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        A Laird’s Promise

        Book One of the Highland Heartbeats Series!

      

      

      
        
        Some promises are hard to keep…

      

      

      
        
        Phillip promised he’d let her go home. He promised, after she completed her task, she’d be free. He didn’t promise her that he wouldn’t capture her heart before he released her.

        

        For Sarah, captive of the Highland Laird, that these promises are kept is paramount.

        

        Phillip never expected to fall in love with the woman who was supposed to save his brother’s life. He also never expected to break a promise. But some promises are hard to keep, especially when he finds out the secrets she’s keeping.
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        A Rebel’s Desire

        Book Two of the Highland Heartbeats Series!

      

      

      
        
        Some secrets are hard to keep…

      

      

      
        
        Jake Duncan promised Heather MacDonald he’d keep her secret. He’d help her train to be a warrior and all she had to do was give him a kiss. He didn’t promise that she wouldn’t feel the stirrings of desire for this former soldier.

      

        

      
        For Heather, a woman determined to become a warrior, Jake’s promise means the difference between life and death.

      

        

      
        Wounded at war, then the target of a malicious healer, Jake Duncan, brother of the Highland Laird, has decided he has to prove himself, over and over again. He never thought that part of his journey would involve falling for the woman from the Lowlands who wasn’t as demure or as shy as he originally thought, especially not when she was wielding a dirk.
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        An Outcast’s Wish

        Book Three of the Highland Heartbeats Series!

      

      

      
        
        Some memories are best left forgotten…

      

      

      
        
        Maccay Douglas finds a trespasser on Duncan lands. Except the trespasser isn’t some lad up to mischief. It’s a woman in boy’s clothing.

      

        

      
        A woman with a bruise on her head and no name, and hunting skills.

      

        

      
        She claims she doesn’t know who she is.

        That doesn’t stop him from falling in love.

      

        

      
        Except this red-haired beauty has an explosive secret that is bound to bring war to the highlands.
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        Some promises are hard to keep…

      

      

      
        
        Phillip promised he’d let her go home. He promised, after she completed her task, she’d be free. He didn’t promise her that he wouldn’t capture her heart before he released her.

        

        For Sarah, captive of the Highland Laird, that these promises are kept is paramount.

        

        Phillip never expected to fall in love with the woman who was supposed to save his brother’s life. He also never expected to break a promise. But some promises are hard to keep, especially when he finds out the secrets she’s keeping.
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      Sarah gazed into the distance, wishing more than anything that she could disappear into it. To leave her life behind and find a new beginning. Even as she daydreamed, she knew the folly of such wishes.

      Impossible to achieve.

      She sat on the grass blowing in the breeze coming off of the north shore of the Firth of Forth, an estuary that gradually made its way into the North Sea. To the north and west, she admired the rugged landscape—dangerous, yet intoxicating at the same time. What would happen if she disappeared into it? Would anybody in Kirkcaldy miss her besides her sister, Heather?

      Sarah MacDonald had hoped for so much more from her nearly twenty-three years of life. Over time, that hope had gradually dwindled, to be replaced by practical acceptance. Maybe her sister, Heather, would have more of a chance than she—at twenty-one, she was still considered of marriageable age, unlike Sarah.

      Heather was the beauty of their small family. Her long, blond, curly hair was favored over Sarah’s nondescript brown. Where Heather was fair skinned, Sarah sported sun-browned skin and a splash of freckles over the bridge of her nose and high on her cheekbones due to the many hours she spent outdoors gathering herbs for her remedies and tinctures. Heather was dainty and petite while Sarah, though slim-framed like her sister, was deceptively strong, more than likely due to her outdoor adventures. She often climbed trees, scrambled over and under fallen logs, dug for her treasures, and once, had to fight off a wild boar with her knife. Thankfully the boar had been young, easy to discourage with her shouts and one poke of the blade.

      There was nothing she could do about her appearance, not that it bothered her much. The villagers had always given her a wide berth—not because she wasn’t pleasant, good-natured, and friendly, but because of the reputation of her stepfather, Patrick MacDonald.

      Try as she might, Sarah couldn’t ignore the image of him in her mind’s eye; a huge, towering hulk of a man, overweight, unkempt most of the time, and often drunk.

      She frowned.

      His attitude toward her emphasized the belief that he blamed her for his misery when it was all Heather’s fault. After all, it was she who had begged their mother to take her for that walk along the cliffs a decade ago.

      She recalled that day as if it were the one before. After a week of rain, Sarah and Heather both were anxious to get outside and play. It was still cool, a light mist falling when her mother, Fiona, had finally acquiesced. Their stepfather was working in the blacksmith shop behind the house, oblivious to the decisions being made inside.

      Heather had ultimately declined going out into the elements, not wanting to catch a chill that afternoon. Sarah was anxious to get away from the four walls of their small home, if only for a little while.

      Her mother had bundled the two of them into their coats, mittens, and scarves, and headed out, after planting a kiss on the top of Heather’s blond head.

      It was only supposed to be a short walk. To the top of the cliff and back. After being cooped up indoors for nearly a week, Sarah was happy for that much.

      The two of them had walked the half mile to the cliffs and paused there—in the same spot where Sarah sat, ten years later.

      She bit back the bitter smile of guilt. She was drawn to this spot. Nearly every week since that awful day she visited, sometimes placing flowers nearby, at other times a small cairn of rocks that endured a few months before gradually toppling from the constant winds blowing in from the bay.

      She had tugged her hand from her mother’s to run about in wayward circles as Fiona had laughed at her antics. At one point, not paying attention, she had ventured a little bit too close to the edge.

      Her mother had cried out a warning, and Sarah had darted away, her laughter floating on the breeze. She hadn’t noticed her mother taking a few quick steps toward her, arms extended to snatch her daughter away from the edge.

      Then, in the blink of an eye, her mother had disappeared.

      Sarah had frozen, mouth open, staring at the spot, confused.

      “Mother?”

      Despite only being a child, she had known immediately what happened.

      A chunk of sandy soil had collapsed beneath her mother’s feet. Not a sound had escaped as she fell into the water below, riddled with rocks ravaged and shaped into jagged edges by centuries of waves splashing onto the shore.

      Sarah had clambered down onto her belly and crawled her way to the edge of the cliff to stare down in horror at the sight of her mother floating lifelessly on the surface of the water. The waves had pulled her out a short distance, then thrust her back toward shore. Her red hair had fanned around her, her arms outstretched, her woolen dress worn over her linen kirtle billowing until it grew so sodden, it had pulled her under.

      The sight had driven Sarah to her feet. She’d run back to the house, screaming, her eyes burning with tears as she’d rounded the corner and barreled into the blacksmith shop where her stepfather had hovered over a fire, one massive hand grasping tongs holding a horseshoe, the other wielding the heavy hammer.

      Sarah was sobbing, trying to grab on to her stepfather’s shirt to propel him outside.

      Patrick had turned to snarl down at her.

      She knew she wasn’t allowed in the blacksmith shop when he was working. Rules were not to be broken.

      He’d let go of the hammer and backhanded her, shouting at her to get away, to go back to the house.

      Finally, she had managed to get him to understand what happened. Leaving her standing by herself, trembling wildly in the blacksmith shop, tears streaming down her cheeks, Patrick had run from the smithy and down to the path that rounded the base of the cliff.

      Sarah had raced back to the house, terrified. Heather, even younger than she, had taken one look at her expression and burst into tears herself without even knowing what had happened.

      Arms wrapped around each other and trembling in the middle of the tiny parlor, eyes riveted to the door, Sarah and Heather had waited. They’d both startled when the door flew open, kicked by Patrick’s boot.

      Roaring with rage and pain, he’d filled the doorway, and his pale features and stunned expression had forever embedded themselves into Sarah’s memory. In his arms, he’d held her mother: limp, one pale, bluish-tinged hand hanging down, swinging back and forth with every step Patrick took as he’d entered and carefully laid his wife on the wood plank floor in the parlor.

      Everything had changed after that.

      While Patrick had always been short-tempered and impatient with the girls, Fiona had been the peacekeeper, acting as a buffer of sorts between their youthful exuberance and her husband’s no-nonsense approach to life.

      After Fiona’s death, Patrick had taken to drinking. More often than not he had visited the local pubs after his work at the smithy was finished. It was up to Sarah to cook and clean and watch over Heather.

      So long ago, and yet it felt like yesterday. At times like this, when she was out alone gathering herbs, she often thought of her mother. If her mother had not fallen to her death that day, maybe things would’ve turned out differently.

      Even if Sarah didn’t blame herself for her mother’s untimely death—as her stepfather did—she lived with the guilt every day. She had learned that day that life was not constant. That it only took a second for things to change.

      She sighed, staring out into the distance, wanting to believe that someday she and her sister would find a way to escape their abusive stepfather. As of this moment, she didn’t know how. Even the little bit of money she made was put back into the household. Food, repairs, supplies for the smithy.

      Her prospects for marriage had long been dashed. No one in the village of Kirkcaldy wanted to claim Patrick MacDonald for a father-in-law. Not to mention the fact that no one in this village had the wherewithal to offer a dowry for Sarah, either.

      No, Sarah MacDonald was a woman known to be set in her ways: stubborn, outspoken, not the kind of woman a man wanted for a wife.

      She couldn’t leave, not until her sister found a beau willing to marry her without the promise of a dowry, property, or possessions. Perhaps Heather had a chance. Gentle, soft-spoken, demure, she was Sarah’s opposite.

      Yet despite the difference in their temperaments, they were extraordinarily close. Sarah protected her like a mother hen. No one dared cross any lines without risking her wrath.

      Like Sarah, and despite her beauty and sweet personality, Heather’s chances were few and far between. She was a mild-mannered, kind, and compassionate jewel that any man would be lucky to have for a bride, a wife, and to mother his children.

      Sarah was another story.

      She had no patience for men. From what she had seen of men in the small village of Kirkcaldy, they were all much the same. Demanding. Her stepfather reminded her, almost daily it seemed, that she was not worth anyone’s time. That she had no rights, or even the possibility of claiming her independence. As far as he was concerned, she was nothing more than a burden. A burden he refused to relinquish.

      Sarah had no doubt that she could support herself with her healing skills. After her mother’s death, she had spent much of her time alone in the woods, along the shores of the Firth of Forth, exploring.

      She had come across a secluded cabin one day, maybe a year or two following her mother’s demise. Mairi, an older woman who lived by herself in the cabin, was a healer. She provided for her needs with her healing skills. Mairi had taken pity on Sarah and began to teach her.

      As Sarah had grown older, she’d become the woman’s apprentice of sorts. She’d gone everywhere she could with Mairi, healing, treating injuries, taking care of sick people, and helping to birth babies.

      Such skills were invaluable, and Sarah knew it. She could set a broken bone, treat a myriad of illnesses, and create tinctures, poultices, and concoctions used on babies, children, and adults. Skills honed over the years.

      After her mentor had died, Sarah had taken over much of the care of the people of Kirkcaldy, often using the old woman’s abandoned cabin to create her medicines, and to escape from Patrick for a few hours when possible. The villagers often paid Sarah for her healings, but usually in goods. A basket of eggs, a chicken, wood for the fire, or repairs done to the house or smithy.

      The years had passed.

      It was no secret in Kirkcaldy that Patrick MacDonald had become a mean drunk. By the time Sarah was sixteen years old, he had all but abandoned his smithy and drank away his days.

      While she’d always longed to run away and escape from his overbearing presence, she knew that she never would. She couldn’t. Not alone. She couldn’t leave Heather. With a sigh, she finally stood, her plain woolen léine blowing in the breeze as she stood on the cliff overlooking the Firth of Forth. She gazed longingly into the horizon, the water glinting, undulating silver threads of reflection in the midafternoon sun.

      No, Sarah was trapped. Maybe not by physical bounds, but by emotional ones, and—

      “Sarah MacDonald! Are you listening?”

      Sarah was jolted from her reveries and turned to find Aldith Gordon standing a short distance away, hands on her hips, smiling at her. She turned away from the water and smiled in return.

      Aldith was an old friend from her school days. They hadn’t seen each other for years until the woman married and soon after came to visit Sarah, announcing she was with child and needed her advice.

      Sarah glanced around. “Where’s Bryce?” One rarely saw either without the other.

      Though Aldith was the same age as Sarah, she had been married for at least two years. Her growing belly announced the impending birth of their second child in just another month or two.

      Gently rubbing her belly with one hand and carrying a covered basket in the other, she gestured over her shoulder with her chin. “He’s at the woodshop.”

      Sarah frowned. “Are you all right, Aldith?” She had helped to birth her friend’s first child and expected to help with this one as well. “What are you doing up here?”

      Aldith held up the basket. “I stopped at your house to bring you some eggs, but no one was home. Then I saw you up here. Standing like a statue, unmoving. Maybe I should be the one asking if you’re all right.”

      Everyone in the village of Kirkcaldy knew about Sarah and her sister, as well as their drunkard of a stepfather.

      Sarah had long ago overcome her embarrassment about the entire situation. “I’m all right,” she said. She gestured toward her basket on the ground, filled with herbs, flowers, and roots. “I was just gathering some of the ingredients I need to make some new tinctures. There’s something about this spot that always compels me to stop…”

      “The anniversary is coming up, isn’t it?”

      Sarah nodded.

      Aldith referred to the anniversary of her mother’s death.

      Only a week hence. Another reason why she was avoiding the house as much as possible. As usual, the anniversary triggered even more abusive behavior from her stepfather.

      Odd, that he couldn’t remember what he’d done the day before, but he could remember that day like it was etched as deeply into his memory as it was Sarah’s.

      She knew his behavior would become even more difficult as the days hovered ever closer to the very day when he had lost the only woman he had ever loved, or so he claimed.

      Sarah wondered if Patrick MacDonald even knew what love was. Yes, he had given the children his name, and they rightfully belonged to his clan, but Patrick was a loner who eschewed not only clan gatherings, but members of his own now distant family.

      She took a deep breath and only barely disguised her wince of pain with another smile.

      Patrick had taken to expressing his rage against her with his fists years ago.

      Sarah had learned to read the signs most of the time. But last night, he had surprised her. She still didn’t know what had set him off, but he had slapped Heather.

      Outraged that he would lay a hand on her sister, Sarah had stepped between them, glaring up at her stepfather, silently daring him to do it again. He had shoved Heather out of the way and taken his wrath out on Sarah. She had long since grown adept at protecting herself and knew his rage was often explosive yet short-lived. She had taken the beating, while Heather had run to their room and slammed the door, like Sarah had taught her to do years earlier.

      “Wasn’t Heather at the house?” Sarah asked, frowning in concern.

      “I knocked, but no one answered. Maybe she’s at the market with one of her friends, or at the laird’s manor house, or the school.”

      Sarah nodded. Heather was a born teacher and loved children. While Sarah often took to the woods to escape the house and Patrick’s overbearing behavior, Heather often escaped to the laird’s house to help take care of the laird’s seven children, all under the age of twelve. Either that, or she hovered around the small building that served as a makeshift school, at least for those children who had the opportunity to go, if only seasonally.

      Sarah stooped down to pick up her basket. “Let me walk you back to the village. I’m sure Bryce will be wondering where you are by now.”

      Aldith laughed and shook her head. “I do love him dearly. Honestly, I do. But sometimes, especially of late, I have found it beneficial to be away from him and little Ennis for a while. He’s watching her now.” She gestured. “You continue with your gathering. It’s already late in the afternoon. I’ll leave the eggs at your door.”

      Sarah nodded, not wanting to press. “Take your time, Aldith. I know I told you that walking every day is beneficial, but you’re too close to your time to overdo it.”

      Aldith smiled as she turned from Sarah, lifting a hand in farewell.

      Sarah watched her old friend meander her way carefully down the path until she disappeared around a bend. She turned once again to the water, closed her eyes, and sent a quick prayer upward, reminding her mother that she thought of her often. Then she turned her back to the cliff and headed toward the woods. A few mushrooms, some bark from a birch tree, and she would have enough for the next batch of tinctures.

      As she crossed the meadow between the edge of the cliff and the woods where birch, conifers, and spruce grew close together, the sun hanging low in the sky and casting long shadows, she noticed how quiet it was.

      At the edge of the meadow, just before she stepped into the tree line, she realized she didn’t hear any of the usual evening birds. Nothing but the breeze wafting gently through the trees, branches jostling slightly. She glanced up at the sky toward the east, wondering if it would rain again that night. She grunted when she caught a vague hint of rain in the air.

      Another night of rain pounding on the roof of the house? Finding bowls and buckets to catch the ever-growing number of leaks? Another night where Patrick would either stay away or would come rumbling in from wherever he’d disappeared to get out of the rain? He would collapse at the kitchen table—his mood, as usual, dour and demanding.

      She sighed and quickened her pace. She would collect the last of her items and then hurry home. Perhaps if she had warm lamb stew and biscuits waiting, in case he did come home, he could be mollified. Maybe, just maybe, a belly full of stew, biscuits, and ale would keep the peace for a few hours.

      As she stepped into the shadow of the woods, her gaze focusing on a cluster of mushrooms growing at the base of a spruce, the hair on the back of her neck stood on the edge.

      She straightened in alarm, casting her gaze through the growing shadows. She heard not a sound, nor the snort of any wild animal. Then again, wild boars often roamed these woods, as her history in these trees attested. She listened for several moments but heard nothing.

      Shrugging off her alarm as a byproduct of her disturbed and reflective thoughts, she once again bent to pluck several mushrooms from the loamy soil growing between the tree roots.

      The next instant, she heard it.

      A soft footfall.

      To any other ear, it might have just been the wisp of a breeze, but Sarah spent enough time in these woods to know every sound the creatures made as they rustled through the underbrush. The sound of squirrels as their tiny claws scrambled for purchase on tree bark. The sounds made by different birds nesting for the night. A deer cautiously stepping through the low-lying brush, seeking tasty leaves or heading for water.

      No. Not an animal. A—

      She sensed the large shadow coming up behind her just before she saw it. Sarah turned, prepared to flee an instant before she found herself clenched against a hard and powerful body. She opened her mouth to scream, an instinctive, reflexive action she knew would be useless.

      No one would hear her scream. No one. She was too far away from the village. Aldith wouldn’t hear her either after rounding the bend, the sound of lapping waves from the bay disguising the sounds of the forest.

      Her scream was abruptly cut off as a gloved hand clamped down over her mouth, causing her to bite her tongue. Warm tears flooded her eyes. The pain propelled her out of the frozen sense of panic.

      Infuriated, she lashed out, struggling with everything she had to escape the clutches of whoever had grabbed her.

      No! This couldn’t be happening! She had to get home. As she struggled, grunting with her efforts, she couldn’t stop the questions racing through her head. Who would want to harm her? And why? She had nothing of value. She owned nothing. Nothing! But she was not naïve. She had heard of brigands roaming lower Scotland, kidnapping women. Selling them. Using them. Doing what they wanted because they could, and no one stopped them.

      She twisted in her captor’s arms, kicked out with her feet. Her heel connected with a leg and she heard a grunt. The grip on her tightened, threatened to squeeze the air from her lungs but still, she fought. She was no stranger to pain, to beatings. She took them from her stepfather to spare Heather, but she would not take it from a stranger.

      How dare he lay his hands on her!

      If he intended her harm, then he would have to fight for it. She didn’t want to die. No, but she was no wilting flower. She wasn’t a fainter, no. Whoever this man was, whatever it was he wanted from her, he wasn’t going to find her willing.

      She made contact with her heel again, this time on his foot instep.

      A growl rumbled close to her ear.

      Fear surged through her, pounding through her veins. Her ears rang with a loud buzzing sound. Her breath escaped her mouth in ragged gasps.

      Those arms were like steel! She couldn’t break free!

      She had to try harder. If she surrendered, she was doomed. She garnered her strength. She had to escape. She had to get back home, to Heather.

      Heather needed her! She would not be able to bear their stepfather’s wrath if Sarah was not there to protect her. With the anniversary of their mother’s death so near, Sarah had to be home. Had to shelter her sister from—

      She suddenly felt herself falling.

      No, she hadn’t fallen. She’d been pushed. She landed on the ground on her stomach, the wind knocked out of her. Her hands clutched at the dirt, grabbed handfuls of it, and then she rolled onto her back as the arms reached for her again.

      She flung the dirt upward, into her attacker’s face.

      A bitten-off curse rewarded her efforts, and she surged upward, scrambled to get her feet under her, her heart swelling with a brief surge of triumph.

      Run!

      She bolted.

      And slammed into something hard and unyielding.

      A tree? No.

      Her eyes wide with horror, she realized that she’d slammed into her captor’s body.

      His arms snaked around her and in an instant, she was again caught in a viselike grip.
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      Phillip growled low in his throat as he tried to grab hold of the wildcat with which he suddenly found himself dealing.

      Who knew a slip of a woman could struggle so hard?

      He had watched her throughout most of the afternoon. His two comrades had stayed farther back in the trees, but he knew they were within whistling distance. He had even gotten so close once that he heard her humming.

      She was a pretty girl, and well-formed. Her simple beige woolen dress and dark brown kirtle hid her figure, but when she bent over, he got a good view of her hips, noted her long legs, and when she’d stretched a time or two her ample bosom had been plainly outlined for his viewing pleasure.

      Even as he’d watched, waiting for the perfect chance, he’d hesitated. He had never stooped to kidnapping a woman before. A man either for that matter. But he was desperate. He had missed a chance a little while earlier. Had almost taken it, but then she’d strolled out of the trees and made her way to the edge of the cliff in the near distance.

      She had stood there, at the edge, for the longest time. What was she doing? Then, to his chagrin, she had sat down, her basket of herbs and roots and flowers beside her. Unmoving, she had stared out at the water below. Thinking? Even while sitting, she was not idle. Her fingers had plucked at the long grass, even plaited several strands of it together before tossing the strip aside, only to do it again, then again.

      He had stifled a sigh of impatience as another woman, heavy with child, had moved laboriously up the path to the cliffs, had heard the sound of their voices while they spoke though he was not close enough to hear what they said.

      Finally, the other woman had left, and his prey was alone again, heading into the trees once more.

      Dusk would soon be upon them. No more time to waste. And so, moments after she’d stepped into the shadows of the woods, he had made a grab for her. He hadn’t expected her reaction. He had thrust her to the ground already, not wanting to hurt her, had not pushed her hard.

      To his surprise, she was on her feet in an instant, flinging dirt into his face.

      He tightened his hold on her, as if he were trying to hold on to a slippery fish. He swore as her heel made contact with his shin again. Despite the fact that he held her in a great bear hug, her back pressed up against him, her arms below her elbows remained free.

      Her right fist swung upward, caught him on the edge of his eye. Her left hand reached downward, tried to grab ahold of his—

      He backed away, the twist of his hips barely preserving his dignity.

      “Hold still!” he snapped.

      She didn’t listen.

      He tried to twist his hips further, to keep his precious jewels away from her clawing hand, his temper fraying. He was about ready to throw her to the ground again. He was not one who often lost his temper, let alone with a woman half his size. He was nevertheless startled by her ferocity.

      Behind him, he heard a chuckle and turned to glance over his shoulder. “What are you laughing about?” he snapped at Maccay Douglas, his longtime friend, and commander of his castle’s men.

      “At you.” Maccay laughed, not at all daunted by Phillip’s growing annoyance at the twisting, grunting, flailing woman he tried so desperately to hold on to. “You’ve got your hands full, for sure.”

      Guffaws came from Phillip’s second companion, hiding in the depths of the shadows.

      Phillip had had enough. “Grab ahold of her feet if you can stop your chuckling for a minute.”

      Hugh emerged from the shadows.

      Phillip raised a brow at the mirthful expression on Hugh’s countenance. “Hugh, grab her arms and tie her hands before I lose my temper.”

      Between the three of them, they finally got the woman bound, but that didn’t stop her from screaming epithets at all of them.

      If he weren’t concerned that her shouts would bring someone from the village down below, he would have let her go at it. As it was, he already had a headache, and her shrieks were only making it worse. Her hands tied in front of her, she still continued to twist violently in his arms.

      Finally, he had enough.

      Not so gently, he put her on the ground, a hand pressed against her back to hold her on her stomach in the dirt. She bucked beneath his hand.

      “Give me that,” he growled at Maccay, reaching for the rag tucked into Maccay’s waistband, usually tied around his forehead. When Maccay hesitated, he snapped his fingers. “Now. I can’t take her caterwauling one more second!”

      With another laugh, Maccay plucked the rag from his waistband and handed it to Phillip.

      In another few seconds, he had the gag over the woman’s mouth and tied at the nape of her neck. He then rolled her onto her back and glared down at her.

      To his surprise, her angry gaze bore right back up at him.

      Well, now, she was a feisty thing, much more than he had expected.

      Even bound, her hands pounded at him, ineffectual, though impressive in her efforts.

      He had expected a wilting flower, maybe even some fainting, but this?

      He stood and then backed away from her thrashing feet. Hands on his hips, he stared down at her. No, not at all what he’d expected. She was supposed to be a healer.

      Healers were gentle, weren’t they? Compassionate? The woman writhing on the ground continued to scream through the gag—it muffled but couldn’t entirely block her rage from reaching his ears.

      He shook his head, glancing at Maccay and then Hugh.

      “One of you put her on your horse.”

      Both of them stared at him as if he had lost his mind.

      Maccay spoke first. “You want me to put that on my horse?”

      Phillip glanced down at the girl, at the moment trying to roll over onto her side to stand. How she planned to manage it was beyond him, but he had to give her marks for determination.

      Approaching from the side, he quickly lifted a foot and placed it on her stomach, just below her breasts which rose and fell with her infuriated temper. He didn’t put a lot of pressure on her, again not wanting to hurt her, but enough to make her stop thrashing.

      “If you don’t stop, I’m going to knock you unconscious. Do you understand?” He had no intention of laying hands on the woman, but a threat might help suffice to calm her. He was no expert in kidnapping, but this reaction was nothing he had anticipated.

      After several seconds, the girl quit thrashing, though her eyes still blazed fury his way—toward Maccay and Hugh, also. Her hands were balled into fists.

      “I’m going to put you on your feet. You fight me, and you’ll find yourself on the ground again. You understand?”

      The girl glared at him for a few moments and then grudgingly nodded.

      He removed his foot from her stomach.

      She didn’t move.

      He reached down and grabbed her by her arms, yanking her upward and onto her feet. He half expected her to fight him, but for the moment, she remained calm.

      Maccay spoke up. “Hugh, you take her.”

      Hugh McInnis, also a long-term friend, muttered under his breath, but didn’t argue with Maccay. Hugh, like Maccay, was a soldier who had sworn allegiance to Phillip years ago, and devoted his life to his clan’s protection and well-being.

      Very few people were outspoken enough to argue with Phillip Duncan of the Highland Duncan clan. He usually had his hands full defending his small castle and lands situated on the slopes of Ben Nevis Mountain in the Grampian mountain range. He was noted throughout the Highlands as a fierce combatant, not one to be taken lightly. Most people feared him—but, glaring down at the woman staring implacably back at him, he had to wonder. Was she touched? Was her mind in one piece? Was she the one they sought?

      “Let’s go,” he muttered to the others. He crouched down, wrapped his arms around the woman’s waist, and lifted her from her feet, tossing her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She pounded his back with her bound hands, ineffectual.

      Briefly amusing, though his amusement soon transformed into annoyance. He shook his head as he walked side by side next to Maccay deeper into the woods where the horses were tied.

      “You sure this is the right one?”

      Maccay chuckled. “I’m sure.”

      Phillip wasn’t so sure, but they couldn’t linger in the territory long. He could only hope that they had snatched the right woman—a healer he needed for his brother.

      Jake had been wounded a month earlier at the Battle of Largs. Of course they had healers in the Highlands, and none was known to be better than Ceana Cameron—the fair one indeed. Not only had his brother failed to improve under her ministrations, but he had grown worse.

      His search for a healer with the knowledge to cure strange and mysterious maladies had sent him forth on this venture south toward the coast. He had heard of this one’s gift from Maccay, who had heard it from a distant cousin, who in turn heard it from a friend who lived in the lowlands. That friend had learned about her from a storekeeper in Edinburgh, whose family member had been cured by the woman.

      He had come all the way to Kirkcaldy for this woman. He glanced at his friend, grinning back at him with ill-disguised amusement.

      Phillip cocked his head. “You’re sure?”

      Maccay nodded. “I’m sure.”

      Still, glancing askance at the woman, now writhing silently on his shoulder, he had to wonder. He couldn’t make a mistake. He knew instinctively that his brother would die soon if his malady were not cured.

      Did this aggressive yet beautiful, wild young woman have the skills needed to cure his brother? Would she? What if she refused? That would not happen.

      They reached the horses. Hugh mounted, then reached down for the girl. Phillip hefted her upward, and between the both of them, despite her squirming, they finally got her astride in front of Hugh.

      He shook his head as he mounted his horse, then without another word spurred the animal into a trot through the trees. If she refused to help him, he would… What would he do? He’d never been confronted with such a situation before.

      While fierce and unforgiving on the battlefield, he had never harmed a woman. Still, his brother was in dire need. He had no patience nor tolerance for anyone who delayed any chance his brother had of surviving.

      Phillip Duncan rarely came down from the mountains. It had been years since he had been down by the coast. He didn’t like it. Too crowded. He preferred the Highlands; the towering mountains, the lochs, the peat bogs of the north and the wilderness encompassing them. The small villages and scattered population. The closest he had been to clusters of people was the small settlement at the base of Ben Nevis, one of the highest peaks in all of Scotland.

      In the past, the region was a stronghold overseen by clan Cameron, but over the past couple of generations, the Duncans had claimed their own portion and held on to it with fierce determination. On more than one occasion, the Duncan clan had sided with the McPherson and Macintosh clans, bitter rivals of clan Cameron. More than once, Phillip and his warriors had clashed with the Donald and McMillan clans, allies to the Camerons. In recent years, the region had been relatively peaceful, but Phillip never took the tenuous peace for granted.

      He had spent months of his youth exploring the expanses of Ben Nevis, the glacial valley surrounded by slopes of bracken and the wild bluish-gray scree. He enjoyed the sight of the long-haired Highland cattle grazing along the slopes and on the valley floor, the river running through the valley providing a wealth of rich farmland, fish, and wildlife.

      The slopes of Ben Nevis were in his blood; its peak often dusted with snow year-round. He had climbed to the summit of the mountain many times over the years, nearly a full day’s travel, but from the top, the vistas opening up before him never failed to lift his spirits, to make him stand tall with pride at his heritage.

      As a warrior and a leader of the Highland Duncan clan, Phillip was a formidable opponent, his body honed by years of fighting. One day, perhaps in the distant future, his clan could live peaceably among others in the Highlands and generations of needless bloodshed would cease. Most of the clan leaders today couldn’t even remember what had triggered centuries of feuds, and he had a feeling that he wasn’t the only clan leader who had long since tired of the endless fighting.

      He shook his head, muttering to himself. He wasn’t an old woman. He was a warrior! A clan leader! However, the return of his brother—wounded, unable to recover—had spurred the realization that over the years, his loss of friends, fellow clansmen, and even family members had slowly dwindled the size of the Duncan clan to an alarming degree. He and Jake were the future of the Duncans, but if Jake died…

      He glanced at the young woman, surprised to find her glaring his way. He hardened his heart, convinced himself that kidnapping her had been necessary. Nothing he had ever resorted to before, but a necessary evil. He would do everything and anything to save his brother. Younger by two years, Jake had fought for years under the Scottish King Alexander III, son of King Alexander II and grandson of William the Lion.

      While his brother had gone off to fight against the Norsemen, Phillip, as the oldest remaining son, had been responsible for the safety, protection, and maintenance of Duncan Castle and lands and their people, a responsibility he took seriously and dedicated himself to.

      While Phillip was known as a fierce and uncompromising warrior, he was beloved among his people. He took his responsibilities to heart, and he ruled with fairness and compassion yet firmness over those who looked to him for their safety and protection of their farms and livelihoods.

      Would it matter to the clan if his brother died? The thought left Phillip feeling oddly untethered to his otherwise solid foundation. He should’ve found a wife long ago, had children to carry on the traditions of the Duncans, but he had yet to find a woman who he found interesting enough to marry.

      Oh, there had been plenty of women who threw themselves at him. He was known as one of the most handsome in the region, and his reputation as a more than adequate lover had gained him a mistress or two over the years, but none had held his attention for long.

      His brother had often teased that Phillip was far too choosy, that he should just select one and get it over with and sire children, but Phillip resisted. Jake, like Phillip, had no trouble finding or bedding women, and Phillip often threw his brother’s words back at him.

      But Jake, a soldier often away from home, had no time nor inclination—at least at the moment—to find a woman to settle down with.

      Now, Phillip wondered if Jake would ever have the chance.

      The sound of voices raised behind caused him to halt his horse among the trees and glance back over his shoulder.

      What the hell?

      The woman was reaching for the reins of Hugh’s horse. What was she doing?

      He belatedly realized she was trying to agitate the horse, perhaps even toss the both of them to the ground. To what purpose?

      He growled with impatience. He didn’t have time for such foolishness!

      “Stop,” he ordered. His voice, though not raised, was commanding.

      Startled, the woman’s attention was pulled from her intention, and she met his angry gaze.

      Hugh had his hands full trying to pull the woman’s hands from his horse’s reins and pressing them closer to her body.

      Phillip knew that a change in situation was required. He quickly dismounted, stepped toward Hugh’s nervously prancing horse, and grabbed its bridle with one hand. With the other, he reached for the girl. He grasped her around her arm and pulled her from the horse.

      She uttered a startled cry as he caught her in his arms, and in one smooth movement had her on the ground, flat on her buttocks, legs sprawled before her. She gasped with indignation.

      He quickly pulled his knife from the sheath at his waist and slashed at her bindings.

      She cried out in surprise, probably thinking he was going to plunge it into her heart. Instead, still grasping her hands, he gestured with his chin toward Hugh.

      Hugh blinked at him, not sure what he wanted until Phillip waved his hand.

      Hugh suddenly understood, reached for his own knife, and cut a length of his horse’s rein and tossed it to Phillip.

      Phillip quickly bound the girl’s hands behind her, then rose to his feet. Reaching for her arms, he stooped slightly, then heaved her upward, again flopping her over his shoulder.

      She struggled mightily.

      With another growl of annoyance, he struck the flat of his hand against her buttocks.

      The sharp slap rang out in the stillness of the forest.

      He heard her gasp, mutter something in her throat, but the gag stopped her words. She calmed down, at least for a moment. Would he have to deal with this all the way back to his castle?

      Phillip carried her to his horse then placed her back on her feet, turning her to face him. “Either you ride astride in front of me, or you can lie over the saddle like a sack of grain. You choose.”

      She glowered and managed muffled words from behind the gag. “I’ll sit, thank you very much.”

      He almost laughed. Almost.

      Such bravado and audacity!

      Her tone was defiant, and once again he had to force himself to hold back a grin. That he had never met anyone as feisty as she was no understatement.

      Without further ado, he lifted her up onto his saddle and then leapt up behind her. Her hands, tied behind her now, were nestled just above his groin. While his intention had been to keep her from aggravating the horses, he now had second thoughts. What if she grabbed hold of his—

      “Where are you taking me?” she demanded, her words again muffled, but discernible, as the gag had slipped slightly.

      “No questions. Now, we ride. I’m warning you. You keep your hands to yourself, or you’re going to regret it.”

      She said nothing, but her jaw lifted defiantly in the air.

      He urged his horse to a trot, the others following. His mood had darkened considerably, and for once, he heard no teasing from his friends.

      But every step the horse took caused her to jostle against him. His thighs nestled her buttocks and legs. Her hands lingered dangerously close to his delicate parts, her shoulders bumping against his chest.

      A delicate fragrance wafted from her hair into his nostrils. What was that? Mint? It was distracting and yet intoxicating.

      His thoughts drifted, and he wondered what this woman might be like in bed. Passionate, surely.

      He forced his attention away from such an idea, growling in dismay at the turn of his thoughts.
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      Sarah lost track of time. She sat stiffly in front of her captor, her heart pounding. Despite her show of defiance and bravado, she was terrified.

      She had to escape!

      Where were they taking her? Why? Try as she might, she couldn’t come up with a plan to get away. Maybe tonight, when they stopped.

      But as late afternoon turned into dusk and then dusk into evening, she feared that they wouldn’t stop. They rode mile after mile in a northward direction. Would they travel through the night? She grew tired as she tried to hold herself away from leaning against her captor.

      Her hands began to tingle from being tied for so long. Her shoulders ached. Because she was afraid of toppling off the horse, despite the fact that her captor’s arms curved around her body as he held the reins of his massive gelding, she had tightened her thighs around the barrel of the horse. Even through her skirt and under her drawers, her skin felt chafed and sore.

      How long would they ride?

      She blinked back tears, wondering what Heather would be thinking by now. Worried about her, wondering why she hadn’t returned home. Would someone go looking for her?

      Surely, Heather would have returned to their home by now, discovered her sister nowhere in the vicinity. Had their stepfather also returned home and questioned Heather as to the location of her sister? Of course, Heather couldn’t know.

      Sarah’s heart thumped in dread. When she wasn’t there to protect Heather, she was often the recipient of their stepfather’s foul temper. While Heather was more than capable of putting together a simple meal for him, it was usually a task the Sarah undertook herself. The less time her younger sister spent in the vicinity of their stepfather, the better.

      Increasingly, as time passed, Sarah found herself leaning against her captor’s chest. She fought against the sense of despair that rose within her. She couldn’t surrender. Couldn’t give up, not so soon. She would take the first opportunity to escape, to make her way back to Kirkcaldy. To her sister.

      But for now, she felt the increasing weariness flooding through her. The result of a long day, the terror of being kidnapped, of fighting her captors, of riding so many hours on horseback, trussed up like a sheep to be slaughtered.

      It took too much effort not to lean against the man behind her. Besides, it was more comfortable. And he was warm. Solid framed, riding tall, not at all tired.

      Who was he? Where was he from? What did he want with her? The questions raced through her mind one after the other.

      He had manhandled her back there at the cliff side, but not roughly. Actually, he had shown great restraint, so much more so than her stepfather. He had seemed surprised that she’d fought back.

      Why would he be? Wouldn’t any woman fight? She was no sheep. Over the years, she’d had to rely on her resilience, her determination, and her anger to get through everything her stepfather heaped upon her.

      Outside of Sarah’s concerns for her younger sister—and, of course, fear of what was going to happen to her once her captors reached their destination—she didn’t have much of a problem riding away from Kirkcaldy. No, getting away from Kirkcaldy was an overriding dream. Ethereal, something that lingered beyond her grasp but which she’d dreamed about nevertheless.

      She had imagined it often. She and Heather, leaving their stepfather behind, to begin new lives somewhere. She as a healer, her younger sister as a nursemaid, a governess, or caring for children somewhere.

      Unfortunately, they belonged to a caste of people who would forever find themselves listed among the poorer, rural populace. With no dowry, and no remarkable lineage, both were destined for simple lives, seeking out a simple living. Still, Sarah didn’t care. Someday, they would get away from Patrick MacDonald’s clutches and breathe easier.

      But now—

      “We’ll stop here for the night.”

      The comment came from her captor, who, upon entering a meadow bathed in the soft glow of the rising moon, pulled his horse to a halt. His companions halted their horses and nearly in unison, all three slid off.

      Before Sarah could process the fact that they were finally stopping for the night, she felt hands on her waist pulling her from the back of the horse.

      “You will not fight me.”

      The command was uttered softly, but brooked no argument. Sarah was too tired anyway, her joints stiff from hours of riding. It took an effort, but she allowed her captor to guide her toward a large rock at the edge of the meadow. Her stiff-jointed movements did not escape his notice.

      “Sit.”

      She obeyed.

      “I’m going to take the gag off your mouth. If you scream, shout, or speak louder than a whisper, I’ll put it back on. Understood?”

      Sarah glared up at him but nodded. There was a time and a place. This wasn’t it.

      He removed her gag, and she opened her jaw several times, working out the stiffness, using her tongue to moisten the inside of her mouth and her lips.

      He watched her.

      “Hugh, give me some water.”

      The man named Hugh stepped to his horse, retrieved a leather flask, and handed it to her captor.

      “I’m going to untie your hands. Again, I warn you that if you try to escape, hit, scratch, kick, or in any other way attack any of us, I’ll hog-tie you, and you can ride belly down over my saddle the rest of the way. Understand?”

      Brute.

      She had to bite her lip to keep from uttering a sharp retort. Were all men such bullies? She looked up at him as he crouched down in front of her, his eyes on a level with hers.

      He stared at her implacably until she nodded. Leaning close, his head near hers, he reached behind her and used his knife to slice through her bindings. It took everything she had not to punch him in the nose.

      Even as her temper roiled, something else simmered beneath the surface.

      He smelled good, not at all what she expected of a kidnapping ruffian. He smelled of horse, the earth, and the wind. For the first time, in the moonlight, and thanks to the fire that was quickly built nearby, she got a good look at him.

      Dark, unruly hair. Clean, though. It hung down past his shoulders, much of it loosened from the queue at the nape of his neck. Shorter in the front, a curl hung over his broad forehead. A dark slash of eyebrows.

      She couldn’t tell what color his eyes were in the darkness, but she imagined they were hazel, maybe even almost green.

      His nostrils flared, his jaw tightened, and she saw the sudden frown he gave her.

      What?

      She hadn’t done anything. He handed her the leather flask of water. She took it with one hand, and tried to hide the trembling despite her feigned bravery. With both hands, the cork clutched in her palm, she lifted the flask to her lips and drank deeply. The water felt good in her mouth and as it flowed down her throat. After three gulps, she handed the flask back to her captor.

      Without taking his eyes from hers, he also drank, then casually snatched the cork from her palm to stop the flask.

      The sensation of his fingers brushing against the palm of her hand sent a frisson through her. Startling, really, considering her circumstances. To her horror, she found herself attracted to him.

      No, impossible! He’d kidnapped her!

      “What do you want with me?” she asked, striving to keep her voice calm so that it didn’t come across as demanding, although that’s exactly what she was doing. She demanded an explanation.

      He glanced at his two compatriots, huddling close to the fire, one of them in the process of wrapping a hunk of already cooked meat around a stick.

      Rabbit? Her stomach reacted to the idea of food. Luckily, the reaction was soundless.

      He wandered over to the fire. Three sets of eyes warily watched her.

      “You’re a healer.”

      It wasn’t so much of a question as a statement.

      She nodded. But how did he know? He wasn’t from around here, she knew that. She’d never seen any of them before.

      “One of my people told me about your skills.”

      “One of your people?”

      “My name is Phillip Duncan of the Highland Duncan clan in the Grampian Mountains.”

      The Grampian Mountains? The Highlands? He had come from the Highlands down to the Firth of Forth? For her? But why?

      She frowned. “You have no healers closer to home?”

      “Let’s just say I need one whose skills surpass those that I have met.”

      “Why?” she asked again.

      He frowned, handing the water flask back to his friend.

      “Surely I am not the only healer in Scotland with skills that meet your needs.” She gazed at him from top to toe.

      He cut a fine figure of a man and didn’t look at all sick. So he didn’t need her. Who did?

      “I have no supplies. All my herbs, my tinctures, and my salves are back there in Kirkcaldy. Do you expect me to work miracles?”

      “Enough,” he sighed. “You will have your answers soon enough.”

      It was at moments like this that Sarah grew frustrated by her many faults, one of which was impatience. She had no tolerance for mysteries or secrets. She closed her eyes, leaned her head back against the rock, and counted to ten. “How do you even know I can help you?” she asked, opening her eyes again.

      Phillip paused by the fire as he headed for his horse. “It is not I who needs your help.”

      “Then who?”

      “In due time.”

      She groaned in frustration. “How do you know I can provide the help you seek if you don’t tell me what you expect from me?”

      He paused, staring into the inky darkness of the woods beyond the dull glow of the fire. Then, without another word, he disappeared into the blackness.

      She watched him go and then turned toward the other two, both of them now focusing their attention on the rabbit, or whatever was warming over the fire.

      She was worried. Worried about Heather. No, more than worried. Fear and desperation bubbled up inside her. She glanced at her surroundings: thickly wooded, dark and chilly, very few stars, at least at the moment. She had no idea where she was. She had never traveled this far from Kirkcaldy. How far had the horses traveled? Ten miles? Even more?

      The Highlands.

      He was taking her to the Highlands. How long would it take to get there? Two days’ ride? A week? What would happen if the person who needed her healing skills died before they got there?

      It was obvious that her captor, Phillip, had gone to great lengths to help somebody. A person only did that for someone deeply cared for. And if that person didn’t survive? Would he take it out on her? While she had no doubt of her skills, there was always the chance that she would be faced with a challenge she didn’t know how to solve. Healers were not always able to cure maladies. Sometimes, a body was so ill or broken that nothing could be done to save it.

      She barely paid attention to the low conversation between the other two until one of them approached, shifting a hunk of hot meat from one palm to the other. He crouched down in front of her, much like Phillip had done earlier, and offered a smile. How could he be so lackadaisical about kidnapping her? What did he have to smile about?

      She frowned at him.

      “Hungry?”

      “No,” she snapped.

      Unfortunately, her stomach took the opportunity at just that moment to grumble loudly.

      He laughed, grabbed her wrist, and placed the hunk of meat in her palm. He turned away as she stared down at the meat, resisting the urge to throw it back at him. She had to be rational. She had to stay strong and sharp, and she wouldn’t do that by starving herself, or displaying stubbornness that would only get her hurt.

      Grudgingly, she lifted the meat to her mouth, and wrinkled her nose at the odor. The meat wasn’t spoiled, but it wasn’t fresh by any means. She nibbled it slowly, paying attention to what her stomach told her as she ate.

      After a short time, her captor emerged from the woods. He looked at her, then at his companions. He took several steps in her direction and then gestured toward the woods. “If you need to take care of…”

      He didn’t finish the sentence, but she knew what he implied.

      She felt the heat of a flush warm her cheeks. Fortunate that he couldn’t see it in the darkness. With a stiff nod, she slowly got to her feet. He pointed.

      “Behind that bush. And shake the branches, so I know where you are.”

      Annoyed, Sarah reluctantly agreed. Turning her back, she hobbled into the shadows. She felt humiliated, helpless, and the desperation of her situation nearly took her breath away. She worried more about Heather than she did herself. Maybe, just maybe she could wrest a promise out of her kidnapper. She knew she had no bargaining power. She had no say-so over what happened to her. So far, he didn’t appear to be interested in her, other than her healing skills. But what would happen if she failed to heal a person in such dire need that Phillip had ventured so far from home to find help? He had guaranteed her no promise of safety, not personally anyway.

      Did she have the power to bargain? Her skills in exchange for her freedom?

      When she emerged from the darkness, Phillip stood, legs slightly spread, arms crossed over his chest, watching her. He gestured for her to sit down.

      Slowly and stiffly, she did, hiding a wince of pain in the process. Not pain caused by Phillip’s manhandling of her. Not the pain caused by stiffness from sitting on a horse for hours on end.

      It was pain from the beating she had received from her stepfather the night before. He was always careful not to hit her about the head or face. That might elicit questions, though Sarah had learned over the years that very few people in the village were willing, or even capable of confronting her stepfather, even if they did know that she and her sister often took the brunt of his abuse.

      Sarah and Heather were his property. They were his daughters. He could do as he pleased and there was nothing they could do about it.

      As Sarah leaned carefully against a rock, trying to get comfortable, she wondered if someday she and her sister might look forward to a life where they had at least some control over their own destinies. With a sigh, she told herself to quit being so foolish. She was not the master of her destiny and never would be. She closed her eyes, tried to still her fear, to endure what she had to endure to survive.

      She would see what tomorrow would bring. Maybe, just maybe, she would be able to gain a promise of her release if she succeeded in healing his loved one. She had determined that it had to be a loved one, be it a close friend, a parent, or a family member.

      No one went to this much trouble if they didn’t care deeply about someone. The thought of Phillip Duncan caring deeply about someone enough to go to such lengths to help them made her feel a grudging and reluctant respect.

      She knew she shouldn’t feel that way, and it confused her. He had kidnapped her. Plain and simple. He had taken something that didn’t belong to him. It didn’t matter whether his reasons were noble or not.

      He was a brute. An arrogant member of a distant clan in the Highlands, one she knew nothing about.

      But one thing she did know: she would do everything in her power to return to Kirkcaldy. Not because she cared about the place or her stepfather, or the home she had grown up in. The decrepit shelter had long ago ceased to be her home.

      But her sister was there, and Sarah MacDonald was nothing if not determined to provide protection and a sense of security to her younger sister.

      And she would do anything she had to do to keep her promise to do just that.
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      Phillip hovered just inside the tree line, deep in the shadows, watching the camp. He knew that despite their relaxed states, Hugh and Maccay dozed only lightly.

      An untoward sound—the snap of a twig, the rustle of brush nearby—would bring them instantly to full wakefulness, alert with weapons in hand. Maccay, like Hugh, was not particularly happy to be in this region.

      Phillip stared at the sleeping Sarah, contemplating what it was about her that captivated him so. Her bravado and bluster? Her inclination to fight? That certainly wasn’t unnatural to anyone who had been kidnapped.

      In fact, such a response was expected, but in her case surprising. There were three of them, all experienced fighting men accustomed to battle. Muscles honed by years of physical labor, fighting, and providing for the safety and sustenance of their clan.

      And she?

      She was a medicine woman, a healer. She barely came up to his chest, and yet she had not hesitated, not even a second, to fight him, nor to curtail her efforts to agitate Hugh’s horse earlier.

      Her actions screamed desperation, again to be expected, but he got the impression that her desperation stemmed from a deeper fear than even her present circumstances inspired. Of course, she was worried about her safety. Why wouldn’t she be? After she had emerged from the bushes earlier and returned to her place near the rock, he had given her a choice.

      “If you give me your word that you will not try to escape, I will not truss you up like a wild boar.” He hadn’t really expected her to promise not to try to escape.

      Even after she had grudgingly promised to stay put, he didn’t believe it for a second. He knew that the moment an opportunity presented itself, she would try to escape.

      Why hadn’t he tied her up? He should have. Would have done so with any other captive, not that he had any experience kidnapping people. This was his first—and hopefully only—time stooping to such measures. Any attempt or successful attempt of escape would thwart his own plans, not to mention put her in even greater danger, but he hadn’t tied her up.

      “I’m warning you. If you try to escape, you’ll find yourself in danger.” He pointed upward at the inky black sky. “There is no moon tonight, or very little of it. Not enough to light your way. You will get lost. There are bogs out there, wild boars, and wolves. Not to mention outlaws who would not hesitate to take advantage of a woman alone in the woods.”

      His words hadn’t made much of an impression on her.

      She had stared defiantly up at him, but said nothing. Perhaps contemplating the truth of his words? She might be brash, but she was intelligent. She knew the dangers for anyone, let alone a woman, running through the middle of the woods at night without a weapon, no map to guide her way toward home.

      “We will not hurt you,” he’d said, crouching down in front of her, his eyes level with hers.

      She had opened her mouth to speak, but he’d lifted a hand.

      “If you have something to say, say it calmly and softly.” He’d glanced into the darkness with a shrug. “You never know what’s out there, listening.”

      “Are you trying to frighten me?”

      “You’re not frightened?” he’d challenged.

      She didn’t answer, but she didn’t have to. The racing pulse in her throat had told him that her emotions roiled. Perhaps she did fear what was in the darkness of the woods more than she feared him.

      He’d almost smiled. Almost.

      She was a formidable opponent, despite her gender. She certainly couldn’t overpower him physically, but she was crafty. Characteristics that he admired. Despite the fact that she was his captive and she had a purpose to fulfill—for him—he felt a grudging respect for her. Or was it attraction?

      He’d scowled at the thought.

      She had continued to watch him, eyes narrowed now. Trying to determine his thoughts? Did she see a softening in his gaze as he looked at her?

      His frown had deepened.

      That would not do. While he had no intention of hurting her, it would serve his purposes if she feared him.

      “What do you want from me? I want to go home.”

      “You do as I ask and that’s a possibility.”

      He’d seen the flare of fear in her eyes, the acceleration of the pulse throbbing in the vein in her throat.

      “Not a possibility,” she’d snapped. “A certainty. Do you give me your word?”

      “My word?” He had almost laughed at that. “I kidnapped you. I’m dragging you to who knows where and you’re asking for my word as a gentleman that I’ll keep any promises that I make, even that I won’t hurt you?”

      She’d stiffened, her lips pressed together.

      Even in the darkness, he’d noted her face flush with anger.

      She was not difficult to rile, and that intrigued him. An emotional woman. Perhaps a passionate one. In any other circumstances, perhaps…

      “I may not even be able to do what it is you want me to do,” she’d said.

      It was obvious that every word she spoke was underscored with an effort not to shout.

      Such a temper!

      It must have required a great deal of self-control for her not to raise her voice.

      “From what I have heard from others, you can.”

      She had made a noise in her throat. “Are you certain you haven’t mistaken me for someone else?”

      He’d grinned. “I’m sure.” He’d stood, peering down at her for several moments. “Now go to sleep. We will be traveling hard and fast all day tomorrow.”

      With that, he’d turned and
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