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Dedication

I’d like to dedicate this book to the pets who enrich our lives and bring such joy. To my sweet dog, Apollo, for giving me your beseeching, soulful look whenever I think I’m too tired to walk, for pressing all seventy-five pounds of you against my side on cold winter evenings, and for great hikes in the woods where you run with blissful abandon. Watching you sleep with your paws straight up in the air always makes me laugh.

 








CHAPTER 1

Great Britain, 1727

Riona Duff was startled out of a deep sleep, groggy and uneasy. For a moment she didn’t know where she was. A single candle burned in its holder on the bed table, so she could see the wavering glow of light illuminate the canopied bed and part of the door.

This wasn’t her room. Where was she?

And then she remembered—she wasn’t in London anymore, the city where she’d spent the majority of her life. She’d gone north to York with her uncle’s family while her own parents and sister traveled to the south of France to improve her sister’s fragile health.

Something creaked, and she froze, for it sounded like a door. The one beside her was firmly closed, so that meant—

A large, male hand suddenly covered her mouth.

Riona’s eyes went wide and she screamed, but the sound was muffled. She smelled horses and sweat and her own fear. Though she tried to buck and slide away, she was hampered by the bedclothes, and then the man’s other arm across her body, pinning her down. Her heart seemed to be dancing in her chest, racing with terror and making her light-headed.

“I’ll not harm ye,” he said softly, gruffly.

He spoke with the Scottish accent that still lingered in her father’s speech even after so many years in England.

“Just do as I say,” he continued, “and I’ll free your mouth if ye promise not to scream.”

Her eyes darted frantically about, and though she could see the outline of his shaggy head, the candle was behind him and his face was a mass of shadows. He loomed over her like a mountain, a stranger who’d dared breach her bedroom from the balcony. He could want—anything.

He gave her a little shake that made her squeak with fright.

“Do I have your word, lass?”

Having no choice, she nodded. The hand slid away, but the arm across her body did not, a heavy, threatening weight that made her feel fragile.

“What do you want?” she choked out, her voice trembling. “I’ve nothing of value. They’ll catch you if—”

“Silence.” Though soft, his voice was deep and full of a threatening growl. “Ye’re coming with me.”

He took her by the arm and pulled her upright, her arm like a twig in his massive fist.

“But—where are you taking me?” she demanded, aghast.

Drawing her closer, he gave her another shake. “I’ll answer all your questions later. But not another word from ye until we’re away.”

He raised her to her feet, hands on both her arms, like she was a stuffed doll. And that made her realize how truly large he was, towering well above her, the width of his body an impenetrable blackness. She was trembling so badly she swayed. Her only hope now was that someone came to rescue her, but her attacker had made little sound, and she knew no one would be checking on her. She was only a niece, tolerated out of family duty and little else. Her cousin Cat would have cared, but she was away in the countryside with friends.

“I’ve brought ye clothes,” he said, shoving a bundle against her stomach. “Put them on.”

Her mouth sagged in horror, and then she closed it with a snap and tried to make herself sound braver than she felt. “I will not disrobe in front of you.”

“Och, I’m not asking ye to. Keep your nightshift on then, and wear the gown over it. I even brought ye a petticoat, since I ken ladies need them.”

“My own garments—”

“—are too fine and will draw attention to us. Hurry, unless ye want my help.”

She held her breath for a suspended moment, then let it out when he dropped his hands from her. Snatching the bundle from him, she turned away, dropping it on the bed. There were no stays, which would make her a very loose woman, but she could not bring herself to ask about their absence. She stepped into the rough linen petticoat and tied it above her hips. There were no hoops stitched in place, as she had inside her own petticoats. Her face felt hot at knowing this man, this stranger, stood behind her and watched such an intimate act. Her maid would have gently lowered the garments over her head. She wasn’t used to dressing alone.

She had to hurry, or he might go through with his threat to help her.

She could feel that the gown was made of plain wool with a square décolletage. No open front or stomacher to pin into place. His choice was practical. As she settled the gown over her petticoat, she was surprised to feel his hands tugging at the lacing at her back. Gritting her chattering teeth, she felt forced to allow this intimacy.

When he was done, he put both hands on her shoulders and pushed her toward the French doors leading to the balcony. She took two steps, and suddenly images flashed in front of her eyes, of being kidnapped, assaulted, her body degraded—her body never found. Ransom might be asked from her uncle, who didn’t care about her, and her parents, too far away to respond. Did the man even have a weapon? She hadn’t seen one, and that knowledge made her suddenly bold.

Riona flung herself sideways, startling him enough that he let go. She stepped on the edge of her skirt trying to straighten up and run for the door, only to have the man grab her around the waist and lift her off the ground, her back to his chest. She kicked backward with her legs, even as his other hand covered her mouth again.

“That’s enough,” he said sternly into her ear.

He carried her to the glass door. All she could do was swing her legs at him, but his legs felt as unaffected as the trunk of a tree kicked by a bird. She reached behind to grab at his hair with her free hand. Though he swore, he didn’t stop his inexorable stride out into the cool summer air on the balcony. She was used to the sounds of London, carriages at all hours of the night, the calls of street vendors and their customers even before dawn. But away from the town center, York was as silent as the moors, as if they were the only people left in the world. She felt an ache of desperate loneliness.

When her captor went right to the edge and leaned over it, she gasped as the half moon illuminated a steep drop into the shadows of the garden. Her head reeled with dizziness. He couldn’t possibly have forced her to dress only to push her to her death.

And then she saw the flash of a lantern signaling them from below before being quickly shuttered, followed by the dark, boxy outline of a coach. Two black horses pulled it forward into the moonlight, away from the building, and then the well-trained animals went utterly still.

“I’m going to lower ye to the coachman,” the man said in her ear. “If ye fight, ye might fall, and we don’t want that. Do ye understand?”

She nodded, but when he removed his hand from her mouth, she spoke hoarsely, quickly. “Why are you doing this? I’m not worth anything to you. A ransom—”

“I want no ransom. Quiet.”

The first tears spilled down her cheeks as he pulled up a rope affixed to the stone balustrade. Had he climbed up that way? She couldn’t possibly do the same!

“There’s a loop at the bottom. Ye’ll stand in it and I’ll lower ye. Now up on the balustrade.”

She gasped when he put both large hands about her waist, then lifted her until she was forced to stand on the narrow stone or risk tumbling and breaking her neck. With a groan, she closed her eyes, swayed, and was actually grateful the man kept a firm hold of her hips.

“None of that,” he ordered sternly. Then he sighed. “This won’t work, I see that now.”

“Then let me go and I won’t tell anyone what happened here!”

She opened her eyes, then reeled as the shadowy walled garden seemed to expand into darkness, and the wind picked up. She felt dazed with shock and disbelief.

“I’m not letting ye go. Ye’re my future, lass.”

His future? But she didn’t have time to even guess what he meant when he suddenly vaulted onto the balustrade beside her, his movements catlike for a big man.

“I’ll just have to carry ye then. Now don’t move, or ye’ll kill us both.”

Horrified, she began, “Carry me—”

Then he tossed her over his shoulder like a sack of grain, and she landed with an “oomph” that surely bruised her stomach. She was hanging upside-down, the world spinning around her, the rough wool of his coat against her mouth, his arm across the back of her thighs as he bent to grip the rope.

“Hold on, lass, or it’ll end badly for ye.”

For the first time, he sounded truly menacing, as if he didn’t want her antics to send him hurtling down with her to an ugly death. She could feel the muscles of his chest and back tense with strain as he began to lower himself down the side of the balcony, using his feet to brace himself, and then only his arms as the rope swayed in mid-air.

She closed her eyes and clutched his coat with both hands, too terrified to do anything other than pray. And then it was over, and she thanked God for solid ground. Not that she felt it with her own feet, because she was suddenly tossed into the interior of the coach, where she landed hard on a leather-covered bench. As she scrambled to sit upright, her captor looked through the doorway, his shoulders blocking the meager moonlight.

“Be a good lass and keep quiet if ye don’t want company tonight,” he warned in a hard voice.

Then he slammed the door shut. There was no lantern lit, and both windows had a curtain drawn down over them. She was in absolute blackness. Hands fumbling, she found the door handle, but somehow it was jammed from the outside. She shook it in frustration, then sank back and just hugged herself. The coach lurched into motion, the wheels clattering repetitively on the cobblestone street outside her uncle’s town house.

She was too numb and disbelieving for tears now. She was the prisoner of two men, and didn’t have any idea what they might do to her. Unless someone had seen what had happened—and there was no sound of pursuit—she was alone against these strangers. She could sit here and wallow in fear—or she could find a way to free herself.

The first thing she did was try the door again, but even the leather curtain had somehow been fastened shut. She explored by touch, finding blankets, cushions, and candles in the storage compartments beneath the benches, even a selection of garments, but no weapons or tinderbox. They must not want her setting the coach afire, she thought grimly.

She found a corked bottle of cider, some cheese, and something like bread that she nibbled on. Did it have the taste of . . . oats? She suddenly remembered her father talking about the food that had comprised much of a clansman’s diet: oatcakes.

Why had a Scotsman kidnapped her? She wanted to fling the food aside in her anger, but knew she needed nourishment to stay strong, because there were two of them, and only one of her. Her eyes stung again with alternating fury and helplessness. Just for good measure, she slammed herself against the door, as she’d seen a servant do when a door was stuck, but all she got for that was a sore shoulder. And she could have gone headfirst out into the road . . .

For a while, she kept herself fully alert, ready to leap outside the moment the door opened. She stamped her feet, rubbed her arms, shook her head when her eyelids felt heavy. But the coach journeyed on and on, the roads getting bumpier. At last, her head drooped and bounced with the motion, and her eyes closed in a fitful doze.

She came awake with a start when the coach lurched to a stop, then perched near the door, ready to jump out and run. The faint light of dawn was a gray line around the leather window curtain. The fertile Yorkshire valley would be full of farms; surely she could reach one. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to concentrate on the present and not the terrifying fear that made her heart pound and her breath come fast.

The door opened; she launched herself out, then rammed hard into a broad male chest. He caught her arms before she could tumble to the ground.

“Whoa!” said her captor, sounding more tolerant than angry. “Ye’re a she-devil. I like that in my women.”

“I am not your woman!” she cried, struggling to free herself. “Help!” she screamed.

Her voice practically disappeared into the vast countryside. The sun had just crept over the horizon, illuminating broad swaths of rolling hills enclosed with half walls of stone in a checked pattern as far as the eye could see. The occasional stone barn stood solitarily in the middle of a green field, but the only living creatures in sight were sheep and cattle enclosed within their broad pastures. Green grains swayed in the early morning breeze, ripening their way toward the autumn harvest.

She sagged with dismay in her captor’s hold and he gave her another little shake, the kind she was already growing tired of. She struggled, but he didn’t release her, and she felt each of his fingers against her flesh.

“I’ll let ye go if ye promise to stand still. If I have to chase ye before breakfast . . .” He let the words trail off.

Mutely, she raised her gaze to his—and stared at her first view of the man who held her prisoner. His hair was black as the inside of the coach, thick with waves that would have reached his shoulders, if he hadn’t pulled it back in a queue. His face was arresting, not pretty in the manner of some of the men in London with their face powder and beauty patches, but rugged and masculine, with heavy brows above gray eyes that in a trick of the light seemed to shine silver. His cheekbones could have been carved like stone on a windswept moor; his mouth was a thin line that looked incapable of smiling.

Blinking, she stiffened and asked herself why she would ever care if he smiled. She focused on the scar cut into his chin like a cleft, proof that he was a scoundrel. For more proof, she stared at the pistol in the waistband of his breeches, and the sword belt slung over one shoulder and across his chest.

He was studying her just as intently.

From behind, another man spoke, his tone polite. “Ye want her to stand still? Ye keep asking the lass to promise things she doesn’t want to give.”

Riona took a step back, though it brought her up against the coach, the better to keep both men in sight. The second man, the coachman, regarded her with interested brown eyes in a plain face. The hair beneath his cap made him unique, bright red curls that looked barely tamed by his queue.

Her captor eyed the coachman. “If she doesn’t promise, I’ll be forced to tie her up.”

“I won’t stand for such treatment,” she said, though her voice sounded hollow. “I demand to know why you have abducted me, and what nefarious deeds you have planned!”

His dark brow arched, but otherwise his expression remained impassive. “Lady Catriona, I am chief of the Clan McCallum. Our fathers betrothed us in marriage many years ago. I’ve come to take ye to wife.”








CHAPTER 2

Hugh McCallum stared at his betrothed in the early morning light, and her beauty . . . glowed. Her hair had come out of the simple braid she’d worn, and now the many-hued golden strands looked as unkempt as if she’d just gotten out of his bed. Her green eyes were full of sparks, as if she wanted to set him afire. Her face betrayed her every emotion, from full lips that trembled, to the spots of color high on her creamy cheekbones, to her wide eyes that betrayed stunned shock. The gown, chosen to give her the appearance of a plain farmwife, only served to emphasize how elegant she truly was, with a woman’s slim yet alluring curves. By candlelight just a few hours before, he’d glimpsed those curves poorly hidden within her fine linen nightshirt, and he’d been stunned.

She was a bonny lass—and she would be his.

He was surprised that his father’s cold bargain with their enemy, the chief of the Duffs and also styled the Earl of Aberfoyle, made long ago when Catriona was a baby, had granted Hugh such a beautiful bride.

Her mouth formed breathless words. “Wh-what d-did you say?”

“We are betrothed. Ye did not know?”

Samuel made an abortive cough, but Hugh only eyed his bodyguard with unspoken warning. Samuel raised both hands, then left to tend the horses.

“You are lying,” she finally said, in a voice that was regaining its strength.

At least she wasn’t about to swoon at his feet. He liked to see the strength in her, even when she was fighting against him. He crossed his arms over his chest and spoke patiently. “I do not lie.”

“My father would have told me,” she insisted, small fists on her hips.

The gesture only made his gaze focus there for a brief moment. He stirred himself to resume their discussion. “You are Catriona Duff. I visited your home this afternoon to speak with your father and he behaved dishonorably.”

Her complexion suddenly flushed. “I’m not the only one who is confused. You have got the wrong bride!”

He hadn’t expected anything else from her. She was desperate to escape the truth, and it was obvious that her parents had hid that from her. Hugh couldn’t be surprised that they would have tried to break the contract and refuse to pay the tocher after they’d won twenty-two years of shared rights to the finest McCallum land just by signing.

“Ye may deny it all ye’d like, but ’twill not work with me.”

She flung her arms wide. “I am telling the truth.”

“Ye’re Catriona Duff.”

“Yes, but there are two of us. My cousin and I share the same family name because neither of our fathers would give in to the other. We call her Cat and myself Riona.”

He ignored her ridiculous attempts to dissuade him. He knew the duplicity her family was capable of—there were centuries of evidence, including cattle raids during a time of peace. “Riona fits ye well. Womanly.”

He took a step toward his betrothed, feeling the need to touch her. When she darted to the side, he told himself he could be patient. Too much was at stake within his own clan. The money from her tocher would increase their prosperity. And he needed a peaceable, willing bride on his return home after so long away, to cement the clan’s respect and dull their memories of his foolish youth.

Knowing he could outrun Riona, he waited to see what she would do. She hesitated, and her tense shoulders gradually slumped as she gazed solemnly at the vast expanse of the valley, the dales rising in the northwest, the moors to the northeast. Their long journey would take them up the center between them. She was as cautious as a butterfly, waiting to see which way the wind would blow her. At last she faced him again.

“Laird McCallum,” she said.

She was now trying to sound reasonable, although the trembling gave her away. One eyebrow raised, he simply waited to see what she’d do next.

“Take me back,” she insisted. “Surely we cannot be that far from York. My uncle will explain everything. Cat was in the country yesterday, but she was to return today.” She briefly closed her eyes. “Goodness, Cat doesn’t know about this betrothal. When she finds out . . .”

Hugh appreciated her determination, if nothing else. He was not offended that she tried so hard to deny their upcoming marriage. It had obviously taken her by surprise. Though his own father had been a poor specimen of a man, drunk more than sober, at least he’d informed Hugh of the commitment when he’d been old enough to understand. Not that Hugh had accepted his fate with good grace . . .

And then his father had taken to the whisky even more, until Hugh’s mother had taken him and his sister to live with her family.

“I can’t marry you!” she cried. “I’m—I’m already betrothed.”

He shrugged. “Whatever actions ye committed because your father did not have the honor to tell ye the truth have no bearing on the agreement between our families. Your family agreed to this contract at your birth, and from that time on, they have shared the wealth of our best land. Now ’tis time for my own family to benefit—with the tocher.”

She blinked at him. “Tocher?”

“The bride price. The dowry.”

“So it’s money you want,” she said disdainfully.

He eyed her. “Is not money involved in every marriage among the privileged? But ’tis not only the money. My clan has dealt honorably with your father, giving up full control of the purest springs, the finest peat, the best barley, all that we use for our whisky. This product supports my people. The contract was a great sacrifice my father made to ensure peace between our clans with only the promise of future honor on your side. We mean to see the bargain met.”

She stared at him for a moment, then gave an abortive laugh that held no amusement. “Cat’s life and freedom were a tradable commodity to promote whisky?”

He frowned. “Do not ever let my people hear such disdain in your voice for that which promotes our clan and provides coin, something there is little of in the Highlands, thanks to the Sassenachs.” He practically spat the last word.

Her forehead knit with confusion. “Sass . . . what?”

“Englishmen, outlander. Did your family have so little pride as to neglect your Gaelic?”

She drew herself up. “My mother is English.”

He turned away, saying over his shoulder. “’Tis not true. Your falsehoods will not change your circumstances, Lady Catriona. Like every woman, ye knew ye had to marry and that the choosing of your husband would not be in your own hands.”

“Well I wouldn’t have chosen you! And neither would my cousin Cat. If you don’t take me back, you’ll have no hope to win her. Our family will consider this act of treachery an insult and—and a reason to break the contract.”

And then he found himself looming over her, watching her shrink back against the coach. “Do not speak to me of treachery after the way your father coldly tried to negate the contract yesterday, claiming he could not in good conscience allow his daughter to be ‘hauled off to the McCallums’—his words. I saw a man—if he can be called one—looking for a way to break the contract. My father is now dead, and the responsibility of Clan McCallum is mine. The earl will live up to his bargain when he sees he has no choice. He is the reason you were stolen from your rooms instead of presented to me with honor. I came with gifts suitable for the joining of our clans. Our meeting should have been celebrated as the promise of the future.”

“I—I—”

To his surprise, she pushed at his chest. He didn’t move, although this display of spirit improved his mood. It wasn’t her fault she’d been brought up poorly. He grasped her soft, delicate hands and kept them on his chest. “Examining the goods, my lady?”

She gasped and pulled away, and he let her. He almost smiled, but he would not let her think him her friend, or a man who could be convinced to change his mind. He was none of those things. He was her future husband, her laird. She had to understand that she would now be ruled by his word alone, not by her treacherous father.

“Now fetch the food I left inside the coach,” he said. “Unless ye mean to starve.”

Her green eyes narrowed mutinously, and he almost hoped she’d defy him, so their sparring could continue. Then she lifted her chin and turned to climb inside the coach.

Hugh met Samuel’s gaze and found himself nodding with satisfaction. Samuel’s smile was tinged with worry, and he shook his head. Hugh thought his bodyguard’s concerns unfounded. They’d come to York and done what they’d had to. But he could admit to himself that he, too, had been worried about the kind of wife he’d be saddled with. True, she might still be a shrew, but he hoped he could settle her eventually.

She appeared in the doorway of the coach, the cloth sack in one hand. He reached to assist her down, but she thrust the sack into his hands and descended on her own.

Not meeting his eyes, she said stiffly, “I need a moment of privacy.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and spoke firmly. “If ye try to run, I will be forced to bring ye to ground. There’s no one here who can help ye.”

“I’m not blind. But the countryside will not always be so desolate.”

“Ye’ve not been to the Highlands lately, have ye?”

“We’re not there yet,” she returned heatedly. “I assume you’re both gentlemen. Please remain here while I’m behind the coach.”

“My patience is not endless. If ye don’t reappear in a suitable time—”

Exasperated, she said, “Then I will call out and tell you my plans moment by moment. Does that suit you?”

She didn’t wait for an answer, just huffed, walked around the large wheels of the coach, and disappeared behind.

WHEN she’d finished, Riona lingered for just a moment by the half wall of rock that seemed piled almost haphazardly, yet was overgrown with moss and weeds as if it had weathered centuries. She gazed with despair across the pastoral scene and prayed there would be a shepherd she could wave to for help.

But what would a poor shepherd do against two large Highlanders, one of whom called himself chief of the McCallums? How could she bring innocent lives into her dilemma, perhaps getting them killed? She didn’t even know if he’d told her the truth. Except . . . she recognized the clan name he’d used, enemies of the Duffs, her father’s clan. They shared a contentious border. But that didn’t mean this man was telling the truth. He could have kidnapped her for her dowry, as if the Dark Ages were still upon them. He might be lying about everything, and she’d end up in a hovel doing his bidding.

She might end up that way even if he were the chief, she thought with a shudder. She’d heard stories of the wretched Highlands from her father, who’d fled to England in his youth. How often he’d said he was lucky to be the son of an earl, with the ability and opportunity to escape his native country. He’d never understood the clansmen who’d worshipped his father, and now his brother, as if they were gods. Highlanders were a savage lot, according to him, and he’d told her stories of senseless raids back and forth on rival clan’s cattle, of feuds so bloody that entire clans were demolished.

She’d never felt so helpless. She’d thought she’d had little control in her life up until now, told to remain closeted with her sister most of the time, left behind when the rest of her family had gone to the Continent. But now, she couldn’t even have a moment of privacy without her captor’s permission.

She hugged herself and rubbed her arms, though the sun was warm in the vale. It wouldn’t stay warm for long. In the Highlands it was rainy and cold more often than not. Bleak and forbidding, that’s what her father had called it. Full of savages who had to plow through rock to survive. She took a deep breath. She wasn’t in Scotland yet, and perhaps she could find a way to change her captor’s mind—or escape. They had to travel through a village sometime. Surely they’d need supplies.

“Lady Catriona!”

Her captor’s voice was a bark that made her jump. She gave one last look at the rolling pastures and then walked slowly to the other side of the coach. The two men were speaking to each other in Gaelic, and they didn’t even look at her as they chewed their oatcakes and cheese, washing it down with the dubious contents of another bottle they must have stored in the coachman’s box.

Silently, Laird McCallum pointed to the coach.

She winced. “I cannot even see outside this prison.”

“When ye’ve proven to me ye can be trusted, I will give ye a window. Until then—”

With his strong fingers, he pulled two of the nails free and tacked several inches of the leather curtain.

“Thank you so much,” she said with sarcasm.

She climbed up inside, but instead of folding in the stairs and shutting the door, Laird McCallum followed her and sat down on the bench at her side.

She slid into the corner, then thought better of it and fled to the opposite bench. “What are you doing?” she demanded, trying to keep the thread of fear from her voice.

“Getting some sleep.”

“But—but—”

Her mouth sagged open in dismay, even as he stretched out his legs until they could go no farther. His broad torso seemed to take up his half of the coach. She was intimately alone with this man—this kidnapper—and totally under his power. She swallowed, but the lump remained in her throat, and she braced herself into the corner as if awaiting an attack.

“Samuel and I will be taking turns riding with ye,” he said. “Surely ye cannot expect us to get no sleep on a journey of ten days or more.”

“Ten days!”

“We’re from the southern Highlands. It could have been worse.” He eyed her coldly. “Have ye no memories of such a journey? Did your father think so little of his heritage that he denied ye your birthright?”

“My childhood is none of your business.” It stung that he was right, but she would not give him the satisfaction of letting him see that.

“Everything about ye is my business. Ye’re to be my wife.”

“I will not marry you and you can’t force me to. Cat—the woman you say you were betrothed to—she won’t marry you either.”

His narrowed, wintry eyes seemed to trap her.

“Mark my words, Lady Riona—ye will marry me.”

The intimate family name on his lips was chilling. He folded his arms across his chest and closed his eyes as if that ended the conversation. And it did—what could she do but rail against him and make him angry enough to—what? She shivered. If he thought himself her betrothed, thought that gave him the right to do whatever he wanted . . . She stared at the sword and pistol he hadn’t bothered to remove.

“I can feel your trembling from over here. Fetch a blanket if ye’re cold, lass, but let a man sleep.”

She wasn’t cold; the coach was stifling with two bodies breathing and taking up space. But she was terrified and trying not to cry, and wondering when help would come. But she’d had a horrible thought in the night, one that hadn’t borne examination then, because she couldn’t imagine it. But now . . . now, by the light of day through the crack he’d given her in the window, her bad thoughts surfaced. She tried to beat them back by telling herself that once her uncle knew she’d disappeared, he’d gather people to look for her.

But another part of her whispered doubts she hadn’t wanted to face. She and her uncle had never been close. The earl was a cold man focused on his own wealth and prestige. When her parents had taken her sister to the Continent and left Riona behind, he’d only reluctantly taken her in when her cousin Cat had insisted that Riona couldn’t stay alone with only the servants.

And now, if McCallum was to be believed, he’d talked with the earl yesterday—just before Cat discovered her parents were sending her to friends in the country. Cat had been surprised, but not displeased at the idea, although the speed of packing had seemed strange. She’d wanted Riona to go with her, but her parents had insisted there was no room at the house party. But . . . had all this been deliberate, sending Cat away after McCallum’s appearance? Had the earl regretted the contract so much, he’d gotten his daughter out of harm’s way?

And the most damning part, the part she couldn’t get out of her mind, was that at dinner, her aunt had seemed pale and withdrawn, eyes downcast when the earl brusquely told Riona she should sleep in Cat’s bedroom, since hers had to be cleaned and painted. It had seemed so strange—why not wait to paint until they’d departed for London?

But now, it made much more sense, and her stomach twisted with betrayal and grief. Had the earl put her in Cat’s room because he’d anticipated the savage Scot trying to make off with Cat, and was looking for a legal reason to break off the betrothal altogether? The earl could have stationed guards there and caught McCallum in the act. It seemed unbelievable for just that reason, yet . . . She swallowed and tried not to think the worst. If she let her terror overwhelm her, she’d never find a way to escape the man who now rested with eyes closed and chin on his chest, his broad legs taking up all the room in the coach, forcing her to press deeper into the corner to avoid touching him.

He spent two hours sleeping, barely moving, as he if he was long used to sleeping quietly and expediently. She couldn’t sleep at all, for fear he’d wake up and try something wicked. When he finally did awaken, he eyed her impassively, and without a word knocked on the roof of the coach. It came to a stop, he got out, and then Samuel took his place.

When the coach began to move, Samuel looked around, and then out the narrowed window, seeming to try to settle himself without meeting her gaze. Now was her chance.

“We haven’t been properly introduced, sir,” Riona said.

His skin was freckled and fair beneath his bright hair, and he reddened almost to match it. “Samuel McCallum, my lady.”

“Of course you’re related,” she said, feeling defeat encroaching, but not ready to let it claim victory.

“Distant cousins,” he said, a small smile of sympathy growing. “Ye’ll find a lot of McCallums where we’re going.”

She wasn’t ready to give up. “Surely you see what he’s doing is wrong.”

Samuel’s expression remained pleasant and even understanding, but he shook his head. “Nay, my lady, I don’t see that at all. Ye’re his betrothed.”

“But I’m not!”

“Ye’re Catriona Duff, are ye not?”

“I am, but so is my cousin!”

“Sorry though I be, I cannot help ye. A contract was signed between your families, and we take that seriously.”

“I know nothing about any contract,” she grumbled, folding her arms beneath her breasts and narrowing her eyes at him.

“That is the fault of your father. I’ve been Hugh’s man a long time, and he’s known about the betrothal since he was a lad. Believe me, it’s interfered with his life more than once.” He seemed to break off even as he looked away.

“Interfered how?” she demanded.

“That’s none of your business, my lady. Now do let a man sleep.”

He closed his eyes and dropped his chin, just as his chief had done.

“But wait, would money change your mind? I don’t have much, but if you help me . . .” She trailed off.

He didn’t even open his eyes as he spoke. “Your coin cannot buy the loyalty earned through generations, my lady. And your coin cannot make me forget the treachery of the Duffs through that same time. Now hush.”

She blanched. Treachery by her ancestors? A marriage between their clans was supposed to make up for that? Any Duff married to a McCallum would never be at ease, it seemed, if such grievances were never forgotten. She’d heard stories of the feuding when her uncle and father were in their cups, reminiscing with anger and pride. No wonder they stayed away from Scotland, she thought, leaving their factors and tacksmen to manage their estates.

But this feud had become intensely personal, and she wasn’t about to meekly accept what was happening to her. She was still in England, where people would help her against the Scots. When they stopped for the midday meal, she’d look for her first opportunity to escape. If that didn’t work, she’d come up with something else.








CHAPTER 3

Hugh knew Lady Riona wasn’t going to give up her attempts to escape. Her moods alternated from anger to frustration, although her fear seemed to be easing away. He wasn’t certain that was a good thing.

They were taking their midday break in a woodland copse near a burn, hiding the coach away from the road itself. The hobbled horses could drink while they grazed on the grassy banks. They were surrounded by trees; a rare and more remote spot could not be imagined.

Lady Riona asked for a moment’s privacy behind the coach, and he allowed it, remaining stretched out on his side near their small fire, where oatcakes cooked on a flat iron girdle.

“We’ll be needing supplies soon,” Samuel said.

“The fowl I’ve shot not good enough for ye?” Hugh asked.

“These are almost the last of our oats. And I’m feeling the need for an egg or two.” Samuel looked to the west. “And a storm is coming, the first droplets to hit us soon. We might be needing an inn this night.”

“Nay, not this far south in Yorkshire. We’ll find a protective copse like this one, and we’ll all sleep inside the coach if we have to.”

“Her ladyship will find that cozy enough,” Samuel said dryly.

Hugh made a disinterested sound deep in his throat.

“She’s been asking for my help, of course,” Samuel continued.

“She’s got spirit, that one.” Then he lifted his head. “Shouldn’t she be back by now?” He raised his voice. “Lady Riona?”

Nothing answered but the call of birds flying overhead.

“I’ll be back in but a moment,” Hugh said with resignation, leaving his weapons near Samuel.

“Easy on the lass, Hugh. If it were us, we’d try to escape, as well.”

“I would not try to escape from my duty to my family.”

“Sanctimonious, aren’t ye?” Samuel teased.

Ignoring him, Hugh jogged beyond the coach. It was easy enough to track Lady Riona, whose wide skirts trampled grasses and broke twigs. To her credit, she’d circled back the way they’d come, though the nearest village was several hours’ journey behind.

He heard her before he saw her, crashing through undergrowth as she tried to remain hidden by following the main road without actually being on it. He could have called to her, using simple reasoning to force her to see that it was useless to make such foolish attempts, but . . . she needed to temporarily fear him, and the lesson had to be memorable.

He approached soundlessly from the rear, which was easy, because, thinking herself safe, she’d begun to make too much noise, and even grumbled aloud a time or two, which he found amusing. She marched with determination, her strides hampered by the overgrown weeds tugging at her skirts.

In two strides, Hugh came out of hiding to grab her around the waist with one arm and lift her right off the ground.

THE sudden assault was so startling that Riona screamed until his hand covered her mouth. It was like a repeat of last night all over again. She would never be free of him, and frustration and despair made her struggle though it was useless against his strength.

“I could have been a highwayman,” he said angrily, his lips against her ear. “Ye’ve put yourself in danger.”

She kicked at him even as he turned to take her farther from civilization, farther from rescue. Their legs entwined, her skirt trapped his foot, and suddenly they were falling. To her surprise, he twisted and landed first, then let out an “oomph” when her elbow caught him in the gut. She didn’t feel bad about that, but her gloating faded when he rolled and pinned her beneath him, rocks digging into her back. Though she squirmed to buck him off, he used the weight of his body to subdue her. When she tried to slap him, he took each wrist and held them to the ground over her head. Arched uncomfortably, she was gasping for breath, furious, still fighting, but it began to dawn on her that Samuel was not there to act as a buffer against McCallum’s need to dominate her. Though fear could cripple her, she felt it surge anew.

“Stop it,” he said firmly.

Her struggles only made him sink between her legs, which, along with her skirt, finally trapped her in place. She was breathing hard, gasping, and for the first time felt a man’s body against hers, and went still. Something seemed to shift between them at such intimate contact, and she remembered too late how little control she truly had in the grasp of this big Highlander. There was no one around to help her—even his coachman could not act as a buffer. She’d put herself at his mercy.

“Please . . .” she whispered, hating how weak and trembling her voice sounded, but helpless to stop. “Let me up.”

“So ye can run again?” he demanded.

His voice was full of anger, but his gaze . . . his gaze was on her mouth, and there was a heat in their formerly winter depths that made her think of molten silver.

“Stop—stop looking at me like that,” she whispered, unable to look away, as if he’d pounce given half the chance. “I’m not some little . . . morsel for a vulture.”

When he spoke, his voice was husky. “Vulture? I don’t eat innocent creatures. I’m just a man. But lying together like this makes me think of our wedding night.”

Aghast, she sputtered ill-conceived words. “Y-you mean because you’ll have to hold me down?”

For just a moment, she could have sworn a corner of his mouth twitched with the beginnings of a smile, but that wasn’t possible, not for a man so bent on clan revenge and false justice that he’d steal a woman against her will. He released her hands at last, and she pushed at his massive shoulders, but he didn’t get up right away. His hips were braced between hers, and she’d never felt such pressure. It was uncomfortable and awkward and . . . strange.

She shoved at him again. “I can’t breathe.”

He sat up, but only leaned back on his heels, knees still pressed to either side of her hips. He folded his arms across his chest and just looked down at her. “I can’t have this again.”

“You can’t have this?” She felt pinned to the earth by the hips. Pushing him away would mean touching his thighs. “And you would meekly go along with your captor were our situations reversed?”

He cocked his head. “They’re not.”

“But if they were.”

“I would honor the commitment made between our families, regardless of whether I agreed with it or not.”

“So even though you’ve never met Cat, you will marry her, even if she is . . . unattractive.” She had to find a way to convince him of the truth, even if she had to bring his mistake up every moment they spoke.

He didn’t flinch. “There is no mysterious ‘Cat’ of which ye speak, Riona. There is only you and me. And we will be married. Running away is simply childish.”

“Childish?” she echoed, furious. He hadn’t called her Lady Riona, and much as the honorific was not hers to use, it kept a sort of . . . distance between them. “I am Miss Duff to you, and it is hardly childish to run when a man accosts a woman, kidnaps her away from her family, and carries her off to be—molested!”

“I have not molested ye.”

She pointed wildly at him. “What do you call this? The gentlemanly way to treat a lady?”

And then he bent over her and braced his hands on either side of her head. “I call this showing ye who has the power here, Riona.”

He emphasized the intimacy of her Christian name, and she found her breathing shallow again as he loomed above her, his face too close to hers, his gaze once more smoldering as it focused on her mouth.

“If you kiss me, I will bite you!” she hissed.

He arched a brow, but didn’t move.

“You are not my husband, not yet.”

He sat up slowly. “Ye have it right. And I will not force myself upon ye before marriage.” He rose to his feet, then bent to offer her a hand. “But ye’ll suffer the consequences if ye try to escape again.”

“You would harm a woman you insist will be your wife?” she demanded, pulling away from his firm, warm hand as soon as she got to her feet. She knew he could crush her fingers if he held on, but he didn’t.

“I will try not to. But as for those ye ask for help—I cannot guarantee what will happen to them.”

He was deadly serious, and she knew that. Her shoulders sagged, and when he took her by the arm, she didn’t protest. But inside, resentment and anger still simmered along with the fear. She would find a way to escape without hurting anyone else. But until then . . . she could make herself incredibly annoying. Maybe she’d make him change his mind about marrying her after all.

It was strange to feel wanted, she mused, having rarely felt so in her life, except by her cousin Cat. Her parents had needed her, used her, as both a nurse and companion to her sister, Bronwyn. And though she’d known her sister needed her, Riona had resented the constant dependence, and how her family had never given her respite. She’d only been called to give of herself, over and over, but seldom had anyone cared enough to return the favor.

But “wanted”? She knew even McCallum didn’t truly want her, but a wife who would fulfill this marriage contract that was so important to his clan. She was just . . . a substitute, and at some point he would be faced with the truth of his misdeeds. And then what would happen to her?

She felt a chill go through her, and barely noticed McCallum guiding her through the brush that tugged at her dress. Her reputation would be ruined, she realized. It was one thing to go for walks in public with a man, but travel
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