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PROLOGUE

Scotland, 1717

Maggie McCallum was only sixteen and Owen Duff eighteen the autumn their families spent in Edinburgh. Her mother had said she was too young for courtship, but Maggie secretly scoffed at that. Men looked at her now, and she was finally allowing herself to give a flirtatious look back.

And then at a dancing assembly, she saw Owen, Viscount Duncraggan, heir to the earldom of Aberfoyle. She’d met him only once before, at a dinner with their parents. She’d been twelve, he fourteen, and he’d ignored her. Now a friend giggled and pointed him out.

“He’s from the Duff clan,” the girl said. “Even I ken that the McCallums and the Duffs have always despised each other.”

Maggie nodded without really listening. She was staring at Owen with wide, curious eyes. He did not wear a belted plaid as so many of her family did, but an expensive tailored coat and waistcoat over knee breeches, and the polished sword at his hip sparkled in the candlelight when he strode across the dance floor to bow to a blushing girl. He had a thin face and bony shoulders that hinted at the broad strength of the man he would become. His sandy hair was gathered in a haphazard queue on his neck, loose strands brushing his cheeks as if he were too busy to be bothered fastening it more securely.

“Isn’t your brother to marry his sister? Ye’ll be practically family.”

Family or not, Maggie knew better than to be the McCallum who approached a Duff in public, right in front of her mother. She thought of her brother’s misery at marrying a woman he didn’t know or love, the way he’d done foolish, reckless things in anger when he’d first discovered his fate at thirteen. Maggie had pitied him, and felt guilty that she was secretly glad it wasn’t she forced to marry a Duff.

Her next meeting with Owen wasn’t auspicious—she merely passed him on the stairs outside her flat on High Street, as dusk settled in dark waves on Edinburgh. The tall building with a dozen floors housed all manner of people, from the chimney sweep in the cellar to the dancing master in the garret. The best floors were reserved for noblemen, and though her father didn’t have a title, he was the chief of the Clan McCallum. Her mother had leased the flat to be near the earl’s family, since her son was marrying into them, but she did not want her daughter involved beyond what civility expected.

Upon seeing Maggie, Owen came to a stop on the stairs and grinned that grin that lived in her dreams for many years to come. His warm brown eyes made her think of the chocolate English ladies favored for their morning drink, and as they took her in, skimming her form, she felt as suitably overheated as that cup she’d only once clutched in her hands on a cold winter morning in the Highlands.

She wanted to scold him for his bold gaze but then she saw the round tube he carried.

“Is that a telescope?” she demanded.

Those eyes now brightened with more than warmth. “Aye, I’m heading out to gaze upon the stars. Have ye looked through one before?”

She shook her head. She’d done nothing more intellectual than read passages from the Bible—she hadn’t been allowed more, had no access to other books. Knowing there was a whole world of knowledge out there made her ache with regret and frustration.

He held out a hand. “I’m Owen. Do ye want to come?”

She hesitated, realizing he didn’t recognize her. In that long moment she thought of her grandparents already preparing for bed, the fact that she’d just seen her mother into a sedan chair to meet with friends, and that her brother lived in his own flat near the university. She was alone.

Owen stood a couple stairs below her, and that put them at just about the same height. She stared into his eyes again, and the admiration and curiosity made her unfurl like a blossom in springtime.

But she had to be honest. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I’m Maggie McCallum. ’Tis my brother who’s to marry your sister.”

He looked at her for a long moment, and the first feelings of regret and resignation washed through her.

But Owen didn’t rush away, only extended his hand closer to her. “Nice to meet ye, Maggie. Do ye still want to come with a dreaded Duff?”

She bit her lip to keep from giggling like a foolish girl. She was sixteen, a woman now. He obviously didn’t remember her from four years before. Maybe that was for the best. Putting her hand in his, she let him lead her out into the twilight.

During the next few weeks, Owen was the excitement in days that were once dreary and repetitive. Sneaking away to ride down to the shore at the Firth of Forth, boating, exploring the grounds of Edinburgh Castle, or even meandering through shops seemed like wild adventures when she was at Owen’s side.

Rather than deter her, the very forbiddance of a friendship between them caused her to be far too reckless. He was so very different from the men she knew. He discussed physics and chemistry and astronomy as if she was as smart as he. She saw his wonder in the world, but when she asked if he would be a scientist, his expression turned hard as he said his father had forbidden it. He was the heir to an earldom, and would be educated as such. If he didn’t study the classics, his father would refuse him attendance at university next year.

Maggie sympathized, and distracted him from his sad and angry thoughts, but she could not stop dwelling on her own confusion. Every moment she spent in his company, Owen seemed more and more familiar to her, as if they’d met much earlier in their childhood, though he swore they had not. Sometimes it was as if a ghost of a dream teased her from just beyond the shadows, and she shivered.

Her dreams were nothing to make light of. More than once, she’d dreamed something that eventually came true. The family of a little boy in her clan had thought him drowned and were about to give up the search, when a dream led her to the bedraggled boy huddled beneath a cliff. Another dream foretold the suicide of a young woman whom Maggie’s father had abused. Maggie hadn’t understood what she was seeing until it had actually come true, which was often the case. And then it had been too late to help the girl. Maggie’s mother had taken her away from Larig Castle and back to Edinburgh, to keep her safe from her father.

But Owen? Could he have been part of a dream she couldn’t remember? The puzzle of it flooded her mind when she was separated from him, but the hours they were together were full of happy laughter, insightful discussion, and endless moments where she stared into his face when he wasn’t looking and imagined herself married to him. Maybe her mind was simply trying to tell her that he was her destiny, that they were meant to be together. She wanted him to kiss her, but he was ever the gentleman—or maybe he assumed that the centuries-old feud between their clans meant they could never share a more intimate relationship. It seemed to be a forbidden topic between them.

But he touched her, and each time she could have surely melted with delight. He would take her hand running across a field, guide her by grasping her elbow, put his hand gently on her waist when they stood watching the sun set amid beautiful orange and pink clouds adorning it like trailing scarves.

Two weeks into their friendship, they were carrying a luncheon basket along the river, Water of Leith, on a particularly sunny autumn day, when Owen suggested they look for mussels and Scottish pearls. This was no mere meandering in ankle-deep water, and soon they were both dripping wet, pearl-less, shivering as they crawled back up the grassy bank, laughing.

Owen lay down in the sun, and feeling reckless, she did the same, eyeing him boldly since his own eyes were closed. His queue had come undone, and long strands of his hair, dark brown with water, covered his cheeks. Without thinking, she came up on her elbow and used a trembling finger to move the locks away from his face.

His eyes snapped open, and she expected him to laugh up at her, but he seemed to concentrate intently on her face just above his. Everything external seemed to go silent as they shared a hot, meaningful gaze. She was focused on the rough sound of her breathing, the moisture beaded on his skin, the way she could feel his heart pounding in his chest when she rested her trembling hand there.

And then he cupped her head and brought her down for a kiss. His lips were cool from the water, yet softer than she imagined a man’s would be. Such boldness made her dizzy—or was it simply nearness to Owen? Her hand still on his chest, she lifted her head and stared down at him uncertainly, but he only brought their mouths together again. He parted his lips, and the shock of his tongue sliding between hers made her start with surprise and wonder. Her cool, wet skin seemed to heat, the warmth spreading out from her mouth and down her chest. Her trembling was no longer from the cold, but she didn’t know why her limbs seemed so restless. She wanted to be touched—needed it with a desperation new to her. But she was afraid to do more than brace herself against his chest as he explored her mouth and taught her to explore his.

The world shifted as he rolled her onto her back. It was his turn to rise above her, his intense face framed by blue sky and towering autumn-hued trees. She had no time to think as he kissed her again and began to touch her. His hand on her body was a hot, welcome presence, and with each touch she felt more and more as if she couldn’t lie still. His caresses journeyed across her wet clothes from her hip and upward. And when at last he touched her breast, pushed upward by her stays, she moaned against his lips and shuddered with each delicate strum across her nipple, as if he made her an instrument of desire.

Their shared world of passion was suddenly overwhelming, and she pushed against him before it was too late to stop. Owen lifted his head and stared down at her, his breathing as erratic as hers.

“We cannot do this,” she said with a trembling voice. Not that she regretted any of it, she realized, staring at his mouth and wishing to feel again the pleasure he’d given her.

Owen was looking at her mouth, too, and he practically growled, “I knew ye’d find out. Forgive me. I didn’t ken how to tell ye.”

“Find out what?” she demanded.

He grimaced.

“Owen Duff, ye have to tell me now.”

“My father betrothed me some years ago to the daughter of a Lowland clan. Even now, they journey here for us to meet.”

The last warmth from their kiss deserted Maggie. Shivering, she sat up and scooted away from him, covering her chest as if it was bared to him.

“Why did ye never tell me this?” she demanded. She’d let herself get lost in the fairy tale of their friendship, and the romance she’d thought had been blossoming. Now she knew she was simply a fool.

Owen tucked his hair back into the queue, as if he needed something to do with his hands. He didn’t look at her, and his face was as red as hers felt, but she didn’t feel any sympathy for him.

His words came out slowly at first, before tumbling over each other as fast as the rippling water behind him. “At first, I thought we were simply friends, and to know ye were a McCallum made it daring. But the need to kiss ye has been dominating my thoughts more and more.”

He met her gaze at last, and she felt like she’d never forget the heat she saw there, the passion he was showing just for her. But he was betrothed, and a lump rose high up into her throat, shutting off any words.

She scrambled to her feet and backed away from him before she would embarrass herself more by crying. “I—I have to go.”

“Let me walk ye back,” Owen said.

He didn’t try to change her mind, or promise to end the betrothal. The first tear fell down her cheek and she angrily wiped it away.

She held up a hand. “Nay, I—I don’t want to see ye again, Owen.”

His expression twisted with pain, and she knew she’d hurt him. She didn’t trust easily, not with a drunkard for a father, and she felt the worst kind of fool for trusting a stranger—a Duff. They’d exchanged so much about their lives these last few weeks, but not the most important detail of all, at least in a woman’s eyes.

She barely remembered the journey home, for she ran part of it, and even tripped on her skirts and bruised and bloodied her palms. She avoided supper with her mother by claiming a headache, then curled up in her bed and cried like she hadn’t allowed herself to all day. Her last conscious thought was how foolish she’d been. She wasn’t sure if she was crying over the loss of the friendship more than a romance, because she knew she couldn’t trust him again.

As if the floodgate of her emotions had opened up a deeper place inside her, she dreamed that night, one of the vivid dreams that felt so real to her. She saw Owen, but he wasn’t looking at her. Instead, there was another girl at his side, red-haired and freckled and lovely. They were being presented to each other. Light reflected strangely off a ring, and it seemed to pierce Maggie’s eyes as she looked at it.

Then the scene disappeared and Maggie saw the redhead again, staring at her with intent. But the girl’s face was waxen, her clothing soaked, and water puddled around her.

Maggie awoke with a start, gasping for breath. Her whole body shuddered with chills, as if she, too, were soaked and freezing. She knew what the dream predicted—Owen’s betrothed would drown. Covering her face, Maggie rocked in the bed, telling herself she was being ridiculous—but this was not the first time she’d dreamed of a death before it happened. The first time, she’d been uncertain and afraid, and had watched in horror as it had all come true. This time, this time she wouldn’t bury the blatant warning.

After a restless night, she slipped out of their flat at dawn and went outside. She couldn’t knock on Owen’s door, but she could wait for him, and by mid-morning, he appeared, thankfully alone. She caught up with him by the end of the block.

“Owen!”

He turned around with a start and simply stared at her, his expression impassive, not glad, yet not uncomfortable either. She was so confused that she didn’t know what she wanted him to feel. Maybe sorrow, because that was what she felt.

She twisted her hands together as she faced him, not having realized how difficult it would be to reveal her secret, to risk his derision, or even his pity. She almost turned away—until she remembered the dream girl’s waxen face and aggrieved eyes.

“I—I didn’t want to approach you,” she said, “after—after everything that happened yesterday.”

He gave her a formal nod as if they were strangers. “I don’t blame ye. I didn’t think to tell ye a truth that still doesn’t seem real to me.”

“What is her name?”

He frowned.

“The girl ye’re to marry. What is her name?”

“I don’t see why it should matter, but she’s Emily.”

Maggie nodded, because hearing the name made Emily seem more real. “Can I speak with ye in private about her?”

Owen hesitated, and now he finally did look uncomfortable. “Maggie, what is there to say? I should have told, ye, aye, but—”

She waved away his words. “It’s not that. It’s—” She looked around, feeling as if everyone stared at them. “I cannot say it here, not like this.” She pointed down the wynd, the narrow lane that led between the town houses. “Come with me, away from prying eyes. Please, Owen.”

To her relief, he didn’t protest again. They walked silently until they’d left behind the fenced close at the rear of the town house, and out into a lane that led into the countryside.

At last she stopped beneath a tall larch tree. She was nervous now, and his air of impatience wasn’t helping. She’d been angry he hadn’t told her about his betrothal, but then again, she hadn’t told him about her dreams. But how did one confide such a thing and not be thought crazy? Scotland had always had its seers, but she did not wish anyone to believe she was such an outcast. And the whispers of “witch” could be a woman’s end.

Could she trust her secret to a man who’d already been proven untrustworthy? But she didn’t have a choice.

Maggie stared into his chest, at the embroidered waistcoat of a viscount. It reminded her that they were very different. “I—it’s hard for me to say this. I don’t tell many people, but . . .” She trailed off, her throat closing up as she realized she was risking her future.

“Maggie, just say it,” he said with exasperation.

As if he was already done with her and wished to be gone.

She took a shuddering breath. “I . . . dream things, and when they’re vivid and real to me, they . . . come true.”

She met his gaze at last, and he eyed her with growing amusement.

“Och, Maggie, ye had me going with nerves there,” he said, shaking his head. “I spent all night wondering how to apologize to ye.”

“Owen, this has nothing to do with apologies!” she cried. “I’m not telling tales. I had a terrible dream last night, and your Emily was in it.”

His brown eyes narrowed. “Ye can’t have seen her. They haven’t arrived yet.”

With a groan, she flung her arms wide. “I haven’t seen her, Owen, not in truth. But in my dreams I saw her presented to ye. I saw a ring.”

“There’s always a ring—why are ye doing this to us, Maggie? Hurting us both for no reason.”

“I don’t want anyone to be hurt and that’s the point. I didn’t just see her with ye, Owen, but I saw her wet, puddles of water around her, her face cast white as death. And she was staring at me, as if she needed me to do . . . something about it.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Ye’re making no sense.”

She winced, feeling his disbelief like the cold chill of a late summer evening, the breath of approaching winter. Her voice grew rough. “When I see a person wet, Owen, it means they’re going to die by drowning.”

He said nothing at first. She could hear chickens in the distance, the low of a cow, but no human voices. No one was overhearing them to understand her secret—only Owen. And he looked at her now with pity, and even a little disgust. She closed her eyes so she didn’t have to see it.

“This isn’t worthy of ye, Maggie,” he said. “I didn’t think ye’d let jealousy make ye tell lies.”

“This isn’t jealousy! Owen, please, ye must believe me, for Emily’s sake.” Her voice faded into a whisper, because she knew it was too late. He didn’t believe her; he thought her a pathetic liar and a fool.

“Good-bye, Maggie.” He turned and walked back down the wynd toward High Street.

“Owen, warn her, please,” she cried, taking several steps as if to follow him before halting, unable to embarrass herself further.

He didn’t look back at her; he didn’t stop. She hugged herself, feeling more alone than she ever had in her life.

TWO weeks passed, and Maggie never saw Owen on the stairs again. He lived in the same building, but he might has well have been in London. At another assembly, she saw him dancing, but not with the redhead from her dreams. Maggie prayed that she’d been mistaken, that no one would die.

He never looked her way. And the anger she’d kept buried finally rose up, and it took everything in her to remain calm. She hadn’t deserved any of his treatment of her.

And then she heard the gossip at the dressmaker’s shop before any announcement made the newspaper. Lady Emily Douglas had been boating with her family and drowned in the firth.




CHAPTER 1

Ten years later . . .

Owen Duff, newly the Earl of Aberfoyle, escorted the woman he’d reluctantly offered to marry into Castle Kinlochard. He dutifully took her slender arm, felt her stiffen, but she didn’t fight him, not openly. She’d agreed to the marriage, after all, though making no secret of her reluctance. It was ironic, considering how many women over the years, both Scottish and English, had flattered and flirted for the chance to be his bride. And he’d thought he’d have his choice of them, had been taking his time. It was all for naught.

It was long past supper, and a handful of servants were clearing the tables and talking among themselves. His sister, Catriona, trailed behind him, tired, but still able to give him a warning look when they both saw their uncle, Harold Duff, standing beside the giant hearth beneath a display of claymores and targes that practically announced his status as war chief. Yawning, Cat waved in sympathy and headed up to bed.

Seeing Owen’s party, Harold slowly lowered the tankard he’d been about to drink.

No time like the present, Owen thought. As he brought his future bride forward, the formality of the gesture was not lost on the servants, who all grew quiet and wide-eyed, awaiting what Owen would say. Harold, a broad-shouldered man with a heavy beard, eyed Owen expectantly.

“Uncle, may I introduce my betrothed, Mistress Margaret McCallum.”

A gasp and murmurs rippled away from them throughout the great hall as the servants reacted to her surname. The Duffs and the McCallums were ancient enemies.

Owen said, “Maggie, this is my uncle, Harold Duff, war chief for the Clan Duff.”

Owen watched Harold and Maggie eye each other and, as usual, Maggie didn’t appear bashful or intimidated. That hadn’t changed in these ten years. Owen had thought of her occasionally, the laughing girl who’d once listened raptly as he rambled on about his obsession with science. That autumn, he’d willfully ignored his future, the one with duties and responsibilities, as if wishing that a different life was within his grasp.

It had been easy to enjoy Maggie, innocent and bold, eager to discuss and debate and learn. Her eyes were still arresting, one blue, one green, and used to study him so solemnly, so eagerly, making him feel important, even if only just to her. Maturity had added dignity and wisdom to the beauty of her face. Her dark hair was drawn to the back of her head, emphasizing her heart-shaped face, her lips full and kissable, as he well remembered.

Harold cleared his throat and bowed his head. “Mistress McCallum.”

“Ye may call me Maggie, sir,” she said.

She spoke with her typical cool politeness. She’d been showing little reaction at all, these last few days since their betrothal. His sister, Cat, had nervously, brightly monopolized Maggie, as if sensing that things might not go smoothly.

Harold’s shrewd gaze shifted back to Owen. “And how did such a betrothal come about?”

Maggie studied Owen, too, her eyes alight with mischief, as if she was curious to hear what he’d say.

“It’s a long story,” Owen said. “Perhaps, Maggie, you’d rather wash before supper?”

She looked about. “We’ve missed supper, and if I delay, we might miss any meal altogether. Nay, the servants can bring me a basin to wash. I’m far too hungry to wait more than that.”

“As you wish.”

Owen gestured to the housekeeper, Mrs. Robertson, who was waiting for his signal. Soon he and Maggie were side by side on the dais. His bodyguard, Fergus Balliol, stood just behind, one hand resting on his sword and the other on his pistol, as if the empty hall posed a threat.

Maggie broke into a freshly baked bannock, closed her eyes, and inhaled with satisfaction. To Owen’s surprise, such an intense look brought a tightening of anticipation inside him, but he forced it back. It was good to be attracted to the woman one had to marry, after all. Or at least, that’s what he’d been telling himself. He’d fought a hard battle against his father to win the right to choose his own bride—only to lose that right because of the McCallums.

When the worst of his hunger had been assuaged, Owen took a sip of whisky.

Maggie studied him with those affecting eyes. “Is that the whisky ye’ve made from our lands?”

He arched a brow. “Your lands?”

“Aye, my family’s lands. The marriage contract between our families permitted ye to share in its bounty, not own the land itself.”

Owen knew there was no point launching into a deeper discussion of the contract. The decision had been made, and there was no going back. “This whisky is from—”

“Never mind my question,” she said. “I’ll tell ye if my guess is right.”

And Maggie plucked the glass out of his hand and took a sip. She didn’t cough or wheeze or even make a distorted face, as so many women did trying the Water of Life.

“I assume you don’t imbibe regularly,” Owen said dryly.

Ignoring him, she narrowed her eyes as she considered the taste on her tongue. “Aye, this is from our land. But ye’ve done something . . . different.”

“Have we.”

As if she hadn’t heard him, she studied the glass. “Ye’ve changed the proportion of the peat, I believe. The smoke of the peat fire is used to dry the malt.”

Her voice was a tad slow, as if explaining to a simpleton.

Maggie sighed, then spoke with satisfied pride. “Och, well, ye had to alter it somehow, or everyone would have thought it was ours. We do distill the best in the Highlands.”

“You did.”

She swished the liquid in the glass and sniffed. “Believe what ye’d like, my lord.”

He took the drink back. “You called me Owen not too long ago.”

“Ten years is a long time—Owen,” she said brusquely.

After the wary distance she’d shown him during her brother’s wedding celebration, he found himself relieved for the renewal of her spirit. He didn’t want to be married to a martyr.

“Ye seem familiar with each other already,” Harold interrupted. “Is that why ye decided to marry?”

“Nay, no familiarity involved there,” Maggie said with a dry tone in her voice. “At least none that mattered. I do believe he offered for me because it was the only honorable thing to do to keep the peace.”

Owen stiffened. “Honorable? You cannot possibly question me about that after what your brother did.”

Her smile faded and they looked at each other intently.

In a mild voice, Harold said, “Shall I play the role of arbiter, as well as war chief?”

“That won’t be necessary, Uncle,” Owen said. “You asked me to explain what happened and I shall. You knew that Maggie’s brother Hugh was engaged to my sister since her birth. It was our fathers’ attempt to bring peace to the clan, to offer a dowry to the McCallums, and to share the land where they distilled their whisky. After Hugh became chief, he came to collect his bride, and my father behaved dishonorably by secreting her away and putting our cousin Riona in her place.”

Harold stiffened, but his expression remained impassive. He well knew the cruelty his brother had often practiced.

“Hugh took the wrong bride and fell in love with her,” Owen finished.

Maggie’s gaze shot to his face, and she didn’t hide her surprise. Had she thought he’d continue to berate her brother’s choices, the way the man had kidnapped Riona and wouldn’t believe the truth? Hugh’s mistakes were in the past, and after all, Owen’s father had played his own part. But the earl was dead, and it was up to Owen to make things right. His father managed to control him in the end, even from beyond the grave.

“So the marriage contract was broken,” Harold said slowly.

“Maggie and I decided to set it aright,” Owen answered. “We will marry and seal the bond between our clans. I don’t want animosity to ever erupt again.”

Harold looked from him to Maggie and back again. Maggie was simply pushing her food about her plate, her expression pensive, perhaps even sad.

They’d been forced into a marriage they didn’t want because of poorly planned actions on both sides. Owen was doing his best—she damned well better try just as hard.

“When will this marriage take place?” Harold asked.

The sooner the better, Owen thought. What would be the point of delaying the inevitable? “Four weeks. That is enough time for Maggie to settle in at Castle Kinlochard and have the banns read.”

Maggie stood up, pushing back her chair with force. “I’d like to retire now. Mrs. Robertson, will ye show me to my bedroom?”

And without looking back, Maggie left the great hall. Owen watched her until she’d gone, anger and frustration warring within him.

“Take heart, lad,” Harold said. “Many a marriage has started worse.”

“Says the man who never found the right woman to marry,” Owen shot back.

Harold gave a rare grin. “Didn’t say which of us was the smartest, now did I?”

Owen exhaled swiftly. “Before I find my bed, tell me what has happened since I’ve been gone.”

They spoke for another hour before Owen said good night and departed, after insisting Fergus find his own bed. Another level up in the towerhouse, Owen strode down the hall, passing the chamber Maggie had been assigned without slowing down—until he heard a high, frightened, piercing cry from within.

MAGGIE struggled to return to consciousness, the weight of hands holding her down. She felt mindless with fear at the vividness of the dream, for it had been years since one stole so completely into her mind and soul. She was locked in the terror and reality of Owen lying bloody and near death on their wedding day.

“Maggie! Maggie, lass, wake up.”

She thrashed to escape, to stay in the dream and find out the truth of what might happen to him, to know if being married to her meant his death, but the insistent voice kept calling to her, and large hands seemed to drag her from the depths of a deep pool.

She opened her eyes wide and saw Owen, and the night shadows cast by the moon looked like blood upon his face.

She screamed again, then grabbed ahold of his coat and pulled him even closer. “Are you well? There’s so much blood!” She spread his coat, then felt frantically across his chest, looking for the hot, sticky wetness. Nothing except the strong beat of his heart. She touched his stubbled face, and the back of her hand became a part of the mottled shadows, not blood.

He took both her hands in his and spoke firmly. “Maggie, it was a nightmare. You’re awake now.”

She took a deep, shuddering breath. He was too close, hovering over her, powerful and intimidating. She yanked away from him and sat up, leaning back into the headboard of the four-poster and pulling the counterpane to her chin as if for protection from the evil she’d just witnessed. She couldn’t forget the image of his bloody face, and she covered her eyes and moaned.

“Are you well?” he asked. “Should I fetch a doctor?”

She shuddered. His cultured voice had lost the Gaelic rhythm and accent of their people, making him seem even more a stranger.

“I’m fine, I’m fine. Is there water in the pitcher? I’m parched.”

He went to pour her a glass, and it was a relief to have him not staring at her. She had to get herself under control, to push the dream away—for now. Because certainly, she would have no choice but to dissect it when she was alone.

Owen brought her the water, and to her dismay, she was shaking, and had to hold the glass with both hands. She took a long drink, then let it rest in her lap while she willed herself to cease trembling.

His brows were lowered in a frown of concern. “Are you truly well?”

“’Twas just a nightmare,” she said, boldly meeting his eyes and daring him to disagree.

She hadn’t had a vivid dream portending the future in ten long years. After the shock of Emily’s death and Owen’s derisive disbelief, she hadn’t ever wanted to experience such a dream again. The few times she’d felt one become too real, she’d learned to wake up until, gradually she’d molded herself into a normal woman who faced each day hopeful for the future, unaware of how things would truly turn out. She no longer had fears that people would find out and call her a witch or keep their children away from her. Yet . . . she never felt whole, but as if a part of her was missing.

But tonight a dream had swept over her like an ocean wave, more powerful for the long restraint, battering her emotions against the crumbling rocks of stability she’d erected to protect herself. Seeing Owen near death . . . would he really die?

His derision and Emily’s death had forced her to change everything about herself. The happy girl who’d known there were exciting mysteries in the world had been replaced by a woman who wanted to forget such things existed.

But a dream had happened again, and she was back to being the outsider. She had no one to confide in, because she’d insisted Hugh and Riona needed to celebrate their marriage, not accompany her to the Duff stronghold like she was a child. Maggie had probably hurt her mother by making her stay behind, too.

“Are you feeling better?” Owen asked, his voice low and cool.

Maggie jerked and looked up at him. Her anger toward him had never dissipated after how he’d caused her to hate a part of herself and then forgot she existed. But she nodded her answer to his question.

“You don’t look better.”

He went to the hearth and, using a taper, lit several candles about the room, including the one at her bedside. The shadows receded, making her feel a little calmer, and giving her a clearer view of him. It had still been a shock to see how much Owen had changed in ten years—and yet how little, as well. Had she expected him to grow ugly and deformed? She’d been almost angry enough to wish for it. His face was still lean and handsome, with prominent cheekbones, and a bold square jaw. His light brown hair was drawn back into a queue rather than hidden beneath a wig. There was a maturity to him now, a heaviness to his shoulders and upper body that said he had not been simply dancing and paying court to ladies so far away in London all these years. But it wasn’t just his physical appearance that still consumed her—it was his very presence, an attraction that she hadn’t imagined could still exist after everything he’d done—yet it seemed to have grown stronger through the passage of time.

So when he’d offered to wed her only moments after seeing each other again . . . she’d been so stunned and affronted and full of a dawning futility that she couldn’t decide which one she was supposed to feel.

“What are you doing here?” she finally asked. “Was my scream so very loud?”

“Yes, it was.” He rocked back on his heels and considered her. “I was passing by on my way to bed when I heard you. I thought you were being attacked.”

“So you rushed in to save me,” she said coolly.

With a shrug, he leaned against the bedpost, arms folded across his chest in a way that seemed so masculine, so aware of himself and her as a couple who were supposed to marry.

She shuddered at the sudden memory of herself in her bridal gown with his blood spattered across it.

Owen frowned. “You’re shaking with the cold. There has to be another blanket here somewhere.” He bent over one of the chests that lined the wall.

“Nay, ’tis all right—”

But he ignored her, spreading a wool blanket across the counterpane. He was leaning over her, and when he met her gaze, it was as if he touched her.

“Better?” he asked, his voice suddenly gone husky.

“Aye,” she answered quickly, wishing he’d move away.

She did feel warmer. Perhaps it was a blush, or another memory of his kiss and his hands bringing her body to life before she’d made him stop that day in the grass. Since then there were lonely nights when her guard was down and she wished she’d have dared to go farther with him, just to know what it felt like to be with a man. Her body aching with memories, it had been difficult to remember that he’d derided her for telling him the truth about her dreams, told her she acted out of jealousy. He hadn’t trusted her; she couldn’t let an inconvenient attraction make her forget what he really thought of her.

And now she was betrothed to him to end the feud that had cost so many lives—and he might meet his death if they went through with the wedding.

“This is the first time we’ve been alone since the betrothal,” Owen said.

The calmness in his voice suddenly seemed for show, as if there were deep things beneath the surface. She stopped breathing, caught in the smoldering intensity of his brown eyes. She’d forgotten their power over her—perhaps deliberately forgotten in her anger—but now those eyes forced her to remember the newness of passion, the excitement of sharing it. But they’d been little more than children, with no understanding of the world and the responsibilities they owed their clans.

Huskily, Owen said, “There is much we should discuss.”

She gathered her wits and spoke coolly. “Ye didn’t discuss it with me when it mattered. Ye didn’t ask for my hand. Ye said ye’d have me to satisfy the contract, an easy replacement, like a spare wheel to fit on a cart. Not very flattering. Ye’ve become a practical man, I can see.”

“Did you expect to be wooed in such a tense moment?” he asked with faint sarcasm.

“Ye mean since you and my brother were about to fight to the death without having a rational discussion. Ye conveniently left that out with your uncle.”

Owen moved as if to sit upon the bed.

“Nay, I’ll not be having that,” she said sharply. “If someone else heard my scream and comes in to find ye so close . . .”

“They could think I was the reason you screamed, and then force me to marry you,” he said dryly.

“Very funny,” she said with her own sarcasm, then frowned. “Just go, Owen. I’m exhausted, and surely ye must be, too.”

He leaned over her, and she stiffened when he touched the side of her face. His hand was warm, when she felt so very cold.

“We could have a decent marriage, Maggie. I’ll make you glad you’re mine.”

Her mouth dropped open at his arrogance, but he didn’t wait around for her response. After he closed the door behind him, she jumped out of the bed and ran to press her ear against it. She heard his footsteps receding down the hall.

Blankly, she stared about at the wainscoted walls with the beautiful landscapes, which the McCallums had seldom been able to afford. Everywhere in this manor was proof that the Duffs were wealthy, from the elegant, upholstered furniture to the silver candlesticks on the mantel. Owen was an earl, with a title and estates, even several in England. And now she was betrothed to him.

At the thought of marriage, she began to relive the dream and then stopped herself. She indulged in a moment of self-pity, wondering why she’d been cursed with something some might call a gift, when she knew it to be anything but. Once upon a time, she’d thought it made her different, special—but Owen had showed her otherwise.

She’d never felt so completely alone, though a castle full of people surrounded her. But they were Duffs, and her father’s drunken railing against his enemy clan echoed through her memory. She remembered stories of warfare across centuries, castle raids, cattle thieving, fires set in stables and cottages alike. Over a hundred years before, the McCallum and his wife were killed when accepting the hospitality of the Duff. But since she hadn’t been able to trust her father, some part of her had always put these stories aside and been intrigued by the hated enemies of her clan—which explained her forbidden fascination with Owen ten years before.

She might be alone, but she could not be a coward. At last, she had to let the dream take hold of her mind again, and she watched in growing horror as the brief scene unfolded. All she could see was herself rushing to Owen’s side, his face pale, blood pooling beneath him, her own gown stained as she grabbed and held him, screaming. What was terrible and frustrating was that she had no idea what had led to such a tragedy. Try as she might, nothing else came to her, no glimpse of a clue she’d missed. It was just her and Owen in a dark room, and his imminent death.

She paced for long hours, too wide awake to sleep. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do with the information fate had granted her. Her family, her entire clan, was dependent on her to make this marriage work, or they would lose the land they cherished, and be unable to produce the whisky that helped them survive the lean years. Not to mention the resumption of a feud that had caused too many deaths over the centuries.

But how could she marry Owen if it would cost him his life? Yet she wasn’t even certain he would die, and confusion and fear chased each other around in her mind.

She was simply going to have to tell him the truth.

She started second-guessing herself almost immediately, because she well remembered his mocking disbelief the last time she’d told him about her dream. But she couldn’t tell him that she wouldn’t marry without offering a plausible reason. She would be honest and convince him that there had to be another way to satisfy the contract, because she wasn’t going to marry him and be responsible for his death.

At last she crawled back into bed and huddled there. Her eyes wouldn’t close, and at dawn she gave up and went to sit in the window seat, watching the courtyard as it came to life.

Feeling like she needed to be close to those she loved, she sat down at the delicate writing desk and began to compose a letter to her family. She wrote it to Hugh, knowing he’d share it with the others. She told superficial stories of her first view of the castle, of how polite and considerate Owen had been, and how the castle residents seemed friendly. Silently, she wondered how friendly they’d be if they knew she dreamed things that came true.
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