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CHAPTER ONE

The Jilting

The chapel at Winthrop Hall had never looked lovelier.

Cecily Margaret Winthrop stood in the small anteroom off the nave, her hands clasped so tightly before her that her knuckles had gone white beneath her gloves. Through the crack in the door, she could see the fruits of three months' frantic preparation: white roses twined through every pew end, their petals perfect and unblemished in the June morning light. The altar gleamed with silver candlesticks, polished until they threw dancing reflections across the ancient stone walls. Ribbons of ivory silk—ruinously expensive, her father had complained—cascaded from the high windows, transforming the austere Norman chapel into something from a fairy story.

She had imagined this moment a thousand times. The triumphant walk down the aisle on her father's arm, the envious glances of the other young ladies, the collective sigh as Viscount Hartley turned to watch her approach. She had pictured his expression—admiration, desire, perhaps even love, though she had long ago schooled herself not to hope for that particular sentiment in what was, after all, an eminently practical arrangement.

What she had never imagined was standing here, listening to the increasingly restless murmurs of two hundred wedding guests, while the groom's chair before the altar remained conspicuously, horrifyingly empty.

"He'll come," said Mrs. Dalworth, her mother's elderly cousin and the closest thing Cecily had to a female relation in attendance. The older woman's voice carried a note of desperate certainty that did nothing to calm Cecily's mounting dread. "The roads from London are uncertain this time of year. A broken wheel, perhaps, or—"

"It has been forty minutes," Cecily heard herself say. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears—distant, flat, as though it belonged to someone else entirely. "The ceremony was to begin at ten o'clock."

Through the door crack, she watched Reverend Blackwood shift his weight from foot to foot, his prayer book hanging limply in his hands. The assembled guests had long since abandoned their polite pretense of patience. Heads turned toward the chapel entrance with increasing frequency. Whispers rose and fell like wind through wheat fields.

The ivory silk of her gown—another extravagance, commissioned from London, fitted and refitted until it draped perfectly across her bosom and fell in shimmering folds to the floor—suddenly felt heavy as chain mail. The orange blossoms woven into her dark hair, which had seemed so charming when her lady's maid had arranged them at dawn, now seemed to mock her with their innocent fragrance.

"Miss Winthrop." Mrs. Dalworth's hand touched her elbow, the grip surprisingly strong for a woman of seventy. "Perhaps we might send word to your father. He's waiting in the hall, is he not? Surely he would wish to know—"

"My father knows."

Cecily said it with certainty. Sir Richard Winthrop knew everything that transpired within twenty miles of his estate. If Viscount Hartley had met with misfortune on the road, her father would have been informed before the ink dried on the messenger's report. If the viscount had merely been delayed, her father would have already sent riders to ascertain the cause and expedite his arrival.

No. Her father knew. And he was leaving her here, a bride on display, to twist slowly in the wind of public humiliation.

The whispers were growing louder now. Cecily caught fragments—"\…always knew Hartley was unreliable\…" "\…heard he was deep in play at White's just last week\…" "\…poor girl, what will she do now\…"

That last comment, spoken by someone Cecily couldn't identify, drove a spike of cold panic through her chest. What would she do now? At three-and-twenty, she was already perilously close to being unmarriageable. Her modest dowry of three thousand pounds had been adequate to attract a viscount whose estates were mortgaged to the hilt, but it would hardly tempt a more solvent gentleman. Her accomplishments were respectable but unremarkable—she played the pianoforte adequately, spoke French and Italian, had a pleasant singing voice, and could render a competent watercolor of any landscape that remained still long enough for her to capture it.

None of which would matter if she became known as the girl who was jilted at the altar.

"Perhaps," Mrs. Dalworth ventured, her voice thin with worry, "perhaps we might suggest that you've been taken ill? A sudden megrim, or—"

The chapel door swung open with a force that sent the nearest ribbon arrangements fluttering.

Sir Richard Winthrop stood in the doorway, his face the color of old brick. At sixty, he was still an imposing figure—tall, broad-shouldered, with iron-gray hair and eyes that could freeze a man at twenty paces. Those eyes found Cecily now, and what she saw in them made her breath catch.

It was not concern. It was not even anger, though she could see fury simmering beneath his rigid composure.

It was disgust.

"Out," he said to Mrs. Dalworth. It was not a request.

The elderly woman fluttered backward like a startled hen, her skirts rustling as she slipped through the door into the chapel proper. The sudden swell of whispers that greeted her emergence told Cecily that her humiliation was now complete. Everyone would know. Everyone would see Sir Richard dragging his disappointed daughter away from her failed wedding.

Her father closed the distance between them in three strides. His hand closed around her upper arm with bruising force.

"Father, I—"

"Be silent."

The words were spoken quietly, but they carried such venom that Cecily's protest died unspoken. She had seen her father angry before—had weathered his cold disapproval more times than she could count—but she had never seen this certain expression on his face. This was not mere disappointment. This was something far more dangerous.

"He's not coming," her father said, still in that terrible quiet voice. "Your precious viscount has sent word—via his steward, mark you, not even having the courage to deliver the message himself—that he finds himself unable to fulfill the marriage contract. Unable. As though it were a matter of capability rather than choice."

The floor seemed to tilt beneath Cecily's feet. "But\… but why? What reason did he give?"

"Reason?" Her father's laugh was sharp as wormwood. "He gave no reason, because there is no reason that a gentleman would dare speak aloud. The truth is that he's been sniffing after the Whitmore girl—Lady Catherine, the earl's daughter, with her twenty thousand pounds and her connections to half the peerage. Apparently an understanding was reached between them sometime last week."

The words struck with the precision of aimed cruelty. Lady Catherine Whitmore was eighteen, beautiful, and blessed with the kind of fortune that made men overlook any fault. Cecily had met her twice, had thought her pleasant if somewhat vapid. The idea that Hartley had been courting her while simultaneously planning his wedding to Cecily twisted her stomach.

"Last week?" she whispered. "But the banns were already read. The contracts signed. Surely he cannot simply—"

"Cannot?" Her father's grip tightened, and Cecily bit back a gasp of pain. "Hartley can do whatever he damned well pleases. That is the privilege of being a viscount with powerful relations, even if his estates are mortgaged to their rafters. What consequences could there be? Breach of contract? He'll pay the penalty and think himself lucky to be quit of an arrangement that no longer serves his purposes."

Through the thin walls, Cecily could hear the sounds of the guests beginning to disperse. Chairs scraped. Voices rose in animated conversation. She could imagine all too well what they were saying, the way her name would be on every tongue between here and London by nightfall.

"This is not my fault," she said, hating the tremor in her voice. "I did everything—"

"Everything?" Her father's face was so close to hers now that she could smell the brandy on his breath—and it was not yet eleven in the morning. "You did everything? You allowed yourself to be courted by a fortune hunter who was clearly using you as a stalking horse while he angled for better prey. You accepted his attentions without question, never once considering that a viscount's interest in a baronet's daughter might be motivated by something other than your dubious charms."

Each word was a lash. Cecily felt tears burn behind her eyes and blinked them back furiously. She would not cry. She would not give him that satisfaction.

"You said the match was suitable," she managed. "You approved the contract. You told me that I was fortunate to have secured such a connection, that I must do everything in my power to—"

"And you failed." Her father released her arm with such abruptness that she stumbled. "You failed, and in doing so, you have made me a laughingstock. Do you understand what you've cost me, girl? Not merely the expense of this farce"—he gestured savagely at the decorated chapel beyond the door—"but my standing. My reputation. Every man in three counties will know that Sir Richard Winthrop's daughter was not good enough for a penniless viscount. That my family was so desperate for a title that we allowed ourselves to be used and discarded like common tradesmen."

"That's not—"

"I will be a figure of pity," he continued, his voice rising now, abandoning any pretense of discretion. "Worse—I will be a figure of ridicule. And all because you could not manage to keep the interest of one dissolute nobleman with more debts than sense."

The injustice of it struck her like a physical blow. She had done nothing wrong. She had been modest, accomplished, agreeable—everything a gentleman could want in a wife. She had allowed Hartley to court her with her father's full approval, had accepted his proposal when it came, had planned this wedding with scrupulous care. And now she was being blamed for his betrayal as though she had somehow engineered her own abandonment.

"What would you have had me do?" The words burst from her before she could stop them. "Should I have thrown myself at his feet? Offered to waive my dowry? Perhaps I should have anticipated his mercenary nature and found some way to conjure twenty thousand pounds from thin air to compete with Lady Catherine's fortune?"

Her father's hand moved so quickly that Cecily barely saw it coming. The slap was not hard—he was too conscious of proprieties for that—but it was sharp enough to snap her head to the side and bring tears to her eyes.

"You will not speak to me in that tone," he said coldly. "You will remember that you are my daughter and that everything you have, everything you are, exists at my sufferance."

Cecily pressed her gloved hand to her stinging cheek and said nothing. There was nothing to say. In the eyes of the law, of society, of God himself, her father was right. She was his property until the day she married, and he could dispose of her as he saw fit.

Through the crack in the door, she could see that the chapel was nearly empty now. Only a few stragglers remained, casting curious glances toward the anteroom as they filed out. Soon there would be no one left but the servants to dismantle the decorations, to pack away the unused wedding favors, to remove all evidence that a wedding had been planned here at all.

"I will send you to my sister in Devon," her father said abruptly. "You will remain there until this scandal has died down. Perhaps in a year or two, we might find some country squire willing to overlook this disaster in exchange for your dowry, though I doubt you could attract even that now. Used goods fetch poor prices in any market."

Used goods. The phrase made Cecily feel physically ill. She had never so much as been kissed, had guarded her reputation with the vigilance of a dragon guarding gold, and now she was being spoken of as though she were damaged merchandise.

"I won't go," she heard herself answer. The words surprised her almost as much as they clearly surprised her father. "I won't hide in Devon like some criminal. I've done nothing wrong."

"You'll go where I tell you to go," her father said, his voice dropping to a dangerous purr. "Or you'll find yourself with no home at all. Do not test me on this, Cecily. You have already cost me dearly. Do not compound your errors by adding disobedience to your sins."

Before she could respond, the door opened again. This time it was Billings, her father's steward, his expression precisely neutral in the way that servants cultivated when delivering unwelcome news.

"Sir Richard," he said quietly. "Forgive the interruption, but there's a matter that requires your immediate attention."

Her father's jaw tightened. "Whatever it is, it can wait."

"I fear not, sir." Billings' gaze flickered briefly to Cecily, then away. "A messenger has arrived from the north. He says it concerns the debt."

The effect on her father was immediate and dramatic. The color drained from his face, leaving him pale beneath his fury. His hand, which had been reaching for Cecily's arm again, dropped to his side.

"From the north?" he repeated. "From—"

"From Scotland, sir. He carries the MacKenna seal."

For a long moment, her father simply stared at the steward. Then he turned back to Cecily, and the expression on his face sent ice through her blood. It was not anger now. It was something else entirely—something that looked almost like calculation.

"Go to your room," he said. "Do not leave it, do not speak to anyone, until I send for you. Is that clear?"

"Father, what—"

"Is. That. Clear?"

Cecily nodded mutely. She gathered her skirts—the beautiful, useless skirts that had been meant to sweep down the aisle toward her waiting bridegroom—and fled.

She did not look back at the chapel, with its wilting roses and its empty altar. She did not acknowledge the servants she passed in the corridors, though she could feel their pitying stares following her like a weight. She climbed the stairs to her bedchamber with as much dignity as she could muster, entered, and closed the door behind her with a soft click.

Only then, finally alone, did she allow herself to sink onto the edge of her bed and let the tears come.

They fell silently, soaking into the ivory silk of her ruined wedding gown, as outside her window the June sun continued to shine with oblivious cheerfulness on the wreckage of all her hopes.

She did not know how long she sat there, watching the shadows lengthen across her chamber floor. Her lady's maid had knocked twice, tentatively, but Cecily had sent her away. She wanted no company, no comfort, no well-meaning platitudes about how things would surely improve.

How could they improve? Her reputation was in tatters. Her father blamed her for a humiliation that was none of her making. And now, apparently, some mysterious messenger from Scotland had arrived with news that had made her father look almost\… frightened.

The MacKenna seal. She turned the name over in her mind, but it meant nothing to her. Her father had business interests throughout England, but she had never heard him mention any dealings in Scotland. The Scots were regarded in her circles with a mixture of pity and suspicion—a defeated people, crushed beneath English rule after their foolish rebellion three years past. Dangerous, perhaps, in the way that wounded animals were dangerous, but hardly worthy of serious consideration.

So why had the mention of a Scottish name drained the color from her father's face?

The knock that came at her door some hours later was not tentative. It was sharp, peremptory—a summons, not a request.

"Enter," Cecily called, rising from the bed where she had been lying fully clothed, staring at the canopy overhead.

Her father stepped into the room, and Cecily felt her breath catch. He had changed from his wedding finery into traveling clothes—sturdy wool and leather, the kind of garments one wore for long journeys on uncertain roads. His face was composed now, the earlier fury replaced by something harder and colder.

"Pack your things," he said without preamble. "One trunk only. You have until morning."

"One trunk? But Father, I thought you said I was going to Aunt Catherine in Devon. Surely I'll need—"

"You're not going to Devon."

The flat finality in his voice made Cecily's stomach clench. "Then where am I going?"

Her father walked to the window and stood with his back to her, his hands clasped behind him. When he spoke, his voice was rigorously controlled, but she could hear the anger simmering beneath it.

"Six months ago," he said, "I was traveling the border roads between here and Carlisle on business. Foolishly, I took an insufficiently armed escort. We were set upon by bandits—four of them, mounted and well-armed. My men fought valiantly, but we were outnumbered."

He paused, and Cecily waited, not understanding what this had to do with her present circumstances.

"We would have been killed or robbed—possibly both—had not a party of Highlanders happened upon the scene. They drove off the bandits with a ferocity that I confess impressed even as it disturbed me. Their leader, a man who called himself Laird Finlay MacKenna, saw to my wounds personally."

Cecily's fingers tightened in her skirts. "The MacKenna seal," she whispered.

"Indeed." Her father turned to face her, and his expression was wholly devoid of warmth. "I offered him payment for his assistance, of course. He refused it. He said only that he had acted as any honorable man would, and that if I truly wished to repay the debt, I might remember that Highland honor demanded equivalent exchange when the time came to call it in."

"And now he's called it in," Cecily said slowly. "What does he want? Money? Land?"

"You."

The word dropped into the silence like a stone into still water.

Cecily stared at her father, certain she had misheard. "I beg your pardon?"

"The MacKenna has asked for a bride," her father said flatly. "Specifically, he has asked for my daughter's hand in marriage, as settlement of the life debt I owe him. He was quite clear in his letter. He saved my life. Highland custom demands that I grant him whatever he asks, within reason. And apparently, he considers an English wife within the bounds of reason."

The world seemed to tilt sideways. "You cannot be serious."

"I have never been more serious in my life." Her father's jaw tightened. "Six months ago, I dismissed his words as Highland superstition. I never imagined he would actually make such a demand. But it seems I underestimated the man's presumption."

"Then refuse him!" Cecily's voice rose despite her best efforts to control it. "Tell him that English law does not recognize such barbaric customs, that you cannot simply—"

"I cannot refuse him."

"Why not?"

Her father's hand slammed down on the window sill with enough force to make the glass rattle. "Because this morning, daughter, you made me a laughingstock in front of the entire county! Because every gentleman of consequence now knows that my family is so desperate for connections that we allowed ourselves to be used by a penniless fortune hunter! Because I need to salvage what remains of my reputation, and the MacKenna has made it clear that if I refuse his suit, he will spread the story of my dishonor—of how I refused to honor a life debt—throughout the borderlands!"

Understanding crashed over Cecily like a wave. "You're going to accept. You're going to send me to Scotland. To marry a man I've never met, who lives God knows where, doing God knows what—"

"I'm going to settle my debt," her father interrupted coldly. "And you are going to make yourself useful for once in your worthless life by becoming the currency of that settlement."

The cruelty of it stole her breath. "I'm your daughter," she managed. "Not a\… a payment, not a thing to be bartered—"

"You are what I say you are." Her father crossed the room and gripped her shoulders, his fingers digging into her flesh through the silk of her gown. "Listen to me, Cecily, and listen well. This morning you became unmarriageable in English society. No gentleman will have you now—not as a wife, at any rate, though I've no doubt some would be happy to have you in less respectable capacities."

She flinched, and he continued remorselessly.

"You have no prospects, no future, and no value to me except as a means of settling a debt that I cannot honorably refuse. The MacKenna wants an English bride to give his daughter respectability and connections. You want—or should want—a husband who will give you status and security. It is a transaction that benefits both parties."

"But I don't know anything about him!" Cecily heard the desperation in her own voice and hated it. "Is he old? Young? What are his circumstances? Does he have property? Is he—"

"He is a Highland laird," her father said dismissively. "Which means he's likely a barbarian who lives in a drafty castle and rules over a pack of sheep thieves. But he is also a man who saved my life and who now demands payment in kind. You will marry him, Cecily. You will go to Scotland with good grace, and you will make the best of the situation. Because if you do not—if you refuse, if you make difficulties, if you bring any further shame on this family—I will wash my hands of you entirely. Is that clear?"

Cecily looked into her father's eyes and saw no mercy there, no paternal affection, no hope of reprieve. She was a problem to be solved, a debt to be paid, a daughter who had outlived her usefulness.

"When?" she whispered.

"You leave at dawn. MacKenna has arranged for an escort to meet you at the border crossing near Carlisle. They'll conduct you the rest of the way to his\… estate, if one can call it that." Her father released her and stepped back, his expression settling into cold satisfaction. "You should be grateful, Cecily. At least you'll be married. At least you'll have a name, however Scottish and uncouth it might be. It's more than you could have hoped for after this morning's disaster."

He turned and walked to the door, pausing with his hand on the latch. "One trunk," he repeated. "And pray that your Highland husband is more forgiving of your failures than I have been."

The door closed behind him with a soft click that sounded, to Cecily's ears, like the closing of a tomb.

She stood alone in her bedchamber—the room where she had dreamed of her wedding day, where she had imagined her future as Viscountess Hartley, where she had believed, foolishly, that she had some control over her own destiny—and felt the last remnants of that illusion crumble to dust.

Tomorrow she would leave for Scotland. Tomorrow she would become the property—for what else was a wife?—of a man called the MacKenna, a Highland barbarian who had claimed her as payment for a debt.

Tomorrow her life as Cecily Winthrop would end.

And she had no idea who she would become in its place.




CHAPTER TWO

The Debt


Six Months Earlier — December 1747

The winter wind that swept down from the Cheviot Hills carried the scent of coming snow and the memory of blood.

Finlay MacKenna pulled his plaid closer about his shoulders and urged his garron forward along the frost-hardened track that passed for a road in these borderlands. The rough Highland pony picked its way sure-footedly over the uneven ground, its breath misting in the bitter air. Behind him, three of his kinsmen rode in silence—Hamish, his cousin and second-in-command; young Dougal, barely twenty and eager to prove himself; and Rabbie, grizzled and scarred, who had fought at Culloden and lived to tell no tales of it.

They were returning from Carlisle, where Finn had gone to sell what few cattle his clan could spare and purchase what supplies they could not make or grow themselves. Salt. Iron. Powder and shot, purchased from a man who asked no questions and charged prices that bordered on theft. But a man did what he must to keep his people alive through a Highland winter, and if that meant dealing with English merchants in English towns under the watchful eyes of English soldiers, then so be it.

The humiliation of it sat like ashes on his tongue.

"There's weather coming," Hamish observed, his voice just carrying over the wind. He spoke in Gaelic—they all did, when no English ears were near to take offense. "We should make camp soon, before the snow catches us."

Finn nodded but did not slow his pace. They were still too close to Carlisle for his liking, too exposed on these open roads where English patrols might stop them at any moment to search for contraband. The fact that they were breaking no laws—had carefully left all weapons save their dirks hidden in the hills, wore no tartan save what could be concealed beneath ordinary wool, carried papers that identified them as peaceful traders—mattered little when the soldiers were bored or suspicious or simply eager to remind the conquered Scots of their place.

Three years since Culloden. Three years since the Duke of Cumberland had earned his sobriquet "Butcher" by putting the wounded to the sword and burning the glens. Three years of living under English occupation, of watching his people starve while redcoats patrolled land that had belonged to the clans since time beyond memory.

Three years of swallowing his rage and doing what he must to survive.

The scar that cut across his left cheek—a saber wound from an English dragoon, taken in the desperate retreat from the battlefield—pulled tight when he clenched his jaw. He forced himself to relax. Anger was a luxury he could not afford. Anger made men careless, and carelessness got men killed or transported to the colonies in chains.

"MacKenna," Rabbie said quietly. The old warrior had reined his horse to a halt, his head cocked like a hound scenting prey. "Listen."

Finn pulled up sharply, raising his hand to halt the others. For a moment there was only the wind, the creak of leather, the soft huffing of the ponies' breath.

Then he heard it: the clash of steel, the shouts of men, the scream of a horse in distress.

"How far?" he asked.

"Just beyond that rise." Rabbie pointed to where the road curved around a low hill crowned with bare-branched trees. "Two groups, by the sound. One's English—I'd wager my teeth on it."

Finn's first instinct was to turn aside. English troubles were no concern of his. Let them rob one another, kill one another, sort out their own affairs without dragging Highlanders into their quarrels. He had his own people to think of, his own responsibilities. Getting involved in whatever skirmish lay ahead could bring exactly the kind of attention he had spent three years learning to avoid.

But even as the thought formed, he was urging his garron forward toward the sound of combat. Behind him, he heard Hamish mutter something that might have been a prayer or a curse—possibly both—before following.

They crested the rise at a gallop, and the scene below resolved into sharp clarity with the clarity of long practice.

Four mounted men—bandits, from the look of them, armed with pistols and swords—had surrounded a small party of travelers. A coach stood askew in the road, one wheel broken, its door hanging open. Two men in livery lay unmoving on the frozen ground. A third was engaged in desperate swordplay with two of the bandits while the fourth ransacked the coach, tossing out trunks and parcels with casual brutality.

And standing with his back to the coach, fighting with the desperate resolve of a man who knows he is about to die, was an English gentleman.

Finn took in the details in an instant: expensive wool coat, now torn and bloodied; silver-headed walking stick being wielded like a sword; gray hair disheveled beneath a fine tricorn hat. The man was past his prime but fighting with surprising vigor, defending the coach and its remaining contents with a ferocity that spoke of either great courage or great desperation.

"English," Dougal spat. "Let them—"

"We ride," Finn said flatly, and kicked his garron into a charge.

He never questioned the decision, then or later. It was not mercy, precisely, nor was it any love for the English. It was something older and simpler: the same instinct that made him step between a wolf and a lamb, the same code that had governed the Highlands since before the Romans came. A man did not stand by while others were slaughtered, not if he had the strength to intervene.

Even if those others were English.

The bandits, intent on their prey, did not hear the Highlanders' approach until too late. Finn drew the dirk from his belt—the only weapon he dared carry openly—and launched himself from his garron's back onto the nearest bandit with a roar that echoed off the hills.

They went down in a tangle of limbs and curses. The bandit was strong and quick, but Finn had been fighting since before this whelp was born. He drove his knee into the man's gut, felt the breath whoosh out of him, and brought the pommel of his dirk down on the man's temple with a crack that ended the struggle.

Around him, chaos erupted.

Hamish had seized another bandit by the collar and hauled him bodily from his horse, slamming him into the frozen ground with bone-jarring force. Rabbie and Dougal were pressing the remaining two, their dirks flashing in the weak winter light. The surviving servant, seeing reinforcements, rallied and drove his blade through the shoulder of the man who had been ransacking the coach.

It was over in minutes.

Three of the bandits fled, one wounded, leaving their unconscious companion behind. The fourth lay groaning on the ground, clutching his shoulder while blood seeped between his fingers. The servant stood panting, his sword still raised, looking between the Highlanders and his master with an expression of deep confusion.

And the English gentleman—Sir Richard Winthrop, though Finn did not yet know his name—stared at Finn with eyes that held equal parts shock, suspicion, and reluctant gratitude.

"You have my thanks," the man said at last, his voice hoarse from shouting. He spoke English, of course, but his accent marked him as educated, aristocratic. "I confess I did not expect assistance from\… that is to say\…"

"From Highlanders?" Finn supplied, switching to English himself with only the faintest burr of his native Gaelic. He rose from the unconscious bandit and wiped his dirk on the man's coat before sheathing it. "Aye, I imagine you did not."

The Englishman had the grace to look embarrassed. "I meant no offense."

"None taken." Finn surveyed the scene with a experienced eye. "Your man there needs binding, or he'll bleed out before you reach shelter. And your coach wheel is broken beyond repair. You'll need to ride if you mean to make Carlisle before nightfall."

"I am bound for Carlisle," the gentleman confirmed. He gestured to his wounded servant. "But my man is in no condition to ride, and I\…" He paused, seemed to gather himself. "Forgive me. I am Sir Richard Winthrop, of Winthrop Hall in Northumberland. To whom do I owe my life?"

Finn hesitated. Giving his name to an Englishman was always a risk. The MacKennas had not declared for Prince Charles in the Rising—Finn had been too canny for that, had kept his clan neutral despite the pull of loyalty and tradition—but neutrality had not saved them from suspicion. Any Highland name might be cause for investigation, for questions about hidden weapons or harbored fugitives or unpaid taxes.

But honor demanded truth, and honor was all a man had left when the English had taken everything else.

"Finlay MacKenna," he said. "Laird of Dunraven, in Inverness-shire."

Something flickered in Winthrop's eyes—recognition, perhaps, or merely the reflexive wariness that all Englishmen seemed to feel at the mention of the Highlands. "MacKenna," he repeated. "I know that name. Your clan did not join the rebellion."

"My clan," Finn said carefully, "believes in survival."

It was both truth and lie. The MacKennas had not marched with the Prince because Finn had forbidden it, had threatened to disown any man who followed the doomed Stuart cause. But he had sent gold when he could spare it, had harbored fugitives on their flight to the coast, had mourned with the rest of Scotland when the dream died at Culloden.

"A wise policy," Winthrop said, though whether he approved or merely acknowledged the statement was impossible to tell. He turned to his wounded servant. "Jenkins, let these men see to your shoulder. We must make what speed we can."

While Rabbie tended the servant with the same rough competence he brought to doctoring Highland warriors, Finn and Hamish salvaged what they could from the broken coach. The bandits had made off with most of the portable valuables, but there were still trunks of clothing, documents, and other items too bulky to steal easily.

"We can rig a travois," Hamish said in Gaelic, pitching his voice for Finn's ears alone. "Pull it behind the coach horses. It'll be slow, but better than leaving it all for scavengers."

Finn nodded. They set to work, and within half an hour had fashioned a serviceable drag from the coach's broken door and some harness leather. The wounded servant was bound and mounted on one of the bandits' abandoned horses. Sir Richard, looking older and more exhausted than he had during the fight, climbed onto another.

"You will accompany us?" It was phrased as a question, but Finn heard the hope beneath it. "The roads are uncertain, and I would feel safer with\… that is, I would be honored by your escort."

Finn glanced at the sky. The clouds had thickened, heavy with unshed snow. They were still hours from the nearest shelter, and nightfall would come early at this time of year. Traveling with an Englishman and his servant would slow them, would make them more conspicuous to any patrols they encountered.

But the man had been set upon on the road. Honor demanded that Finn see him safely to his destination.

"We ride to Carlisle," he said. "You may travel with us if you wish."

The journey was slow and cold and tense. Sir Richard attempted conversation several times—asked about the Highlands, about Finn's estates, about conditions in the north since the Rising. Finn answered in monosyllables, offering no more information than politeness demanded. Behind him, his kinsmen rode in silence, their eyes constantly scanning the road for threats.

They encountered no further bandits, but they did pass two English patrols. Both times, Finn felt his hand drift toward his dirk, felt the familiar tension coil in his gut. Both times, the soldiers merely glanced at their papers, noted the injured servant and the broken coach remnants, and waved them on with bored disinterest.

By the time they reached Carlisle's outskirts, the snow had begun to fall in earnest—fat, wet flakes that promised a heavy accumulation. Sir Richard led them to a respectable inn near the town's center, where he engaged rooms and insisted that Finn and his men accept his hospitality for the night.

"It is the least I can do," Winthrop said, "given that you saved my life."

They ate in the private parlor that the Englishman had hired—a good meal, better than any Finn had eaten in months, though the richness of it sat uneasily in a stomach accustomed to oatmeal and occasional venison. Sir Richard was expansive with wine and gratitude, toasting their health and courage until Finn began to grow uncomfortable with the effusiveness.

"You refuse payment?" Winthrop asked, when Finn declined his offer of gold for the third time. "Surely there must be something I can offer in recompense. I am not a man who leaves his debts unsettled."

"You owe me nothing," Finn said. "Any man would have done the same."

"Any man did not," Winthrop countered. "You did. You put yourself and your men at risk to aid strangers—English strangers, at that. If our situations were reversed\…" He trailed off, but the implication was clear.

If their situations were reversed, an English gentleman would likely have ridden past without a second glance.

The truth of it hung in the air between them.

"I acted as honor demanded," Finn said finally. "Nothing more. In the Highlands, we believe that a man's honor is his bond. I needed no reward then, and I need none now."

"Nevertheless." Winthrop leaned forward, his expression intent. "I am a man of my word, Lord MacKenna. If ever you should have need of me—if ever I might repay this debt—you have but to send word. Whatever is in my power to grant, I shall grant it."

Finn suppressed a sigh. The English and their complex codes of obligation. It would be simpler to accept the gold and be done with it, but his pride would not allow him to be paid like a common mercenary for doing what any decent man should do.

"If you wish to consider yourself in my debt," he said, "then I release you from it. We are quits, Sir Richard. Go home to Northumberland with my goodwill, and think no more on the matter."

But Winthrop shook his head stubbornly. "In the Highlands, you said, a man's honor is his bond. In England, we are not so different. I owe you my life, Lord MacKenna. That is not a debt that can be dismissed with a wave of the hand. Should you ever have need—"

"If I should ever have need," Finn interrupted, more to end the conversation than because he believed he would ever call upon an English baronet for assistance, "I shall remember your words. Does that satisfy you?"

"It does." Winthrop raised his glass. "To honor, then. And to debts paid."

They drank, and the matter was settled.

Or so Finn believed.


Castle Dunraven — June 1748

The letter arrived on a morning when the Highland summer was showing itself at its most deceptive—all golden sunlight and purple heather, as though the land itself were trying to make men forget the harshness that lay beneath its beauty.

Finn stood in the great hall of Castle Dunraven, such as it was. The building had never been grand, even before the English came. Three stories of dark stone, more fortress than manor house, perched on a crag overlooking the glen like a hawk on its aerie. The hall was large enough to gather the clan on feast days, with a massive fireplace at one end and narrow windows that let in more wind than light. Tapestries that had hung here since his grandfather's time covered the worst of the damp patches on the walls.

It was not Versailles. It was not even a proper English country house. But it was home, and it was his, and three years of English occupation had not changed that.

"A messenger came up from the lowlands," Hamish said, entering the hall with a sealed letter in his hand. "English, by the look of the paper and the seal. Rode hard, too—his horse is near foundered."

Finn took the letter, frowning at the unfamiliar seal pressed into red wax. He broke it open and scanned the contents, his frown deepening with each line.

Lord MacKenna,

I write to you on a matter of grave importance and great delicacy. Six months past, you did me the inestimable service of preserving my life when I was beset by bandits on the Carlisle road. At that time, you graciously refused all material recompense, though I attempted to press it upon you. You may recall that I vowed to hold myself in your debt until such time as you might have need of my assistance.

That time has now come, though not in a manner either of us might have anticipated.

I find myself in a position where I must ask you to call in that debt, though the favor I seek is of a most unusual nature\…

Finn read the rest of the letter in growing disbelief. Then he read it again, certain he must have misunderstood.

"What is it?" Hamish asked, watching his face. "What does the Englishman want?"

"He wants to settle his debt," Finn said slowly. He looked up from the letter, his expression caught between incredulity and a dark humor that was almost amusement. "By giving me his daughter."

"His what?"

"His daughter. Miss Cecily Winthrop, aged three-and-twenty, of good family and respectable accomplishments. He writes that she has recently suffered a broken engagement and is thus\… available." Finn glanced back at the letter, finding the exact phrase. "'Eager for a fresh start in a new setting, away from the unfortunate circumstances of her past disappointment.'"

Hamish stared at him. "The man wants to give you his daughter. As payment for a debt."

"So it would seem."

"That's\…" Hamish struggled for words. "That's barbaric. Even for the English."

Finn might have laughed if the situation were not so absurd. Here was an Englishman, supposedly civilized, supposedly refined, offering his own daughter like a prize mare to settle an obligation to a Highland laird he barely knew. The hypocrisy of it—the sheer presumption that Finn would welcome such an arrangement—was breathtaking.

"He goes on to say," Finn continued, still reading, "that the young lady is well-educated, skilled in the domestic arts, and possessed of a modest dowry of three thousand pounds. He suggests that such a marriage would be advantageous to both parties—I would gain an English bride who could lend respectability to my daughter's upbringing, and his daughter would gain a husband of property and title."

"Does he know," Hamish said with dangerous quiet, "that your 'property' consists of a drafty castle, a village of forty souls, and lands so poor we can barely keep cattle on them through the winter? Does he know that your 'title' means nothing under English law, that you're considered a defeated rebel lord whose authority extends exactly as far as the nearest English patrol allows?"

"I suspect he knows very well." Finn set the letter down on the scarred oak table that dominated the hall. "Which is why he's willing to dispose of his daughter this way. She's damaged goods in English eyes—jilted, past her prime, a burden rather than an asset. He cannot marry her off to any respectable English gentleman, so he'll send her to the barbarous Highlands and consider himself well rid of both the girl and his obligation."

"So refuse him," Hamish said flatly. "Send word that you want no English bride, that the debt is cancelled, that he can keep his daughter and his condescension."

It was the sensible choice. The wise choice. Finn had no need of a wife—had sworn after Ailsa's death that he would never marry again, never risk that kind of pain. His daughter Moira had her aunts and the clan women to tend her. An English bride would be worse than useless in the Highlands—a delicate creature who would falter under the harsh conditions, who would look down on his people, who would bring nothing but trouble and resentment.

He should refuse. He absolutely should refuse.

But even as the thought formed, Finn's eyes drifted to the far end of the hall, where a small portrait hung in a place of honor. Ailsa, painted the year before her death, her dark hair shining and her smile warm with the secret knowledge of the child she carried. The child who had lived. The mother who had not.

Moira was seven now, wild as a March hare and twice as cunning. She had her mother's eyes and her father's stubborn streak and not a single of coaxing from her aunts could transform her into a proper young lady. She ran barefoot through the glens, spoke Gaelic more fluently than English, and showed no interest whatsoever in the accomplishments that would be expected of a laird's daughter if she ever hoped to make a decent marriage.

An English bride, well-educated and accomplished, could teach her. Could give her the tools she would need to navigate both worlds—Highland and English—in this new Scotland they were building from the ashes of the old.

It was a practical consideration. Nothing more.

"I'll think on it," Finn said finally.

Hamish's expression suggested he knew exactly what "thinking on it" meant. "You're actually considering this madness."

"I'm considering," Finn said carefully, "whether there might be some advantage to the arrangement. For Moira's sake."

"Moira doesn't need an English stepmother. She needs—"

"She needs to learn to be a lady," Finn interrupted. "Not a Highland lady, Hamish—that won't serve her in the world the English are making. She needs to learn English manners, English speech, the accomplishments that will let her hold her own in Edinburgh or even London if it comes to that. And I cannot teach her those things."

The admission cost him something to make. But it was true. For all his pride in his heritage, Finn was not fool enough to ignore reality. The old Highland ways were dying. In another generation, they might be gone entirely, ground beneath English boots and English laws. If Moira was to survive—to thrive—she needed to be able to move in both worlds.

An English bride could give her that.

If he could stomach the idea of marrying again. If he could bear to replace Ailsa with some pampered English girl who would likely faint at her first Highland winter.

If he could live with the knowledge that he was selling himself as surely as Winthrop was selling his daughter.

"Write to him," Finn said abruptly. "Tell him I require more information before I make my decision. The girl's temperament, her health, her\… expectations regarding the marriage." He grimaced. "And make it clear that if I accept, it will be a marriage in name and obligation only. I'll not pretend affection I don't feel."

Hamish opened his mouth as if to argue, then closed it again. "As you say, cousin."

After Hamish left, Finn stood alone in the great hall, holding the letter and staring at Ailsa's portrait.

"Forgive me," he said quietly in Gaelic. "But I must do what's best for our daughter. Even if it means\…"

He could not finish the thought.

Outside, the summer sun continued to shine on the heather, and in England, an unwanted bride prepared for her journey north.

And Finlay MacKenna, who had saved an Englishman's life out of nothing more than honor, began to understand that debts, once incurred, could be called in at the most unexpected—and most unwelcome—of times.




CHAPTER THREE

The Bargain

Cecily was summoned to her father's study three hours after sunset.

She had spent the intervening time in a peculiar state of suspended animation, neither fully present in her body nor entirely departed from it. Her wedding gown lay in a crumpled heap where she had finally wrestled herself free of its layers, the ivory silk now creased and stained with tears. She had dressed herself in a simple day gown of sprigged muslin—her maid had not returned after being dismissed, and Cecily was glad of it. She could not have borne the girl's pitying eyes or whispered condolences.

The knock at her door was sharp and businesslike. Not her father, then, but one of the servants delivering his summons.

"Miss Winthrop," came the footman's voice through the oak. "Sir Richard requests your presence in his study. Immediately, if you please."

Immediately. As though she had a choice. As though she had ever had a choice in anything that mattered.

Cecily rose from the window seat where she had been watching the last of the wedding guests depart in their carriages, their voices carrying on the evening air with the unmistakable animation of those who had witnessed a spectacular scandal. By tomorrow, the story would be all over the county. By the end of the week, it would reach London. The jilted Miss Winthrop, left waiting at the altar while her groom ran off with a richer prize.

She smoothed her hands over her skirts—a futile gesture, as they were already hopelessly wrinkled from hours of sitting—and made her way downstairs.

Winthrop Hall had always felt more fortress than home. Built during the reign of Elizabeth, its stone walls were three feet thick in places, designed to withstand the raids that had once been common along the Scottish border. The corridors were narrow and dark, lit by candles in wall sconces that cast more shadows than light. Family portraits lined the walls—generations of Winthrops staring down with expressions that ranged from stern disapproval to mild contempt. Cecily had often wondered if that particular look was bred into the bloodline, or if it was something one acquired after years of living in this cheerless pile of stone.

Her father's study was located in the oldest part of the house, accessed through a passageway that still bore scorch marks from a fire in her grandfather's time. She had been summoned here only a handful of times in her life—always for discipline, never for affection. The door was heavy oak banded with iron, as though Sir Richard needed to fortify himself against invasion even in his own home.

She knocked, though it galled her to do so. This was still her home, wasn't it? At least until tomorrow, when she would be shipped off to Devon like an unwanted parcel.

"Enter."

The study was exactly as she remembered: dark wood paneling, a massive desk that had belonged to three generations of Winthrops, leather-bound books lining the walls in regimented rows. A fire burned in the grate, making the room uncomfortably warm despite the June evening. Her father sat behind his desk, a decanter of brandy at his elbow and a sheaf of papers spread before him. His face was flushed—whether from the fire, the drink, or lingering anger, Cecily could not tell.

He did not invite her to sit.

"You sent for me, Father," she said, keeping her voice level with an effort that cost her more than she cared to admit.

"I did." He set down the paper he had been reading and looked at her with an expression that managed to be both assessing and dismissive. "I have news regarding your future. You may as well hear it now, as we have arrangements to make before morning."

Morning. So she was to leave for Devon at dawn, then. Cecily felt something in her chest constrict—not quite grief, not quite relief. At least in Devon she would be away from here, away from the scene of her humiliation. Aunt Catherine was elderly and kind in a vague, distracted way. Perhaps she would not ask too many questions about the failed wedding.

"I am prepared to go wherever you think best," she said quietly.

Her father's laugh was short and bitter. "Are you? How obliging. Though I wonder if you will maintain that pretty compliance when you hear where I am actually sending you."

A prickle of unease ran down Cecily's spine. "I thought\… you said Devon. Aunt Catherine—"

"Devon is no longer an option." Her father rose from his chair and moved to the fire, standing with his back to her as he spoke. "The situation has changed. Significantly."

"Changed how?"

"Do you recall my mentioning a debt?" He did not turn to look at her. "The matter that was brought to my attention this morning by the messenger from Scotland?"

"Yes, but I don't see what that has to—"

"Six months ago," her father interrupted, "I was saved from certain death by a Highland laird. A man named Finlay MacKenna, of some godforsaken glen in Inverness-shire. At the time, I offered him payment for his service. He refused it. Instead, he extracted a promise that I would consider myself in his debt, to be called in at a time of his choosing."

Cecily waited, the unease blossoming into something closer to dread.

"He has chosen to call it in," her father continued. "And the payment he demands is\… unconventional."

"What does he want?" Cecily asked, though some part of her already knew. Some instinct older than reason was screaming a warning that she desperately wanted to ignore.

Her father turned to face her, and the expression on his face was one she had never seen before—a mixture of calculation, resignation, and something that might have been shame if Sir Richard Winthrop were capable of such an emotion.

"He wants a bride," he said flatly. "Specifically, he wants you."

The words seemed to hang in the air between them, impossible and absurd. Cecily stared at her father, waiting for him to laugh, to admit this was some cruel jest designed to punish her for the morning's disaster. But he did not laugh. He simply watched her with those cold gray eyes, waiting for her reaction.

"That's\…" She struggled to find words adequate to the madness of what he was suggesting. "That's barbaric. You cannot possibly be considering—"

"I have already accepted."

The world tilted sideways. Cecily reached for the back of the nearest chair to steady herself, her fingers gripping the leather hard enough to leave impressions.

"You've already—" She could not finish the sentence. "Without consulting me? Without even asking if I—"

"Asking?" Her father's eyebrows rose in genuine surprise. "Why would I ask your opinion on a matter that is entirely within my purview to decide? You are my daughter, unmarried, and under my authority. I have arranged a marriage for you. That is the sum total of the situation."

"But you don't know this man!" The words burst from her in a rush of panic and outrage. "You said yourself he's a Highland laird from some—some godforsaken glen! He could be anyone! He could be old, or cruel, or—"

"He is one-and-thirty," her father said crisply, consulting a letter that lay on his desk. "A widower with one daughter, aged seven. He holds property and title, though of course such things mean less in Scotland than they would here. He is described by those who know him as honorable, if somewhat rough in manner. He is also the man to whom I owe my life, which means I have no choice but to honor his request."

"Then send him money!" Cecily heard her voice rising and could not seem to control it. "Give him land, or livestock, or—or whatever it is Highlanders value! But you cannot simply send me north like a—a package to be delivered!"

"Can I not?" Her father's voice was dangerously quiet. "Tell me, Cecily—what exactly are your alternatives? This morning you were jilted in front of two hundred witnesses. By now, every drawing room in Northumberland is buzzing with the news of your humiliation. Within a week, it will be known in London, Bath, Brighton—anywhere that matters. No gentleman of any standing will have you now. You are ruined."

"I am not ruined!" Even as she said it, Cecily knew it was false. In the eyes of society, she was worse than ruined—she was pitied. And pity, as any woman knew, was far more damaging to one's prospects than simple scandal. "I have done nothing wrong. Hartley is the one who—"

"Hartley is a viscount," her father said with brutal finality. "He can do as he pleases and society will forgive him within a season. You are a baronet's daughter with a modest fortune and no particular beauty or connections to recommend you. Society will not forgive you. It will gossip about you, speculate about what you must have done to drive him away, and then it will forget you entirely. Is that the future you prefer?"

Cecily wanted to deny it, wanted to insist that she could overcome this setback, that some worthy gentleman would see past the scandal and value her for herself. But the words died unspoken, because they both knew it was a lie.

"The MacKenna offers you a way out," her father continued, his tone gentling slightly—or perhaps merely growing more calculating. "A fresh start in a place where no one knows or cares about Viscount Hartley. A husband, a home, a child to care for. Many women would count themselves fortunate to receive such an offer."

"Many women are not being bartered like cattle to settle their father's debts!"

The slap came without warning, sharp enough to snap her head to the side but not hard enough to leave a mark. Her father had always been precise in his violence.

"You will not speak to me in that tone," he said coldly. "And you will cease this hysteria immediately. I am offering you the only viable option available to you, and you will accept it with grace and gratitude."

Cecily pressed her hand to her stinging cheek and said nothing. What was there to say? He was right, damn him. In the eyes of the law, she was his property until the moment she married. He could dispose of her as he saw fit, and she had no recourse whatsoever.

"When?" she asked finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

"You leave at dawn. The MacKenna has sent word that he will dispatch an escort to meet you at the border crossing near Carlisle. They will conduct you the remainder of the way to his estate."

"Tomorrow?" Cecily's head jerked up, shock cutting through her despair. "But that's\… I need time to prepare, to—"

"You have until dawn," her father said with finality. "Pack one trunk with whatever you deem essential. The rest will be sent on later, if the MacKenna wishes it. You will be accompanied by Mrs. Gill as far as the border—she has agreed to serve as your chaperone, though God knows what use propriety is when you're being shipped off to the barbarous Highlands."

One trunk. One trunk to hold everything she owned, everything she was, everything she might need in this new life that was being thrust upon her without her consent or consultation.

"Does he\…" Cecily swallowed against the tightness in her throat. "Does he know? About Hartley? About the\… the circumstances?"

"He knows you have recently suffered a broken engagement. I saw no need to elaborate on the particulars." Her father returned to his desk and sat down, effectively dismissing her. "I have written to him describing your accomplishments and your expectations. He understands that this is a practical arrangement, nothing more. I trust you will conduct yourself with appropriate dignity and make the best of the situation."

Make the best of the situation. As though she had any choice. As though dignity mattered when one was being sold to a stranger to settle a debt.

"May I\…" Cecily hesitated, hating herself for the question but unable to stop it. "May I know anything else about him? His character, his circumstances, his\… his expectations of a wife?"

For the first time since she had entered the study, something like discomfort crossed her father's face. He picked up the letter again, scanned it briefly, then set it down.

"He writes that his primary concern is for his daughter's upbringing," he said. "He wishes her to be educated in the English manner, to acquire the accomplishments and graces that will allow her to make a good marriage when the time comes. He believes an English wife can provide that instruction."

So she was to be a governess, then. A glorified servant imported to civilize a wild Highland child. The knowledge sat like lead in her stomach.

"Is there\… anything else?" she asked, not certain what she hoped to hear but desperate for any scrap of information that might make this nightmare feel less like a descent into complete unknown.

Her father hesitated, and that hesitation told Cecily more than any words could have. Whatever he was about to say, it was not reassuring.

"He has made it clear," Sir Richard said carefully, "that he expects this to be a marriage of convenience. He offers you his
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