the pack.

Though the price demanded is high, those privileged few granted their services can have no doubt of victory. Once their promise is secured, the pride and honour of the Faol ensure it will be fulfilled.

Whatever the cost.








Chapter 1



Scottish Highlands, 1703

Even by the standards of a Highland summer it was a wild night. Eoin landed the little boat with relief on the tiny beach which was the island’s only safe anchorage. Hauling it clear of the foam-crested sea, he stood on the shingle, his heightened senses on full alert. Throwing back his head and closing his eyes, he blocked out the hiss of the breaking waves on the pebbles, the scrabbling and squeaking of the little night creatures, the lonesome cry of a far distant owl.

In the purplish gloaming light of a bruised sky, he was an impressive sight. Naked, save for the filleadh beg, his magnificent warrior’s body glistened with the ocean’s spray. Deeply tanned, his muscles clearly outlined under the sheen of moonlight on skin, rippling like the ebb and flow of the tide which pounded the beach, Eoin had about him an air of tightly-coiled power which signalled danger. His auburn hair, which fell in a wild tangle to his shoulders, gave him an untamed look. A smattering of darker hair covered the width of his chest, arrowing down in a thin path past the dip of his stomach to the broad leather belt with its jewelled buckle which kept his plaid in place. In the eerie light of the pending summer storm, his eyes, by daytime mossy green, had an iridescent, tawny hue.

Eoin breathed deeply and sniffed the air. He could detect them easily enough, the humans. Male. Overpoweringly male, that sharp, bitter scent. No trace of female. But then, if she was being held in some confined space, that was to be expected. He sincerely hoped she was on the island. It had been an arduous task, tracking his quarry clear across the Highlands, and it had taken longer than he had anticipated. Looking up at the night sky, he frowned. Only two more days until the full moon, which could prove a problem—but he would worry about that when he had her in his clutches.

The castle, no more than a tower and a few rough buildings enclosed by a perimeter wall, stood on the highest point of the island. Granite-grey, the main keep was topped by battlements, though his razor-sharp night vision could detect no lookout. Behind the castle stretched moorland, desolate and rust-coloured. A bleak place. No Highlander could possibly have traced her here. It was why Laird Ogilvie had commissioned him for the task in the first place. Eoin smiled to himself. They were not expecting anyone. They were assuredly not expecting one such as he.

Moving stealthily towards the castle, he heard the faint noises of the men in their guard room. Three, certainly no more than four of them. Laughing. Relaxed. No sound from the turret. Was she imprisoned there? It was the obvious location. He was about to find out. Unbuckling his belt, Eoin unravelled his plaid, placing it behind a large rock along with his claymore and his dirk. He had no need of weapons.

He arched his back and stretched, the movement lengthening his torso, showing off the supremely masculine line of his body, the span of his shoulders, the swell of his chest as his ribcage expanded, the narrow waist, taut buttocks, lithe, athletic legs. He was also aroused. He was always aroused when upon the brink of change. For some, transformation was painful. For Eoin, it was invigorating in every way. His shaft jutted up, thick and potent against his belly. He stretched his arms higher, his eyes amber, glinting up at the moon, and threw back his head to summon his inner wolf.

His vision swam, bones cracking and reforming, his spine lengthening. The musky tang of his feral alterego filled the night air. Soft fur coated his body, his buttocks, his thighs, becoming tauter, the expanding muscles straining his skin painfully. A shiver of pure pleasure made his fur stand up in a ridge down his back. His heart felt as if it would burst as the familiar sparks shot like lightning bolts through his veins. He dropped down on to all fours, and it was over. Man had become wolf. With a vicious snarl, Eoin sprang forward towards the castle and his prey.

 

Freya Ogilvie woke from a troubled sleep. The straw pallet which comprised her bed was uncomfortable and lumpy, quite unlike the feather mattress she was used to at home. The filthy blanket which was her only covering stank of horse. She was chittering. Though it was August, the keep was icy cold, the flagstone floors and rough walls of the room in which she was being held damp and dank. As usual when she woke, her head ached. The fear and despair she hid from her captors manifested itself each night in a tightly-clenched jaw.

The single rush light had gone out. Getting to her feet, she felt her way around the curve of the wall to the narrow window which granted her the only view of this desolate island which had been her home for nearly two months. It must be nigh on three since she had first been taken. Since then, there had been two visits from her loathsome captor, the impoverished Earl of Tarbert. Twice she had refused to consider his dastardly proposal. The first time had been easy, as she had been imprisoned for barely a week. On the second occasion she’d rebuffed him again, though truth be told she’d expected to have been rescued by then. The earl had been furious. She’d feared he would violate her, but at the last minute he’d thought better of it. “I will not endanger the legality of our union by forcing myself on you, but you will pay for that little bit of defiance when we are wed,” he’d said ominously, righting his plaid. “And wed we will eventually be, whether you wish it or no.”

Freya shuddered at the memory. By day she could persuade herself she would never submit. At night, locked in the turret room, whose every stone she knew intimately, she doubted her resolve. How much longer must she rot here? She massaged her throbbing temples. Sometimes she wished he would come, just so that it would be over.

Stop thinking like that! Outside, the sky had a sullen, ominous look to it. The sea was angry. A summer storm brewing. A movement at the foot of the turret far below caught her attention. The glint of an eye. Standing on tiptoe, she strained to see. Was that dark shape a shadow, or something else? Her eyes widened as it moved with liquid stealth. A wolf. A huge wolf, a magnificent beast, crouched down on its mighty haunches. She could swear it was looking up at her. As if it was assessing her.

Her mouth dried. She held the animal’s gaze. Or it held hers. She could not tear her eyes away. Surely there were no wolves on this island? The moorland was too bleak. There was not a tree or any other form of cover, save the castle. But wolf it was. Sleek, huge, beautiful. And savage. She could sense it, in the bunching of its muscles under that luxurious fur. Nature at its most perfect, and its most lethal. And its most enthralling.

Freya tried to haul herself up higher onto the window the better to see. Her calves ached with the effort. Being on the top floor of the keep, the window was not barred. As she leant out, the ground swooped up, making her dizzy. She closed her eyes until the dizziness stopped. When she looked down again, the wolf had gone.

She must have imagined it. A trick of the light, though it had seemed so palpably real. Then she heard the blood-curdling noises.

 

Eoin’s wolf shuffled back on its powerful haunches, its ears flattened, its eyes fierce. It leapt, impossibly high into the air, its body stretching, arching, soaring through the opening in the tower and into the guards’ room. Three of them, playing cards and drinking, their weapons carelessly discarded on the hearth. He was on the first one before he had even risen from the table, halting the scream in his throat with a vicious snap of his jaws. The other two grabbed their weapons, the blades of the dirks glinting menacingly. Overturning their chairs to use as shields, the burly Highlanders stared at the wolf in horror. They edged nervously towards him. Eoin paused, his head to one side. Though he could kill them easily, there was no real need. The Highlanders may well consider his kind savages, but they were wrong. Faol never killed unless it was strictly necessary.

The bolder of the two men lunged at him with the dirk. Eoin avoided him easily. The man lunged again, and Eoin sprang, hurling the guard bodily across the room where he landed with a dull thud, unconscious. The third guard quivered as the wolf turned to face him. Eoin was already reforming. He saw the blurring of his wolf’s body reflected in the terrified guard’s face as he changed from wolf to warrior.

“Faol! Merciful God, Faol!” The Highlander dropped his dagger and fell to his knees muttering incoherent pleas for mercy.

Eoin looked about him for something with which to tie the trio up. The heavy drape which hung at the window to prevent winter draughts would do. Yanking it free from the rail, he tore strips from it and set about securing the men, using one strip to stem the bleeding of his first victim.

“Are there any other guards?” he demanded. A terrified shake of the head satisfied him. “And the woman?”

“In the small room at the top of the keep.”

“If you’re lying…” Eoin left the threat unspoken. Tying the remnants of the window drape roughly around his waist, he strode out of the guard room. Raising his head, he caught her scent easily. Exotic. Flowery. Lighter than a Faol woman’s, but heady all the same. At last! He could hear her breathing, shallow, muffled, obviously trying not to be heard. He padded barefoot up the spiral staircase, past the next floor and onto the next. The door was locked. He could have taken the key from the guard, but two hard blows, and the sturdy lock flew open.

Freya cowered at the window as the door crashed against the wall. Expecting a predatory wolf with fierce eyes and razor-sharp teeth, instead, she was confronted by a man. Tawny-haired, with fierce eyes right enough, but a man nonetheless. A really quite magnificent man. The scream died in her throat. “Who in the name of God are you?”

Eoin eyed the heiress with surprise. Though she had been described to him as a comely wench, he had assumed the description was influenced by her fortune rather than her face. But Freya Ogilvie was indeed a comely wench. Extremely comely, despite the toll which months of incarceration had taken on her appearance. A cluster of golden curls framed a face more sensual than beautiful. Dark brown almond-shaped eyes which had a slumberous quality, under finely arched brows. A soft curve to her cheeks which somehow enhanced this latent sensuality, and a plump mouth which begged to be kissed. More curves, the swell of her bosom as it rose and fell from the torn neckline of her gown, and the sweetest curve of all, the indentation from waist to hip. A pleasingly round bottom, he was willing to bet. His shaft stiffened. Shifting always made him hungry for a woman. He had not expected to find his desires sharpened by this one.

“Who are you?” Freya said again.

“I am Eoin Tolmach.”

“Tolmach? I have never heard of that clan.” His accent was strange. Neither Highlander nor Lowlander, it was deep, sonorous and less lilting than she was accustomed to. “What do you want? What happened to the guards?”

Eoin smiled. “I took care of them.”

“I saw a wolf. I suppose you’ll tell me you took care of that too,” Freya said with a disbelieving curl of her mouth.

Eoin’s smile deepened. “I did, in a manner of speaking.”

His presence made her feel light-headed. It was too male. Something else too, something visceral. She would not let him intimidate her, though as with the wolf earlier, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. If she did, she felt certain he would pounce. “Three guards and a wolf,” she said dryly, “and yet there is not a mark on you. No man would emerge from such an encounter unscathed.”

“True, but then I am no mere man,” Eoin said. Her scent was delightful. That mouth of hers looked sinful. Sumptuous, that was the word for her. She was made for sinking into. Soft where he was hard. And he was becoming very hard.

There was a sheen of sweat on his chest. Freya couldn’t seem to breathe properly. Her mouth was dry. Fear? It should be, but it wasn’t. Whoever he was, he was not come from the earl, that much was clear. “No mere man,” she said mockingly, “what’s that supposed to mean?”

“I am Faol,” Eoin said proudly.

“Faol?” Freya had been trying to edge away. Now she stopped dead in her tracks. “A member of Clan Wolf? No, that’s not possible. They are reputed to be able to turn into—oh my God!” Her voice rose with every word, but she was powerless to contain her shock. “You’re saying that wolf was you?”

“And I am that wolf.”

She didn’t like the way he was smiling. It was disturbing. It made her hot then cold. The way he looked at her too, disturbed her. And his proximity. More than a wolf. More than a man. My God, she believed him. “You have come to kill me,” she said, shrinking back.

His laugh was deep. “Kill you? On the contrary, I’ve come to rescue you. Your father begged for our help when no trace of you could be discovered after two months searching. Retrieving a kidnapped daughter is a just cause, worthy of the services of a Faol warrior. He was desperately concerned for your safety, as any father would be.”

“Concerned for my inheritance, more like. He would rather see it in the hands of his own kin than the Earl of Tarbert. That is the extent of my father’s care for me.”

The bitterness in her voice surprised him. The toss of her head, the scornful curl of her mouth, almost fooled him, but the over-bright sheen in her big brown eyes, the telltale clenching of her fists, gave away her hurt. Eoin felt a stab of anger on her behalf. She was right, her sire had indeed seemed much more concerned for the fate of her wealth than her well-being.

But mortals and their motives were none of his business. “Your father wishes you returned safely to him, and that is what I have promised to do.”

“And why should I trust you?” Freya demanded belligerently. “How can I be sure that I’m not simply exchanging one abductor for another?”

Eoin’s eyes narrowed. “You have the word of the Faol. You require no other assurance. I, on the other hand, do. I apologise, but your father was most insistent that I take every precaution. Show me your left foot.”

Freya paled. “No! There is no need.”

But he was already on his knees before her.

“No! Do you imagine the Earl of Tarbert has more than one heiress held captive?” She tried to free herself, but he had her foot held firmly in his hand. Embarrassment and mortification flamed her cheeks. Though she had been but a bairn when it had happened, the mark still filled her with repugnance. Each time some would-be husband or his kin examined her foot, she felt diminished. It defined her, that mark. That, and the full coffers which went with it.


Eoin untied her garter and rolled down her stocking. Like the rest of her, her leg was delightfully shaped. Curved calf, slender ankle, fine-boned little toes. Perfection, marred only by the ugly red scar. The outline of a coffer key branded into the skin, just as her father had described. He touched his finger to it.

Freya flinched. “Are you convinced now?”

“Why would they do this to you?”

“Brand me like a prize heifer, you mean? To help identify me, were I taken as a babe,” Freya said scornfully. “My nurse told me once that I was lucky, she’d heard tell of another bairn who’d had the tip of her finger bitten off to mark her identity.”

“Marking of any kind is a barbaric act unworthy of any civilised society,” Eoin said with undisguised ferocity. In the three years since he had been Prince of the Faol, he had ensured that their own practice of Marking had been abandoned. He lifted her foot to his mouth and pressed a kiss on the scar. She tasted just as he’d expected, of flowers and sunshine and human female. His tongue traced the outline of the coffer key.

Freya was shocked into stillness. No one had ever touched her there before, certainly not in such a way. His lips were soft on her skin. His fingers were stroking her calf. “What are you doing?”

Good question! Reluctantly, Eoin got to his feet. There were other, more pressing matters to attend to. “Here, put this back on, we must make haste,” he said, picking up her stocking and shoe.

It was what she had dreamed of since she’d been brought here. Rescue. Escape. But Freya stood her ground. He did not frighten her, this Faol warrior, but something about him made her afraid of herself. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Yes you are,” Eoin said, throwing her bodily over his shoulder.








Chapter 2



“Put me down! I demand you put me down at once, I’m not a sack of potatoes.” Freya felt, rather than heard, his laugh in the shaking of his shoulders. She beat her fists against his bare back. “Put me down!”

“As you wish,” Eoin said, dropping her unceremoniously at his feet. “I take it you want me to leave you here?”

“No! Of course not,” Freya said, annoyed at having her bluff called. “You said you would return me to my father.”

“I will, all in good time, but I have weightier matters at home to attend to which require my presence on Kentarra. If you are to accompany me to my world, you would do well to learn a little respect.”

He was already making his way down the turret stairs, travelling at some speed in his bare feet. “What do you mean, your world?” Freya asked, trailing in his wake.

Eoin paused at the door of the guard’s room to kick a dirk in the direction of the men. “Wait a while before you release yourselves,” he said curtly, “and do not even think of following us.”

Outside, the sky was almost black. Rain was falling in big fat drops. The wind whipped the sea into a broiling mass of white-crested waves. Freya eyed the conditions with some trepidation. “We surely can’t sail in this weather. What are we going to do? Why did you give them a knife? They’ll come after us. Why did you…”

“Do you always ask so many questions? If you were mine I’d be tempted to lock you in a tower myself.” With an exasperated sigh, Eoin threw her once more over his shoulder, setting off towards the beach, stopping only to retrieve his plaid and his weapons from their hiding place behind the rock. His long legs covered the short distance effortlessly. Seconds later Freya found herself sitting inside the boat.

Eoin pushed the craft down from the shingle into the water. A huge wave caught it and tugged it into the depths but somehow he managed to leap aboard, soaking wet, laughing as he undid the sail and took the tiller. “We will be drowned, for sure,” Freya said, gripping the side of the boat as it tilted and rocked, dipped and heaved.

Eoin grinned and pulled the sodden piece of cloth which had stood in place of his plaid from around his waist and threw it overboard. For a brief moment he was gloriously naked, before he clad himself again in his own filleadh beg. “Come sit with me here, you’ll be safe enough,” he said, pulling her to him at the helm.

“Safe!” Freya exclaimed. “Is that some kind of a jest?” She didn’t like the way her body was reacting to his nearness. She didn’t feel at all safe, though she was beginning to think that the sea posed less danger than the man at her side. She tried to edge away, but the narrowness of the seat constrained her. Though the tiller was between them, his thigh touched hers. It was cold in the force of the wind but she could feel heat emanate from his near-naked body.

Eoin scanned the horizon, his night-sight probing the haar-encrusted outlook. “Kentarra is more than a day’s sail from here. Perhaps you’d prefer to ride out the storm on dry land?”

“Of course I would, but where? There is no land anywhere near.”

Eoin smiled with satisfaction as his eyes alighted on the tiny islet, no more than a dot on the horizon. “You just need to know where to look,” he said, adjusting the tiller and the sail.

 

It was tiny, no more than a large outcrop of rock, but a small stand of trees on the summit offered the prospect of some welcome shelter. They beached the boat and clambered up the steeply shelving shore, then Eoin gathered some wood and made a fire, by which Freya huddled gratefully, spreading her skirts to dry.


Beside her, Eoin was quite unaffected by the weather. Leaning back on his elbows, he looked at Freya afresh. Three months, she had been away from her kinfolk, yet she seemed remarkably self-possessed. “Did they harm you?” he asked.

Freya shrugged. “When they first captured me they threatened to, if I did not submit. But the Earl of Tarbert knows as well as I do that a marriage without consent can easily be annulled.”

“You seem well versed in the laws of matrimony.”

“As an heiress, I’ve little choice. I’m twenty years old, and I feel like I’ve spent my life being pursued, by both fair means and foul. A bride with a bounty such as mine is irresistible, it seems.”

“You do yourself an injustice if you think your money is your only attraction,” Eoin said softly.

“I would be a fool if I thought otherwise. I have yet to meet a man whose interest in me would survive my penury.”

“I can’t believe that.”

“No? Would you believe someone who declared they’d fallen in love with you after an hour? Who claimed to be so madly in love that they would have you elope, lest your father object? Who actually forgot, halfway through his proposal, what your name was? Aye, you can laugh,” Freya said with a reluctant smile, “but it’s true. He called me Flora.”

“Freya suits you better.”

“It was my mother’s name. My fortune is hers too, it passed to me when she died during my birth. My father has made it his life’s mission to keep it in the Ogilvie clan, producing an endless succession of kin claiming eternal devotion.”

Eoin leaned over and touched her cheek. “Perhaps if you gave one of these suitors a chance, they’d prove themselves worthy.”

Freya’s mouth puckered. “Do you think I’ve not thought of that? Three months, I’ve been stuck in that tower, do you think I’ve not had ample time for reflection?” She rubbed her foot. Under her stocking, she could feel the mark burning. “But they all know my situation before I meet them. How could I ever be sure that they wanted me for myself?”

Eoin himself had never been anything other than sought after, even before his brother Struan dramatically abdicated and left Kentarra. Since then, his Alpha status ensured that he was the object of every Faol female’s attentions. Strangely, though he had previously been much inclined to partake of whatever delights were offered, his new status had quenched his desires. Partly, this was because he took his duties as prince extremely seriously, but it was also true that he found such automatic attraction tedious. Where was the challenge when success was guaranteed? Freya’s confession struck a chord. “It must be dispiriting,” he said, almost to himself, “to be so distrustful.”

“Yes, but it’s better to be safe than sorry, isn’t it?” Freya said forlornly. “Even if it does leave you feeling isolated.”

Another chord struck, though it was not one Eoin wished to acknowledge. Kentarra and his people required his full attention. If he was lonely sometimes, well then, it was the price he had to pay for being a prince. Beside him, Freya’s skin was bright with the cold and the spray. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders, down her back, over her breasts, which were clearly outlined under the clinging damp of her robe. The way she held out her hands to warm them at the fire, the flush on her cheeks, the way she sat back, throwing her head back to look at the moon, everything about her was overtly sensual. This human female would provide a worthy challenge—were he seeking one—which he wasn’t. Which didn’t mean he couldn’t tease her a little. Rolling towards her, he took Freya completely unawares, pulling her down on top of him.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m warming you up.”

His eyes were fascinating. Amber—but was there a hint of green? Hypnotic. His mouth was just inches from hers. His fingers tangled in her hair. His body was solid underneath her. “I’m not cold,” Freya said, shivering. She should move. She braced her hands on his chest to lever herself up. Soft hair. Hard muscle. She shivered again.

Eoin trailed his fingers down her back, to the perfect curve of her bottom. In the firelight, her eyes were flecked with gold. Her scent was like an exotic perfume. “Your clothes are soaking wet.”

“They’ll dry soon enough.” She should move, but she felt too heavy. She couldn’t seem to catch her breath. She couldn’t seem to break eye contact. Eoin’s fingers were stroking her neck under her hair. His other hand was splayed over her rump. What was he doing to her? She really should move.

Eoin nestled her closer. “They’ll dry much quicker if you take them off,” he said wickedly.

“I’m fine just the way I am.”

“Never a truer word spoken,” Eoin replied. Then he succumbed to temptation and kissed her.

Freya had been kissed before. Kisses had been stolen from her, planted on her like unwanted presents, plucked from her like unripe fruit, but she had never been kissed like this. A giving which was at the same time a taking. A possession which was also a submission. Eoin’s kisses had the dark potency of an elixir, the allure of the illicit. Faol. Man. Wolf. He tasted of fire and smoke. Of peril and possibilities. Of the unknown, and the unknowable. He tasted of desire. She felt it too. Desire. Warm and sweet as heather honey, trickling through her veins. His tongue flicked along the soft skin on the inside of her mouth, then it touched hers. Sparks of feeling like the spray of the ocean. Freya’s heart bumped, fluttered, bumped. She couldn’t breathe. She didn’t want to.

The scent of their arousal clung around them like a sea mist. Bittersweet, vanilla and spice. The rush of pleasure she gave him was reminiscent of the visceral thrill of shape-shifting. He was ravenous. She was ravishing. Drinking deeper of her, Eoin thrust his tongue into her mouth, rolling her over onto her back, nuzzling the crook of her neck, licking into the valley between her breasts, his breathing ragged. “Delightful,” he murmured, his hands tracing the curve, tugging at the laces at the front of her robe. “Delicious,” he said, as the laces loosened allowing her breasts to spill over her stays. He loosed these too, pleasure settling weightily in his groin as he saw how tightly-budded were her nipples. He rolled his tongue around them, first one then the other. His fingers stroked down, seeking the hem of her robe.

Freya had been called beautiful times without number, but never delightful, nor delicious. Eoin’s touch was making her ache with possibilities. A longing, a yearning for something she could not define consumed her. Many a man had tried to take liberties with her, but none had made her want to grant them, though perhaps this man was simply more adept at wooing than her other suitors. Perhaps he had only rescued her in order to claim her fortune! With an enormous effort, she wriggled free. “Stop that! Do you think I don’t know what you’re up to?”

“I see. You have me down as just another fortune-hunter ready to seduce you in order to secure your gold.” He had intended it as a joke, but the look on her face told him that was exactly what she was thinking. Anger took hold, fuelled by frustration. Eoin pushed his thick tangle of hair back from his brow. “I haven’t the remotest interest in your paltry fortune. We Faol have riches beyond any human imagining. ’Tis a poor opinion you have of yourself, and of me, to think otherwise.”

“Not a poor opinion, more a deep-seated certainty resulting from bitter experience,” Freya said, furiously righting her clothing.

Her obvious hurt mollified his anger somewhat. Eoin pulled her to her feet, ignoring her protests and wrapping his arms around her. “Freya, you are wrong, you know, at least in this instance. Trust me.”

She wanted to. She longed to trust someone. Nigh on twenty years of looking round corners, of questioning every remark made to her, examining every motive, had left her weary. “What proof can you offer me?”

Eoin dropped his hold. “Proof? I am Eoin Tolmach, Alpha of the Faol. Who are you to question me, a noble prince!”

Eoin seemed to have grown. Freya took a wary step away from him, but he grabbed her arm. The motto of the Faol leapt to mind. Beware! For I am come! She wished she had heeded it. Though her instincts were to throw herself upon his mercy, she could not back down. “Would a noble prince examine a woman’s foot like a drover examining a prize filly at a horse fair?”

It struck him anew how barbaric the act had been, to mark an innocent child in such a manner. “I regret that, but I had to be certain. Enough talk. Try to get some rest.”

Freya watched him stride away. Wearily, she took off her worn shoes and placed them by the fire, rubbing the soles of her feet. Her stockings were wet, but she had no desire at all to reveal what they covered. Her petticoats were damp. She was cold and dirty and hungry and utterly exhausted.

At the edge of the beach, Eoin had his back to her. He was looking up at the moon. He really was a Foal. And a prince? She believed that too, though he had not explained why he had chosen to take on her father’s commission himself rather than delegate it to one of his warriors. Man. Wolf. Prince. Faol. Above all man. Such a man. She remembered what it was that had stopped her coming willingly with him. Fear of herself. He made her want to abandon all constraint. He made her reckless. A lifetime of cautious reserve had served her well, yet Eoin Tolmach made her want to cast it all to the winds.

The sky had cleared. The storm had passed. She could see him clearly, bathed in the light of the moon. Her pulses quickened at the memory of his touch, his kiss. He had wanted her. She had wanted him. Or was it just that he’d made her think she did? For a few precious moments, Eoin Tolmach had made her feel as if she was as irresistible as the Faol were reputed to be. She had never before felt so—so unravelled. Whatever his reasons, whatever it was she had felt, she should be pleased she had stopped things before it was too late. Holding this thought to her like a comfort blanket, Freya eventually dozed off.

Eoin did not sleep, but occupied himself the long night with keeping the fire going, fighting the desire to warm Freya himself by holding her, just holding her in his arms while she slept. This protective urge was not alien to him. As pack leader he was fiercely defensive of his people, but Freya was not of Clan Wolf. Save for his promise to her father, she was nothing to him. Or should be nothing.

Yet there was something about her that roused him. The admirable courage which had sustained her through her ordeal. Her vulnerability. Such a poor opinion she had of herself on the one hand, yet she was sure enough of herself not to bow to what must be enormous clan pressure to wed. She was a strange one, this sleeping beauty curled up next to the fire. He’d never met her like, human or Faol. It was the challenge of her, no more, he told himself. The two weeks spent tracking her, the thrill of the rescue, fuelled by her determination to resist her innate sensuality. Freya Ogilvie was no one special. And even if she was, she was nothing to him. Nothing.

 

In the morning they set off, sailing due west. Freya sat in the prow, enjoying the gentle breeze on her face. At the helm, Eoin was silent, lost in his own thoughts. They made good progress. Eoin never seemed to lose the wind, though Freya had no idea how he navigated, for they seemed to be sailing on an empty sea. “How do you know where you’re headed?” she asked, finally plucking up the courage to disturb him.

He smiled. “You just have to know where to look.”

“You said that last night,” Freya said, smiling in return. “Your mysterious Faol ways, I suppose, Prince Eoin.”

“So you’ve decided to believe me, have you?”

Freya laughed. “I had no difficulty in believing that part of your story. You make me feel as if I should prostrate myself at your feet.”

Her cheeks dimpled when she smiled. He got the impression that she didn’t smile very often. “You will have plenty of opportunity for that later, if you attend the Claiming ritual.”

“What on earth is that?”

“The reason I have returned to Kentarra. When a Faol warrior selects a life mate, he claims her formally under the full moon, a ceremony officiated by the Alpha Prince. On this occasion it’s even more important that I’m there, for Kirstin is an Alpha female, but Lulach, who has claimed her, is of the pack.”

“Why is that significant?”

“Until now, an Alpha can only be claimed by another Alpha. One of the reasons my brother Struan abdicated the throne was because this law prevented him taking Iona, a human female, as life mate. It fell to me to reunite us after his departure. Our ways are ancient but Struan’s leaving made me realise that if we are to stay all-powerful, we would have to adapt. We no longer Mark those we reject, and now my people will be able to take life mates more freely.”

“Does that apply to you too?”

“I am already wedded to my kingdom. Women are a distraction I can’t afford. Struan chose Iona over our people. I would not condemn him for it, but it is not a choice I would make. Nor have the luxury of making.”

“Why?”

“Struan came to power during a time of great turmoil. He had barely settled into his rule when he left. My people need stability. I owe it to them to provide that.” Eoin sat up taller at the helm. “It is my duty and my destiny.”

“And yet,” Freya could not resist pointing out, “you have allowed a mere woman to distract you from these all-important matters of state. You have trailed all over the Highlands in search of me. I wonder you did not send one of your men to carry out such a trivial task.”

For a moment she thought she’d gone too far. The look of astonishment on his face was almost worth the shiver of fear which passed through her, though she held his gaze defiantly.

“That spirit of yours may well have helped you survive captivity, but it manifests itself as something dangerously close to impertinence,” Eoin said with something which might be construed as a smile. “Being Alpha is the greatest honour that can ever be bestowed on a Faol. But I was a warrior, you see. It was all I’d ever aspired to be. Taking on the responsibility of prince, and under such traumatic circumstances, was something I grew to relish, but it’s not the life I would have chosen for myself. Those first two years were difficult, though the last has been much more settled.”

“And consequently you’ve become a little bored.”

Eoin frowned. “No, of course not.”

“Why else come in search of me? You’ve felt the need of a fresh challenge. Is that how you see me, as a challenge?”

He didn’t like her use of the very word he himself had latched onto. Eoin rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. It was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. Throughout his search for Freya, the conviction that there was something missing from his life had refused to leave him. “I have you safe now, that’s all that matters. I can return home content that I have succeeded in my mission. There’s nowhere to match Kentarra, of that I am certain, and no finer people than the Faol, as you will find out for yourself very shortly.”

“Must I address you as Highness?” Freya asked, besieged by a sudden flutter of nerves. Though the prospect of visiting Kentarra was enticing, the closer they came to the island, the more her excitement was laced with a distinct undertone of apprehension. “Will you have me for breakfast if I fail to bow sufficiently low?” she asked flippantly.

Eoin’s smile was positively wolfish. “I can think of no finer dish on which to dine.”

It was happening again. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t look away. “I think I’ll maybe learn to bow and scrape a bit instead,” Freya said shakily.

Eoin’s smile faded. “Just remember, you are about to enter a world quite different from your own.”

Freya shivered. On Kentarra, land of the mysterious Faol, it was not her money which would brand her as different, but her very nature.








Chapter 3



It was now late afternoon. A rolling bank of fog descended upon them from nowhere, sweeping across the blue sky like a curtain. Eoin headed straight for it. And through it. As they emerged from the mist, the Isle of Kentarra was revealed in all its glory. A vast wall of sheer cliffs rose dramatically from the pounding, frothing sea, encircled by a vicious bracelet of reefs, inside which the water was azure-blue and flat calm. Behind the cliffs, which glinted iridescently in the sunlight, the island sloped gently to the sea on the other side, the plateau heavily wooded, the lower slopes verdant and lush.

“It’s like a huge jewel set in the ocean,” Freya said, but Eoin wasn’t listening. He was steering the boat straight towards the rocks. For a terrible moment, she feared they would be dashed to their deaths. She closed her eyes as the noise of the sea swelled alarmingly, then opened them when it died to a whisper to find that they had sailed through an opening so small she had not even noticed it.

“Welcome to Kentarra,” Eoin said proudly. “My kingdom.”

 

To her astonishment, Freya found the Faol lived in an amazing city carved into the cliffs. She had never imagined such wonders. A huge honeycomb of tunnels and passageways connected vast cathedral-like caverns which served as communal spaces, off which were a multitude of smaller living chambers. The roughly-hewn rock walls were studded with semi-precious stones, amethyst and agates, quartz and onyx, moonstones and amber, which glittered and winked against a background of what looked like highly polished jet. It felt like being inside an enormous jewellery box.

She was taken to a sleeping chamber, a curious cave-like room hung with tapestries, by the Faol woman whom Eoin had assigned to look after her. Beitris was, from what Freya had seen, typical of the females here, stunningly beautiful, combining a subtle air of sensuality with a wary alertness. The Faol were slightly wild, slightly menacing and completely fascinating, much like the wolves into which they could apparently shift.

“What is this,” Freya asked, pointing to a strange device like a tap built into a niche in the wall. When Beitris turned it, warm water sluiced from a crack in the rock into a shallow pool. “Like a waterfall,” Freya exclaimed delightedly.

“The water comes from the volcanic hot springs which help keep Kentarra temperate. We have only spring and summer here, no winter nor even autumn,” Beitris explained. “This indoor waterfall is for bathing. Here, let me help you out of those dirty clothes.”

“Tell me about Prince Eoin,” Freya asked as she began to undo her robe.

Beitris stiffened slightly. “What do you want to know?”

“Just—I don’t know, what is he like?”

“He is a much respected leader,” Beitris replied. “He was a bit wild and impetuous when he was younger, but since he came to power he’s changed, matured beyond recognition almost. Mind you, that’s hardly surprising, he had his work cut out for him, taking over from Prince Struan. He had to fight to retain his Alpha status several times, but no one could defeat him, and even those among us who were at first critical have come to admire him.”

“He told me he’s made changes. Tonight’s ritual…”

“An Alpha and a pack member.” Beitris shook her head, smiling. “It would have been unthinkable even a year ago. Now, we must hurry. Let’s get you undressed, for the bell will be summoning us soon.”

“I can manage for myself, thank you,” Freya said, pulling her stockinged leg out of Beitris’s grasp. She never allowed anyone to see her bare foot if she could help it.


“As you wish,” Beitris said disappointedly. “I have never seen a human body. I confess I was looking forward to seeing yours,” she said with a frank look which made Freya blush furiously.

“I’d heard mortals were shy about such natural things. How strange!” Beitris said with an impish grin. “There’s a gown laid out for you on the bed. When the bell tolls, you must come down to the throne chamber.”

“How will I know what to do?”

Beitris chuckled. “You are human, you are permitted to do nothing but observe. It is a rare privilege our prince is granting you. You should be flattered.”

When Beitris left, Freya finished undressing and stood under the warm cascade, soaping herself over and over, washing away the grime of her captivity. She was free. She really was free. As the water sluiced over her body, the tension which had been keeping her shoulders rigid for weeks begin to ease. She could almost see the weeks of worry and fear washing away with the suds. Stretching up her arms, she let the water trickle over her face, down the valley between her breasts, relishing its gentle caress. She was free. And what’s more, she was here, on the Isle of Kentarra, home of the Faol, about to see a ritual few humans had ever witnessed.

The dress left for her was of scarlet silk, trimmed with knots of satin ribbons, the white sark which she wore under it having an extravagant fall of lace at the décolleté and the sleeves. There was lace too, spun like gossamer, on her petticoats. Rich as Freya was, she had never worn clothes so elegant or so beautiful. Turning in front of a long mirror, she saw an exotic stranger. The robe was laced tight at the waist, emphasising the curve of her hip. She wore no stays, and her breasts rose almost indecently from the low neckline, looking fuller than in her own normal attire. She leaned forward and caught the merest hint of pink nipple. A long lock of golden hair fell over the white skin of her bosom. Her face was flushed from the hot spring water. Her lips looked fuller too. In fact, her whole appearance had about it something ripe, wanton.

The bell began to toll. Freya realised with dismay that Beitris had taken her stockings and shoes. The Faol dress was ankle length, but still she could see the outline of the coffer key on her foot. The bell stopped abruptly. Telling herself that no one here would be in the least interested in her brand, Freya opened the door and followed the hurrying figure of another Faol heading to the throne room.

Down she went, through a maze of tunnels and passageways, down flights of stairs carved into the side of the enormous cliff. The throne room was awe-inspiringly huge, with a ceiling she had to crane her neck to see. Thick columns of rock-like fingers pointed up from the floor and down from the roof, glittering like icicles, so laden were they with quartz, jet and other stones she could not identify. The empty throne sat in the middle of the cavern, a spherical moon made of glass spinning above it, suspended from a silver rope. In front of it was a low altar which seemed to be constructed entirely of silver. The Faol people were gathered in a circle around it. Underfoot, Freya was relieved to feel the soft of a red carpet. None of the Faol wore shoes, she noticed, but all were magnificently dressed, the women in the same scarlet she wore, the men in soft wool plaids, silver buckles set with stones, their naked torsos strapped with weapons, claymores and dirks, all highly polished, all unsheathed, the blades honed to vicious fineness, the hilts decorated with more jewels.

A Faol woman beckoned Freya, moving to allow her to join the circle. As the moon above the throne began to spin, the circle of Faol parted to allow two people to enter it, a man and a woman dressed in white robes, the complete lack of adornment a stark contrast to the others. The woman had long black hair, deep ruby-red lips, a voluptuous appearance compared even to the other Faol. The man was slightly older, his chocolate-brown hair peppered with grey, though his body was as finely honed as his sword.

A booming noise sounded, and everyone dropped to their knees, Freya following suit when her skirts were tugged sharply. Though all bowed their heads, she couldn’t help glancing up. That sharp intake of breath must have been hers. She had thought him magnificent before, now she had no words for him. Majestic, maybe? She couldn’t believe she had ever questioned his princely status.

Eoin wore a golden full-length robe. The wide sleeves, the hem of the gown, and the neckline, which was slashed open to reveal his tanned chest, were trimmed with pearls and emeralds. A heavy cloak of the same rippling gold trailed out behind him, the cape formed of thick black fur pelts. His coronet was gold too, a magnificent emerald forming the centrepiece, and on his wrists and ankles more gold glistened.

He took his place behind the altar. The Faol people got to their feet, and Eoin began to chant, alien words in a strange guttural language, his voice low, the words curling themselves like smoke, whispering round the cavern. There was a glint of a blade as he picked up a tiny dagger. First Lulach, then Kirstin bared their breasts. Eoin made a tiny cut in each. The blood bloomed crimson on their white satin robes. The Faol people took up the chant as Eoin twined the couple’s hands together with a silver rope.

“The end of two and the birth of one,” he announced. Lulach and Kirstin embraced, the blood from their cuts mingling. A tension, like the tingling warning of a lightning storm, so fierce it was almost tangible, filled the huge cavern. Freya felt as if the breath was being crushed from her chest. She tried to speak, but could not. In front of her astounded gaze, Lulach and Kirstin merged and morphed into the shape of one enormous wolf. Its shadow flickered huge and black on the rocky surface of the cavern.

Behind them, she saw Eoin too flicker into the wolf which had come to her rescue, and all around her the Faol people were doing the same. Like the shapes formed by passing clouds, she could see first man then wolf then man, woman then wolf then woman. It was spectacular and terrifying and the most exciting thing she had ever seen. The tension increased as Lulach and Kirstin re-emerged into their human form, still embracing, kissing with unashamed passion. The air crackled with desire now, glittering hard and sharp like the pattern of ice on the grass on a winter’s morn.

Freya touched a hand to her breasts. Her nipples were hard. Her fingers felt cool against the exposed skin of her bosom, which burned. Looking over at Eoin, she saw he was watching her, an expression of raw desire blazing from his tawny eyes.

The ritual was over. Lulach and Kirstin were escorted out to the claiming bed, which was set out under the true full moon in the sacred place where they would remain undisturbed. Watching the Faol tribe as they paired off and made their way through the honeycomb of caverns to their own quarters, Freya could be in no doubt as to their intentions.

“Well, what did you make of the Claiming?”

Eoin was standing beside her. They were the only ones left in the throne room. Freya shook her head wonderingly. “The wolves. I’ve never seen such a—noone would ever believe it.”

“Were you frightened?”

“No. I should have been, but—I don’t know why, but I wasn’t.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “It was exciting. Strangely beautiful.”

“Like you.” Eoin ran one long finger down her forearm, making the hairs stand on end.

She didn’t know how he had come to be so close. Had she moved, or he? She had an absurd wish, that she might be the golden robe he wore, silkily caressing and clinging to his skin. “There are far more beautiful women here on Kentarra than I.”

“But none that I am more tempted to devour.”

“Is that the wolf in you talking?” Freya asked, struggling to catch her breath. His eyes seemed to glow. They were mesmerising.

Eoin let his fingers drift over her neck, down the quivering slope of her breasts. “Wolves are only interested in slaking their lust. I, on the other hand, wish to give you pleasure.” It hadn’t occurred to him till then, but that is exactly what he wanted to do. He wanted her to see how beautiful she was. And how brave. And how strong. And how desirable. He wanted to give her something that no one else had. He wanted it so much he didn’t ask himself why, but dipped his head and drank in the scent of her which rose like perfume from her skin. “Let me pleasure you, Freya. Let me show you what real pleasure can be.”

She hesitated. In her world, it would be wrong, so wrong. But then in her world, she was branded. A commodity, not a person. And she was not in her world, but his. The sensual, arousing world of the Faol. She touched Eoin’s hair, felt the lifeforce coursing through him. All-powerful, all-consuming. “Yes,” she said. “Show me, Eoin. Please show me.”

His lips were warm and firm, his tongue enticing as it thrust into her mouth. He picked her up and carried her to the silver altar, casting his cloak down on top of it, placing her upon it, kissing her, stroking her hair, licking his way into the sensitive corners of her mouth, tangling his tongue with hers. Her nipples thrust through the silk of her gown, begging for his attention. He opened her laces, then impatiently tore her silken undergarment apart, cupping her breasts in his hands, stroking, circling.

His touch made Freya pulse and shiver. It set up streaking paths of heat out, down, to her belly, between her thighs. She clutched at his hair. At his neck. At his shoulders. He took her hands, pushed his golden robe aside and thrust her fingers inside. She rubbed the flat of her palm across his chest, relishing the hard muscle, heating skin, raised nipples. She pressed hot kisses to his chest. He kissed the soft underside of her breasts. She moaned as his mouth sucked deep on her nipples, sucked and licked, sucked and licked. “Please, please, please,” she said, hardly knowing what she asked for, not caring, certain that he would know.

Eoin laid her gently back. He was aching with desire now, his shaft harder and tighter than he had ever known, yet still all he wanted was her pleasure. It was strange, but it was also deeply exciting. He wanted so much for her. It mattered. He didn’t think why. It just did. Her hair spilled down onto the cavern floor. Her breasts were ripe, glorious mounds he could spend forever tending. He tore at her clothing, ripping the scarlet gown and the white sark in two, laying her open on the altar for him, feasting his eyes on her.

“Magnificent,” he said, stroking her hip, tugging her closer, tipping her towards him to cup her bottom. “Look at me, Freya. See how beautiful you are to me.”

His eyes were blazing. She shivered at the heat in them, at the desire in them, the almost tangible wanting. She could see the outline of his manhood clearly through his golden robe. She could almost feel its potency, though he made no attempt to pull her to him. She felt as if he was looking deep inside her, seeing things she had no idea were there. She had no urge at all to cover herself. She wanted him to see. She wanted him to tell her what he saw. What she was. Who she was.

Eoin nuzzled the valley between her breasts. He sucked each of her nipples once more, drawing a new tension between her thighs. “You don’t let anyone see how feminine you are, how much of a woman you are,” he murmured, tipping her back again on the altar, trailing kisses down her belly, his hands feathering across the sweep of her hips, down to the tender flesh at the top of her thighs. Then he picked up her left foot, nuzzling his mouth against the hated mark.

“No!” She struggled to free herself.

Eoin held her firmly. “You think this is what defines you,” he said harshly, “but it is not. Cast it from your mind.”

He kissed her brand again, and then her calf. His fingers stroked her thighs. Higher. He cupped her sex and Freya heard herself moaning.

He wrestled with the urge to plunge into her. She was wet. Hot. Tender. Dark pink folds, engorged for him. He hadn’t felt so aroused in a long time. Maybe ever. He ran a finger along the mound of her, shivering when she quivered, his shaft tightening as she arched against him. Then he dipped his head, and licked deep.

“Oh!” Freya arched up. Sweet, sweet, sweet. His mouth, his lips, his tongue, supping on her as if she was a feast. Above her, the crystal moon spun. Higher still, the cavern’s glinting fingers of rock, the roof high, high, high up, added to the giddy feeling. She was unbelievably hot where he touched her, icy cold where he did not. Her lips burned. Her nipples burned. Her sex throbbed and tightened, curling, tensing. She could smell her arousal, spiciness mingling with the saltiness of his. His fingers edged inside her, slowly, slowly, slowly deeper, parting her, as his tongue and his lips stroked her.

Her muscles clenched with aching anticipation. She wanted to surrender herself to this feeling, this man. She wanted to drop her guard, reveal herself for the first time in her life. She desperately wanted to trust him. Even more, she wanted to trust herself, but her instincts, honed by a lifetime of bitter experience, screamed no. Her brand began to throb as if beating out a warning.

She couldn’t.

She simply couldn’t do it.








Chapter 4



“No! No, stop.” Freya sat up abruptly, pushing Eoin away while trying to pull her torn clothing around her. She was on the silver altar, in the middle of the Faol throne room with the prince of the Faol, and she had just—my God, she couldn’t believe what she had almost done!

Eoin’s eyes were heavy with desire. He looked confused. Dazed. Exactly as she felt. No! He couldn’t possibly feel as she did. “I don’t know what possessed me. Maybe it was the after-effects of the Claiming,” she said, frantic to say something, anything to cover her embarrassment.

Eoin levered himself away from the altar. He was aching, throbbing with unfulfilled desires. His body was clamouring to return to hers. His mind was barely functioning. He pushed back the tangle of hair from his brow. “You are blaming the ritual?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know! There was something in the air, I could almost taste it.” There was a distance between them that felt wrong. Freya shook her head in an effort to clear it. Her body thrummed with frustration. She felt as if she had fallen to earth far too abruptly.

“You don’t still think I’m after your gold, do you?” Eoin said angrily.

“No! No, of course I don’t.”

“Is it so difficult for you to believe that I just might want you for yourself? That you just might want me for the same reason? It has nothing to do with Kentarra, with our rituals. It’s just…” What? Truth be told, he was tempted to blame it on witchcraft himself, this attraction which hummed like a physical thing between them. He was Prince of the Faol, he could have any woman he desired, yet for some reason, he wanted only this one. This mortal female whom he was honour-bound to return intact to her father. And who didn’t seem to want him. Or wouldn’t let herself perhaps. Eoin’s chest heaved. He wanted her too much. Challenge, frustration, witchcraft, he didn’t care what it was. She was a threat to his majestic isolation. He had been perfectly content before—well, most of the time. Her last-minute change of heart had been a good thing. A very good thing. He should be grateful to her for saving him from himself. Eoin pushed his hair back from his forehead and sighed. “It would be best if you went to bed, Freya.”

“Eoin, I…”

“Just go to bed. We’ll talk in the morning.”

Defeated, confused, torn between an urge to flee and an urge to throw herself back into his arms, Freya slid down from the silver altar and made her way up the huge central staircase. The braziers which lit the honeycombed cavern were burning low. Outside it must be nearly dawn.

Eoin watched her go. There was an unaccustomed heavy feeling in his heart. All very well being wed to his kingdom, but his kingdom did not keep his bed warm. But then, look what happened to Struan, when he found someone to warm his bed. He cursed. Two days he had known her, and already Freya Ogilvie was proving an unwelcome distraction. If ever he had needed proof that he needed to rule alone, unencumbered by emotional ties, now he had it. He should not have brought her here. The needs of the Faol were his. He had need of no other complications!

In the unfamiliar chamber, Freya lay wide awake. Though the mattress was softer than any she had lain on before, though the sheets were finer, the blankets warmer, she had spent more comfortable nights on the straw pallet in her prison turret. What on earth had made her behave so shamelessly?

Last night she had resisted him. Tonight, she simply hadn’t wanted to. True, the Claiming ritual, the sensual air which permeated Kentarra and its people were arousing, but she knew in her heart that it wasn’t just that. What then? She didn’t know, but it was still there, that unfamiliar, disturbing, unsettling feeling. With a heavy sigh, she burrowed under the soft sheets and resolutely closed her eyes. It was this place. This island. These people. Definitely not one particular man.

 

“I’m very anxious, as no doubt you are, to see you returned to your father,” Eoin said next morning, having summoned Freya to the royal breakfast chamber, “but I’m afraid it must wait a few more days.” It was the truth, but it was also a lie. Even though he knew she must, he didn’t want her to go just yet. He was not prevaricating, it was simply that circumstances dictated he could not immediately do as he ought. So Eoin had reasoned as he watched dawn break over the horizon.

Freya looked up from her study of the breakfast fare. The long table was piled high with delicious foods, exotic fruits and delicately smoked fish that she had never seen before, creamy cheeses, honey that tasted like nectar, all served on polished silver plate. She had spent a restless night, disturbed by heated dreams, confused by the turmoil of emotions which raged through her exhausted mind.

She wished she had had the courage to overcome her ingrained distrust last night and abandon herself to the moment. Eoin was right, she’d allowed her brand to define her, and it had to stop. She had to stop thinking of herself as the Ogilvie heiress, and discover who Freya really was. Here on Kentarra, in this strange world so very different from her own, where noone knew her nor expected anything from her, perhaps that might be possible. She didn’t want to go home just yet, she realised. And now here was Eoin, telling her she might have her wish, albeit temporarily.

“You want me to stay here on Kentarra?” Freya said hopefully.

“It’s not a question of what I want, merely what must be,” Eoin said. “Last night’s ceremony marked a major change in Faol custom. I need to make sure there are no repercussions among the pack.” Instinctively, he knew that her staying would complicate things but, unusually, on this occasion he was loath to heed his instincts. “A few more days, a week at most,” he said, unsure which of them he was trying to convince.

Freya selected a peach. She’d only ever had a peach once before, and compared to this soft, blushing fruit, it had been a hard, green thing. “I’m more than happy to stay here for a while. If you want me—after last night…” She broke off, blushing wildly, not really knowing what she had meant to say.

“There will be no repeat of last night, if that’s what you are worried about,” Eoin said firmly. He had wanted women before but the attraction always palled. Freya was no different. She was a commission not quite fulfilled, and as such, she was off limits. It was his duty to remember that and he prided himself on always fulfilling his duty.

“I’m not—I mean that’s not what I—I just meant…” She broke off, intimidated by his manner. He was so remote today. Much more Faol than man. She should be relieved, but there was a part of her that wanted to shake him, to break through his reserve and demand to know if he felt as confused as she did.

Eoin pushed his goblet of heather ale to one side. “Since we have time, I could show you the island, if you like. Kentarra is very beautiful, although it’s not always all that it seems.”

“Like the Faol,” Freya said, wiping a trickle of juice from her lips. She looked up and caught his eyes upon her. A blaze of heat shot like an arrow between them.

“Eoin, I must speak to you, immediately!” The voice belonged to a young Faol woman. Like all her clan, she was strikingly beautiful, and despite her youth—she looked to be about eighteen—she had about her that combination of allure and danger which set her apart as other-worldly.

“Sorcha.” Eoin was almost relieved by the interruption. “Forgive my sister’s rudeness, Freya.”

“Eoin, Struan and Iona have had a child. Iona gave birth while you were away. A boy, with our powers, you will be pleased to know. May I visit them?”

“I’ve told you, you can go when I can take the time to escort you.”

“And when will that be? Never, Eoin. Three years I’ve been waiting. And Grada is supposed to be so beautiful.”

“Nowhere is as beautiful as Kentarra.”

“No, but Struan says…”

“You forget yourself, Sorcha.” Eoin pushed back his chair. “How dare you question my authority!”

To Freya’s eyes, Eoin looked as if he had grown again. He seemed always to do so when angry. She wondered at his sister, glaring up at him defiantly, seemingly quite unaffected by this display of raw power. Even as she watched, an exquisite silver wolf swam into view.

“Stop that at once,” Eoin said coldly.

The wolf narrowed its eyes, her hackles rose, then Sorcha reappeared. She glared at Eoin defiantly for a long moment, chewing her lip. Then she shrugged, and turned towards Freya. “You must be Laird Ogilvie’s daughter,” she said. “I heard my brother had found you.” Her smile faded abruptly.

“What is it? What is wrong?” Freya exclaimed. Sorcha was staring at her, her eyes wide, her hand covering her mouth, as if she had seen a ghost. Freya shivered.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” Sorcha said. “It looks like—I thought for a moment it was — it’s nothing.” She poured herself a goblet of juice, holding the silver ewer carefully with both hands. Until now, her second sight had been confined to routine matters such as predicting the sex of a child or the coming of a storm. She drew Freya a sidelong look. The creature was still there, though the Highland female obviously had no idea of its presence. Not a part of her then, but some sort of portent, or an omen, perhaps. It was perplexing. She had no idea what it signified. She turned to Eoin and caught a fleeting glimpse of his wolf, which was unusual. He was obviously unsettled about something. She had no intentions of upsetting him any further. “Don’t mind me,” she said airily, “I’m always seeing things.”

“One of these days you might even see sense,” Eoin said grimly.

Abandoning her breakfast, Sorcha made for the door. Whatever the apparition signified, one thing seemed certain. There was change in the air.

 

For the next few days, Eoin managed to maintain his remote princely demeanour. Freya told herself she was glad. He was obviously set on maintaining the barriers he had built around himself. Even if she did want to break them down—and she didn’t!—what was the point? She would be going home soon. There was no place for her here on Kentarra, though the more she experienced it the more she grew to wish that there could be. Freya had discovered that everything here on Kentarra was brighter, more colourful, more intense than home which seemed flat, dull and grey in comparison.

After two days, having proved to himself that he was perfectly capable of resisting her, Eoin relaxed. He began to seek Freya out more often. Since she was not Faol, he could talk to her of things he would not share with his people. It was an unexpected relief to have someone to confide in, someone to listen and challenge and question and sympathise. He felt—less lonely. Two more days passed, and her company had become a habit he was reluctant to break. She blossomed in his presence. He relaxed in hers. To a point. The allure between them bound them both like a rope, pulling them ever tighter, closer, fraying the resistance of their wills. It took six days before it finally snapped.

 

They had climbed high up on the cliff top, intending to visit the hot springs, having gained the plateau by means of a spiral staircase cut into the rock, emerging through an elaborate grilled trap door, blinking in the brilliant sunlight. From this, the highest point on Kentarra, the circle of azure-blue sea which surrounded the island could clearly be seen, the border marked by a white crest of waves like a ruff on a garment, beyond which the ocean was pewter-grey.

Eoin wore only a plaid, his tanned torso exposed to the elements. Freya had chosen a gown the same colour as the Kentarra sea, made of some frothy, gauzy material, from the well-stocked wardrobe she had been provided with. There were slippers too, though no stockings. Her long, wildly curly hair was tied back in a simple braid which was already coming undone in the light breeze.

The springs were located on the north side of the island, in a valley made steamy from the heat and water vapour, and consisted of deep pools set in a series of steps, the hottest at the top, where the water foamed forcefully out of the rock. The vegetation was unbelievably lush. Ferns like huge fans, orchids like trumpets, blowsy roses, and any number of exotic flowers and plants with blooms of scarlet, purple and black, which Freya had never seen before. The air was heady with strange floral scents, the rush of the geyser, the misty haze of the damp steam.

A bush the size and shape of a gorse, with red pod-like buds caught her attention. She stooped down to smell it, jumping back when a pink petal like a tongue shot out. “Oh!” she exclaimed.

“Be extremely careful,” Eoin exclaimed. “I warned you all is not what it seems here on Kentarra.”

It was too late. Stumbling, Freya clutched at the bush. A white-hot pain shot up her arm. “It stung me,” she said, looking at the bright spots of her blood trickling onto the grass in astonishment.

“Quickly, give me your arm. The venom is lethal.”

Eoin pushed back the fall of lace at her elbow and put his mouth over the tiny puncture made by the plant. Freya was already feeling dizzy. Her knees folded up under her. “What is happening to me?”

“Freya! Keep your eyes open. Freya,” Eoin said urgently, “look at me. Look at me. Don’t close your eyes.”

She struggled to do as he bid her, though her lids felt leaden. His eyes were so green today, like the moss at her feet. His mouth was warm on her arm, though the rest of her was starting to get very cold. He was saying her name, though she could barely hear him. His eyes blazed at her. She could feel him sucking the poison, lapping at her skin. “Eoin,” she said hazily, “I…”

 

The noon sun woke her, its rays penetrating the misty valley, piercing her lids. She was lying on the grass beside the hot springs. Eoin was sitting beside her, looking at her as if—as if—“I’m all right, “ Freya said weakly. “It’ll take more than a wee sting to see me off.”

“That was no wee sting,” Eoin exclaimed. Seeing her there, pale as wax, had jolted him completely out of his complacency. While she was unconscious, he had been frantic. Now that she was safe, his panic turned to fury. “How could you have been so careless?”


Freya sat up. Her head swam. “Why are you so angry?” she said woozily.

“You could have died, Freya! How would I have explained that to your father? I promised to return you safe!”

“I see. It’s not me you’re concerned about at all, is it? It’s your Faol honour.” She got unsteadily to her feet. “Well, don’t fret, Eoin, I’m fine. Look, not a mark on me. Well, not a new one, any road,” she said bitterly.

He caught her as she swayed unsteadily on her feet. His hands gripped her so tightly that she winced.

She struggled to free herself. “You’re just like all the rest.” She was breathing heavily, tears sheening her eyes. “You pretend to care about me but you only care about your promise to my father.”

“Of course I care about you. If you had died I’d have felt—it has nothing to do with your father. By the gods woman, will you stop struggling and listen!” Eoin roared.

Too late. Freya wrenched herself free and toppled backwards. In the process of catching her, Eoin lost his balance and they tumbled together into the largest of the hot pools.

Freya clung frantically to Eoin as the warm water enveloped them. Her breasts were crushed against his chest, and as they rose to the surface, holding each other still, he could feel her nipples hardening. It made his gut contract. Pink mouth. Flushed cheeks. Her breasts were full, her nipples darkly inviting peaks. He trailed his fingers over the outer curve of them, down to her waist, over the sweet roundness of her hip. He could see his desire reflected in her eyes, along with his shock. For a timeless moment they gazed into each other’s eyes, poised upon the brink of a precipice. Then he captured her mouth, and kissed her deeply.

He kissed her. Her eyelids. Her cheeks. Her mouth again. She kissed him back, her tongue tangling with his, her arms, her legs, tangling with his body, clinging, so sweetly clinging. He was so hard, yet he thought he might melt with desire.

Freya whimpered. The silken water, the heat of Eoin’s skin, the plucking, pulsing of his kisses, the balmy mist which surrounded the pool, all melded into one. She was aflame with desire. Like the time after the Claiming ceremony, only more. She was a clock spring, wound too tight. Eoin clutched at her bottom. He braced her against the mossy bark of a fallen tree. Her gown floated around her in the water, mingling with his plaid. His kisses drugged her. Steam rose from their skin as they kissed. It merged with the steam from the pools and the salty perfume of desire which overlaid the heady scent of the flowers.

She could feel his manhood pressing against her. She wanted, as she had never wanted anything in her life, for him to enter her. To join with her. Her body arched and thrust itself at him, bold with yearning. He bent his head and sucked her nipples through the soaking fabric of her gown. Sweetness eddied through her veins. She was afraid again, but this time she fought it. Up. Up. Up. She climbed as he kissed her nipples into aching peaks. Up. Dizzy with it. “Eoin. Eoin.” His name was a plea.

For a moment, she thought he would answer her. He groaned. Then, unbelievably, he let her go. “What am I thinking of?” he said hoarsely. He lifted her bodily onto the shore where she stood dripping water, looking like a landed mermaid. He hauled himself out, tearing his eyes away from the enticing vision of the soaking robe clinging to her curves.








Chapter 5



Cold. She was absolutely freezing. As if she had been swimming in melted snow. Freya’s teeth began to chatter. “What was I thinking of?” Freya riposted, shocked and hurt.

“I suppose you’ll blame the effects of the poison this time,” Eoin said bitterly. He wanted to shake her. He wanted to kiss her. What he should be wanting was rid of her. He didn’t like the way she rippled the placid waters of his life, the way she made him want her. Need her. He didn’t need anyone! And he certainly didn’t like the little voice in his head that was telling him she was the thing that was missing from his life.

“It’s not the plant. It’s you. It must be you,” Freya said, struggling to assemble her thoughts into some coherence. “It’s the way you look at me. Mesmerising. You make me…”

“I don’t make you do anything! I’m not casting spells or employing Faol magic,” Eoin said angrily. “It’s got nothing to do with my being Faol, any more than it’s to do with you being an heiress. Whatever it is, we’re creating it.”

Were they? Freya eyed Eoin in complete confusion. Eoin made her feel real. He made her feel lots of things she’d never felt before but it was safer to believethat it was the Faol world, that it was Kentarra and the Faol ways, because if it was not—no! Don’t think about it. “It’s not us. You’re beguiling me,” she said agitatedly. “If you would stop looking at me the way you do…”

“You think you would feel differently? Very well then, you give me no option but to prove you wrong.”

He pulled the sash from her dress and tied it around her eyes to form a blindfold before she’d realised what he was doing. She was completely disoriented. “Eoin, what are you doing? Why are you doing this?”

“I’m a man first, before I am a Faol. Just as you are a woman first, even if you are branded an heiress. I see that, Freya. Why can you not?”

“How can I see anything with this blindfold on?” Freya stood, aware of a change in the atmosphere between them, the sense that something irrevocable was about to happen. Blindfolded, she was forced to confront what she had been trying to avoid for days now. She wanted him, just exactly as he said, for himself. She wanted Eoin. And Eoin wanted Freya. “Eoin, I don’t think…”

“Don’t think. Just feel. Don’t look, just experience.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. He tasted so familiar, and yet so different. No longer a stranger, yet all the more tantalising for what she knew of him. No longer formidable, yet all the more potent. His kiss was exactly what she had been longing for and so much more. The darkness enhanced every caress. It attenuated the whisper of his breath, the friction of his skin on hers, the scent of him, strongly masculine, and of her too, sweetly feminine. She really did feel as if her bones would melt.

He kissed her mouth, her neck. When she moaned softly, he kissed the swell of her breasts along the neckline of her gown. She let her fingers act as her eyes, exploring the ripple of muscles along his shoulders, the ridge of his spine, stepping along his ribcage. He tipped her down onto the ground and pulled her damp gown apart, fastening his lips on her nipples. Sweet agony. Oh God, such sweet agony.

Eoin groaned. His fingers stroked her thigh, parting her sex. Inside her now, finally connecting with the throbbing, swelling focus of her tension, with the folds around it which he stroked, circled, dipped and slid, stroked. More. He kissed her, his tongue sliding in and out of her mouth as his fingers slid in and out of her sex. More. It felt as though she had been waiting for this moment forever, since that first night, since that first time she saw him, wanting, waiting for this moment. Coiling tight. Burning darkly. Climbing higher and higher with it. She couldn’t wait any longer. She let go so abruptly it felt like a jolt, before she was diving, soaring, out of control, clutching at his shoulders, on and on and on, flying high, higher than the clouds above them.

“Eoin. Oh my God, Eoin. Please. Oh God, please.”

It was already more than he had intended. He had meant—he didn’t know now what he had meant. That she wanted him, only him, completely him he could not doubt now, but nor could he stop, for he wanted her too. Only Freya. Completely Freya. He couldn’t stop. And she was tugging on his shoulders, kissing him, tugging him closer, wrapping her legs around him, and she felt so perfect, as if she had been made for him.

His shaft was hard, solid, hot against her sex. He was gloriously naked, she knew. She wanted to see, but she could only touch. Satin skin sheathing hard muscle, heavy and tight against her palm. She heard the sharp intake of his breath, felt his chest heave. She pressed her face to his chest and drank in the scent of him. His shaft nudged at her still-throbbing sex.

“Freya, are you sure,” Eoin said urgently. “I meant only to show you…”

“You have. It is magic but it is our own personal magic. Now show me it all,” she said, digging her nails into his buttocks.

Such an invitation. He was quite beyond resistance. Wrapping her legs around his waist, he entered her. Such delight. The deliciously sweet pull of her muscles drew him in, deeper, higher. He tipped her towards him and thrust a little higher. She moaned and pushed herself against him. He held her still and pulsed, tiny movements inside her, as he kissed her, his tongue echoing the pulsing rhythm. He could feel her climax building in her again.

He kissed her more deeply. He arched his back, pulled back, then thrust. Thrust again. She sank her teeth into his shoulder. Her heels dug into his buttocks. Thrust. Harder this time, and harder still. He tilted her against him and felt her spasm, the tightness of her muscles as she clamped around him sending him over the edge. With a wild cry, Eoin came, spending himself, emptying himself, and at the same time filling himself, for the first time in his life, so lost that he could not tell which was he and which was her. For the first time in his life, he knew what it was like to be at one with another.

He pushed back her heavy fall of hair and nuzzled the sensitive skin at the crook of her neck. He untied the blindfold. She blinked her big brown eyes and smiled at him, the smile of a sated, contented woman. It squeezed his heart. Looking at her, he felt as if he was in free fall.

 

They did not speak on the journey back. They were not capable of speaking. Stunned, they made their way to the city. Freya immediately retired to her bedchamber where she lay wide awake, gazing into the darkness, reliving her extraordinary blindfold experience. He was right. Eoin was right. It wasn’t magic. It wasn’t anything to do with Kentarra or his being a Faol or even his being a prince. It was him. He was right, and she’d known it for days. Ever since she had met him really. Lack of trust, lack of confidence, call it what you will, had stopped her acknowledging the one simple, inescapable fact. She didn’t just want him. She didn’t just need him. She loved him.

For a brief moment she felt as if her heart were soaring. She could have sworn she felt wings unfurl across her shoulders, fluttering as if readying to take flight. She loved him. She was in love with him. She was in love with Eoin Tolmach. And Eoin? Into the darkness she smiled, and hugged herself tight. He hadn’t said it, but surely his actions spoke for him. The obstacles between them were huge, but they weren’t insurmountable. She loved him. If he did not love her yet, surely once he knew how she felt—surely?

Floating on a dream of happiness, Freya drifted into an exhausted sleep.

 

Her bliss did not survive the night. A note brought to her early the next morning informed her that Eoin had gone to fetch her father. She felt, almost literally, as if she had been dropped from a height. My people, my kingdom need and deserve my complete attention, and I cannot allow anything, or anyone, to compromise that. I must, with a heavy heart, discharge my duty, he wrote.

A tear slid down Freya’s cheek as she read it. Her brand throbbed. It is time for you to return to your own world, and for me to focus my attention on mine.

Another tear crept down her cheek, and another. Furiously, she brushed them away. The rosy-hued world she had created cracked and shattered. What a fool she had been. She had known all along that Eoin was wedded to his kingdom. It was one of the things she admired in him most, his willingness to sacrifice his life, if necessary, for his people. Though these last few days he had seemed to relish her company, a few days didn’t constitute a lifetime. What a fool she had been to think otherwise.

Freya sniffed resolutely. Though he would not love her, Eoin had still given her the gift of herself. She would not repay such generosity with weeping and wailing. When her father arrived, she would leave with dignity. She loved Eoin, she would not make things difficult for him. She could do that much for him.

 

Through the long journey across sea and land, Eoin fought with his conscience and his heart. Five days and four nights after he left, he tied the boat up at the jetty with a heavy heart. When she was gone he would recover, in time. This deep-rooted certainty that he would be a lesser man without her would fade in the light of reality. It was her staying which would diminish his focus, not her leaving.

And as he helped Laird Ogilvie onto the shore, Eoin reminded himself of another fact. He was honour-bound to return Freya. Even if he wanted to he could not ask her to stay.

Laird Ogilvie, a man who relied upon his considerable bulk to give him presence, leaned heavily on his silver-topped stick. He had been handsome in his youth, but fine living and far too much fine claret had taken their toll on his appearance. His skin was mottled, his leg gouty. He cast a nervous eye around him. “Thought we’d be dashed to death on those damned rocks.” He squinted up at the soaring cliffs glinting in the morning sun. “A mighty strange place ye have here. It has an unsettling air about it.” He shuddered. “Let us get this business over with. I’ve a mind not to tarry long.”

“That suits me perfectly well,” Eoin said tersely, nodding to one of his pack. “Summon the people to the throne room immediately. Make sure the laird’s daughter is present.”

Fifteen minutes later he stood before the assembled Faol, still dressed in his simple plaid, his hair wild from the long sea journey. Freya, determined to see this ordeal through with what little dignity she could garner, stood next to her father, trying desperately to maintain her resolve not to cry. Stealing a glance at Eoin, she looked hurriedly away. He was so heart-stoppingly, blood-heatingly, bone-tinglingly familiar. She couldn’t bear it.

“My people,” Eoin began, “as you know, I made a contract on our behalf to return Laird Ogilvie’s daughter to him. I have completed this task, as he is here to avow.” He paused to clear his throat, trying to ignore the plaintive calling that was her scent, her presence, her being. “Freya,” he said, finally turning towards her, “the time has come for…”

Eoin swallowed. “The time has come for…” Her eyes were glistening with unshed tears. He could sense her trepidation. His resolve, so firmly held in check, shattered like glass. Why had it taken him so long to realise what was so obvious? “You will forgive me,” he said hurriedly, “I must speak briefly with Freya.”

Grabbing her hand, he hurried towards a small antechamber.

“Eoin, what on earth…”

“Freya. Freya. Freya.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Her scent enveloped him. The shape of her body was so achingly familiar it felt as if he had come home. The prospect of being without her was like imagining being without Kentarra. Worse. If he had to choose, he would, just like Struan, choose his woman first. Freya, his soul mate. His life mate. The woman who filled the space in his life he hadn’t even known existed until he met her. “I love you so much.”

She must be hearing things. She must be imagining things. Freya stared at him blankly. “What did you just say?”

“I love you.” He pressed her close, his hands roaming over her neck, her back, her arms, her waist. “I love you. I tried to resist but I had no choice but to love you. I see that now.”

He loved her! Her heart soared, she had that feeling of fluttering wings again, but she was afraid to take flight. There were so many unanswered questions. “You love me?” she repeated wonderingly. “Really? You really love me?”

“All the way here I’ve been telling myself I could give you up, but I can’t. With you by my side I can be a better person, a better prince, not a weaker one, I see that now. If only you’ll be by my side, Freya, I’ll find a way. We’ll find a way. If only you can just…”

She had never seen him lost for words. She had never seen that heart-rending desperation on his face before. He had never looked at her so tenderly, nor seemed so unsure of himself. “Oh Eoin,” Freya cried, throwing her arms around his neck, “I love you so much.”

“Freya. By the gods, Freya, I didn’t dare hope. Are you certain? It would require you to be bound?”

She was laughing and crying at the same time. “I couldn’t be more sure. I love you. I’d do anything for you.”

“You would be changed.”

“Darling, it won’t change me—or if it does, it will be for the better. Whatever I become, I’ll still be me. There was no me before I met you. I love Kentarra. I love your people. If they will take me, then I will be honoured to be Bound. To them and to you.”

“As my life mate?”

“Darling Eoin, I want nothing else.”

Their kiss was a pledge. A promise of a lifetime’s kisses to come, and an avowal of love. Though they burned with the fire of newfound love, Eoin put her gently from him. “There remains the issue of your father. Let me speak with him, then we must face our people together.”

When Eoin resumed the circle fifteen minutes later, his voice was proud, unwavering. He was every inch the Prince of the Faol. “My people,” he said, “Freya will not, after all, be returning to her homelands.”

There was a gasp of surprise as Eoin held out his hand for Freya to join him by the throne. As she looked out at the circle of Faol, she saw the hazy signs of some melding into their wolf, as they often did when perturbed. Her heart was beating so loudly she feared it could be heard.

“Though honour-bound to surrender her, I cannot.” Eoin continued. “Fortunately, Laird Ogilvie is a man of great foresight.”

The laird was seated, for his gout and the sea journey had sapped his strength, just as the awesome sight of the Faol people in the majestic cavern of the throne room had sapped his normal arrogance, but he nodded his agreement.

“His wish has always been for his daughter to make an advantageous match. What better then than an alliance with the Faol people?” Eoin said.

The incontrovertible evidence of Freya’s persistent refusal to marry any man of her father’s choice, allied with the undeniable benefits of having a Faol prince as a son-in-law, had prevailed with the laird who was, as Eoin averred, a man of some foresight. The promise of a large sum of gold, the equivalent of a significant portion of Freya’s fortune, did not hinder matters either. And though it was not in his nature to be a fond parent, he had no wish to be a cruel one either. The love she bore the Faol prince shone too truly upon her countenance for him to deny. “Indeed,” the laird agreed.

“Laird Ogilvie,” Eoin said, looking expectantly at the old man. “I return your daughter Freya, as I am contracted to do.”

On cue, Freya’s father spoke. “Prince Eoin. I thank you for honourably completing your contract. Daughter, you are now free to stay here on Kentarra with my blessing.”

There was a small silence, as if the Faol were holding their breath. Then Sorcha led the cheering. In her excitement she allowed her wolf to appear, and almost burst into laughter as she saw Laird Ogilvie collapse onto his seat, his eyes looking as though they would pop out of his head.








Epilogue



Full moon. The Faol people gathered in a circle on the beach, itself a crescent shape of white sand, the waves shushing gently onto the shore. A bonfire blazed at the centre. The air was heavy with expectation and excitement, for tonight would be a double ceremony. A Binding and a Claiming. In their long history, no Faolhad ever seen such a combination.

Eoin was nervous. In the ten days since her father’s departure from Kentarra, Freya had been kept apart from him. The cleansing which always preceded a Binding. As he descended the precarious stairs cut into the rock face which gave access to the beach, he tried to concentrate on his two roles —or was it three? Officiator. Binder. Claimed. But all he could think of was Freya.

Her arrival caused a stir. The black velvet Binding gown hugged her waist, the silver braid which trimmed the low neckline glimmered against the fullness of her breasts. The wide sleeves trailed to the ground. The hem tinkled, for it was adorned with rows of tiny silver bells. She was barefoot. Her long golden hair rippled down her back, held with a coronet of black and silver flowers. She looked all she should. Beautiful. Regal. Desirable. Only Eoin could see, from the glitter in her eyes, from the way she clasped her hands together tightly, that she was nervous and determined not to show it. His heart swelled with pride.

The circle parted and she joined him. Sorcha held the black crystals out in the silver bowl. Eoin cast them onto the fire. It blazed, white and fierce. He took the silver cord from its chest, saying the ancient words. Behind him, his people were chanting with him.

The Binding would change her irrevocably, but Freya had been absolutely resolute. “I want to be everything to you, and I can’t be that unless I am a true Faol,” she had insisted. “It’s what I want, believe me.”

He had, though it had cost him several sleepless nights as the moon grew fatter and closer to completion. He tied the silver cord tighter around Freya’s wrists. She held his gaze confidently, utterly trusting. She repeated the words carefully, hardly a quiver in her voice. He dropped the second handful of crystals into the fire. This time it blazed ominously, purple flames licking into indigo. He held the elixir to her mouth and she drank. At the same time, he made the cut in both their breasts.

His people began to change. The air was thick now with the sweet, cloying scent of desire and the bitter one of arousal. He wrapped the trailing cord which bound her wrists around his own. “To those who are bound, let all be true,” Eoin cried, the conclusion of the first ritual. “The end of two and the birth of one,” he declared, the conclusion of the second. All around him his people shimmered and changed. He pressed Freya to him, breast to breast, blood mingling with blood, and kissed her.

Her skin felt as if it was too tight for her. Her bones ached. A shooting pain, so sharp and sudden she thought she would faint with it, made her gasp. Her blood flashed fever hot, then icy cold. She was dimly aware of Eoin’s arms around her, even more dimly aware of the Faol people turning as one into a pack. Howling. The moon seemed to grow, drop down towards her. Her back arched. Stretching, stretching, then a whooshing noise. A massive surge of power, and at the same time the sudden, overwhelming surge of arousal. She curled her shoulders and felt them. Her wings. Looking down she saw that she was in the sky, hovering above Eoin’s wolf. She was an eagle. Not a wolf, but an eagle!

In the crowd below, Sorcha smiled. An eagle, the sign of majesty, just like the one she had seen perched on Freya’s shoulder. Her powers of foretelling were stronger than she had imagined, she thought smugly.

Without knowing how she did it, Freya had become herself again, and was in Eoin’s arms, his mouth was on hers, and all around her there were cheers and howls and more cheers. “An eagle,” Eoin whispered, “the sign of majesty.” He laughed, a deep, throaty sound filled with love and admiration. “An eagle. My own Freya, you were quite right. You are one of us, but you will always be you.”

He kissed her passionately, his mouth warm and possessive, clinging to her and claiming her. The air was redolent with arousal. The Faol people were already making their way back to the city. They were alone on the beach. Kissing. Touching. Stroking.

He led her to the Claiming bed, which was set in a small cavern in the rocks, the walls studded with stones which looked like impossibly large diamonds, throwing the shadows back and forward between them. It was warm there, and softly lit. The bed itself was a silver frame, the covers black velvet and silver lace, strewn with petals which delightfully perfumed the cavern.

“I now claim you for my own life mate,” Eoin said, slipping off his robe.

“I now claim you for my life mate,” Freya repeated, her voice no more than a whisper.

The front of her gown was held together with a row of tiny buttons. Eoin kissed a trail down her skin as he undid each one, until she too was naked. He kissed her mouth. His tongue touched hers, and set her afire. She moaned, desperate to have him inside her, but he laid her gently on the bed, determined to take his time, determined that tonight would be more, better than ever before.

He rolled her onto her front and kissed her from head to toe. He rolled her onto her back and kissed her. His kisses set her skin tingling, her pulses racing, wherever they fell. When he kissed her thighs, she closed her eyes. Stars glittered behind her lids as his tongue licked into the damp folds of her sex. They burst when he stroked her to a climax. As she shuddered and clutched at him, finally he entered her in one powerful thrust. Wild now, she wrapped her legs around his waist and arched up. He kissed her mouth and thrust harder. She could feel the effort he was making to control himself in the heaving of his chest, in the tension which made the sinews in his arms stand out.

She didn’t want him to control himself. She arched again, and bit down on his shoulder, digging her nails into his back. He moaned. His thrusts became more purposeful. She felt him swelling, thick and potent inside her. She tightened, her breath coming sharp and fast, her breasts aching against the abrasion of his chest. She tumbled for the second time into a climax as he exploded inside her.

He kissed her again, tenderly this time, then disentangled himself. “Look, my love,” he said, touching her foot.

“What is it?”

“See for yourself.”

The brand had disappeared! “Truly a new beginning,” she whispered, as high inside she felt something settling.

Eoin felt it too. “And a new life,” he added, gazing down adoringly at the woman he loved.
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