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She shivered as he took the goblet from her and raised it in the air. “May I propose a toast, mistress? To our experiment.”

“Experiment?”

“In lovemaking.”

“I won’t make love to you.”

“Ah, but you must, my sweet. As I said, I have a very lusty nature, and I intend to make quite certain it is reciprocated in my bride.”

Sabrina felt her breath catch as Niall’s implied threat sent an intoxicating sense of peril scurrying across every nerve ending in her body.

“You’re not afraid of me, are you, sweeting?”

She was indeed alarmed by the overwhelming maleness of him, by his dark beauty and power, yet she refused to allow herself to be intimidated. “I am not afraid, sir.”

She raised her eyes to meet his fearlessly. He liked that.

The air between them crackled with challenge as their eyes clashed wordlessly.

Swallowing hard, she forced herself to gather her courage. “Very well…What must I do?”

“Perhaps you should start by kissing me….”











The pleasure in love is in loving. We are happier in the passion we feel than in that we arouse.

FRANCOIS, DUC DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD



Prologue

Edinburgh, Scotland 
September 1739

 

She never intended to eavesdrop. Never meant to intrude on a celebrated libertine enacting a practiced seduction. Yet neither did she anticipate being captivated by a dark, caressing voice as sleekly velvet as the night.

Her restless mood ebbing, Sabrina Duncan stood beyond a hedge of topiary yews, an unwilling interloper upon Niall McLaren’s amorous pursuits. She’d escaped her cousin’s betrothal ball for the refuge of the moonlit terrace gardens only moments before the Highlander unexpectedly appeared for an apparent rendezvous with his latest conquest, the noble wife of an English colonel.

Hidden from view, her presence further disguised by the muted strains of a minuet issuing from the ballroom above, Sabrina scarcely dared breathe. She should have made herself known at once, but she hadn’t wished to cause embarrassment. And then she’d found herself held captive by that enchanting voice as it beguiled its way into her senses.

“Well met, my bonny Belle….”

Sweet heaven, how could he infuse so much warmth into a simple murmur? It was like being stroked. No woman alive could remain unmoved by those low, honeyed tones: lilting, warm, devastatingly sensual. Full of the heather and mist of the Highlands. Doubtless it was a prime reason for the man’s remarkable success with the fairer sex.

“They say he can draw a woman’s soul from her body,” her cousin Frances had confided with great relish. “And that no female’s virtue is safe.”

Sabrina could well understand the Highlander’s appeal. She recalled being stunned earlier when Niall McLaren strode into the crowded ballroom, eliciting excited feminine whispers and dreamy sighs. Powerful, virile, sinfully handsome, he cut a bold figure in full Scottish garb.

He wore the McLaren plaid draped over his coat of black satin, while his belted kilt bared strong, muscular legs above tartan silk stockings. The rapier at his side seemed a natural extension of his person—and a stark contrast to the touch of lace at his throat and wrists. With his ebony hair and sun-bronzed features, he stood out among the crowd of painted, bewigged aristocrats like a Highland mountain against tame lowland hills.

Sabrina knew him by reputation only. The youngest son of a fierce Highland chieftain, Niall McLaren was a thief of female hearts, infamous for his sexual exploits. “The Darling of Edinburgh,” the ladies were wont to call him. Yet he’d cut a wide swath through the female populations of France and England as well.

Now, having returned from his travels abroad, he was engaged in another sensual chase—that of seducing a married lady. Most of the company at the ball tonight had seemed more titillated than shocked.

“Everyone is wagering on the outcome of his pursuit, whether or not Lady Chivington will surrender,” Sabrina had heard her cousin remark.

She knew how she would wager. Hearing that enchanting voice, she couldn’t suppress a dismaying ache of longing, an inexplicable yearning for impossible dreams. What would it be like to be pursued by Europe’s most infamous rogue? To have him gaze at her with such single-minded devotion, to be the recipient of the formidable charm she’d seen him lavish on his chosen partners earlier in the ballroom….

Clutching her fan, Sabrina chided herself. What was wrong with her? She rarely lamented her circumstances or felt such melancholy as she did tonight. The bitterness she’d known when her chief suitor had fallen in love with her beautiful cousin had mellowed to regret by now. She was content with her life; she was needed, appreciated, loved by her family. She found pleasure in being a dutiful stepdaughter. She enjoyed quietly spending her evenings with her stepfather and his account books for company.

If there were times, like now, when she felt moments of restlessness, if sometimes she was bedeviled by romantic yearnings and the depressing suspicion that life was passing her by, well then, she was usually practical enough to quash them.

Except for tonight. Her pragmatism couldn’t quell the sense of envy that pierced her now, or repress the yearning that stirred deep within the secret recesses of her heart. Or stop her fascination with the man whose reputation was a byword for wickedness. Was this how rakes enticed females into carnal love?

“Come and sit beside me,” he exhorted in a murmur, his voice a warm handstroke on her heart. Sabrina almost wished he were speaking to her.

She could picture the moonlit scene on the other side of the yew hedge: the handsome Highlander lounging on a stone bench, while Lady Chivington kept her distance—to tease and torment him.

She recalled the Englishwoman’s stylish elegance, her voluptuous figure resplendent in a wide, panniered ball gown of blue silk brocade, her towering, powdered hairdo adorned with pearls and ribbons. Her voice, however, currently held a note of waspishness that didn’t match her beauty.

“I am not certain I wish to sit beside you, sir,” Lady Chivington observed, pouting. “I think perhaps you deserve a punishment for your neglect of me this afternoon. You did not come to me as you promised.”

“Surely you will forgive me, my sweet. As I mentioned, I was unavoidably detained.”

A faint scoffing sound issued from the lady’s lips. “By a tavern wench, no doubt. Or another gentlewoman.”

“Never, ma cherie,” he replied, his voice holding a uniquely seductive rasp in his apparent attempt to win her from her sulks. “How could I contemplate another lass when the hope remains you might favor me with your attention?”

“You never even replied to my note.”

“Yet I am here now, am I not? And if we are at all alike, Belle, you’ve found that anticipation only heightens the pleasure.”

In the resulting silence, Sabrina could imagine the lady unfurling her ivory fan and plying it vigorously.

“Do you make it a habit, sir, of ignoring a lady’s request to call?”

“Only when the lady in question has a jealous husband…a colonel in the English army, at that. I do cherish my skin.”

“Pooh! I doubt you fear my husband in the least. Besides, Richard cares little if I engage in dalliance.”

“He is a fool, then, to neglect such a beautiful wife.”

The compliment seemed to mollify her only slightly. “Perhaps you should seek out another lady who will dance to your tune.”

“Do you wish me to withdraw, then, Arabella?” The question held skepticism and a lazy amusement.

“I suppose not,” she replied petulantly. “I was facing an evening of unutterable boredom.”

“I shall endeavor to relieve it, if you will permit me.”

“If you can, then I expect I can contrive to forgive you.”

“I am gratified.” His reply was edged with a smile. “Finding a new object of worship would require too much effort.”

“Do you worship me, sir?” It was a flirtatious, coy remark.

“Indeed, I do, Belle. Behold me enraptured.”

“Hah! You are little better than a knave, sir. A disreputable Scot preying on womenfolk.”

“Surely not preying.”

“We English consider the Highlanders barbarians,” Lady Chivington remarked.

“Which I suspect is part of our appeal,” he returned smoothly. “Confess, you occasionally tire of fops in velvet and lace, with soft hands and powdered wigs.”

She laughed in an apparent capitulation. “Occasionally. But you, sir, could well be a savage. In England you would be considered half naked if you arrived at a ball with your lower limbs exposed.”

“Ah, but I wore my kilt for a reason.”

“And what is that?”

“The better to pleasure you, my dear.”

“Wicked man,” she murmured in a husky, intimate tone. “Is it true a Scotsman wears nought under his kilt but bare skin?”

“You are welcome to discover the answer to that for yourself.”

“A rogue to the very bone,” she breathed. “’Tis scandalous, what you are thinking.”

“Is it, Belle? Can you claim you are not entertaining similar thoughts?” His languid voice dropped to a husky resonance. “Does your heart not beat faster with anticipation at the thought of having a wild heathen inside you?”

Behind the hedge, Sabrina caught her breath at his implication, a flush warming her cheeks. She nearly missed Lady Chivington’s playful reply.

“…claim you are the greatest lover in Europe. By all accounts you’ve made countesses swoon in Paris and brought baronesses to their knees in Venice.”

His laughter held a casual charm. “Modesty prevents me from replying to such an observation.”

“But ’tis true, poets have composed ballads about the amorous adventures of the dashing Highlander, Niall McLaren.”

“An exaggeration, I assure you.”

“Is it an exaggeration that you are endowed like a stallion?”

“Why do you not come here and find out?”

Lady Chivington hesitated. “Here? In the garden?”

“I can think of no more interesting way to enliven a ball, can you?”

“What if someone should find us together?”

“Danger is the greatest aphrodisiac, I’ve always thought. Come here, sweeting,” he murmured in a low, throaty command. “I will take care not to dishevel your coiffure if you will contrive to contain your moans.”

Hearing the lady’s skirts sweeping the gravel path, Sabrina felt a measure of panic. It was bad enough to eavesdrop on a gentleman whispering heated love words to his newest inamorata, but his seduction apparently intended to go much further. She took a careful step backward.

“That is far better,” he murmured in satisfaction as Sabrina retreated deeper into the shadows. “Here, allow me to assist you, pet.”

The pause that followed his offer was filled with the whisper of silk.

“How lovely your nipples are this way…hot, peaked, eager for my kisses.”

Sabrina felt a shameful tingling in her own breasts as she envisioned his gently roving hands moving languidly over her own skin.

“Oh…” the lady breathed, the word ending in a lush, purring resonance. “Niall…”

“Patience, sweet…”

Sabrina took another cautious step backward. She dared not remain any longer. Yet it would be impossible to pass the lovers without being detected. She would have to move deeper into the garden, make a wide circle—

The snap echoed like a pistol shot. Sabrina winced as the delicate ivory sticks of her fan splintered in her hand. An instant later she bit back a gasp as the menacing form of a kilted Highlander loomed before her, moonlight flashing off his drawn rapier.

His unpowdered raven hair was drawn back from a broad forehead and secured at the nape with a ribbon, emphasizing high, hard cheekbones and a lean, square jaw. Beneath slashing ebony brows his blue eyes were narrowed at her threateningly.

Alarm kept Sabrina rooted where she stood, but even had she tried to flee, Niall McLaren would have prevented her. His strong fingers clasped her wrist in a velvet manacle, thwarting her movement.

“What do you here, mistress?” he demanded sharply, his voice holding little hint of the magic that had recently held her spellbound.

In spite of her own tall stature, he towered over her. Moonlight played over his features in stark accents, making his anger all too apparent.

“Who is there?” Lady Chivington demanded shrilly as she rounded the yew hedge, still plucking at the disheveled neckline of her gown. She stopped short when she spied Sabrina. “You! How dare you intrude this way?”

“You know this lass?”

The lady’s aristocratic English nose lifted. “She is the heiress to the Cameron fortune. Can you not detect the smell of the shop about her?”

Sabrina stiffened. This was not the first time she’d been accused of being tainted by trade, since her stepfather was a wealthy merchant, yet it stung more coming from this haughty Englishwoman with her aristocratic assumptions of superiority. Class distinctions mattered far less in Scotland, Sabrina thought defiantly. And the Scots saw nothing shameful in making money.

“I would hardly term myself the intruder, my lady,” Sabrina retorted coolly. “This is my aunt’s house, after all. And my cousin’s betrothal ball.”

“You deny you were spying on me, you nosy little snoop?”

“Of course I deny it!”

“Arabella,” Niall McLaren interjected, “perhaps we misjudge the situation.”

“I pray so, or I am ruined! Her aunt is the greatest gossip alive! If this girl should tattle, I will never live down the scandal.”

“I assure you, Lady Chivington, I am not in the habit of bearing tales.”

“Hah! I doubt any relative of your aunt knows how to keep her tongue between her teeth. Indeed, I wouldn’t put it past that woman to orchestrate a deliberate attempt to discredit me.”

“Arabella,” Niall said calmly. “You are overwrought.”

She turned on him with a fierce stare. “Are you in league with her, too, sir? Did you lure me out here to dishonor me?”

The Highlander’s striking features grew cool in the moonlight. “My Lady Chivington, perhaps you need a moment alone to compose yourself before returning to the ball.”

Her fierce look faded. “Niall, I…I never meant to accuse you of complicity. I spoke rashly, in the heat of the moment.”

“I know, my dear. Which is all the more reason to allow our tempers to cool.”

“Will you call on me on the morrow?”

His hesitation spoke volumes. “I think perhaps it wiser to delay any further meeting between us for a time.”

With a smoldering glance at them both, Lady Chivington spun on her slippered heel and swept away in a flurry of hooped skirts. In the resulting silence, Sabrina found herself alone in the darkened garden with the notorious Niall McLaren.

When she hazarded a glance up at him, she nearly flinched at his stony gaze.

“Kindly unhand me, sir,” she said unsteadily.

To her relief, he released her wrist, but his tone held more than a hint of annoyance. “With pleasure.”

“You need not fear,” she began nervously, rubbing her bruised wrist, “that I will divulge a word of this, to my aunt or anyone else. This incident would reflect almost as poorly on me as you. I shan’t tell anyone what you were up to.”

His anger remained unplacated. “Do you make it a habit of eavesdropping on your aunt’s guests?”

Sabrina felt her cheeks flush. She was guilty of eavesdropping, yet it had been wholly unintentional. Defensively she lifted her chin. “I am sorry to have spoiled your seduction.”

“So am I,” Niall responded without the least sign of embarrassment or shame. “Your timing was wretched.”

“Perhaps, but I believe I arrived here first.”

“You might have made your presence known.”

“You might have chosen a more appropriate place for a liaison!”

“In my experience, a moonlit garden is generally considered appropriate for a liaison.” She could hear amusement warring with irritation in his lilting voice, though the emotion was not reflected in his piercing gaze.

“Yes, well…” Her chin rose another inch. “If you wish I shall send out another lady to take Lady Chivington’s place. There are certain to be scores of females eager to supplant her in your good graces.”

A muscle in his jaw flexed as he appeared to bite back a smile. “Hundreds, possibly, but none so willing as she.”

Sabrina stiffened at his teasing reply. “I pray you will accept my apology, sir,” she murmured. “Now, if you will excuse me…”

She started to brush past him, but Niall McLaren held up a hand. “One moment, Mistress…Cameron, is it?”

She hesitated reluctantly. “Duncan. Sabrina Duncan. Cameron is my stepfather’s name.”

“Well, Mistress Duncan,” he said as he sheathed his rapier. “I suggest we allow the lady to return to the ball first. It will better serve to shield her reputation.”

“I’m surprised you are concerned with protecting any lady’s reputation,” Sabrina remarked archly.

He eyed her sharply, his penetrating gaze fixing on her in the darkness. In the moonlight his blue eyes were the color of midnight.

Sabrina found herself catching a deep breath. He was handsome as the devil, tempting as sin, yet his starkly masculine beauty was not the sole reason a woman’s heart beat erratically with curiosity and fascination when this man was near. He had a quality about him that was intently compelling, dangerous.

“I collect you know me?” he asked finally.

“By reputation, merely. Who has not heard of the infamous Niall McLaren?”

His sensual mouth curled at one corner. “I believe I detect a note of censure, Mistress Duncan.”

“It is hardly my place to judge you, sir.”

“But you disapprove of me even so.”

She did disapprove of him, an attitude she strongly suspected amused him. Prudish, Sabrina was sure he would define it. “In most circles it is considered scandalous to pursue an affair with a married lady.”

“Apparently we move in different circles,” he responded dryly. “I don’t suppose you would credit it if I told you the lady was pursuing me?”

She could well believe that might be the case. The brazen Highlander would be idolized for his startling physical beauty alone. Yet there was an air about him that was utterly irresistible to women. To her as well, Sabrina acknowledged reluctantly.

“I don’t remember you putting up any resistance,” she said, mimicking his dry tone.

“But then ’twould hardly have been the act of a gentleman to disappoint the lady.”

She was amusing him, Sabrina realized. Even in the darkness she could see his arresting eyes were lit with a mocking sparkle.

“I assure you, mistress, this would not be the first time a lass has lured me into a secluded garden.”

She bit back a smile at the thought of this bold rogue hiding from over amorous females. “It must be a great trial, being hounded by languishing ladies eager to be seduced.”

His grin was unwilling—and devastating. “You might be surprised by the tribulations I must endure to uphold my reputation.”

Sabrina shook her head. She should know better than to enter into a duel of words with an expert in verbal swordplay. Indeed, she should leave at once. Simply being alone with this man could compromise her.

Yet before she could respond, the Highlander spoke. “If you were not spying, what brought you out here to the garden when a ball is in progress?”

Sabrina suddenly looked down at her clasped hands. She had no intention of divulging the true reason she’d fled the ballroom: to escape the painful sight of her former suitor dancing with his betrothed—her own cousin. “Is it a crime to partake of fresh air, sir?”

“Not that I’m aware. I do not recall seeing you earlier this evening, mistress.”

There was a simple reason for that, Sabrina reflected. Niall McLaren simply hadn’t noticed her. Such a man would scarcely give her a second glance, a wren among a flock of peacocks. She was still in half mourning for her mother, so she had worn her plain gray bombazine gown, much to her aunt’s dismay. Now she wished she had swathed herself in armor of silk and lace, for it might have helped disguise her lack of beauty.

“Doubtless,” Sabrina forced herself to reply, “it was because I sat with the spinsters and chaperons while you held court with your legion of admirers.”

“You are unmarried, are you?”

Sabrina found herself fighting a swift surge of wanton rebellion. At one-and-twenty, she was past the common age for marriage and considered almost on the shelf. “I am, sir.”

“I own surprise that an heiress would lack for suitors.”

She averted her gaze from his measuring scrutiny. He could not know how deeply his casual remark wounded her. She’d had a suitor. She and Oliver had met during her mother’s illness and developed an understanding after her death: they would marry only after an appropriate period of mourning. But then Oliver had caught one glimpse of her cousin Frances and tumbled head over heels. When he pleaded with Sabrina to release him from his pledge, she had agreed. What else could she do? And indeed, her pride had suffered most. If her heart had also shriveled a little, if his defection had killed something elusive inside her, well she didn’t delude herself that she was the only female who had ever been jilted.

“My mother was ill for some months before passing away,” Sabrina answered defensively, “so I had little time for suitors. I have not yet wholly put off mourning.”

To her dismay, his gaze raked over her, coolly appraising. Sabrina tensed. Tall and angular, she lacked the soft prettiness that characterized the other women in her family. Her mother had been a celebrated beauty, as was her Aunt Helen and her cousin Frances.

Moreover, she was not in her best looks this evening, Sabrina knew. She wore face paint, which washed any color from her complexion and rendered her features pasty and indistinct. And the hairstyle she’d adopted at her aunt’s insistence covered her most attractive attribute, her rich brown hair. It was dressed and powdered and artfully arranged in intricate puffs and rolls, yet she felt awkward and pretentious in it.

“Duncan…” he mused, not taking his eyes from her. “I call numerous Duncans friend. Would I know your kin?”

“No doubt you are acquainted with my grandfather, laird of Clan Duncan. I understand you hail from the same region of the Highlands.”

“Your grandfather is Angus Duncan?” One black eyebrow rose. “Aye, I know him well. We are near neighbors, in fact. Angus once saved my father’s life in a feud with the Buchanans, a debt I am not likely to forget. But I do not recall him ever speaking of a granddaughter.”

“Oh, Grandfather Duncan would doubtless prefer to disregard my existence. I was not the right gender, you see. A granddaughter was useless to him, since I could not carry on the clan name. And he never really approved of my mother, either.”

“Ah, yes…I recall your father married against Angus’s wishes during a visit to Edinburgh.”

“For which he was never wholly forgiven. Papa was expected to marry a Highlander to uphold our clan honor. A lowland Scotswoman was not good enough.”

“Ranald died in his prime, did he not?”

“Yes, a tragic mishap—a fall from his horse.”

A grim frown claimed Niall’s features. “’Twas no mere mishap. It transpired during a raid by the bloody Buchanans, if memory serves.”

“So I understand. I have little recollection of him, or the Highlands, though I’ve heard tales. I left when I was quite young. After Papa’s death, my mother returned with me to her family here in Edinburgh, and remarried some years later. My stepfather is a merchant who trades successfully in wool and fine cloth.”

“You must return to the Highlands someday, mistress,” he commented in a tone of polite boredom.

“I doubt that will be possible,” she replied, a bit vexed by his apparent dismissal of her. “My stepfather has need of me. He holds little faith in clerks, and with his failing eyesight, he relies on me to check his accounts each evening.”

“Brains in a woman. How fascinating.”

His languid tone held a hint of teasing and made her stiffen.

“I have found it just as unusual to discover brains in a man,” Sabrina retorted.

His half smile was indulgent. “Reviewing accounts is a rather odd occupation for a lass, you must admit.”

“Perhaps,” she said a little too sharply. “But I have a head for figures—and I’ll not apologize for it.”

“Apparently you also have a temper that is easily provoked,” Niall said, sounding amused.

That wasn’t quite the case, Sabrina reflected. Normally she was remarkably even-tempered. Yet tonight she was feeling defiant, reckless, rash. Definitely not herself. This man seemed to bring out the worst in her.

“My temper is usually considered quite serene.”

“I confess surprise. For a wallflower you lack a decided meekness.”

“For a hedonist, you possess an amazing degree of frankness. I expected more subtlety.”

His slow smile was wickedly disarming. “Is that what you think me? A hedonist?”

“Hedonist, pleasure-seeker, libertine…Rumor paints you in rather unflattering terms.”

He laughed with careless amusement. “Rumor claims that I regularly engage in perversions and bacchanalian orgies as well, but not every tale you hear is true.”

“I’m not aware of any specific perversions. Merely that you seduce every woman you meet.”

“Now that is a bald untruth. I only seduce the ones who interest me, I assure you.” He paused, gazing down at her, a speculative gleam in his deep blue eyes. “I wager I could seduce you, little mouse.”

Sabrina caught her breath. She could not possibly interest a man such as he. He was merely amusing himself at her expense. “I sincerely doubt it. I have a great regard for my virtue.”

“How tiresome.”

She wanted to laugh, but she forced it back.

Lazily he adjusted the froth of lace at his cuff. “’Tis just as well, I warrant. Despite my vaunted reputation, I have yet to be accused of deflowering prudish maidens.”

Strangely Sabrina felt disappointed. “I own relief to know I am safe.”

“Did I say ‘safe’?”

He took a step closer. “It seems a pity to waste such a braw evening.” His tone was casual, but all her senses went on full alert. “I think I could truthfully promise you would enjoy my attentions, mistress.” His sudden smile, part wolfish, was wholly enticing.

Sabrina took a step backward, feeling very much the vulnerable lamb. He was far taller than she, broad of shoulder and powerfully muscled, and when he turned the full force of his charm on her, she felt overwhelmed. He was remarkably good at this game of seduction, but that was all it was to him, a game. He knew very well his power over women. Over her. Sabrina felt a mutinous flash of stubbornness course through her. “You’ll not have any effect on me, I promise you.”

“No?”

How did he manage to invest so much sensual promise, such beguiling tenderness, in a single word? In a glance? There was something warm and exciting in his eyes. Dangerous.

Suddenly the night seemed alive with sound and sensation. Sabrina was overwhelmingly conscious of how alone they were, of how hazardous this situation had become. What idiocy was she indulging in, remaining out here with such a man? She lacked the experience needed to bandy words with a celebrated rake. His earlier banter with Lady Chivington had obviously been a sophisticated game between carnal equals, but she was no match for him in that regard.

Evidently she’d taken leave of her senses—or been bewitched by the moonlight and this legendary rogue.

“I should go…” she said rather too breathlessly.

“No…stay.” He reached up to touch her cheek, a featherlight caress.

“This…isn’t wise,” she murmured, startled by the delicate sensation.

“And do you always do what is wise, sweeting?”

“Y-Yes…always…”

“Surely you cannot fear me.”

Sabrina bit her lip. What she feared was the temptation he offered. The timbre of his voice had changed; it was low, muted, as liquid silver as moonlight. She couldn’t stop the warmth that suffused her body at that enchanting voice.

She watched, spellbound, as his sensual lashes lowered lazily to shadow even more sensual eyes. “It would be the work of a moment to kindle your passion, sweet mouse.”

Sabrina felt herself tremble to realize she’d become the target of his seduction. He was close enough for her to share his fluid warmth, to detect his scent, a faint natural fragrance that was disturbingly male. It made her feel disturbingly feminine and fragile.

He moved even closer, his voice a seductive murmur, hot and deep and full of temptation as he said, “Would you like me to make your skin burn, sweeting? Would you like to flame at my touch?”

Her lips parted in a wordless protest, but no sound came out. She couldn’t have spoken had her life been at stake. Nor could she move when, with gentle boldness, his palm cradled her face.

Sabrina closed her eyes, trying to resist the hypnotic stroke of his thumb on her cheekbone. His fingertips fluttered across her skin…downward over her lips, his touch lingering and provocative.

“Look at me, cherie.”

Helplessly she obeyed to find him scrutinizing her.

She had the wild idea he meant to kiss her. His head was bending, his beautiful mouth descending toward hers. With a mixture of desire and excited apprehension, she waited tensely.

When his breath fanned warm against her lips, Sabrina gave a shiver of pleasure. Her own breath seemed suspended, even as it mingled with his.

Then his mouth brushed hers tantalizingly, and the primitive sensations that rippled through her were like nothing she’d ever felt before. The sensual assault of his lips made her feel wanton, helpless, weak.

Her cousin was right, Sabrina thought, dazed. Niall McLaren knew how to draw a woman’s soul from her body.

When he lifted his head, a fierce and unexpected pang of disappointment shook her. She raised trembling fingers to her lips.

Her bewilderment must have shown in her eyes, for his smile held amusement. “Have you never been kissed before, sweet mouse?”

Not like that, she wanted to cry.

His palm cupping her cheek, he lowered his head once more, while his voice dropped to a rough, seductive whisper. “Shall I show you what you have been missing?”

Reason urged her to resist, to make him stop, yet she didn’t want to resist. She wanted to know what it was to feel desired, to be the object of this legendary man’s passionate attention.

Her silence was all the invitation he needed. His lips covered hers, seducing her with heart-stopping tenderness.

His kiss was a slow, intimate knowing of her mouth. His lips stroked hers, playing, conducting an exercise in sensual pleasure, his passion leashed for the sake of her sensibilities.

Sabrina felt lost in a thick, dreamy pleasure as he filled her with his tongue in a sensual invasion. Need broke over her, warm, rich, loosing a tide of longing. The slow glide of his rough-soft tongue was sleek, wet, intoxicating beyond anything she’d ever known, arousing a hot flush of desire and excitement within her.

Helplessly, her hands rose to his shoulders, clinging to him for support, while his mouth and tongue tantalized and coaxed in a slow erotic dance that probed and explored and expertly enticed.

Her limbs grew warm and honeyed, her body liquid and weak. She was only dimly aware when McLaren shifted his stance slightly. His pliant fingers moved to caress her shoulders with practiced sensuality, drawing her even closer against him, gently accommodating her body to his, making her feel an ache that began imperceptibly in her breasts and gradually spread downward to gather between her thighs.

A whimper escaped her lips as she felt the bold press of his body, his maleness. She couldn’t fight the sweet tempest he was arousing in her, didn’t want to fight…

He was caressing her again, stroking the column of her throat with his long fingers, making her intensely aware of her bare skin above the square neckline of her bodice. Then his hand slid lower, to brush her breast. A sweet blinding hunger flooded her.

Suddenly alarmed by the fierce sensation streaking through her, Sabrina gave a soft cry and abruptly pulled free of his embrace.

Her breath coming in soft pants, she stared at him in shock.

The Highlander returned her stare, his gaze hooded.

When he finally spoke, his laughter was muted, softly triumphant. “I think we can safely say you enjoyed that, mouse.”

Sabrina felt all color drain from her face. He was entirely correct; she hadn’t wanted his embrace to end. For a few brief moments, he had made her feel special, cherished, sought after. Yet his mockery was like a douse of cold water. Absurdly she felt spurned, when she should be grateful he had ended his seduction before it went too far.

She understood his intent now in kissing her, though. He had meant to prove his power over her, perhaps in punishment for interrupting his liaison with his latest paramour.

It was impossible to recover her dazed senses so abruptly, but Sabrina summoned every shred of dignity she possessed as she stepped back on shaken limbs.

She took a deep, steadying breath and forced a feeble laugh. “I suppose I should thank you for your instruction, sir. After all, one isn’t honored every day with such noted attention from a renowned rake. But in truth”—she lifted her chin defiantly—“I found your kiss rather overrated.”

A frown of irritation swept his handsome features. Yet before he could reply, a sudden commotion from beyond the yew hedge made him turn his head abruptly.

Sabrina gave a start. What if she should be discovered here with him, like this?

“Niall?” a man’s voice called out in a harsh brogue. “Niall, are ye here, lad?”

“John?” the Highlander replied sharply.

From the direction of the terrace came the sound of booted feet running down the stone steps.

When Niall McLaren strode swiftly around the hedge, Sabrina followed, a vague sense of alarm raising the hair on the backs of her arms.

“What brings you here, John? What’s amiss?”

“I’ve come to fetch ye, lad. Ye’re needed at home. I fear…I have terrible tidings. ’Tis yer da.”

A powerful hulk of a man came to a halt before Niall. He wore the McLaren plaid, Sabrina noted, and looked savagely out of place in the moonlit garden, dressed in Highland battle gear, complete with claymore and leather-covered targe, the round shield carried by fighting men.

“Lad, I fear yer father has met with treachery,” John rasped, his voice rough with emotion and fatigue. “Caught in an ambush. ’Tis suspected the hand of the bloody Buchanans at work. Hugh is not expected to live through the night. He calls for you, lad. Yer the last of his sons now.”

“The last?” The word was a hoarse whisper.

“Aye, there’s worse. Jamie was killed.”

“Merciful God, not Jamie…” McLaren staggered, his hand rising to his temple, and Sabrina caught a glimpse of his expression. Stunned disbelief and savage pain warred in his eyes.

Instinctively she reached out to support him, her hand grasping his arm. Reflexively he clutched her wrist with a force violent enough to crush it, yet his devastation hurt her more than his grip. He had been the youngest of three sons, she recalled, but now he was the last.

Sudden tears blurred Sabrina’s gaze. She had lost her mother last year, but after such a long illness, she’d had time to prepare herself for the loss. She could only imagine the anguish of losing a father and a brother in one fell stroke. She wanted to reach out to Niall, to hold him to her breast and comfort him. Powerful feelings for a man who until a few moments ago had been a stranger. Yet she was dimly conscious of the throng of ball guests gathering on the terrace.

John paid them no mind, nor did he even seem to notice her.

“Yer to be the new laird, Niall,” the brawny Highlander said gravely. “Ye must come home.”

“Yes…home…at once…”

Bestirring herself from her own numbness, Sabrina interrupted quietly. “You will want your horse, sir. Shall I direct you to the stables the back way and thus avoid the crowd?”

He blinked as if dazed and focused his gaze on her face. “Aye…the stables…”

“I will make your excuses to my aunt,” she murmured, her tone gentle, compassionate.

She took his hand to lead him deeper into the garden, yet she evidently had underestimated his resiliency. His jaw clenching, he shook off her clasp suddenly and drew himself up to his full, imposing height.

The long-fingered hand that had so recently caressed her with such erotic strokes closed on the hilt of the rapier, while his handsome features hardened with cold fury, leaving no sign of the sensual lover who had played such havoc with her senses only a short while ago.

This man was a stranger. A man of purpose, of danger. The son of a fierce chieftain, with the blood of countless generations of savage Highland warriors running in his veins.

Sabrina shivered involuntarily. Niall McLaren had no need of her direction or her support. Instead she felt a brief flash of pity for his enemies, who would soon know his wrath.

“Aye.” His harsh voice was unrecognizable as he agreed softly. “Make my excuses, mistress. I’ve a matter of grave import to settle in the Highlands.”
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His teeth clenched as the frenzied, panting woman beneath him wound her legs tighter around his hips, drawing him deeper into her voluptuous, writhing body. Her naked breasts strained lush and wanton against his palms as with an expert rhythm, Niall McLaren satisfied his former mistress’s ravenous need.

They hadn’t managed to attain the bedchamber upstairs. Eve had not permitted it. Instead he had taken her standing in the drawing room, not pausing to remove his leather breeches or her silk dressing gown. Pressing her back to lie on the whist table, he had plunged deep between her welcoming thighs, not surprised to find her wet and pulsing for him.

She was flame-hot with desire, begging him in erratic whimpers for the intense pleasure only he could give her. And in his present mood, Niall was more than willing to comply. He had called at her elegant manor house directly after his meeting with Angus Duncan. And just now he wanted nothing more than to lose himself in the dark grip of passion.

He succeeded momentarily with their primitive, restless coupling. His blood surging thick and hot, Niall covered her fully with his body, thrusting into her sleek, heated passage with a driving motion of his hips. His lips smothered her wild moans as his fingers closed tauntingly around the hard-peaked nipples of her lush breasts.

Another tremor shook her and Eve cried out with ardent hunger. Yet only when he felt her first convulsions ripple around his shaft did he allow himself his own gratifying release. Urgently Niall surged into her, propelling her over the edge to an explosive, cresting pleasure.

His own climax followed swift and fierce, his powerfully muscled body contracting with stabbing pleasure as Eve quaked and sobbed beneath him.

Even when it was over, she clung to him with feverish strength, still impaled on his receding erection, gasping as the aftershocks of his violent release abated.

“Welcome back, my bonny rutting stallion,” she exhaled at last, the breathless, throaty sound loud in the hushed quiet of the room. “I had almost forgotten what a ferocious lover you can be.”

Perhaps, Niall thought unamused, because he rarely displayed such violence in his lovemaking. Just now he’d employed little of the finesse he was renowned for, although the sated woman sprawled beneath him seemed well pleased by his savagery.

The candles on the carved mahogany sideboard flickered, sending shadows dancing over her beautiful features. Eve lay gazing up at him contentedly, her pale skin glowing from exertion and arousal, her smile languorous.

Niall murmured a muted oath. He had gratified her lust and his own, yet it hadn’t managed to cool his temper. His frustration hadn’t diminished with the appeasement of his body, nor had he found the oblivion he’d sought in her arms. His dilemma still hadn’t changed.

He must shortly wed a bride not of his own choosing.

Disentangling himself from Eve’s silken limbs, Niall pulled down her skirts to cover her naked thighs and fastened his breeches. Then turning, he made for the crystal decanter on the mahogany side table and poured himself a tumbler full of malt whisky.

Declining his silent offer of a drink with a shake of her head, Eve lay back on the table, stretched her arms lazily above her, and gave a replete sigh.

“To what do I owe the honor of this call, my lord? I vow I haven’t been ravished so well since…since your last visit. It has been months since you’ve shared my bed, Niall. Indeed, I’ve scarcely even laid eyes on you since you became laird.”

“Clan duties have occupied far more of my time than I envisioned,” Niall prevaricated.

“I have missed you sorely.”

“And I you, sweeting,” he murmured, his mind elsewhere.

“Niall, will you not tell me what is troubling you?”

“How do you ken something troubles me?”

Her smile was indulgent. “That black scowl you’re wearing is proof enough, even had I not felt it in your embrace. And I don’t remember ever seeing you quite so distracted. Tell me about it, and perhaps I can help.”

“I rather doubt you can.” His mouth curled cynically. “Tomorrow I ride to fetch my bride.”

“Bride?” The word was a gasp. “You are to marry?”

“The idea is not mine, I assure you.”

“Then what…?”

“Angus Duncan has demanded that I wed his granddaughter to fulfill a debt my father owed him.”

“What debt could possibly require such a high price as payment?”

“Angus once saved his life. My father promised him any boon he asked.”

“Oh.” Falling silent for a moment, Eve raised herself to a sitting position on the table, before saying regretfully, “Then you have no choice. I had thought…hoped…we…”

He knew what she had hoped. As a wealthy widow and one of his nearest neighbors, Eve Graham had contemplated a match between them for years. And she might have been an acceptable choice, had she cared ought for clan affairs. But new ball gowns and elegant soirees were her chief interests. And she had already run through the greater portion of her late husband’s fortune. Eve was not the bride for him, Niall knew.

Nor was Mistress Sabrina Duncan.

Niall muttered another oath. Angus’s demand this afternoon had left him feeling cornered, trapped. It was not a pleasant sentiment.

“Why has this matter come to a head now?” Eve asked. “Because Angus is dying?”

“Just so. He fears Clan Duncan will be leaderless at his death, at the mercy of any rival clan, most particularly the Buchanans. Angus wants a strong laird to insure his kinsmen’s protection after he’s gone and has chosen me for the task.”

Niall took a long swallow of whisky, welcoming its sweet burn as he recalled Angus’s weakened voice imploring him.

Ye’re a warrior born and bred, lad, despite yer randy ways, and I need a good mon to lead my clan after I’m gone. The Duncans will follow you willingly into battle, ’tis all I care about. As for the rest, yer eight and twenty, lad. ’Tis time you settled down to raise a family. You’ll find wedlock no’ so burdensome as ye fear.

Niall grimaced. It was not wedlock he objected to. He was the McLaren now, chief of a mighty Highland tribe, and as such, he would eventually need heirs to succeed him. Yet he preferred to choose his bride himself.

He had never expected to become laird of his clan. In truth, he would give his own life to have his father and brother back, hale and hardy. It was Jamie who should have succeeded to the lairdship. Jamie who had been groomed to fight and breed strong sons to carry on the line. Or Thomas. Hugh McLaren’s middle son had perished in a storm at sea two years before while crossing the Channel to France.

Niall had accepted the chieftain’s reins with grave reluctance and a fierce determination to prove himself worthy of the momentous responsibility. Over the past seven months he’d managed to demonstrate an able leadership, avenging his kinsmen’s murders in a swift raid on the Buchanans. He’d sent two of the culprits to perdition and the rest scurrying from the country.

The fighting did not distress him overmuch. Blood feuds were a way of life in the Highlands, where clan wars lasted for generations. And he’d been schooled for battle nearly from the cradle. As for the burdens of the lairdship, he’d discovered an unexpected talent for the role. In truth, he’d found immense satisfaction in working for the good of his clan.

It was being forced to wed that stuck in his throat. To the Duncan lass, no less.

And yet he was bound by duty and honor to satisfy his father’s debt to Angus Duncan.

“Who is the lucky bride, if I may ask?”

A vein hammered at his temple. “Sabrina Duncan is her name. She stands to inherit a sizable fortune one day from her stepfather, a prosperous merchant.”

“That is a prime advantage.”

Niall could not disagree. With such poor ground for farming, the Highlands boasted precious little resources to support so many mouths. Indeed, much of his time went to seeing that his clansmen were adequately fed and housed. Any wealth a bride brought his clan would be welcome. It was the bride herself he could summon little desire for.

Niall stared grimly into his whisky, remembering quite clearly his one meeting with Mistress Duncan the night she’d interrupted his pleasure at her aunt’s ball. Plain, prim, sharp-tongued. A thoroughly nondescript figure of a girl, one he would not normally look at twice. Except perhaps for the intelligence in her dark eyes, her features fell far short of beauty.

Certainly not the sort of lass to appeal to a man of his discriminating tastes and strong appetites.

God’s blood, a prudish, disapproving virgin was the last woman he wanted in his bed. Mistress Duncan was too tame, too proper and dispassionate for him. Too vexing.

He was passionately fond of women in general, long addicted to the charms of lushly endowed beauties. He preferred women like Eve Graham, who were startlingly attractive and who could match him in passion.

In truth, his requirements for a bride were not so exorbitant. He could forswear beauty in a wife if necessary. And perhaps even passion. He was willing to make most any sacrifice for the sake of his clan. Since becoming laird, he had searched for a bride who would make a worthy mistress of Clan McLaren. He needed a lass who would give him strong sons to carry on after him. One who would put the welfare of the clan above her own interests.

His own mother had been such a woman. Judith McLaren’s husband and sons had fairly worshiped her. He could not see mousy Sabrina Duncan filling her shoes. Mistress Duncan knew nothing of the Highlands or the needs of his clan.

Nor could he picture her as his lover. They would not suit in any respect, not if the virginal inexperience he’d tasted in her kiss was any indication.

He had kissed her because…why? For the challenge, perhaps. He’d been irritated with her from the first. And she seemed unimpressed by his face and form, completely immune to masculine charm. Her obvious skittishness over his advances had brought out the primitive male urge to chase fleeing prey.

Most assuredly, he would never have seriously considered indulging his desire.

But before he could put it to the test, he’d received the terrible news about his father and brother. He still winced to recall the savage blow. And even now he could not think of Sabrina Duncan without recalling that terrible time of pain and grief.

“Well,” Eve murmured, interrupting his grim thoughts. “’Twill be unfortunate if you must enter into an arranged marriage, but not catastrophic. An unwanted bride cannot expect you to remain faithful to the marriage bed. You can still enjoy your former pursuits, can you not?”

Aye, Niall thought silently, resentment and frustration flaring anew. He would do his duty. He would endure a cold-blooded marriage for the sake of his clan. But he had no intention of changing his way of life to satisfy his bride’s prudish notions of conduct. If Mistress Duncan could not accept him on those terms, then she was free to find another husband.

When Niall made no reply, Eve eased herself from the table and sauntered over to stand before him. “You will still be welcome in my bed any time, my lord,” she breathed coyly, her hands reaching up to part the bodice of her dressing gown, baring the voluptuous curves of her breasts for his sensual appreciation. “Will you stay the night, Niall?”

His mouth twisted without humor. “I doubt I will make pleasant company. My disposition is not the sweetest at the moment.”

“Then I shall contrive to soothe your dark mood.” Her fingers trailed lazily down his chest to unfasten the buttons of his leather breeches, slipping inside the folds to find heated skin. “You consoled me most generously when my husband died. ’Tis only fitting I console you.”

For a moment he stood contemplating her, wondering if he could summon the desire she expected; inexplicably his vaunted appetite had deserted him.

“Please…Niall…I want you again.” Her eyes were heated with passion, imploring, as she traced the pulsing length of his swelling manhood.

With a mental sigh, Niall set his glass on the table and solicitously turned to her. Reining in his frustration, he softly murmured a lie. “And I want you as well, pet.”

He forced a smile to his lips as he cupped her lush breasts in a practiced arousal. When he bent to take one distended nipple into his mouth, Eve moaned sharply and closed her fingers around his stiffening erection.

Niall’s body responded automatically to the sensual intimacy, but his mind remained distant and apart from his pleasure, his caresses habitual, his thoughts still on his dilemma.

In all honor he could not refuse to acknowledge the obligation to Angus Duncan. He had no choice but to agree to the marriage.

But Mistress Duncan would discover that all her vast wealth could not buy her a tame lackey for a husband. He would not give up his pleasures for her sake.

And she would find little enjoyment in being his bride.

 

“’Tis not so far to the tavern, mistress,” Geordie Duncan claimed cheerfully. “Then ye can rest awee and drink a dram.”

Sabrina gave the brawny Highlander a grateful smile. For one unaccustomed to riding, seven hours on horseback buffeted by a chill, blustery wind had sorely tested her endurance. And they’d only just now reached the Scottish Highlands. It would require two hours more through difficult terrain to gain Banesk, the seat of Clan Duncan, where her grandfather Angus lay gravely ill.

She and her two Duncan escorts had followed the wretched roads north and east from Edinburgh across lowland country, but as they emerged from a pine forest, the sight of the uplands in the distance made Sabrina sharply draw rein.

The spectacular vista stole her breath away. She had been but a child of four when she’d left the place of her birth, and had forgotten the rugged beauty—the rolling glens and misty lochs and wild moors, interspersed with magnificent craggy hills that changed hues with the seasons. Just now the green-gray slopes were splashed buttery yellow with spring gorse and Scotch broom; in summer they would be dusted violet with wild bell-heather, and in autumn, russet with dried bracken.

“’Tis so beautiful,” she murmured almost reverently.

“Aye,” Geordie agreed. “’Tis a braw land, for cert.”

Sabrina shook her head, wondering how her mother could have failed to appreciate such splendor. Yet gentle Grace Murray had hailed from civilized Edinburgh before wedding the only son of Laird Duncan. She’d never felt easy during her half dozen years in the Highlands, with their harsh way of life and brutal blood feuds. And she’d been intimidated by Angus Duncan. Angus had made no objection when, after her husband’s death, Grace had returned to Edinburgh with her young daughter.

Sabrina had no particular love for her grandfather, a man she scarcely even remembered, but neither did she bear him any ill will for ignoring her. She was pragmatic enough to understand his bitterness that she was not male. Only the most powerful clans ruled Scotland, and without sons to carry on as laird, Clan Duncan would not survive.

They forded a swift-flowing burn, and Sabrina had to call out to her dog to prevent him from stopping to trout-fish. Part mastiff, Rab nearly rivaled a Highland pony in size, and possessed ten times the appetite.

Rab seemed to be enjoying himself immeasurably as he bounded beside her mount. He had sniffed out a rabbit for breakfast, but she was hard pressed to keep him from pursuing the herds of shaggy cattle and flocks of grazing sheep they passed.

He, too, was unaccustomed to such glorious freedom. This rough countryside was a far cry from the narrow wynds and hidden closes of Edinburgh, where timber-framed houses stood packed so tightly they blocked out the sky. Here at the edge of the Highlands, whitewashed cottages roofed with thatch gave way to stone crofts covered with peat, where farmers eked out meager crops of barley and oats from the poor soil.

“Half a league to Callander,” Liam pointed out solemnly. “’Tis a village of considerable size, the last ye’ll find in these parts.”

The two Duncan kinsmen whom her grandfather had sent to escort her were her distant cousins. Liam, dark and silent, claimed to have been a close friend of her late father’s. Geordie, red-haired and garrulous, was much closer to her own age and, Sabrina had discovered, a fountain of knowledge regarding her clan’s history. Both men considered it vital that she learn even the most insignificant details, since she was Angus Duncan’s sole direct descendant, his only grandchild by his only son.

Since leaving Edinburgh early that morning, Geordie had kept her entertained with his constant prater, regaling her with vivid tales of feuds and battles and risings, when clan swords ran with blood and vengeance meant more than daily bread.

“There’s no’ so long a memory as a Highlander’s, nor greater loyalty,” Geordie had boasted but an hour ago.

A savage feud raged even now, according to her kinsmen. Angus Duncan was a proud Scottish chieftain, but not powerful enough to protect his clan from the Buchanans, who had been their enemies for generations. Reportedly, the situation fretted him greatly; she’d listened to little else for the past seven hours.

She’d been surprised at Angus’s acknowledgment of her after so little contact over the years. Once, several years ago, he’d written to ask her to return to the Highlands for a visit, but she couldn’t possibly have left her ailing mother then. And the offer had never been renewed. Their last correspondence was when he’d sent condolences upon the death of her mother.

She remembered Angus Duncan as a gruff, blustery figure who was always shouting, yet she was saddened to be summoned to his death bed. She had no notion what he wished of her, except perhaps a desire to see his closest kin one last time. But as her grandfather’s sole surviving heir, she felt obligated to pay her final respects.

In truth, she had been eager to come, even though it meant leaving her stepfather to fend for himself with the household and his bustling trade. The visit afforded her an opportunity to avoid a particularly persistent suitor who was more interested in her dowry than her person. And if she were entirely honest with herself, she would admit relief in escaping the proximity of her former suitor and the constant reminder of her loss. Her cousin Frances had made a radiant bride, her happiness with Oliver apparent. Sabrina could not help but experience a twinge of envy whenever they met.

But all that was behind her, Sabrina vowed, her spirits lifting as they neared the large village of Callander. She was here now, and she felt an inexplicable attachment for her father’s homeland. The Highlands held a powerful enchantment for her…the promise of excitement and adventure and romance, so different from her own tame existence. She felt drawn by this magnificent land, as if it were in her very blood.

The tavern where they paused to rest was a two-story, rambling hostelry with a thatched roof and mullioned windows. Her muscles aching, Sabrina gingerly allowed Liam to aid her to dismount in the yard.

“I trow the McLaren is here,” Geordie observed, nodding at a band of horses tethered to one side.

Sabrina felt her heart skip a beat, knowing he referred to Niall McLaren, now the Earl of Strathearn and laird of his clan. To her dismay, she’d thought of him much too often since that moonlit night so many months ago when he’d kissed her in her aunt’s garden. Despite her dislike of him and his bold arrogance, he’d invaded her dreams far more intimately than was proper. When she’d agreed to come to her grandfather’s side, she couldn’t help but wonder if she would see the dashing Highlander during her visit. Now it seemed as if she might before she even arrived.

Willing herself to calm, she called to Rab and followed Liam stiffly inside, while Geordie saw to the horses.

She spied Niall McLaren at once. Across the smoke-hazed taproom, a half dozen men sat gathered at one long oaken table, quaffing mugs of foaming ale. She felt her pulse quicken in response—yet, fortunately, he seemed to take no notice of her arrival.

“We’ll take a wee bite, mistress,” Liam informed Sabrina.

When she had settled on a bench at an adjacent table, she pointed to the floor beside her. “Rab, lie.”

The great hound flopped down obediently, his chin on his paws, his brown eyes gazing adoringly up at her.

Liam ordered their dinner from the harried innkeeper, while Sabrina found her gaze drawn to the McLaren. He sat in profile to her, but she was still afforded a view of the startling physical beauty that made women’s hearts scamper and men’s grow green with envy.

Niall McLaren was unforgettable under any circumstances, but she had good reason to recall him.

Remembering their one confrontation, Sabrina felt her cheeks flood with color, yet she couldn’t drag her gaze away. He was dressed much less formally than their last encounter, his broad-shouldered frame garbed in a full-sleeved saffron shirt unlaced at the neck; his powerful legs clad in black jackboots and trews—close-fitting knit trousers made of tartan cloth.

At his waist he wore a belted sword, and over one shoulder he’d flung the McLaren plaid of vivid green crisscrossed with squares of sky blue and thin lines of red and yellow. His unpowdered raven hair, which was clubbed at the nape, gleamed with blue-black highlights as he turned his head toward her—

Sabrina gave a start as his bold gaze collided with hers.

Unnervingly, she realized he was watching her, his eyebrows meeting in a thick black line over incredibly blue eyes.

He seemed unsurprised to find her here—or perhaps he simply had no remembrance of her. She wore no hair pomade this time, or any of the elaborate puffs and rolls that had adorned her coiffure the evening of her cousin’s betrothal ball. And doubtless kissing strange females in moonlit gardens was so common an occurrence for him that he thought nothing of it.

Absurdly the thought disappointed Sabrina. She would never forget his brazen arrogance the night he had breathed life and excitement into her dull existence, never forget the sensual feel of that hard body flush against hers, the taste of his lips….

Forcing herself to release her bated breath, Sabrina chided herself roundly. She was no swooning maiden, to be swept off her feet by a handsome face and form, or to be unsettled by his odd scrutiny. The McLaren was regarding her intently from under dark lashes, his expression almost grim. She couldn’t explain the glitter in his sapphire eyes, but it seemed somehow menacing…a menace unaccountably directed at her.

Just then, a rosy-lipped serving maid entered the taproom and commenced doling out ale to her male patrons at the McLarens’ table.

“Cora, lass, I’ve missed ye,” one Highlander exclaimed. “Have ye missed me?”

“’Tisn’t likely, Colm McLaren,” she retorted with a laugh. When he patted her derriere, she hauled back and slugged his beefy arm with her fist with an admonition to stop. She finished pouring and set down the pitcher, yet rather than leave, she remained hovering over Niall McLaren.

“It isna fair, Cora,” the first complained, “ye saving yer charms for the laird.”

“Aye,” another Highlander chimed in, “I dinna ken why ye’d let yer head be turned by a bonny face.”

Cora gave a saucy sway of her hips. “For sure my head wouldna turn at the likes of ye, ye great lout.”

Guffaws of laughter followed, making Sabrina grateful when the innkeeper delivered her dinner.

Trying to disregard the revelry at the other table, she applied herself to the thick barley soup and black bread, yet she was palpably aware of Niall McLaren’s presence, of the smoldering vitality that emanated from him even across the room.

She was able to discern his murmur from among the din as he spoke to the serving wench. His lilting brogue was more pronounced than Sabrina recalled, but it had the same effect on her; the rippling burr echoed through her like the memory of his caress.

It disturbed her that merely the sound of his voice could affect her so—and disturbed her even more that he shared an obvious intimacy with the tavern wench.

Cora was laughing down at him, openly flaunting her ample charms. She appeared to be challenging him to join her abovestairs.

At first Niall appeared disinclined to accept her invitation, but when her flirtations progressed to rubbing her full breasts against his arm, he acquiesced. Reaching out casually, he drew Cora onto his lap and, amid much ribald male laughter, kissed her full on the mouth.

Sabrina went rigid as the lass fairly melted in his arms.

With a lazy, heart-stopping grin then, Niall tucked a silver coin in her bodice and set the wench on her feet. “Go, sweeting, we’ll talk later.”

For a moment Cora stood straightening her disheveled apron, glancing down at him with a flustered, yearning look that Sabrina recognized as desire.

She winced at the familiar emotion.

She had no notion why that shared look should disturb her so. She knew very well Niall McLaren’s sexual appetites were legendary. He was every inch the rakehell who stole female hearts for sport. It shouldn’t surprise her that he would avail himself of what was offered so willingly.

Suddenly, though, his gaze returned with relentless precision to her. It seemed almost as if he were gauging her reaction to his dalliance.

To Sabrina’s utter dismay, then, Niall rose and casually strode toward her. She felt her heart flutter wildly as she watched his long, powerful legs come ever closer. He gave the impression of effortless grace, of power and strength held lightly under control.

She was grateful when her dog Rab rose to his feet and stood at attention.

Niall paid the huge mastiff no mind. Pausing before her, one hand on the hilt of his sword, he swept her a deep bow. “Welcome to the Highlands, Mistress Duncan,” he said in a lilting Scottish voice that somehow mocked her.

Against her will, Sabrina lifted her gaze to meet his stunning blue one. Managing to swallow the dryness in her throat, she replied, “I confess surprise that you even recognize me, my lord.”

“Your grandfather mentioned that you would be arriving today. And I know your kinsmen.” He nodded to Liam in greeting, then raised one dark eyebrow. “She does not know?”

The elder Highlander shook his head. “Angus wished to broach the matter himself.”

“Know what?” Sabrina asked, puzzled.

Niall’s penetrating blue eyes returned to her. “Your grandfather will apprise you soon enough.”

Frowning uncertainly, she queried, “You have seen my grandfather? Is he very ill?”

“I fear so. He asked that I act as your escort for the last leg of your journey.”

“Oh…” The thought of having to endure this man’s company for the next two hours was distinctly unnerving. “That is not really necessary, is it? Liam and Geordie are accompanying me.”

“The Highlands can prove dangerous to the unwary, mistress.”

His tone seemed hard, almost as if he were issuing her a warning. Sabrina fell silent, not knowing quite how to react. Finally she
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