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Prologue




Dunbar Keep, Scotland—June 1395

“Marry what?”

“Not a what! A who. And as I have already said, the king would consider it a great favor if you would marry Lady Iliana Wildwood.” Lord Rolfe Kenwick glared at the Scot before him, silently cursing King Richard II for sending him on this quest. This was the second wedding he had arranged in as many months, the first being that of his own cousin Emmalene to Amaury de Aneford. He supposed he should be grateful that that wedding had been easy. This one was proving next to impossible.

“An English.” Duncan Dunbar grimaced in distaste at the idea. “Aye. ’Tis sure I am that he would consider it a favor fer me to take one o’ his pasty-faced cows off his hands. What is she, one o’ his by-blows?”

“You—” His temper finally snapping, Rolfe grabbed for the hilt of his sword.

“Nay.”


His sword half out of its sheath, Rolfe paused and glanced at the man who had spoken. Bishop Wykeham. King Richard had pressed the retired prelate back into service to marry Emmalene and Amaury. That chore done, however, he had not been allowed to return quietly to retirement. Nay. On their arrival at court to report the success of their mission, they had learned of another marriage that must take place in haste, one to protect Lady Wildwood. Oddly enough, to afford that protection to Lady Wildwood, her daughter must marry as soon as possible, and to someone who lived as far from Wildwood manor in southern England as they could manage on such short notice.

Scotland had seemed the best bet. The problem was that they needed a nobleman who was not already betrothed and who could be bribed into marriage. There were few men like that around. Most of the nobility saw their children betrothed ere they were walking. The only man who came close to fitting their needs had been Angus Dunbar, the aging widower and clan chief of the Dunbars.

Unfortunately, Angus had made it more than clear that he had no interest in remarrying, no matter what was offered as an incentive. Just when Rolfe had thought he would have to return to his king in failure, the old man had suggested they make the offer to his son, Duncan. Nearly thirty though he was, he was still unmarried. His betrothed had died young, and rather than arrange another match for his son, the Dunbar had left it for Duncan to tend to in his own time.

“Nay,” Bishop Wykeham repeated now in answer to the Scot. “Lady Wildwood is the daughter of a wealthy baron who died while in service to the king in Ireland.”

Sighing, Rolfe let his sword slide back into its sheath, adding, “She has a most generous dowry.”

“Hmm.” Duncan’s lips pursed in obvious disappointment. “How generous?”

Rolfe repeated the amount King Richard had quoted to him, frowning slightly when the Scot showed no reaction. Shifting, he added reluctantly, “If that is not enough, the king has agreed to add to it.”

Duncan continued to stare, apparently unimpressed.

“How much is the king willing to add?” Angus asked, speaking for the first time since leading them to his son.

“He would go so far as to double it,” Rolfe admitted reluctantly, worried that by the lack of response of the Dunbars even that would not be enough. Much to his amazement, the younger Dunbar cursed at that, drew his sword, whirled away with a roar, and charged off across the courtyard, his plaid slapping against his legs as he ran.

Everyone in the bailey paused to watch him race madly toward a small group of men practicing at battle. Reaching the nearest of them, he released a second roar and raised his sword high. That warrior immediately brought his own sword up and the clang of metal meeting metal rang through the bailey. As if it were some sort of cue, all who had stopped went about their business again, wholly unconcerned by the man’s daft behavior.

Turning slowly to Angus Dunbar, Rolfe raised one eyebrow in question.

“He be thinkin’ on it,” the old Scot explained with a toothy grin. “We’ll go in an’ have a mug o’ ale while he decides.” Turning away, he started up the steps to the keep.

Shaking his head, Rolfe glanced at the bishop. “What think you?”

“I think we should have a mug o’ ale and await his decision,” the bishop murmured with amusement; then seeing the younger man’s bewilderment, clapped a hand on his back, urging him toward the stairs. “You have not had much experience of Scots, have you, my boy?”

“Nay,” Rolfe admitted with a slight frown.

“Well, I have had some small opportunity to deal with them and I should tell you, they are not like the English.”

“Aye.” Rolfe grimaced. “I had come to that conclusion myself.”


 

“Ho! And what is it has me brother so afire?”

Recognizing his sister’s voice, Duncan plowed his free fist into the jaw of the man whose sword was locked with his own. Without waiting to see him fall to the ground, he turned, drove the tip of his sword into the ground, grabbed Seonaid up in a bear hug, and whirled her around. “Congratulate me, sweetling. ’Tis a happy man I be.”

“I can see that, brother.” She laughed breathlessly as he dropped her lightly back to her feet. She stepped back, grinning broadly, and Duncan saw that she was accompanied by their two cousins, Allistair and Aelfread. “Now tell me why,” his sister said.

“What is it I have dreamed o’ doin’ since I turned eighteen? What is it I have worked the men near to death fer? What would I ask fer were I given a wish?”

Hands propped on her hips, Seonaid Dunbar tipped her head to the side. “Enlarge the castle and replace the crumbling old wall that surrounds it?”

“Aye.” Duncan could barely contain his glee. “We shall do that now. That an’ more. We shall dig a new well. Purchase fine horses. We shall e’en increase the size o’ our flock o’ sheep!”

“And how would ye be plannin’ to manage all that?” Seonaid asked skeptically.

“With coins from the English king.”

“Oh, aye,” Seonaid shared a disbeliving glance with the men around them. “And why exactly would the king o’ England be givin’ ye so much wealth?”

“He wants me to marry an Englishman’s whelp.”

“Marry?” The word was a bare whisper. Seonaid looked stunned, even a little hurt, and Duncan’s amusement faded, replaced with the beginnings of guilt.

Seonaid was his only sibling. She had been his only playmate as a child until their uncle had died and his children, Allistair and Aelfread, had come to live with them. Then it had been the four of them rolling and romping in the muck, tromping through the woods, and hunting or playing at games of war. When it had come time for the two boys to train in battle, Aelfread and Seonaid had joined in the practice sessions as if it were their right, and no one had said them nay. Both women now handled the sword with a skill equal to any man’s.

“She must be a cow for the king to pay so handsomely,” Allistair said with disdain as he moved to stand beside Seonaid.

“Aye, the veriest cow,” Aelfread agreed, taking up position on Seonaid’s other side.

Ignoring his cousins, Duncan peered silently at his sister, taking in her pale face and pinched lips. Like him, she had inherited the Dunbar height, almost matching his own six feet. But where Duncan was thick through the shoulders and chest, she was svelte, and where Duncan had their father’s wavy red-brown tresses, Seonaid had inherited their mother’s coloring. Her hair was black as night, flowing straight down her back like water out of a pail. She was strong, beautiful, twenty-four years old, and still not wed.

Cursing, Duncan turned away.

“Where be ye going?” Seonaid grasped at his arm.

Covering her hand with his own, he flashed her a reassuring smile. “I’ve some hagglin’ to do,” he murmured, then gently pulled free and headed for the keep.

He would marry the English. He would marry her for the money. But he would also marry her for Seonaid, for he would ask a favor of the king in return. Duncan would see Seonaid married. He would have the king force Lord Sherwell, his sister’s betrothed, to either fulfill their betrothal contract or set her free to marry another. Either way, she would no longer be left in the limbo that made her so unhappy.

Duncan had decided.








Chapter One




“The English be comin’!”

“What?” Angus Dunbar shook his gray head and roused himself from the semi-stupor he had been enjoying to peer around. The stablemaster’s young son was slipping back through the open door of the keep. “Ho! Lad! What was that?”

“The English be acomin’ over the bridge!” the boy cried, his faced wreathed in excitement as he turned away and slammed the keep door.

“Damn!” Staggering to his feet, Angus gave the man who lay slumped at the table beside him a shake. “Duncan! Wake up, lad. She be here. Wake up, damn ye!”

Grabbing a pitcher of ale off the table, he turned his son’s head by the hair and splashed it in his face, then stepped quickly out of the way as Duncan came to sputtering life. “Rouse yerself, man! Yer bride be here.”

“Me what?” Duncan tried to frown and squint at the same time, but found the effort to accomplish either task made the pulsing in his head increase to a horrid pounding. Groaning miserably, he lowered it to the table again.

He had definitely overindulged; in fact, Duncan could not recall the last time he had imbibed like that. He and his father had been on a binge since the English had left two weeks earlier. At least he thought it had been two weeks ago. They had been celebrating ever since. Well, mayhap they had been holding more of a wake. He, Duncan Dunbar, heir to the title of laird of the Dunbars, had agreed to be married. At the age of twenty-nine, he was finally giving up his freedom and taking on the responsibility of a wife and, eventually, children.

Damn. Now he’d done it. He’d gotten himself into a fix that made him fair froth to even consider. Even the fortune he had been offered no longer seemed worth losing his freedom. Mayhap ’twas not too late to back out of the deal, he thought hopefully.

“Where the devil did your sister get to? Seonaid should be here to greet the lass.”

Duncan sighed, his hopes for escape vanishing. Were he to back out now, the king would not be under any obligation to see to Seonaid’s long-neglected betrothal. It had been his one demand before agreeing to the wedding, rather than asking for a doubling of the dowry. His sister’s reluctant groom was to be brought to heel and either forced to fulfill the contract that had been arranged when they were children, or to set Seonaid free. The latter option was what Duncan hoped for. He was sure his father would never forgive him should Sherwell arrive prepared to fulfill his part of the contract.

“Damn ye, Duncan, they are here I tell ye! Rouse yerself, man!”

That bellow near his ear drove all thought out of Duncan’s head. Eyes popping open, he was about to force himself to sit up when a second pitcher, this one full of whiskey, splashed into his face. That brought him upright at once, cursing and spluttering as the liquid burned his eyes. “Dammit father, I be awake! Jist give me a minute to—”


“There be no minute to give ye. Git up, man!” Grabbing his arm, the Dunbar tugged Duncan to his feet, then sighed at the sight he made.

“Ye’ve blinded me! Damn ye!”

“It’ll pass. But ye’ve ale and whiskey all over ye, lad,” his father chastised gruffly, taking up a corner of his own plaid to wipe roughly at his face.

“Aye, well, ye put it there, didn’t ye?” Duncan muttered, grabbing at the cloth moving across his face and trying to use it to wipe at his burning eyes.

“Never mind that.” Angus tugged the plaid away and straightened it about himself, then turned toward the door. “Come along.”

“I cannot see!” Duncan protested, still rubbing at his eyes.

“Then I shall lead ye! I want to see the mother o’ me grandbabies.”

“We are no even wed yet, Father. ’Twill be awhile ere there is fruit from it,” Duncan muttered, allowing himself to be dragged across the great hall.

“Nine months. ’Tis all the time I’ll be givin’ ye. Then I expect the squall o’ bairns to echo off these old walls. It has been too long since that sound has filled these hollow chambers.”

Pushing the keep doors open, his father dragged him out onto the steps and paused as he saw the riders crossing the bailey toward them.

“Damn,” Angus murmured suddenly. “Damn me all to hell.”

“What?” Duncan scowled into the bleary distance. All he could make out was the blur of a large party crossing the bailey toward them on horseback.

“She’s bonnie.”

“Bonnie?”

“Aye. No beauty, but bonnie. She looks fair delicate, though,” he added, worry obvious in his tones. “A real lady. Sits her mount like a queen, she does. Her wee back straight as a sword…. Aye, a real lady.”


Duncan watched the blurred figures draw nearer suspiciously. “What exactly do ya mean by a real lady?”

“I mean the kind that’ll no approve o’ yer sister’s shenanigans,” he said dryly, then shook his head. “Mark me words, lad. Yon wee Sassenach lass’ll set this place to rights straight off.”

Duncan frowned over that. To his mind, there was nothing that needed setting to rights at Dunbar.

“Ah well.” The older man sighed resignedly. “We couldna expect to live the grand bachelor’s life forever.”

 

“Which one do you think he is, my lady?” Iliana Wildwood gave a start at that question and drew her eyes from the two men standing on the keep steps to glance worriedly down at her maid.

Seated in the wagon that held all of their belongings, Ebba’s plain face was aglow with excitement. An excitement most likely born of the fact that they would no longer be sleeping in the open, Iliana thought with a sigh, but she could not blame the other woman. They had been riding from dawn to well into the evenings, and camping in two inches of mud, for over a week.

“Of course, you do not know either,” the maid murmured apologetically when her mistress remained silent.

“Nay,” Iliana admitted faintly, her now troubled gaze returning to the men in question. She had assumed that the younger of the two was to be her husband, but now realized that she could be wrong. Young women were married off to old men all the time, but she had not even considered that. Not once during the long, dreary trip here had she thought to ask what her betrothed was like. If he was cruel or kind. Strong in battle or not. If he had all his teeth and was healthy.

Sighing, she shook her head in self-disgust at her own oversight. And oversight it had surely been. Though to be fair, she had been slightly distracted of late, what with her father’s death and her mother’s predicament. Between one worry and another, she had quite neglected to consider the possibility that her husband might be much older than herself. Considering that possibility now, she began to nibble at her lip anxiously.

Both men were attractive in their own way. ’Twas obvious they were father and son. The son appeared to be in his late twenties, while the father was at least fifty. The son’s hair was a reddish brown and long and wavy. The father’s hair was a mass of wiry white strings that shot in every direction from his head. The son’s face was hard and strong, all planes and edges like the land they had crossed to reach him. The father’s, just so, but with lines of character to soften it. Both men had generous mouths, strong noses, and eyes she suspected could be both hard and gentle. They were also both tall and hard and lean of body.

“’Tis the younger one,” Bishop Wykeham murmured from where he rode at her other side, drawing a grateful smile from Iliana that lingered until they reached the base of the steps. Then she got her first really good look at the two men. Her smile was immediately replaced with a frown of dismay as she took in their tattered garments and filthy faces.

Iliana had paid little attention to the people in the bailey as she had crossed it. Now she shifted, craning her neck to peer about, and immediately began to worry at her lip as she saw that they appeared in need of a good cleaning and some attention. Their clothes were worn and stained, their hair shaggy and unkempt, and most of their faces dirty. As for the bailey and the keep itself, both were in sore need of repair.

“Lady Wildwood.”

Iliana turned at that bluff greeting, unaware that she was still frowning as she met the gaze of her future father-in-law.

Startled by her expression, the older man reached back to grab his son’s shoulder. “Help ’er down, Duncan,” he ordered, giving his son a shove forward that sent him stumbling into the side of her mare.

Iliana peered wide-eyed at the grimy hands that were now raised in her general direction, then glanced to their owner’s dirt-streaked face and red-eyed, squinting state. Swallowing unhappily, she reluctantly released her reins and slid off her mount. He caught her easily and set her gently on the ground, and Iliana swiftly stepped away from him, unable to keep her nose from wrinkling at the heavy, stale scent of ale, spirits, and sweat that wafted from him.

Despite his squinting, Duncan evidently caught her action, for he raised an arm to sniff at himself, then shrugged. He smelled fine to himself, though she smelled finer. There was the scent of wildflowers about her.

“My lords.” Iliana dropped a curtsy, then hesitated and peered toward the bishop for help. She felt quite out of her depth in this situation, and she had no idea what to say or do. This was the man she was to marry. A veritable stranger…who stank.

“Mayhap we should move indoors, Angus,” the bishop suggested gently. “It has been a long journey and refreshments would not go amiss.”

“Oh, aye. This way, lass.” Suddenly remembering his somewhat rusty manners, Angus Dunbar took Iliana’s arm and turned to lead her up the stairs to the keep, leaving the others to follow.

The older man’s legs were a fair sight longer than hers. She had to grab up the hem of her skirt and nearly run to keep up with him. By the time they reached the top step, she was panting slightly from the effort.

Taking in her breathless state, Angus frowned at her worriedly. “Frail,” he muttered to himself with a sad shake of the head.

Iliana caught the word but had little time to worry over it as he opened the door of Dunbar keep and her attention was turned to what was to be her new home. If she had hoped that the inside would show more promise than the outside, she had been sorely mistaken. ’Twas an old building. A set of stairs to her right led up to a second floor where a narrow walkway had three doors leading off of it. Bed chambers, she guessed, turning to survey the great hall. It took up most of the main floor and was a large, dark cave with arrow slits for windows that were too high up for the feeble beams of light they allowed inside to penetrate the gloom in the room. If not for the fire roaring in a large fireplace against the far wall, she doubted she would have been able to see anything.

Which might not have been a bad thing, she thought with dismay, taking it all in. The floor was covered with filthy rushes, the walls were marked and smoke stained, the tapestries that graced them showed the effects of age and neglect, and the trestle tables and benches looked as if they were quite ready to give up the ghost. Iliana was almost afraid to sit on them, and not just because they appeared about to shatter under the least weight, but because they were also stained and splattered with grease and bits of food.

She was appalled. Wildwood, her childhood home, had been run efficiently and well. One could almost eat off the tabletop there. The floors no longer sported rushes, but several rugs that were warmer in winter and softer underfoot. Iliana had never seen the likes of this place and did not know whether to burst into tears or turn and flee. She simply could not live like this, could not manage amid such filth.

“Some ale?” Oblivious of her thoughts, the laird of Dunbar ushered her to the table and pushed her down onto one of those frightful benches. He then reached for a pitcher, straightened, saw that she had risen to her feet again, and frowned slightly as he pushed her back onto the seat with his free hand. “Rest, lass. Ye’ve had a long trip.”

She watched, horrified, as he grabbed a nearby tankard, emptied the dregs of ale that still remained in it out onto the floor, then grabbed up a pitcher, only to scowl. “’Tis empty. Oh, aye, I er…”

The man’s gaze slid enigmatically to his son, who scowled; then Angus started to turn toward the kitchen, only to pause and frown as he saw that Iliana had stood once again. Grunting, he pushed her back down onto the bench before bellowing toward the kitchen door, “Giorsal! Bring me more ale, wench!”

Turning back, he saw that Iliana had risen once more and his scowl deepened. “Yer rather like a rabbit, are ye no, lass? I press ye down and ye pop right back up. Settle yerself,” he instructed not unkindly and pressed her back onto the bench before his gaze slid over her head.

He began a storm of twitching and nodding then. Iliana began to think the poor man was suffering a fit, until she glanced over her shoulder and saw his son standing behind her, squinting at the signals his father was giving him.

Growing impatient, the elder Dunbar finally snapped, “Set yerself beside her, lad. Woo her a bit.”

“Woo her?” Duncan was taken aback. “We are getting wed, Da. Not acourtin’.”

Angus Dunbar rolled his eyes at that, then peered at Bishop Wykeham as if for commiseration. “The young today, eh, Bishop?” He shook his head, then his attention was caught by a gray-haired woman who entered the room from what Iliana suspected were the kitchens. “Ah, good. Refreshments.” Taking the pitcher from her, he handed the empty one over, then turned to pour the liquid into the tankard he had decided would be Iliana’s. Filling it to the brim, he set it before her, then moved on to first empty, then fill, tankards for the bishop and Lord Rolfe.

Iliana lifted the tankard she had been given toward her mouth, only to pause and stare down into the murky drink doubtfully. There appeared to be something foreign floating on the top of the liquid. It was a bug of some sort.

“What be bothering ye? Do ye no care fer ale?”

Iliana glanced at her betrothed. He was still squinting, but it seemed he could make out enough to know that she was not drinking the ale his father had poured her.

“Nay, there is—I am not thirsty just now,” she lied faintly, unwilling to offend.

“Ah well.” Taking the tankard, he lifted it to his mouth.

“Oh! But—” Iliana began in dismay, but it was too late. He downed almost the entire tankard in one swallow…. And the bug with it, she saw as he rested the now empty tankard back upon the table between them.

“’Tis no sense it agoin’ to waste,” he murmured cheerfully, flashing her a brief smile before wiping his mouth on his sleeve.

Iliana stared at him wide-eyed. For one brief moment when he had smiled, his emerald eyes sparkling with good humor, her husband-to-be had taken on the look of an entirely different man. He had looked quite handsome for a moment, despite the grime and soot on his face and whatever else was staining it just now. Of course, he had ruined that at once by wiping his mouth on his sleeve and bringing her attention to the fact that the fine, white fabric was hopelessly stained from such repeated actions. Among others.

“My lady?”

Sighing, Iliana tore her eyes away from Duncan to peer questioningly at her maid.

“Your skirt.” The woman gestured and Iliana stood again, twisting her head to peer over one shoulder at the skirt of her gown. There were stains, smudges, and crumbs of food on it just from sitting. There was also a great wet spot on it. Apparently, the bench had not been wholly dry when she had been forced to sit there. From the scent wafting up to her she guessed she had sat in a puddle of ale.

Frowning, she began brushing at it fretfully. Care for clothing had been hammered into her from a very early age. Clothing was often expensive and difficult to replace so far from the city tailors and dressmakers. That being  the case, she had never been allowed to run or roll about on the ground with the other children at Wildwood. She had ever been expected to be a little lady and always act with decorum. Her mother would have been appalled at the state of her gown just now.

Ebba knelt to try to aid in removing the marks on her skirt, but it quickly became obvious that it was an impossible task. The skirt was ruined, Iliana realized with dismay.

“Aye. There’s no time like the present.”

Angus Dunbar’s words caught Iliana’s attention, dragging it away from her skirt and to the conversation Lord Rolfe and the bishop were holding with him.

“’Tis true,” Rolfe murmured now. “The sooner we get this business finished, the sooner we can move on to tending to Lady Seonaid’s problem.”

Turning sharply toward his son, Laird Angus glared at him meaningfully until Duncan sighed and murmured, “Me father does not agree that ye go to Sherwell and force ’is hand. He fears the man may agree to the marriage takin’ place.”

Rolfe’s eyebrows rose. “But I thought marriage was what you were hoping to achieve for Lady Seonaid?”

“Not to that stinkin’ sack o’ manure English whelp!” Angus snapped furiously.

“I see.” Rolfe frowned over that, then shook his head helplessly. “I—” he began, only to pause when the bishop leaned forward to murmur something in his ear. Nodding his head with relief, the younger man then turned back to his host and forced a smile. “Mayhap we should leave this worry for now. Once we’ve tended to Lady Iliana and your son, we can discuss what to do about Lady Seonaid and Lord Sherwell.”

There was a moment of tense silence, then Angus nodded grimly. “Aye. I’ll inform the men and send one out to fetch Seonaid.”

“Fetch her? Is she not here?”

“Nay. She’s gone ahuntin’. She’ll not have gone far. ’Twill take no time at all to find her. We can begin the ceremony when she returns.”

Brushing her maid’s efforts away, Iliana hurried anxiously to Lord Rolfe’s side as Angus Dunbar headed for the doors of the keep.

“My lords!” Her gaze slid toward her would-be husband. He sat where she had left him, but was turned toward them, obviously listening to the conversation. Beseeching the king’s emissaries, she hissed, “I do not think I can go through with this.”

“Praise the Lord,” Ebba murmured behind her.

Lord Rolfe was a little less moved. Expression blank, he shook his head. “Go through—?”

“Have you not looked about you?” she asked with bewilderment. “How could you expect me to live here? How could you expect me to marry him?” She gestured toward the man seated at the table. “He smells. This whole place smells. They are drunken louts. They reek of spirits. It fair oozes from their very flesh.”

Rolfe took a look about, appearing to notice for the first time the frayed edges that seemed to grace every strip of material in the place, from Duncan’s less-than-pristine clothes to the stained tapestries on the walls. A glance down showed him bones and gristle mixed in with the rushes on the floor, along with several other things she did not care to identify. “Well…aye, ’tis a bit messy,” he agreed slowly.

“Messy? ’Tis a pigsty, and these people are pigs!”

“Mayhap it just needs a woman’s touch, Lady Iliana,” the bishop began, but Iliana was not in a mood to be soothed.

“My dear lord bishop, the touch of ten thousand women could not set this keep to rights. These people are barbarians and I will not stay here. Look at my gown from simply sitting on that bench. ’Tis ruined! ’Tis simply impossible. I will not marry him.”

There was silence for a moment as Lord Rolfe and the bishop exchanged helpless glances, then the younger man sighed. “What of your mother?”

Iliana stiffened. A vivid image of her mother’s bruised and tear-streaked face filled her mind and she sagged unhappily, beaten. She had no choice. She was in dire straits. She needed a strong husband, far from Wildwood, who could keep her safe from her stepfather. ’Twas the only way to free her mother from the troubles that had descended on them with her father’s death.

“Is there no one else?” she asked dismally.

The bishop’s expression was sympathetic. “I fear not, my lady. No one so far north. Besides, the claim has already been made to Greenweld that this contract was arranged by your father ere his death. ’Twas in the letter bearing the king’s seal. We could not claim another betrothal now.”

“No, of course not,” she agreed miserably, then sighed. “I suppose I really have no choice then?”

“I fear not,” Lord Rolfe agreed gently. “The contract was signed by both Lord Dunbar and the king. ’Tis done.”








Chapter Two




“You look lovely.”

Iliana peered unhappily at her maid as the woman continued fussing over her veil and gown. Lord Rolfe and the bishop had suggested she go upstairs and prepare for the wedding. She supposed it was their way of giving her time alone to face her fate.

It was a stunning blow…. And just one in a seemingly neverending series of late. The first had come a little more than two months ago with the news that her beloved father, Abod Wildwood, was dead. The second had been the form in which the news reached them. Those sad tidings had come in the person of Lord Greenweld, an ambitious baron who shared a border with their property. He had delivered the news with little more sympathy than he had shown while beating Iliana’s mother. The beating had been to force her to sign her name to the marriage decree he had brought with him. The effort had succeeded, though Iliana had since learned that it wasn’t the beating itself that had worked, but Greenweld’s threats against Iliana if her mother did not comply.


Out riding at the time, Iliana had returned just as the mock ceremony had ended. Before she had even really grasped the fact that they had guests, her mother had flown into her arms, nearly knocking her over as she blurted out the news. Iliana had still been trying to unravel the meaning of the words pouring from her mother’s swollen lips when Greenweld had torn the women apart and had Iliana removed from her childhood home.

Her mother’s cries had rung in her ears as Iliana had been bound, tossed unceremoniously into the back of a cart, and taken away like a common thief. Confused and in shock, she had found herself transported to Greenweld castle, two long hours ride from Wildwood. For three days she had lain in a guarded room and grieved the loss of her father. Refusing food or drink, she had simply lain upon the bed, sobbing. On the fourth day, however, she had awoken angry, her eyes filled with the image of her mother’s battered beauty and tear-filled eyes. Then she had begun to plan.

Escape was the only answer. To escape her guards at Greenweld, sneak back to collect her mother from Wildwood, and flee to their nearest relatives.

How naive she had been. How greatly she had underestimated her enemy, she realized now. He had removed her to Greenweld castle, far and away from everyone and everything she had ever known, to ensure Lady Wildwood’s cooperation while he’d seen to exerting his power over the people of Wildwood. And he’d been determined to keep her there.

Time after time, Iliana had tried to escape and time after time she had been caught, restrained, and finally beaten and locked in the tower. Then the baron himself had arrived, announcing that she was to be married.

A bath had been brought to her, the first she had been allowed since her imprisonment, and he had sent her a fresh gown. Then Ebba had led her below and she had been introduced to Lord Rolfe and Bishop Wykeham, who were purportedly to escort her to Scotland and see her married. Iliana had been skeptical. She’d left Greenweld castle determined to make her escape the first chance she got…until they had made camp that night and Lord Rolfe and the bishop had spoken with her.

Iliana’s mother had been a friend and favorite of Queen Anne’s. Depending upon that friendship and the king’s affection for his deceased wife, Lady Wildwood had written a letter and slipped it out with a servant to be carried to court. The letter had informed him of the dire straits in which she’d found herself, as well as the news that Greenweld was also attempting to arrange a marriage between Iliana and one of several powerful nobles known to be less than supportive of Richard’s reign.

The king had dispatched Rolfe and the bishop at once, sending them first to Scotland to make the deal with Dunbar, then to Wildwood. They had been told to appear surprised at Lady Wildwood’s remarriage, since Greenweld had not yet informed the king of it. They were also to tell Greenweld that a marriage contract had already been drawn up for Iliana by her father; that Lord Wildwood and the laird of Dunbar had arranged it during the expedition in Ireland just before his death, and the king himself had witnessed it. Upon realizing that her father could no longer see to the completion of the contract himself, the king had sent Lord Rolfe and the bishop to tend to it. He had supplied them with a letter to that effect, addressed to Lady Wildwood.

Faced with this claim, Greenweld had had little choice but to give Iliana up.

When she had asked why the king had arranged the marriage to a Scot, and not someone closer to home, Rolfe had explained that Richard wished her to be as far away as possible for now. He intended on aiding her mother, but could not do so as long as Iliana was within Greenweld’s reach. The baron had separated her from her mother for the express purpose of insuring Lady Wildwood would cooperate with him and not attempt to annul the marriage. The older woman had been informed that, should she do anything of the sort, Iliana would pay the price. Married and living in Scotland, she would be safe from that possibility and Greenweld would have less leverge against her mother. She would be free to seek an annulment with the king’s assistance.

Iliana had relaxed at that news, sure that all would be well. Soon after she was safely married in Scotland, her mother would be removed from her contemptible marriage, and Greenweld would be dealt with.

Now Iliana realized what a fool she had been. She had never once considered what sort of man the king had chosen to husband her, merely trusting him to see to her best interests. But if Duncan Dunbar was his idea of a suitable husband, then the king had very poor taste. She moved to sit on the edge of the bed dispiritedly. ’Twas a shame she had not realized that ere giving up her chance at escape. But she had not. She had been more than satisfied to allow the king to see to everything. She had actually been relieved to place her future, her happiness, her very life—and her mother’s as well—in the hands of these men. More the fool, she. It was obvious that by doing so, she had lost any chance at happiness. She could only hope her mother would be able to gain her freedom through this sacrifice.

Worrying her lower lip, she tugged fretfully at the skirt of the pale cream dress Ebba had chosen for her to wear. ’Twas the best she had. No doubt it would be ruined by day’s end as well. Grimacing, she dropped back to lie upon the bed with a sigh. What could be more foolish than worrying over a gown when she was expected to marry and perform intimacies with that creature below?

Her gaze caught on the drapes above the bed and she frowned. They were a lovely shade of cream with embroidered dark red and blue flowers underneath, though she could have sworn…

Sitting up, she stood and turned to stare at the bed. Aye, ’twas more a brown with burgundy and muddy blue flowers on the outside. No doubt the effect of smoke from the fire. Were she to hazard a guess, Iliana would say that the bed drapes had not been cleaned in at least ten years. Perhaps more. She would not hazard a guess as to the state of the bed linens themselves.

“’Tis a shame we have no flowers for you to hold.”

Iliana whirled to gape at her maid as she brushed fretfully at the stains on the yellow gown Iliana had worn earlier.

“Flowers?” she exclaimed, bringing Ebba’s startled gaze to her own. “Flowers! What for? So that I might look pretty while marrying into this family? I suppose you think we should put bows on sheep on the way to the slaughter as well?”

Ebba merely stared at her mistress blankly. She had never seen the young woman lose her temper so before. Her gaze became incredulous when in the next moment, her mistress tore off her veil and launched herself at the bed, ripping at the linens that covered it.

“I shall not sleep on these despicable, disgusting—Where are my bed linens?”

Ebba blinked. “Your what?”

“My bed linens!” Iliana snapped. “My mother and I have been preparing for years for the day when I marry. We prepared bed linens, Ebba. Where are they? Surely she sent them with you?”

“Oh, aye.” Setting the yellow gown down, the maid began sorting through the dozen or so chests Lady Wildwood had insisted must go with her daughter to Scotland, despite Lord Greenweld’s protestations. He had not been able to protest overmuch with Lord Rolfe and the bishop there.

“Here they are!” Straightening, she held up a set of soft, pure white linens, their edges hand-embroidered with flowers and peacocks. “Will these do?”

“Aye.” Iliana reached for them, her expression tender as she recalled the many hours she had sat with her mother by the fire working upon them. Sighing, she lifted the material, rubbing it across her cheeks and enjoying its clean softness. Then she closed her eyes, her mind immediately drawing forth a picture of her mother’s face. A knock at the door drove the image away.

“Who is it?” Ebba asked, a nervous shake to her voice.

“Lord Rolfe. ’Tis time.”

Opening her eyes, Iliana met Ebba’s uncertain expression, then sighed and nodded.

“Just a moment!” Ebba called.

Handing her maid the linens, Iliana picked up her veil and covered her face. “Strip the bed and remake it. I will not sleep in filth. Then find some servants to assist you in moving the trunks against the walls.”

“Shall I unpack them?”

“Nay. Not ’til we’ve cleaned this sty up some,” Iliana said grimly, moving to the door. Pausing, she glanced back. “Have a bath brought up. My husband bathes tonight or he does not sleep on those linens.”

She may have no choice regarding marrying the barbarian below, but she could choose how that marriage went, Iliana decided grimly. She would not live like this. He could beat her, throttle her, even kill her, but she would not live like this. She would rather be dead, she thought bleakly, opening the door and moving out to take the arm of a worried-looking Lord Rolfe. He had obviously heard her last words to her maid.

 

Duncan laughed along with the others at his sister’s jest and tipped his tankard to his mouth, swilling down half its contents before lowering the mug to peer at his bride. She sat at the main table next to his father, the same grim expression gracing her face that had tightened it since coming downstairs on Lord Rolfe’s arm. She had held it throughout the wedding, saying her vows in a dead voice, making it more than to one and all that she was not overjoyed by her fortune.

Duncan had slowly moved from irritated to furious during the ceremony. He was aware of the circumstances behind this wedding, he was saving her from her stepfather. He was her Sir Galahad. And how did she thank him? By making it obvious that she would wish herself anywhere but here and humiliating him in front of his own people. Hell! The worst of it was, by the time his wife had arrived for the wedding, he had been able to fully see again…and he found her oddly appealing.

Grimacing, Duncan glared at her. He did not have a clue what appealed to him so. Her hair was brown. ’Twas a lovely shade of brown, a mixture of the color of walnuts and cherry wood, but brown all the same. He had always been partial to blondes before now. Her eyes were large and gray, rather like a rainy day. He’d always preferred green eyes. Her nose was small and straight. That was fine, but her lips were heart-shaped, sweet and full. Duncan had never seen lips quite like hers. They were enough to give a man ideas, and had been giving him many diverse and erotic ones for the past several hours.

His friends and clansmen were not helping much. What with their jests and good-natured teasing about the night ahead, they were only managing to fan the fire that had already been growing in his nether regions at an alarming rate. It seemed no amount of ale was going to drown it either, for he had been pouring that liquid down his throat steadily all night and still it had not dampened his ardor any. He was becoming fair impatient to bed her, and that fact was infuriating when she was making it so obvious that she did not feel the same way.

“Does yer gaze fer yer wee wife become any hotter, it’ll set the rushes ablaze. Mayhap ye should take a dip in the loch.”

Tearing his eyes from his bride, Duncan glanced at the man who had spoken. Flame-haired, as tall as he himself was, and near as wide, Allistair was as much a friend as a cousin. Or at least he used to be, Duncan realized with regret. That closeness had dissipated somewhat over the last few years as he had begun to take over some of the responsibilities of clan chief from his father. As more and more of his time was taken up with the task, Duncan had less and less time to spare for hunting trips with Allistair, Aelfread, and Seonaid. Not that those three had drifted apart. If anything, his absence had seemed to push them closer together.

“No night swim’ll be helping what ails him, Allie,” Aelfread murmured with amusement, sharing a look with Seonaid that made Duncan’s sister grin widely.

“Aelfread’s right. I’m thinkin’ there be only one thing that’ll quench the fire that’s burning him up and that’s he and his bride finally gettin’ down to the business o’ houghmagandie.”

Duncan stiffened at her use of the Gaelic word for fornication. She may fight like a man and be able to drink them all under the table, but there were just some things a woman shouldn’t do. Brows drawing down in disapproval, he slammed his tankard onto the filthy tabletop and snapped, “Ye’ll no be acursin’ like that, Seonaid! Do ye do so again I’ll wash yer mouth out with soap meself.”

Unimpressed, she rolled her eyes at this threat and laughed. “’Tis no good usin’ such threats with me, me true-sworn brother. ’Tis far too late to be atryin’ to change me ways and amakin’ me into a lady like yer wife.” She glanced toward Iliana with distaste. “She’s a puny lass. Prissy as the day is long, too. I doona ken how ye’ll be aputtin’ up with ’er.”

“Well, ’tis good ’tis not yer problem then, isna it?” Duncan muttered, following her gaze.

“Aye. ’Tis well and good. Howbeit, as I said, I be thinkin’ ’tis well past time the beddin’ began. C’mon, Aelfread.”

Grinning widely, the smaller woman nodded and hurried after Seonaid as she crossed the room toward the head table. Duncan had eaten his meal at that table, seated next to his bride, but once that chore was finished he had abandoned it in favor of getting rip-roaring drunk with his men, something he now concluded was impossible—since he still felt as sober as an English virgin. Now he watched blankly as his sister moved toward the space he had abandoned, his mind slow to grasp her intentions. That was his first hint that the ale had been affecting him after all. His second hint came when he lunged to his feet to catch her back and found himself sprawled upon the floor, having tripped over the bench he sat on.

By the time Allistair and the other men had raised him back to his feet, razzing him all the while, ’twas too late. Seonaid and Aelfread were dragging his wife to the stairs. She looked a little less than willing, but his sister and cousin looked quite unconcerned by this lack as they hauled her along by the arms.

 

“I can dress myself, thank you very much,” Iliana offered the protest again, but Lady Seonaid had been ignoring her since dragging her up to the room. Since before that even, she thought with exasperation, her gaze sliding to the much smaller redhead who was now rifling through her once neatly packed chests.

When the two women had appeared at her side at the table announcing ’twas time for the bedding, Iliana had stilled, panic rising up in her. In an attempt to delay, she had claimed that she was still thirsty, but Duncan’s sister and her tiny cousin had not even seemed to hear the excuse. Grabbing her arms, they had tugged her from her seat and headed for the stairs, dragging her protesting form behind.

Once in the room, the door had been slammed shut and the little one had started to ransack her chests, while Seonaid had concentrated her attention on “helping” Iliana out of her gown…. Completely uncaring of the fact that Iliana did not wish her “help!”

A gasp drew her exasperated struggles to a halt and Iliana glanced toward the smaller woman as Aelfread slowly raised a sheer white tunic from one of the chests. Something squeezed tight around Iliana’s heart as she peered at that gown. Her mother had had it made special for her and presented it to Iliana to put in her chest for her wedding night. At the time, they had both thought it perfect for a first night for husband and bride. But then, they had thought she would at least like the man she would marry. They had never imagined circumstances like this.

Her teeth clamping together with a snap, Iliana glanced furiously toward Ebba, who had been cowering uselessly in the corner of the room since their arrival. “That will not do. Ebba, fetch my cream gown.”

The maid hesitated, then moved cautiously forward, sorting through the clothes Aelfread had strewn on the floor until she came across the thick, warm gown in question. One that left everything to the imagination.

Lady Seonaid, of course, ignored her wishes in this as well. “Nay, ye’ll wear the white gown,” she announced, continuing to tug Iliana’s clothes from her body. “Bring it here, Aelfread.”

“I said I would wear the cream-colored one,” Iliana snapped sharply as the shorter of her tormentors moved forward.

“The white one is nicer.”

“I like the cream one better.”

“My brother will like the white one.”

“I do not care what your brother—” Iliana cut her own words off as Lady Seonaid went still. Had she offended her? Angering the Amazon who towered over her was something Iliana was not quite brave enough to do. Iliana was a little above average height at five-foot-six, but Lady Seonaid was a good five inches taller and quite a bit stronger. She also seemed the rough-and-tumble type. A barbarian—like the rest of these people—Iliana thought irritably, then frowned when Seonaid continued to simply stare at her.

“What is it?” she asked stiltedly when the silence became unbearable.

“You…” Seonaid gestured helplessly unable to say that ’twas the other woman’s figure that had her attention. ’Twas the type of figure she herself had longed for as a teen, all soft curves and plains.

“Oh, give me the blasted gown,” Iliana snapped in exasperation, reaching out to rip the sheer gown from Aelfread’s hands. ’Twas a drafty old castle and she’d had enough of this ridiculousness.

She donned the gown as Seonaid watched, and then the woman turned to the door. “Get ye into bed. Aelfread and I’ll go see what is takin’ the men so long.”

Iliana nibbled at her lip as she watched the women go, then whirled to face Ebba. “Fetch me that belt Francesco gave Papa. ’Tis in the chest this gown was in.”

Ebba’s eyes widened in horror. “Oh no, my lady. You can not wear that contraption.”

Iliana’s expression darkened. “I can and I will. Fetch it.”

The maid hesitated briefly, then did as she was told. Finding the item, she grimaced with distaste as she held it out to her.

Iliana took the leather belt sadly. Lord Wildwood had always endeavored to bring back odd and exotic gifts from his travels. This was one of the oddest. He had gained two of the belts on his last trip to Italy. Her father had laughed heartily as he had produced one for both his wife and daughter, explaining it to them as he did. They were an invention of his friend, Francesco Carraro. He’d called them “belts to maintain chastity.”

Iliana shook her head as she thought of the man. She had no idea what would make him create the silly thing. ’Twas a belt made of thick leather, but with a wide center strap that attached to it at the back, then slid between the thighs and was fastened to the belt in the front by a metal lock. It looked most uncomfortable.

Undoing the lock, Iliana let the center strap drop to hang and worried her lip as she examined the ridiculous thing. Then, stiffening her resolve, she grimaced and yanked her gown up to fasten it on. ’Twas an awkward trick to manage. She had to grab at the strap hanging behind her and draw it up between her legs. Locking it into place, she nodded her satisfaction, then peered at the key. What to do with that?

She peered around the room briefly, then glanced up at the bed drapes. Giving a shrug, she tossed it atop them, checked to be sure ’twas not obvious through the heavy cloth, then scampered into bed as the boisterous sound of approaching voices warned of her husband’s imminent arrival.
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