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			Dedication

			For my friend, Kim Adams Lowe

			I am wealthy in my friends.

		

	


	
		
			Contents

						
							Dedication

						

							
								Prologue

							
				
							
							
								Chapter One

							

							
								Chapter Two

							

							
								Chapter Three

							

							
								Chapter Four

							

							
								Chapter Five

							

							
								Chapter Six

							

							
								Chapter Seven

							

							
								Chapter Eight

							

							
								Chapter Nine

							

							
								Chapter Ten

							

							
								Chapter Eleven

							

							
								Chapter Twelve

							

							
								Chapter Thirteen

							

							
								Chapter Fourteen

							

							
								Chapter Fifteen

							

							
								Chapter Sixteen

							

							
								Chapter Seventeen

							

							
								Chapter Eighteen

							

							
								An Excerpt from The Groom Says Yes

							

							
							
								About the Author

							

							
							
								By Cathy Maxwell

							

							
							
							
							
								Copyright

							

							
							
								About the Publisher

							

							
							
			

		

	

	
		
			Prologue

			Annefield

			The Tay Valley

			Scotland

			February 8, 1807

			When one is twelve, the whole sum of the world is captured in what can be seen and touched—and a word like “love” means nothing.

			Lady Tara Davidson had not realized that someday her half sister Lady Aileen would wish to leave Annefield. It was their home—and a good one to Tara’s way of thinking.

			But Aileen had left. She was off to London with their father to be presented in Court and to make her way into society.

			She was off to find love because it is what Aileen said she wanted ... and Tara was left behind.

			Her sister was the only family that cared for her. She had the servants. Mrs. Watson and Ingold always kept an eye on her, and there were her tutors, but Aileen had been blood.

			And now, what was Tara to do?

			There would be no more evenings spent reading Shakespeare’s plays aloud. No more sharing of secrets or receiving advice from the older sister she so adored.

			“It may seem overwhelming now, but one day, you will want to do what I’m doing,” Aileen had promised her. “Even if it means leaving people you care about.”

			Tara didn’t believe that could be true. She’d never leave someone who idolized her as much as she did Aileen.

			Aileen had hugged Tara close. “Please look after Folly for me.”

			“I’ll ride that silly mare every day.”

			“Thank you. And, Tara, we shall see each other soon.” With those words, Aileen gave Tara’s shoulders one last squeeze and rushed from the room.

			Tara had watched the coach pull away. She was accustomed to seeing her father drive off. He could barely stand staying four days in a row at Annefield.

			He preferred his London friends to his daughters. His neglect had never hurt until the moment when he’d taken the only person Tara had trusted with him.

			Loneliness filled her. She moped for days, praying Aileen would have a change of mind and return. She didn’t.

			Finally, she decided to go out to the stables and comfort the one other creature at Annefield who must miss Aileen as much as she did—Folly the mare. She had promised to ride the horse every day, and so she would.

			Old Dickie, the head groom, greeted her. He’d been speaking to a young boy of about her age. He must be a new stable lad.

			“Going for a ride, my lady?” Old Dickie asked.

			“My sister wishes for me to keep Folly in good shape for when she returns.”

			“That’s a good plan. Here now is a new stable lad. Ruary, meet your youngest mistress, Lady Tara Davidson.”

			The boy was shy. He pulled his hat off his head. His mop of hair was the color of a crow’s wind. Keeping his attention on the ground, he gave a quick bow.

			“Where do you plan on riding, my lady?” Old Dickie asked.

			“Over by the river,” she answered.

			“Aye, then Ruary, saddle that mare Folly in the first stall for my lady, then saddle Jester for yourself. You ride out with Lady Tara. Keep an eye on her and keep your distance.”

			“Yes, sir.” The boy did his bidding, and soon Tara was in Folly’s saddle and riding out of the yard. The boy on Jester kept a respectful length away from her.

			Tara usually had someone accompanying her when she rode. Often it had been Aileen, but now it would probably be this lad. She didn’t know what to make of him. He didn’t look at her. She kicked Folly into a trot heading down Annefield’s front drive. The lad followed.

			Once they were out of sight of the house, Tara turned to him. “Do you want to race?”

			Now she had his attention.

			He looked up in surprise, and she was taken aback by his features. He had strong brows over sharp blue eyes. He would be tall. His arms and legs were too long right now, but she understood someday, he would fill out—just as people promised her that she would take on curves and the attributes to be desired. But right now she was thin and happiest on a horse than any place else in the world.

			“I don’t know that we should, my lady,” he said. “That might not be wise.”

			“Oh, poo,” Tara retorted, and set her heels to horse.

			Folly bounded forward. She must have been in the need of the exercise because she did not hold back.

			Tara heard a sound beside her and looked over to see Jester racing beside her. Ruary was laughing. He enjoyed this as much as she did.

			Together, they bounded over several stone dykes and galloped across fields until, tired, they slowed to a walk—and Tara realized she had forgotten her troubles.

			Furthermore, Ruary was not like the other stable lads. He was intelligent and quick-witted. That afternoon, the first of many, Tara found a friend.

			And as so often happens, friendship grows into love.

			In spite of their class differences, Ruary became very important to her. He filled the void Aileen’s departure and subsequent marriage to some man in faraway London created. Tara could not imagine herself with any other man.

			And then one day Tara’s father sent for her to be presented in London.

			She made a choice that day. Like her sister before her, she chose to leave the Highlands of her home for the unknown, sophisticated world of London. It was curiosity that made the decision, that and the hunger of youth to see what lies beyond.

			She never forgot Ruary. She couldn’t, but by the time she realized she should never have turned her back on love—it was too late.

			And the cost was her very soul.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			Annefield

			The Tay Valley

			Scotland

			October, 1816

			Love was a mystery that Lady Tara Davidson was certain she would never understand...

			Men wanted her. She’d been gifted by dint of her birth with looks that appealed to them. Indeed, gentlemen’s circles had christened her “the Helen of London” because of her beauty. Many had declared themselves to her. These men had claimed they loved her and yet, instinctively, she’d known what they had really meant is that they lusted for her.

			There was a difference.

			She knew because she had once experienced love from the only man who had ever truly cared for her—Ruary Jamerson, her father’s horse master.

			And, in spite of his being beneath her station, she had loved him—

			No, she corrected herself, I love him.

			Currently. In the present. In spite of all that had happened between them. He was the person with whom she had been completely herself, and she rued the day she’d walked away from him.

			In her defense, back in those days, some three years ago, she’d been too young to realize how rare a love like Ruary’s was. He had begged her not to leave Annefield and this precious piece of Scotland that was her home, but even the dove must spread her wings.

			Besides, Tara had been born to be presented to society. It was her destiny, and she’d excelled. She’d been introduced to the Court, feted, lauded, and even accepted a marriage offer from a very wealthy man who would have given her a life of untold luxury—until she realized in a moment of insight exactly what Ruary had meant to her.

			Days before her marriage, Tara had done something no honorable young woman who wished society’s acceptance would have thought of doing—she’d bolted. Knowing that her father would never let her cry off, she’d disguised herself in boy’s clothing and run back to Annefield and Ruary as fast as she could travel. She had been willing to sacrifice everything for him.

			But she’d returned too late. Ruary had chosen another. He’d fallen in love with someone else.

			And the man she would have married? That man married her sister Aileen.

			Humiliation is a bitter medicine ... but a broken heart is devastating, especially once Tara realized this meant she was entirely alone. Furthermore, her former betrothed’s father, the powerful duke of Penevey, was so angry at her for jilting his son, he was in the process of seeing that all doors in London were closed against her.

			However, being ostracized by society was not Tara’s worry. No ... her fear was that all the joy, all the anticipation in her life was over. She’d always had that fear. Once a debutante chose her husband and married, it seemed as if she dropped off the face of the earth.

			It was important to Tara to be relevant. She needed to matter. She did not like being ignored.

			During Tara’s second season, one in which she’d been busily toying with the affections of no fewer than six different men, a matron at a ball had warned Tara she was in danger of searching for the wrong thing in life.

			“And what should I search for?” Tara had asked.

			“A happy marriage,” the matron had confided. “Be careful. In this world, we have one life; one love. Don’t waste yourself on the trivial.”

			At the time, Tara had been insulted by the advice.

			However, now those words rang prophetic.

			One life; one love.

			And she had lost hers when Ruary chose to marry Jane Sawyer. She would never love another man the way she did Ruary. Never.

			If nunneries had still existed, Tara would have gone off to join one.

			Instead, she found herself sitting in her bedroom, as when she was twelve, with nothing to entertain her other than the contemplation of the sameness of her days. What few friends she had were in London. She would remain here, unloved, until she was placed in her grave.

			Tara could picture herself becoming an aged crone, an oddity in the valley’s society. Children would wonder at her story, and their mothers would whisper her cautionary tale lest their own broods be as proud as Tara had once been. She was a female Icarus who had flown too close to the sun.

			Yes, it was a very sad picture indeed—and not how she’d once imagined her life ... if she’d stopped to think at all.

			In fact, one of the challenges of the last few weeks was that she had been afforded too much time to consider all things. She now saw her defects of character and her shallowness, but how did one change? Especially if she was a woman with a bit too much spirit—?

			A knock on the bedroom door interrupted her solitude.

			Tara turned in her seat by the window. “Yes?”

			“My lady,” Mrs. Watson, the housekeeper’s voice said from the other side, “your father wishes you to join him in the library.”

			Tara frowned but was not alarmed. “I’ll be right down.” Tara was glad she hadn’t yet dressed for bed. Her father rarely spoke to her since the scandal, and perhaps this request was a sign his temper was cooling. She checked her reflection in the mirror, decided she appeared presentable enough and went downstairs. She rapped on the closed library door.

			“Come in,” was the abrupt order.

			Tara turned the handle and entered the room.

			Her sire sat at his desk, mounds of ledgers spread out before him. She rarely saw him attending his business. Aileen had been the one to keep the books and accounts in order.

			A lamp had been lit, and its yellow light highlighted the sheen of sweat on the earl’s pale complexion. He did not wear a jacket and had loosened his neckcloth.

			The library’s ever-present whisky decanter was no longer on the liquor cabinet but was on his desk, close at hand.

			“You sent for me, Father?”

			“I did. Sit.”

			She took one of the upholstered chairs around the small table in front of the hearth. A small coal fire burned in it. He came around from his desk, shut the door, and faced her, placing his hands behind his back.

			He had once been an elegant man. He was tall, thin and had been known for his charm although his dissolute habits had caught up to him. He had a decided paunch, and his red hair had long ago turned to a mousy gray. Deep circles underlined his eyes.

			For a long moment he stood, staring at her, his lips pressed together sternly.

			Tara tried to sit still, to wait. At last, she could stand the silence no longer. “If you are going to berate me, start on it. I’m tired and ready for my bed—”

			“We are done up,” he interrupted.

			“Done up?”

			“Broke, gone, bankrupt.”

			The air seemed to leave the room. Tara forced herself to be calm. “How can that be? Didn’t Mr. Stephens pay a marriage portion even though I was not the one he married?”

			Her father’s scowl deepened. “I spent it.”

			“All of it?”

			He snorted his amusement. “It was gone before we left London. I’m damned fortunate he married one of my daughters, or my reckoning would be much worse than it is.”

			Tara grabbed the arms of the chair as if they were lifelines. “You spent all of it already?” she repeated in amazement. That had been a sizeable amount of money.

			He nodded and sank into the chair opposite hers. “There were a couple of fights, and I wagered on the wrong men. Then there was that night I went out with Crewing. That night didn’t end for two days.” He gave an impatient wave of his hand as if he was done explaining and hopped up to cross to the desk and pour another whisky into a well-used glass. “I thought I could earn it all back. With luck, I would have.”

			“Oh, Father,” Tara said, her stomach sinking.

			“I have a bit of blunt. Stephens bought that mare from me. He overpaid, but the mare didn’t bring in much.” He drank deep, emptied the glass, and drew a breath before admitting, “And then it becomes worse.”

			“Worse? I don’t think I can properly appreciate worse right now.”

			“You have to know,” he said. His expression had softened into one of deep remorse, and she couldn’t help but feel a bit sorry for him. Aileen had always been harder on him than she was. Aileen didn’t trust him.

			But Tara felt she must depend upon him, even for all of his notable faults. After all, he was her father.

			“What is it I must know?” she asked.

			“Someone has purchased my paper. He owns it all.”

			“Your paper?” Tara repeated.

			“You can’t gamble without money,” he said as if stating the obvious. “I had to reclaim what I’d lost from bad wagers, so I borrowed from the money changers and a banker here and there. The man who now owns my debts came to me yesterday afternoon. He expects me to pay. He wants his money now.”

			“Can you speak to Blake?” she suggested, referring to her new brother-in-marriage.

			Her father’s laugh was angry. “No, there will be no money from that quarter. He told me he would not cover my debts. He said he’d see that food was on my table, but my losses were my concern.”

			Tara could not blame Blake. She forced herself to take a breath. “What of Annefield?”

			His manner lightened. “It’s entailed. There is no fear there. It will go to my heirs. I haven’t lost that yet.”

			“But what have you lost?”

			“It’s what I could lose that matters. What I will lose.”

			“And what is that, Father?”

			“My horses. I built my reputation on them. They are my pride,” he added. “It shames a man to know he could be so foolish.”

			“Is there anything else?”

			“Aye, the land around Annefield.”

			“What?” Tara came to her feet. “Did you not say it was entailed?”

			“The house is entailed, the rest is gone unless I can meet my obligations.”

			“Then we shall meet them.” Here was something she could sink her teeth into. The case of blue devils that had been following her gave way to generations of pride. “We shall not lose the land. It is ours. Tell me all, Father. Between the two of us, we can create a plan. Who is this man who has purchased your paper?”

			“Breccan Campbell.”

			It took a moment for Tara to overcome her shock. “The Black Campbell? The Beast of Aberfeldy? He has that much money?”

			“He may be a giant oaf of a man, but he has a shrewd mind. He showed me the vouchers. They have my signature.”

			Tara found her temper. “I have never liked that man. I saw him not too long ago, and I thought him a brute. He was so rude.”

			“Rude?”

			“Aye, of the boldest nature. I tell you I welcome this fight. So he thinks he can best us. Well, he is wrong.”

			“You are right, daughter,” the earl said. “Although he did offer me a solution and one that I have accepted.”

			“What solution is that, Father?”

			The earl sank onto the chair beside hers. He set his glass on the table. “Perhaps you made a better impression on him than he did on you?” His tone had grown hopeful.

			“I don’t care what he thinks of me. I don’t like him. In fact, I detest him. Yes, that is how I feel. I have no desire to set eyes on him ever again.” It felt good to be her old self.

			The earl lifted his glass to his lips and started to drink before he realized it was empty. He lowered the glass, sighed heavily, and said, “That is unfortunate, my girl. Because the terms of receiving all my paper back is that you marry him.”

			“Marry him? Me and the Beast of Aberfeldy? Oh, no, that will not happen—”

			“As a matter of fact it will happen, and it will be done in one hour’s time. I’ve sent for the Reverend Kinnion. Campbell has secured a special license. You’d best go don your prettiest dress, daughter, you are about to become a bride. The groom will be arriving at any moment.”

			Tara sat dumbstruck. Pride now warred with hurt.

			Did her father believe he could dismiss her so easily. That she would willingly allow him to sell her to a Campbell, and the Black one no less?

			That was not going to happen.

			She would show him. She would show all of them, including the duke of Penevey. She would return to London and make her own way. There was more to her than just a pretty face. It had taken intelligence to rule London the way she had, and she could do it again.

			But she kept her thoughts hidden. She smiled at her father, and said, “Then please, excuse me, I need to change.”

			“That’s my girl,” her father said approvingly. “This will be a good marriage. You’ll see. Aye, yes, you will be a Campbell, and it won’t be bad. Well, maybe you won’t be marrying into the ‘respectable’ branch of the clan, but you are a survivor, Tara. You will make them dance to your tune.”

			She smiled her answer, her thoughts filled with the image of picking up the whisky decanter and smashing it over his head.

			Instead, she rushed up to her room. From the back of her wardrobe, she pulled out the boy’s clothing that had enabled her to run away from London.

			Now it would be disguise to return.

			She would not marry a Campbell. Not now, not ever.

			“Let my father marry him,” she muttered to herself as she dressed. She wound her braid around her head and hid her vivid coloring under a wide-brimmed hat.

			With more confidence and spirit than she’d shown for weeks, she opened her bedroom door and stole down the back stairs, heading for the stables and freedom.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			They rode through the mist with a purpose, three grim-faced men set on a mission, their hats pulled low over their brows against the weather.

			In three hours, it would be darkest night.

			In three hours, the tallest of them, Breccan Campbell, laird of the Black Campbells, would have a wife.

			They reached the crossroad that would take them to Annefield, ancestral home of the Davidsons. Breccan started to turn his horse Jupiter up the road, but his uncle Jonas reined short. He was a spry man for his age and half Breccan’s height.

			“There is time to turn back, nephew,” Jonas said.

			“Turn back?” Breccan asked. “And do what?”

			“Have a nice dinner and keg of ale,” Jonas answered stoutly, “in front of a roaring hot fire.” He smacked his lips in appreciation. Ahead of them, Breccan’s other uncle, Lachlan, turned his horse around to join them.

			“And what of my word to the Davidson?” Breccan wondered. The Davidson was known as the earl of Tay. Breccan held to the old ways. Breccan himself would be considered an earl, but he was proud to be laird. Laird Breccan they called him to single him out from the other Campbells. He knew the title was not always a sign of respect. There were those who feared him and his kin, and with good cause.

			“Burn his chits and let him be damned,” Jonas said, referring to Davidson’s debt vouchers Breccan now held in his possession. It had not taken him long to collect them. None of Davidson’s creditors had thought he would honor his debts and they’d been happy to sell them to Breccan for mere shillings on the pound. “There are other things you could have done with that money than to buy yourself a bride,” Jonas assured him. “Besides, you can have almost any other lass for free, and she would be more robust and bonnie. The Davidson lass is a whey-faced thing.”

			Yes, Breccan was buying a wife, but he did not agree with Jonas’s description of Tara Davidson. She was no ordinary woman. ’Twas said that men in London lined the walk in front of her house for just one glimpse of her shining red hair and blue eyes. Breccan understood why. From the moment she had ridden onto his property, demanding to speak to his horse master with all the high-handedness of a queen, he’d been smitten.

			He’d always thought tales of sirens claiming a man’s soul or bawdy women leading men to destruction to be nonsense. Men were created of sturdier stuff than that—and then he’d met Lady Tara.

			She’d barely spared him a glance that day, but her presence had moved something deep in his soul, something he would have denied existed if he’d been asked.

			Breccan wanted many things in life. He wasn’t afraid of hard work or making sacrifices, but in that moment of meeting, he’d never wanted anything more than he had her. He was obsessed with her. He’d even gone to the kirk so he could have another look at her. Him! A man who had always claimed the kirk walls would come tumbling down around him if he’d ever stepped foot in a sanctuary. But he had done so ... for her.

			And he knew himself well enough to realize he’d have no peace until he had her. Then, perhaps, he would be more himself again. Then he could pay attention to his accounts and his work and not lose hours in the day and night trying to recall the exact shade of blue in her eyes.

			But Jonas and Lachlan did not know any of this. Indeed, he’d not mentioned her name until an hour ago when he’d announced he would marry.

			Davidson had readily agreed to the marriage when Breccan had proposed the arrangement to him. Indeed, he’d happily sold his daughter if it meant Breccan wouldn’t throw him into a debtor’s prison. This far from London, the drunkard didn’t have any of his English friends to protect him. And here, in Scotland, a man paid his debts, or it was taken out of his hide.

			Breccan looked to his younger uncle. “What do you think, Lachlan? Do you agree with Jonas?”

			Lachlan shifted uncomfortably in his saddle. “Does it make a difference what I think, Breccan? You’ve already made up your mind.”

			Because of Lachlan’s years with the navy, his accent was not as thick as Breccan’s and Jonas’s ... something that never seemed to bother Jonas but of which Breccan was painfully aware. Lady Tara had English manners, and her voice had just the melody of Scotland to it without the harshness.

			“I would hear what you have to say,” Breccan said. “Let us clear the air.”

			“Then before we ride up that hill to take your wife, I would ask what your reasons are, lad?” Lachlan said. “You’ve not shown a particular preference for any one woman before—”

			“Because he behaves like a monk,” Jonas interjected. “Which is a waste of a God-given gift. If I had what you had, Breccan, I’d be forking them all. The ladies would love me. Aye, that they would.”

			Breccan could feel the heat rise to his skin, and he was grateful for the wool muffler around his neck. Jonas might think a man’s balls something to brag about, but Breccan felt anything but pride. He was painfully aware of his great size, and not just of his privates. He always stood a head taller than other men in the room. There was no way he could hide his presence or appear to be “amongst” the company instead of head and shoulders over it. His hands were the size of bear paws, and the cobbler always complained that his shoes required twice the amount of leather as a normal man.

			A normal man.

			A graceful one. A genteel one like his cousin Owen Campbell or any of the other of that side of the family. They all compared Breccan to a great ox and considered him as dumb as one. It was a grand joke amongst them. He would never be thought of as a gentleman or expected to cut a fine figure on the dance floor the way they did.

			In truth, he was bloody tired of being mocked for his size. Aye, his great strength was good for chopping wood or for working his lands. There were few chores he could not do. Even the blacksmith would ask him to lift his anvil for him. But Breccan also had to watch his every move. If he was not mindful of his actions, he would swing his arm and put a dent in a plaster wall or knock over his chair if he moved too quickly.

			And the worst was people’s believing he lacked intelligence. They talked to him as if he were slow.

			But their opinions would change when they saw him with Lady Tara on his arm. A man was not only respected if he had a beautiful wife, people were jealous of him.

			There was also another reason he wanted to marry her—the Black Campbells were not a handsome lot.

			Breccan’s own mother had been a good woman but a homely one. And, for all his blather, Jonas didn’t have a lady. Lachlan had been married once, but he was alone now. The Black Campbells were harsh-looking men. They had strong noses and jaws that were too square. While the other side of the Campbells were fair of hair and skin, Breccan and his kin were swarthy, with the look of the Romany, an unfavorable comparison if ever there was one.

			Lady Tara would change that. She would give Breccan’s children the fairness he lacked. His sons and daughters would be accepted. All doors would be open to them.

			But these reasons were not ones Breccan wished to share with his uncles.

			“I want her because I want her,” he replied to Lachlan.

			His uncle gazed up the mist-covered road a moment before saying, “A wife is not like owning a dog, Breccan. They have a will of their own.”

			“Aye, women can be pesky,” Jonas agreed. “Your mother was a saint, bless her soul, but she was the exception. Lasses like her are rare. Women, as a rule, are demanding. They can make a man’s life hell.”

			“If that was the case, why do so many men marry?” Breccan returned.

			“That’s a question every man has asked himself after the wedding,” Lachlan assured him in jest. Jonas laughed his agreement.

			Breccan straightened his shoulders and lifted his reins. “I must marry to keep the line alive, or would you rather have Wolfstone fall into the hands of Breadalbane to be turned over to one such as Owen Campbell?”

			“Of course you must marry,” Jonas said. “But not this woman.” He kicked his horse forward as if to block Breccan’s way. “I’ve seen her. She’s a lovely morsel, but a pasty thing. There are kelpies bigger than her. You would split her in half, lad. You need a woman with some meat on her bones. One with breasts the size of melons.” His eyes brightened with appreciation for the image he was conjuring.

			Breccan didn’t share his joy. Once again, his size was mentioned; however, for a second, his certitude wavered. Could he hurt Lady Tara? He wanted bairns off of her, but he didn’t want to physically harm her to beget them.

			Lachlan seemed to sense his indecision although he might not know its cause. “It’s your choice whether we go up that road or not, Laird,” he said quietly. “We’ll follow, Jonas complaining as we go. You know how he is.”

			“I’m not complaining,” Jonas shot back. “I’m being sensible. You want a wife, we’ll find you one, Breccan. But this Davidson lass is not the one. Besides, nothing good comes of any Davidson. Do you not remember the tale of how Darius Davidson cheated our grandfather out of ten head of cattle—

			He broke off at the sound of pounding hooves coming in their direction. All three men looked up the road to Annefield.

			A bay snorting fire charged out of the mist. Whoever the rider was, he was riding as if the devil were on his heels. The horse started to slow at the sight of the three Campbells, but then the man on his back kicked him hard and sent the horse flying past them, mud splattering up from his heels.

			Breccan recognized the horse immediately. “That’s one of Davidson’s prime studs.” The Davidson racehorses were to be envied. Breccan didn’t just covet Lady Tara, he was well on his way to creating a stable to rival the earl of Tay’s. He knew those horses. He’d studied them with the goal of beating them.

			“Who was on his back?” Lachlan asked.

			“I don’t know,” Jonas said. “But that animal can run. I barely had a glimpse of the rider.”

			“And there is no reason for the horse to be out on this road in the evening,” Breccan said. “Someone is stealing that stud.”

			He didn’t wait for his uncles’ responses but set his own heels to Jupiter. The stallion bounded forward, anxious to prove his own mettle. He was young, strong and ambitious, much like Breccan himself. Given his head, he charged forward, gaining on the other horse in spite of Breccan’s weight on his back. All Breccan had to do was hold on.

			Meanwhile, the other rider was having difficulty. Davidson’s horse knew something was wrong and didn’t want to leave his home. The horse tried to pull up, tossing his head and throwing off his stride. This gave Breccan the opportunity to catch them.

			However, just as Jupiter approached, the stud decided to go flying again, giving a buck or two for his balance. His rider appeared to be no more than a lad in a filthy coat and a wide-brimmed hat. Those bucks proved to be too much for him. With a shout, he went tumbling off into the ditch on the side of the road. In a blink of an eye, the horse raced back to the safety of its stable, cutting across the road and disappearing into the forest.

			The lad climbed out of the ditch on shaky feet. He looked up, saw Breccan, and decided to run, but Breccan was not going to let a thief escape.

			He was a horse owner. He was outraged that the lad would help himself to horses, even if they were Davidson’s. He leaned in the saddle, scooped the lad up off the ground by the collar of his jacket and threw him across his pommel, knocking the wind out of him—

			An unexpected softness brushed Breccan’s thigh.

			Furthermore, the lad had a well-rounded and enticing bum.

			For a second, Breccan was so startled by his reaction to the boy, he was tempted to dump him to the ground. He wasn’t one for lads.

			But then the curve of the thief’s legs caught his notice. The boy wore boots that were too tall for him, but these were not the gangly legs of a young man.

			Lachlan and Jonas rode up to join him. “You caught him,” Lachlan said. “Now, what shall you do with him?”

			“Hang him,” Jonas said. “That’s what I say. Hang him now.”

			Instead, Breccan lifted the lad by the scruff of the neck and held him out so that he could have a good look at him.

			The boy was not happy. He flailed his arms, struggling to be free.

			“Hold off,” Breccan barked ... but all other words died in his throat as the lad’s hat fell off his head to release a braid of shining copper red hair. Large blue eyes, the color of the summer sky, turned their fury on him.

			It was Jonas who summed up the situation with his usual aplomb. “You have caught yourself a wench, Breccan.”

			“This is no wench,” Breccan said, speaking past a throat that had gone suddenly dry with desire. Now he understood the softness that had rested against his thigh. It had been the feel of firm and full breasts. “This is Lady Tara Davidson.”

			Oh, yes, it was the beautiful Tara herself ... dressed in lad’s clothes. Who could have known her legs were so long? Or so shapely?

			What hot-blooded man wouldn’t find himself speechless at the sight? Breccan certainly was. Indeed, he couldn’t breathe.

			He wasn’t the only one.

			“God’s balls,” Jonas said with a whispered admiration.

			“Aye,” Lachlan solemnly agreed.

			For a second, Lady Tara hung helpless by Breccan’s hold on the back of her coat. She looked wild, adventurous, bold.

			And then she surprised them all by doubling her fist and punching Breccan right in the nose. “Let go of me,” she commanded.

			Lady Tara had a bit of strength in her arm. Her blow hurt. It was as if she’d discovered the one weak spot on his body.

			Oh yes, the attack made him angry, along with the understanding that Tara Davidson was running away ... and there was only one person from whom she could be fleeing—him.

			She was attempting to escape marrying him. He’d heard rumors that she’d run from the last man she had promised to marry. And now she thought she could treat him with such disregard?

			Breccan did as she bid. He let go.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			It was one thing to be tossed by a galloping horse but a completely different matter to be dropped—even when Tara had ordered the brute to do so.

			On the horse, she had realized she was falling. She’d had trouble controlling the animal from the moment she’d climbed on his back. Choosing to steal her father’s prize stud for her escape had not been a wise choice. The beast was obviously better for breeding than riding, but Tara had been angry and wished to strike out at her father any way she could. She’d had a vague plan to sell the horse at some point, so that she could arrive in London with a certain amount of style. And then after that—?

			Well, she would improvise something. She was very good at thinking quickly.

			However, once she’d realized the horse was the most obstinate animal she’d ever ridden, and she had a very good seat, she knew she would have to bail.

			When the stud had started bucking, she’d been able to swing herself down and had landed with some grace in the tall grass beside the road.

			However, there was no time to be graceful with Laird Breccan. His was a commanding presence, an intimidating one. He held her as if she weighed nothing. She had struck out at him out of alarm and a need to gather her courage. It had been a reaction on her part and not a deliberate action.

			But she hadn’t expected him to comply with her order to release her with such immediacy.

			Tara’s bum hit the mud of the road with a thud.

			For a second, she sat in surprise, her very brains feeling jarred and her bottom growing wet from the ground.

			She wasn’t the only one shocked. “Och, Breccan, you dropped her,” one rider whispered. “You just dropped her.”

			The other released his breath before saying in awed tones, “You have nerve, nevvy.”

			“I was honoring my lady’s request,” was the deep, rumbling reply—and her temper took hold.

			She jumped to her feet, proving no real damage had been done although she would be verily bruised in unmentionable places on the morrow. “How dare you treat me in such a rude, insulting manner.” Her words fairly sizzled out of her mouth.

			His hat was pulled low over his brow. She could not make out his expression beyond the grim set of his unshaven jaw. He obviously did not like being spoken to in this manner. Good! She’d do more of it. He was a huge, brawny man on a horse that would tower over any in her father’s stables, but Tara had spirit. Her temper was usually slow to ignite, but when it did, she had the fearlessness of a dozen men his size, and she did not hold back on opinions.

			“The idea that I would ever marry someone with your boorish

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

OEBPS/images/logo_fmt.jpeg
e

Avon
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The
Bride

‘ 5@%
‘Pkyoe

~ AVON  NEWYORK TIMES -
BOOKS BESTSELLER





