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Chapter 1

 


The Western Highlands, June, 1699

 


"Aye, she's there, all right, just as Brian said she would be." Callum Mackinnon, Laird of Achnasheen, closed the pocket spyglass with a snap that expressed his satisfaction. His man inside the Drummond household had served him well.


"Shall we go down and snatch her?" his companion, One-Eyed Duff, whispered from where he crouched beside him.


"Aye, ye take the maid and leave the Drummond lassie to me. Once you've got the other girl, head for home. Dinna wait for me."


"Och, man, are ye up to the task? Ye might need some help with yon braw lassie."


The sly joke summoned a grunt of laughter from Callum. She was a mere slip of a thing, the redheaded girl who wandered through the sunny meadow below the bracken where they skulked. By God, she looked like a stiff Highland breeze could blow her away. He wasn't expecting any trouble, apart perhaps from the odd scream. Not even that, with a bit of luck. At the first sight of the big, bad Mackinnon laird bearing down on her, she’d likely swoon away. All he’d need to do was toss her over his saddle and carry her away.


"Och, she’s a terrifying sight, laddie, but I reckon I can handle her."


"Keep your wits about ye, Mackinnon." This time, Duff’s voice held no amusement. "The lass might be wee, but she’s a Drummond for a’ that. They’re a gey sneaky breed. Even when they're small and bonny."


Below them, his quarry crossed to kneel beside the burn running through the meadow. The maid had settled under a tree to watch her charge. The girls’ ponies were tethered under a tree at the far end of the field. He and Duff wouldn't have a better opportunity.


"Let's go," Callum said.


***


The drumming of horses barreling down the steep hillside made Mhairi raise her head. Two riders crashed through the bracken covering the brae. Even at this distance, she made out the red and black Mackinnon plaid.


Dear Lord above, what mischief was this? She scrambled to her feet, crying out to Flossie, her maid, and broke into a stumbling dash toward her horse.


"Flossie, run!" she shouted breathlessly, picking up her skirts as she flew across the green summer grass.


But a broken scream from under the trees behind her told her she wasted her warning to Flossie. Mhairi couldn’t help turning her head. What she saw made her stomach clench into a fist of terror.


The riders had split up. One already wrestled with Flossie, pulling the shrieking girl across the front of his saddle. Too late for Flossie, but not for her. Mhairi faced forward and ran on. Her speed increased until her breath sawed out in painful gasps. If she reached her mount, she might still get away.


A few yards short, a huge gray horse skidded in front of her to block her way. Even as she knew she'd never outrun a mounted man, she veered to the left. While she ran, she fumbled in her pocket.


She sobbed for breath, and there was a painful stitch in her side, but she kept running. The rider carrying Flossie had galloped away. Her maid’s screams faded over the distance. The beat of hooves pursuing her set up a horrid counterpoint to her frantic heartbeat.


When a strong hand slammed down to grab her shoulder, she responded as she'd been taught.


"A pox on ye!"


The man’s furious curse echoed in her ears. She kept running, slipping and stumbling on the thick grass as her strength failed. The gray horse passed her and drew to another juddering stop. She flung herself to the side as the man leaped to the ground and advanced.


Only then did she realize her mistake. He’d chased her the way a cowherd chased a runaway heifer, into a corner she couldn't get out of. She been too frightened to see his strategy. Fool, fool, fool.


High stone walls rose on three sides of her. Mhairi retreated a step, then halted to face her pursuer. She squared her shoulders and planted her feet firm on the ground.


Daring him to approach her, she brought her dagger up. Even with nowhere else to run, she refused to cower before a filthy Mackinnon.


"Ye willnae touch me, Black Callum," she spat.


She was delighted to see that a bright red stain spread down his slashed white sleeve. If only she’d managed to cut his throat and not his arm.


"Aye, that I will." He paused and spoke in an assessing tone. "Ye ken who I am."


"Aye." Her chest heaved as she battled to steady her breath. When those clever dark eyes dropped to her gaping white blouse under its loose drawstring, the blood in her veins turned to ice.


They called him Black Callum or Callum Dubh for that thick mane of long hair, black as a crow’s wing. But looking at him, she couldn’t help thinking that perhaps he was called Black Callum because of the sins staining his soul.


"That’s braw. Because I ken who ye are, too, Bonny Mhairi Drummond."


She straightened her spine, so angry with herself for letting him trap her that she almost forgot this encounter’s likely outcome. All was not lost yet. In her humble linen blouse and faded plaid skirt, she wasn’t dressed like the chieftain’s daughter.


"Och, you’re mad," she said with a fair attempt at careless scorn. "Mhairi Drummond wouldnae be seen dead in these rags. I’m a serving girl at the castle."


One black eye brow tilted in enquiry. Skeptical enquiry, God rot his black Mackinnon soul. "Is that so?"


"Aye. My name is Polly."


"Polly…"


"Aye. So there's nae point expecting a ransom."


"I'm no’ after a ransom," he said with a hint of grimness.


Nausea rose to block Mhairi’s throat, and she barely stopped herself from faltering back. Mhairi or Polly, what did it matter if he wanted to vent his lust on her? If he took her as a hostage, at least he had an interest in returning her unharmed to her father.


The intent gaze narrowed in on her face as he loomed closer. "Ye won't prick me again, by heaven."


"Prick ye?" Cursing her sweaty palms, she tightened her grip on the small dagger. "I’ll carve out your liver before I let ye touch me."


The glint in his eyes did nothing to reassure her. He held out a hand marked red with his blood. She’d struck hard, if wildly, when he reached down from his horse. "That’s rare insolence from a serving wench."


Mhairi struggled to steady her voice. She wouldn't cringe and beg. And he’d have to fight to take her.


"A Drummond serving wench trumps a Mackinnon any day, even one who likes to think he’s the cock of the walk."


His mouth quirked in a sardonic smile. The man’s effortless self-assurance made her want to jab her knife into one of those brilliant eyes. "In that case, a Drummond heiress is a prize indeed."


She kept the small knife raised. "I'm nae heiress, Mackinnon. You're mistaken."


"No, I dinnae think I am." He withdrew his hand and folded his arms over the fine white shirt that covered his brawny chest. "You're Bonny Mhairi Drummond, all right."


"I'm Polly, I tell ye."


He shook his head. "It’s nae use lying. Only one lassie fits the description. Hair red as a rowanberry, a face like a flower, eyes as blue as a periwinkle in spring. Aye, you're the Drummond's precious wee bairn. Nae doubt about it."


She’d been afraid since she first caught sight of the riders hurtling across the meadow. The fear that jolted her now reached beyond her dread of violation, powerful as that was. He spoke as if he’d come with a plan, and that plan was focused on her. If that was the case, there would be no talking her way out of this.


Mhairi sucked in a jagged breath and made herself look at him properly. So far, she’d mostly been aware of his height and muscled power, because they represented the immediate threat.


Now, her eyes took in every detail of this man who had come to steal her. She bit back a gasp of dismay. If there was any justice, the Mackinnon laird should look filthy and hulking and contemptible. But he was a handsome man with glittering dark eyes and features as finely sculpted as the stone angels in the chapel at Bruard Castle. Even the long black hair he’d tied away from his face was clean.


The devil always comes with a pretty face, she reminded herself. He was no angel, this bastard.


"Nothing to say?"


"I'm no’ Mhairi Drummond," she insisted.


His expression turned cynical. "I hear ye, lassie. It matters naught. Whoever the hell ye are, you're coming back to Achnasheen."


She wished her knife was a claymore big enough to strike that spectacular head from those broad shoulders. "I'll kill ye first."


Another arch of those marked black brows conveyed contempt for her bravado. "That knitting needle you're waving about wouldnae frighten a duckling, lassie. Be sensible. You're trapped. There's nowhere to go. If ye come quietly, I willnae tie you up."


"I'd like to see ye try," she snapped.


He sighed. "You're no’ going to be sensible, are ye? I should expect nothing else from a Drummond."


"Better a Drummond than a vile, robbing, lying Mackinnon," she retorted, even as she wondered whether rudeness was the best strategy. So far, he hadn’t tried to hurt her, although she’d hurt him. Blood from the cut on his arm turned the side of his white shirt scarlet.


"Nae need to get personal," he said mildly.


Since he’d arrived, she’d suffered a mixture of fear and fury. Right now, fury rose paramount. He had the unmitigated gall to laugh at her, the arrogant swine.


Her temper spiked. She launched herself at him, in a frenzy to wipe the knowing smile off his face. She harbored no hope of winning against him, but the prospect of doing him harm was all she cared about. Consequences could wait.


She brought the knife up hard and fast. A wound to the belly killed a man with more certainty than if she tried to find his heart.


"Oho!" His laugh made her teeth clench. "None of that now."


Mhairi waited to feel her blade slice into flesh, but he caught her wrist and twisted it until the knife dropped to the ground. She gasped with pain, although he stopped the minute she released her weapon. With the same humiliating ease, he turned her so she had her back to him. He curled his arms around her and pressed her hard into his body.


"Let me go," she demanded, tears of frustration pricking her eyes.


She’d learned how to attack a man, she’d practiced with her father's best warriors. This Mackinnon lout shouldn’t find it so easy to disarm her.


He tightened his hold on her writhing body. "No’ on my life."


She tried to kick him, but trapped in this position, her efforts were wasted. She struggled until she sagged in his hold, loathing that she was a weak, vulnerable woman and not the man who could teach this cur the lesson he deserved.


"Had enough?" He still sounded revoltingly composed.


"Just kill me now," she said in a dull voice.


His soft laugh made his chest shift behind her back. She wanted him to stink of evil and stale sweat. When she gulped in enough air to fill her empty lungs, all she smelled was clean, healthy male and the fragrant herbs used for washing his shirt.


"Kill ye? No, my lady, you’re mistaken. I'm no’ going to kill ye."


"Better than…the other." Although she wasn't sure she wanted to die.


The Mackinnon clicked his tongue in disdain. "Och, you’re letting your imagination run away with ye. I promise that you’re safe."


Mhairi didn't bother accusing him of lying. What was the point? She spared a thought for Flossie. This barbarian’s hairy companion was probably already ravaging her.


"Do I really have to tie your hands?" he asked, his tone incongruously gentle. "The ride will be easier for ye if I dinnae."


"I'm no’ going with ye."


"Aye, my Lady Mhairi, ye are."


"I'm no’ Mhairi, I tell ye."


"Of course ye are. Ye might be dressed fit to scrub the scullery, but that skean dubh is a noblewoman’s weapon."


Plague take him. He’d noticed. Of course he had. There was no lack of intelligence in those dark eyes. She had a horrible feeling that he was a man who didn’t miss much. "It was a gift."


"Aye, from your father."


He slid his arms from her and without thinking, she wrenched away in a blind attempt to escape.


"No, ye dinnae, lassie." He fastened one sinewy hand around her wrist and pulled her up so abruptly that she staggered. "You're no’ going anywhere except Achnasheen."


Fear and disappointment and, aye, anger throbbed inside her hard enough to make her shake. She whipped around to confront him, only to watch him tie a rope to her wrist.


"I will no’ be tethered like a hound," she snarled.


His mouth firm, he reached forward and caught her free hand. Despite her best attempts at resistance, he needed mere seconds to secure that wrist as well. "I offered ye the chance to come quietly."


"And why on God’s green earth should I do that?"


He glanced up from testing the knots. She expected to meet cold, hard killer's eyes, but the deep brown gaze seemed kind and almost regretful.


Aye, of course he’s kind, she berated herself sarcastically. He’s kidnapping you and binding you up like an animal before he carts you off to do his will. What else would he be, but kind?


"Ye have a point, lassie."


"The ropes are too tight. They're hurting," she said, although they weren't, and when she paid attention, she realized that he hadn't used rough twine to bind her, but silk.


Silk or twine. It hardly mattered. She was still caught like a bird in a net.


"No, they're no’. But nice try."


He caught her by the waist and flung her across his shoulder. For a moment, she lay winded staring at the ground, as his hand settled on her bottom. Even through layers of petticoats, that touch branded her.


She kicked him and pounded on his back. His commanding height put the ground an awfully long way away. "Put me down, ye vile dog."


He shifted his grip from her bottom to her knees. "If I do, will ye walk to my horse?"


"Of course."


"Wee liar," he said without malice. "Stop wriggling, or I'll drop ye."


"And risk damaging the merchandise?" she asked nastily.


Held so close, it was impossible to ignore the reserves of strength in his big, powerful body. He walked with an easy stride that gave no hint that he carried a grown woman. Mhairi was unwillingly aware that in a contest of physical strength between them, she had no hope of winning.


Then be smarter than he is, lass.


She could only agree. Right now, Black Callum had all the advantages. But that mightn’t always be the case. She was clever. She was cunning. And she had one thing on her side. It was clear that he’d already judged her to be an inconsequential snippet of a female who offered no challenge to his male superiority.


So far, she was ashamed to admit she’d done nothing to prove him wrong. But somewhere soon, that overweening confidence would bring him down.


"Stop scheming, lassie," he said softly, patting her rump with infuriating casualness. "It willnae do ye a morsel of good."


Gritting her teeth, she closed her eyes against the daunting drop to the ground. That only made things worse. This close to him, that pleasant smell was overwhelming. She was absurdly conscious of his warmth.


What else did she expect? He was a denizen of hell. Of course he was hot to the touch.


"Put me down," she muttered into his back. The smooth stride upset her stomach and made her giddy.


"I cannae trust ye to walk, my lady."


"I feel sick." The admission made her pride sting.


They approached the gray horse. "You'll feel better once you're in the saddle."


"I’ll feel better once ye leave me alone. Oof!"


Strong hands caught her by the waist and plopped her onto the horse. "Hold on."


The relief of being upright and able to take a full breath cleared her fuzzy vision and restored her defiance. She swung aside to slither off the horse, but her captor was too fast. With an effortless physical mastery that in other circumstances might have impressed her, he leaped into the saddle.


Strong arms encircled her. "No’ so fast, lassie."


"Please…" she said, despising how weak she sounded. But so far impertinence had gained her nothing. "Let me go. I've done ye no harm. Just dinna…dinna take me away with ye."


His silence gave her hope that humility had succeeded where overt resistance had failed.


"It's too late, lassie." He sounded almost regretful. "I've got ye. I intend to keep ye. Too much is at stake to set you free."


"If it’s money ye want, my father will pay to get me back."


"Your father?"


Her tone hardened. "Och, ye ken just who I am. My father will pursue ye to the ends of the earth for what you've done. Ye invite more strife than you can imagine, Mackinnon."


"I dinna ken about that. I'm blessed with a powerful vivid imagination."


How on earth did that manage to sound suggestive? She hid a shiver. "Then ye must ken nae sensible man would take on the Drummonds like this. The theft of the laird's daughter is an insult my father will never countenance."


"Whisht, lassie. The deed is done. Ye willnae talk me out of it."


"Ye can still let me go."


"No, I cannae." He urged the horse to a trot that jolted her uncomfortably against his body. She’d give anything not to touch him, but crushed together on horseback, it was impossible to avoid contact.


"You’re facing a world of trouble," she said, as her tied hands dug into the horse's thick mane.


To her surprise, that summoned a deep chuckle that vibrated through her back in a disturbing fashion. "Och, ye dinna have to tell me that. I knew ye were trouble the moment I set eyes on you."


That wasn’t what she meant. She referred to armed reprisals from her family. But she seized the opening. "Then take the easy road and release me."


"The easy road isnae always the best. I'm sorry, lassie."


"No, you're not," she said bitterly.


His answer was to urge the big horse into a smooth gallop that at least was easier on her than the jolting trot.


Mhairi closed her eyes and told herself she wouldn't cry. She was a Drummond, and Drummonds were brave and stalwart. She especially wouldn't cry in front of this mongrel of a Mackinnon who wasn't fit to lick her father's boots.


But as the horse settled into a long run westward through the hills, grief and terror twisted her stomach into painful knots. What horrific fate awaited her at the Mackinnon stronghold?






Chapter 2

 


Callum reined Kelpie to a stop in a small glen. Around them, the strange shadowy twilight of the north glowed through the summer night. "Are ye tired, lassie?"


The girl in his arms didn't respond. She hadn’t responded to any of his remarks. Not that he’d exactly been chatty as they galloped across the hills toward Achnasheen. He’d been too busy keeping his horse on track, his captive safe in the saddle, and his attention behind him, in case the Drummonds came in pursuit.


"My father will see that you die in agony and disgrace," she said coldly. She’d been quiet so long, the sound of her voice startled him. "It will be my immense pleasure to watch ye suffer."


"Your father has to catch me before he can fulfill your gruesome fantasies," he said dryly.


"By now, they’ll ken I'm missing."


He dismounted and turned to lift her from the saddle. She wasn’t heavy, but it was enough to tug on his wound. He hoped to hell it didn’t start bleeding again.


When she staggered, he caught her arm. Her contemptuous gesture as she jerked free spoke volumes for her courage, if not for her prudence. He already knew she was brave. She hadn't screamed or cried. Even when she tried to appeal to his sympathies, she’d spoken more like a captive queen than a humble prisoner.


Humble? He doubted this fiery lass knew the meaning of the word.


She was a proud wee thing, and even their short acquaintance told him that she was used to following her own will. At twenty, most girls were married, mother to a bairn or two. Only the fact that she was the Drummond's darling child, the comfort of his old age, had saved her from being wed long ago.


"Aye, but people would only note your absence when they sat down to supper. The folk at Bruard are used to the chieftain’s daughter running wild."


"Ye seem to ken a lot about what goes on in my father's house."


He ignored the snide comment. "Their first thought will be that you're lost in the hills."


That elicited a scornful snort. "As if I’d get lost. I've been roaming those hills since I was a wean."


He shrugged and led the horse across to the burn to drink. "Nonetheless, I doubt they'll think you've been taken until they get my message."


The girl might try to run, but with her hands tied and her legs stiff from hours in the saddle, he doubted it.


He should have known better than to underestimate her.


A muffled grunt behind him made him release Kelpie's bridle and stalk over to where Mhairi struggled to rise from the hollow where she’d stumbled.


"That was foolish," he said mildly, taking her arm and hoisting her to her feet. He ignored how she wriggled to break his hold.


"I willnae stand by and let ye…use me without doing my best to get away."


Callum didn't argue with the accusation. She’d learn what he wanted of her soon enough. Better that happened once he had her safely locked away in Achnasheen.


"Where would ye go? You have nae idea where ye are."


"We've ridden west. I just need to use the moon to find my way home."


"We’re well into Mackinnon land, lassie. Not a soul here will offer a Drummond the hand of friendship." He hauled her across to a hummock. "Sit down."


"No."


He shrugged. She was spoiling for a fight. He couldn’t blame her, even if he had no intention of entering into a slanging match. "Then stand. But we’ve got a good few hours of riding before we get to Achnasheen. Ye might appreciate this chance to rest."


"I willnae sit beside a Mackinnon."


If his plans came to fruition, she’d be doing more with a Mackinnon than just sitting beside him. "Brave words for someone who's spent the last few hours cuddling up against me."


She'd held herself as stiff as a board until exhaustion had her drooping onto his chest. When she forgot to fight him, she was soft in his arms. Surprising how natural it felt to hold Mhairi Drummond in his embrace. He hadn't cooked up this desperate scheme for his own pleasure, but a laddie would need to be blind to miss how perfectly the name of Bonny Mhairi fitted her.


She was so pretty that the first time he saw her up close, his heart had stuttered to a stop. The small slender body, the skin as white as a swan's wing, the bright blue eyes flashing defiance. And her wild mass of rich red hair tied back in an untidy plait. As they rode, that hair had tickled his neck. It was as silky as it looked, and he'd had to fight the urge to bury his face in it.


"Well, let me put it this way—I willnae willingly sit beside a Mackinnon."


My God, she was headstrong. The stinging cut on his arm proved that this was no pliable lassie, eager to cooperate out of fear of her captor. But Callum couldn't help admiring this wildcat who spat and hissed at him. In truth, she’d need her courage before she was done.


"Och, lassie, if that's how ye feel, you'll get awfu’ tired before you're done at Achnasheen," he said dryly.


The light was bright enough for him to gauge her expression. She looked calm and intractable. Odd that her beauty held no hint of softness as she glared at him. He was used to easy lassies who were all generosity and acquiescence, no sharp edges.


"Dinnae ye dare mock me, Mackinnon." Loathing dripped from her low words. "It’s a braw thing you've done, snatching a couple of innocent women away from their home and terrorizing them. By heaven, the bards will be writing ballads into the next century about your unsurpassed valor."


A short laugh escaped him. "Are ye trying to shame me into taking you back?"


The fierce expression didn't ease. "I wouldnae waste my time, when I know ye have no shame."


"You're damn free with insults for a lassie tied up like a calf for market and a long way from home. Are ye no’ afraid at all?"


She squared her shoulders and raised her chin. He waited for more braggadocio, but her answer surprised him. "I’m nae fool, Mackinnon. Only a fool wouldnae be afraid."


He frowned. "I said ye were safe. I promise you’ll receive treatment meet for your name and status as a chieftain's daughter."


Her contempt for that statement was clear. "Aye, and I'm to pay attention to the biggest liar of a lying race telling me another lie?"


"I'm generally considered a man of my word," he said gently.


"For a Mackinnon, ye probably are," she snapped.


He gave another huff of appreciative laughter. "A smart woman might wonder if a more conciliatory attitude could improve her chances."


It was her turn to shrug. "You'll do whatever ye want to me, nae matter what I say."


Sadly for her, it was true. "It might go easier on ye if you dinnae fight me every step."


"I'll fight ye to my dying day, you bastard."


Callum hid a sigh. He had a grim feeling she meant it. "You're no’ what I expected."


"You are," she snarled.


He ignored that. "The stories I heard said ye were blithe and kind." Those tales of her good nature had led him to imagine that the Drummond heiress was a sweet little nonentity. He couldn’t have been more wrong. This girl – woman – was made to lead armies.


"If you're disappointed, ye can easily return me to my father."


Callum subjected her to a long inspection that swept from the top of her ruffled head to the delicate feet peeping out from under her ankle-length skirts. He let himself smile. "Och, lassie, I wouldnae say I'm disappointed. No’ by a long shot."


To his surprise, her expression froze and she faltered back. "I cannae stop what's going to happen," she said in a flat voice. "But ye have made a lifelong enemy, Mackinnon. I’ll have my revenge. Whatever misery you bring down on me, I will rain down on ye a hundredfold."


Her threat should sound absurd. She was unarmed and in his power, not to mention a foot shorter than he was.


But he heard the implacable promise in her voice and wondered not for the first time, whether this scheme would succeed. Even if it did, was the price he—and she—paid worth it?


She’d been brought up to hate him, and his antics today hardened that hatred into immovable loathing. How could he expect anything else? But even as her fire and defiance made his heart stir, the sensible part of him couldn't help recognizing that the frightened, insipid creature of his imagination would be easier to handle. This cat had claws, and she intended to use them to draw his blood.


Hell, she'd already drawn blood. First honors in their battle definitely belonged to the Drummond lass.


Too late to alter his course. But he could see that troubled waters lay ahead.


He caught her arm and brought her over to where Kelpie nosed at the lush grass. After a stumble, the girl came with him. He could tie her to a tree, but something in him flinched from playing the bully. Although if he said that to her, she’d tell him it was too late for him to worry about that.


"Threats are easy to make," he said, as if he dismissed her words. "Are ye hungry?"


"No," she said in a sullen tone.


"Well, I am." Keeping hold of her arm with one hand, he unlaced his saddlebag.


"Kidnapping defenseless women must build a grand appetite," she said snidely.


He gave her credit for keeping up the fight. Carrying the saddlebag, he pulled her back toward the hummock again. "If you're no’ careful, I'll gag ye."


"Go ahead. I dinnae care."


He sat down and tugged her down beside him. "If I did, it would deprive me of your sweet conversation."


She came down with a bump that made her breath escape in a puff. "If ye want sweet conversation, kidnap a Mackinnon lassie."


"Och, they're no challenge."


Callum waited a moment to see whether she meant to defy him and stand up again, but she remained put. She stared into the distance, the pure, delicate features set with disdain.


The lassie should look tired and powerless. She looked like a chained goddess. The shadows under her eyes only set off their rich sapphire color. The pointed chin stuck up at a determined angle, and those sweet lips were set in an unyielding line. Before he took her from the meadow, he’d seen her smiling. He wished she’d smile again.


Not likely.


He on the other hand must look a complete villain, unshaven and covered in blood. Before they ate, he needed to wash. He rose and crossed to the burn, keeping an eye on his captive. After her last futile attempt, she must know that with tied hands, any escape was doomed. But she was a frisky wee thing, and he didn't discount how furious she was. She was likely to try to run, if only to inconvenience him.


He kneeled beside the stream and rinsed his hands. The cut on his arm needed attention, but it could wait. It still stung like the devil, but at least it hadn’t started bleeding again.


The Drummond girl refused to look at him when he returned and rummaged in the saddlebag for the simple fare he’d brought. He produced oatcakes, some cheese, and a flask of ale, and put together a rough meal.


He held out an oatcake and cheese. "Here."


"Ye can take that and stick it…"


"Mistress Drummond, ye shock me," he said before she could finish. Then in a coaxing tone, "Come. Eat. Drink. It's still a way before we reach Achnasheen."


"I will accept nothing from your hand," she said coldly.


His lips tightened, although he had enough pride himself to recognize that he’d be no more tractable as a prisoner. "In that case, you'll end up damned peckish before you’re done."


She didn't reply. For a moment longer, he kept the food extended toward her. When she didn't take it, he shrugged and ate it himself.


Mistress Drummond was similarly dismissive of the offer of ale. But when he rose after his makeshift meal, she cast him an embarrassed look. "I want…"


He could make her say it, but he felt a hint of sympathy for her plight. He jerked his head toward some bushes. "Go."


She held out her bound hands. "I cannae…"


He regarded her suspiciously. After her last escape attempt, he was loath to free her hands. "You’ll manage."


"Not with these skirts." Her tone was impatient. "What do ye think I’m going to do? Fly back to Bruard?"


With a sigh, he reached to untie the cord and watched as she crossed to another clump of bushes, this one at the edge of the woods growing in the shelter of the hill. Heaven forbid the stubborn wench should take his suggestion about anything, even where she relieved herself.


It took Callum a few moments to see to his own needs and check Kelpie, who had endured hard riding tonight. When he put down the horse’s hoof, it struck him that the girl seemed to be taking a long time.


"Mistress Drummond?"


A suspiciously long time.


"Mistress Drummond?" he asked again more loudly, even as he cursed himself for a gullible fool. Now he had a good idea why she’d chosen the bushes close to the thick wood.


He strode across to where she been. A quick glance told him she was long gone.


A pox on it, he couldn't fail. Not now. This was his only chance to achieve his aims. If the Drummond heiress made her way back to Bruard Castle, he'd never get another opportunity to snatch her.


Even worse, she was a long way from home and a thousand dangers loomed along her way. How she’d laugh to know he was sick with worry over her wellbeing. How she must be laughing now at what a buffle-headed nodcock he was to let her play such a trick.


He’d never find her in the wood, not in the middle of the night and with the ground beneath the trees as dark as a pit in Hades. But the hills around them were bare. If she broke out of the trees, he'd see her all right. And she was a stranger to this country, while he had the advantage of knowing the ground.


Keeping an eye on the encircling braes, he went back to Kelpie. "Well, old girl, looks like our wee bird has flown. Let’s head back home and fetch a search party. We'll find her before she gets far, by God."


He spoke loudly enough for his voice to carry over the still air. Likely the lassie was too smart to believe he’d give up so easily, but luring her into a false sense of security could work to his advantage.


He rose into Kelpie's saddle and guided the horse up the hillside to the west. Once they dipped out of sight, he galloped across the ridge to the path leading east.


There was a cave at the pass, giving a view over the glen, including the wood and the braes. Bonny Mhairi had chosen the worst place to disappear, at least from her perspective. From his, the terrain was perfect for trapping a runaway. Cliffs lined the glen, apart from the one path leading through it, the path he’d pretended to take. Once she broke away from the trees, the girl had few options.


Of course, she could have got through the pass before he noticed her gone, but she'd need to be fleet as Atalanta to manage that.


No, he was willing to wager his clan's future on his captive hunkering down in some hollow in the wood. Come daybreak, she'd venture out and make her way back to her home.


A faint admiring smile curled his lips as he led Kelpie into the cave and settled down at the entrance in wait.






Chapter 3

 


As the hours rolled on, punctuated by the rumbling of her empty stomach, Mhairi had plenty of time to regret her proud rejection of the Mackinnon’s food. A night in the forest also reminded her that she'd left home dressed for a sunny afternoon, not for the chill that descended after the sun went down this far north, even in summer. She struggled not to think about how warm she’d felt crushed up against a brawny chest.


She'd heard her captor swear when he discovered she’d scarpered. Recalling his angry frustration had provided a modicum of warmth through the night. She also heard him talk to that great gray brute of a horse about heading home to put together a search party. At first, she’d been convinced he was trying to trick her into  making a dash for it, while he lay in wait.


From where she crouched behind a fallen Scots pine, she'd watched him ride away toward the west. That was hours ago, and she’d seen neither hide nor hair of him since. Instinct told her that he'd gone to enormous trouble to get her. He wouldn't relinquish her so easily.


Now the early summer dawn rose to the east, the direction she needed to go. That seemed a good omen. She couldn't lurk in this grove for the rest of her life. If the Mackinnon did mean to come back with a band of his despicable kinsmen, full daylight meant he’d find her hiding place within minutes.


No, she had to take the gamble and head for Bruard. With luck, her father would realize immediately that Mackinnon machinations lay behind her disappearance and she’d meet up with a party of her kinsmen before too long.


As Mhairi unfolded herself from her shelter, she bit back a groan. It had been an uncomfortable night. She brushed pine needles from her plaid skirts and limped toward the edge of the trees. She was desperately thirsty but couldn't risk turning back to the burn. With luck, she’d find another burn once she made it past the pass.


The climb out of the glen was steep, and she paused, winded, at the top. Below extended another glen that looked exactly like the one she'd just left. It suddenly occurred to her how easy it would be to get lost in this maze of hills, despite her brave words to her kidnapper when he warned her of the risk.


"Courage, Mhairi," she whispered and trudged on, past an outcrop of rock. On the next stretch of the path, a tall, dark-haired man stood squarely in front of her. He held the gray horse’s reins in a loose grip.


Fear, anger, disappointment, and a grim sense of inevitability struck blow after blow, and she faltered to an unsteady stop. Oh, no, no, no. He'd tie her up like a beast and put her on that big horse and wrap his arms around her. And his touch would be as cool and uninvolved as if he shifted a piece of furniture.


Hold on. Was she completely out of her head? She almost sounded like she minded his impersonal treatment of her.


"Mackinnon…" she whispered on a breath of loathing.


"Good morrow, Mistress Drummond. I trust ye passed a restful night."


The devil…


She’d hated him when he snatched her. She’d hated him when he so effortlessly kept her captive. But that smug greeting made her want to kill another person for the very first time in her life. If she still had her dagger, the Mackinnon would be lying dead on the grass. And she'd spit on his corpse as she kicked it out of her way.


Her frantic glance flickered from side to side, and her heart lurched into a gallop. But the only escape was the way she'd just come, and she’d never outrun a man on horseback.


She’d been clever, but not clever enough, plague take her.


He frowned. "Are ye really going to make me chase you down, lassie?"


By now, she should be used to him reading her mind. "Don't tie me up again," she said sullenly.


Mhairi expected him to scoff at her request. After all, he’d just spent half the night lying in wait to recapture her. But to her surprise, serious dark eyes regarded her steadily. "Do ye give me your word you willnae try to escape?"


"You'd take the word of a Drummond?"


Another of those long, assessing stares. "Aye, I would. Even if that makes me a fool."


The Mackinnon was no fool. They both knew it. She was grimly aware that she’d be much better off if he was.


Unfortunately for her, he was also right about her personal honor. With genuine regret, she shook her head and extended her hands. "No, I cannae promise I willnae try and escape."


He looked deep into her eyes. She still hated him, but in that moment, they shared a communication too intimate for strangers. All without the aid of words. It was as if he saw right to her soul.


Which was surprising. None of the young men she knew—and precious few of the old ones—expressed any interest at all in her soul. Whereas her exterior charms were of permanent and predictable interest.


When the Mackinnon had insisted she was Mhairi Drummond, he’d described her in almost poetic terms. Since then he’d touched her often, but with no hint of encroaching male desire.


She’d feared rape when he snatched her, but to her surprise, she now believed his assurances. Was she a pudding-headed loon for thinking she was safe? He could change the rules between them any moment, especially once he had her under his roof and under his control.


Under his control? That was a laugh. What did she think happened now?


He wasn't even angry with her for running off. Instead he treated her attempt to flee as yet another move in the game between them.


Of course, recapturing her so easily must do wonders for his good humor.


Black Callum felt like he’d won. Well, why not? He had, hadn't he? She was just as much his captive as she'd ever been. The knowledge left a rancid taste in her mouth.


"Are ye hungry?"


"No."


Amusement twisted his lips. "Och, I’ll wager ye are."


She couldn't argue. He held out the flask of ale, but she stubbornly shook her head. Rejecting the drink was hard. So hard. But she refused to come to his hand for a treat, like a tame puppy schooled in obedience.


The Mackinnon shrugged. "Very well."


He raised the flask to his lips before he returned it to the saddlebag. She almost wept with envy as she watched him drink.


"You're no’ tying me up?" she asked surprised.


"No."


Hope surged through her. Strong hands caught her around the waist and lifted her into the saddle. In the few seconds before he mounted behind her, she leaned forward to grab the horse's mane with her unconstrained hands. She kicked hard at the mare’s sides.


The beast didn’t shift.


"Tcha!" she yelled, kicking again.


The gray shifted under her urging without moving forward.


"Come on, ye useless lump," Mhairi urged, lifting up and down to get the mare to run but already knowing she wasted her time.


Desolation flooded her as she slumped in the saddle, hardly registering when the Mackinnon settled behind her. She wouldn't cry. She wouldn't cry. Not in front of this superior bastard. But her belly cramped into a painful knot, and the tears she refused to shed jammed in a rancid mass in her throat.


"Kelpie is trained to take my command, lassie. And my head groom's. Ye underestimate me if ye imagine I’ll give you a chance to gallop back to Bruard. I'll no’ risk losing ye again."


Fuming, she held herself rigid as he put his arms around her and caught up the reins. The horse set off at an easy canter. No need to gallop, now they were safe on Mackinnon lands. Mhairi assumed he had people guarding his boundaries against Drummond incursions. Her father had scouts patrolling the outer reaches of his territory to keep an eye on the Mackinnons. The enmity between their clans had endured for centuries, with oceans of blood spilled on both sides.


They rode in silence for a couple of hours, until he drew the horse up in another small glen. Riding was easier for Mhairi without her hands tied.


"Are ye going to run?"


Silence might be a childish defense, but it was all she had.


With a sigh, he dismounted. "As ye wish."


After he lifted her down, she stood impassive while he lashed her wrists together then tied her to the saddle. He crossed to the burn that sparkled in the bright morning light. It was a glorious day, Mhairi noticed, feeling like the sunshine mocked her misery. If she'd managed to get away, she'd have had good weather to travel in.


She didn't want to watch the Mackinnon, but she couldn’t help following his every move. He kneeled on the bank and tugged his shirt over his head.


Every drop of moisture dried from her mouth as she took in his naked torso. He was her enemy, but by God, he was a magnificent bastard for all that. Wearing only the red and black Mackinnon kilt, his superb body was on show. No wonder her pathetic attempts to escape hadn’t troubled him. He was tall and lithe and packed with muscle.


She watched fascinated as he washed the blood from his arm. Even at this distance, she could tell the injury was minor. How she wished she'd struck harder and deeper. But she'd been so surprised when the Mackinnon appeared at the heart of the Drummond domain. Since this laird had taken over at Achnasheen, they’d all enjoyed a period of relative peace. Her kidnapping would change that.


With more surprise, she realized that he was young. Younger than she’d imagined. Only in his twenties, she'd guess. A man in the prime of life.


A man who so far had experienced no difficulty in overpowering her. Renewed fear twisted in her belly. He said she was safe, and she wanted to believe him. But if he used that effortless strength against her, she had no hope of prevailing.


When he returned to her, his damp shirt clung to every breathtaking line of his chest and back. Nothing about his appearance was reassuring. He looked like a bandit, with his cheeks dark with his prickling beard. She settled a glare of loathing upon him.


He tilted one eyebrow at her. "Gloating over your handiwork?"


"I wish I’d killed ye." Her voice emerged as flat as an oatcake.


Black Callum shrugged. It seemed to be a characteristic response. "Aye, well, I'll make sure to keep the kitchen knives out of reach, once we get ye to Achnasheen."


When she caught him hiding a smile, hatred surged anew. He didn't take her threat seriously.


He’d learn.


He untied her from the saddle but kept her wrists bound. "Come and drink. The water in the burn is God's bounty, no’ a gift from my filthy hands."


She was surprised he understood her objections to accepting his generosity. Stumbling, she followed him and stood in seething silence as he untied her and stepped back to allow her to kneel and drink.


Mhairi gulped sweet cold water from her cupped hands. Immediately she felt better. The water soothed her parched throat like balm.


She splashed her face and arms under the loose sleeves of her blouse. After the rough travel and her night in the wood, she felt dirty and tired and worn.


Goodness, she dreaded to think what she must look like. Was that just vanity? Not entirely. She cringed from appearing weak, defenseless, and defeated before her enemies. Her pride insisted that she show these vile Mackinnons that no Drummond was ever at a disadvantage.


She bent to drink again. She was so thirsty, she could drink the burn dry.


A large hand landed on her back. "Enough, lassie. Or you'll make yourself sick."


The Mackinnon was right. Again, curse him. All this water on an empty stomach had made her nauseous.


Her head was spinning so badly, she staggered to find her balance as she stood. It took far too long to realize that she only remained upright, courtesy of the Mackinnon's hand on her arm. She jerked free, her stomach revolting at the sudden movement. She’d be damned before she cast up the contents of her belly in front of her enemy. But it was an almighty effort not to retch.


Mhairi closed her eyes and prayed for strength. Over the pounding in her head, she heard him sigh.


Suddenly he swept her off her feet and carried her over the grass.


"Put me down." The words emerged as a breathless whine instead of the defiant snap she intended.


"As ye wish, Mistress Drummond."


She didn't want to acknowledge the fact, but his hands were gentle as they lowered her. Nor did they linger, once she was securely placed on a tree stump.


A silence fell. Eventually her heaving stomach settled, and she opened her eyes. Her captor stood a few feet away, studying her with another of those assessing stares. She shifted uncomfortably under that unwavering regard. "What?"


"I'd like to make a bargain with ye."


Hope, crushed since her failed attempt to steal his horse, rose. "You're going to let me go?"


His laugh was dismissive. "Hell, no, lassie. No’ after I've gone to all this trouble to get ye."


She shouldn’t be disappointed. It had never been terribly likely. "What then?"


"I’ve got a comb and a looking glass in my saddlebag. Ye might like to tidy yourself up before you arrive at Achnasheen."


She frowned. "Ye want me to primp and preen for your pleasure?"


He shook his head. "You’re a proud wee creature. Ye might feel less…at a disadvantage in my home if you're no’ so bedraggled when you enter the castle."


The devil of the matter was that he was right. But she knew enough to be suspicious when an enemy offered concessions. "Why should ye care?"


"I havenae set out to humiliate ye."


"It’s humiliation enough that ye drag me into your lair, with everyone knowing I'm to share your bed."


She waited in an agony of suspense for him to deny her accusation. After all he'd told her she was safe. And if she was indeed a hostage, the protocols should protect her.


When he didn't immediately fill the silence with assurances of her continuing chastity, she felt sick again.


He shrugged and turned away. "I've made the offer."


The bastard was halfway back to his horse before she conquered her pride enough to speak. "And the bargain?"


"What?"


"Ye said the comb was part of a bargain."


He turned. "Ye eat something, you get the comb."


"That's…"


"I willnae have you falling at my feet the moment I get ye to Achnasheen."


She wouldn’t like that either. But he’d stolen all her power. Refusing sustenance from his hands was the only thing she could do to flout him.


When she didn't answer, he headed for the horse. It crossed her mind that her hands were untied right now and he wasn’t watching. Unfortunately she was too shaky to get far. Even if she managed to evade him, she had miles of hostile territory to cross before she was safely back on Drummond lands.


Curse the Mackinnon, he knew that. It was why he allowed her this illusion of freedom.


He was clever, and she needed to keep her wits about her. Perhaps eating something wasn't a bad idea. She wasn’t anywhere near famished yet, but who knew how long it would be before she had another opportunity to escape? When it did, she wanted to be strong enough to take advantage of it.


"I accept." Her voice was a squeak.


She waited for him to say something superior. But he merely untied the saddlebag and brought it across to her.


"More than a mouthful or the deal is off," he said calmly, sitting beside her and passing her an oatcake. He cut a slice of rich yellow cheese from the block and gave her that as well.


Hesitantly she took a bite. Then another. Within seconds, the oatcake was gone. Again she braced for some triumphant remark, but he merely passed her more food. Four oatcakes and two apples disappeared in short order, and she even accepted the last of the ale. It washed her meal down in a most satisfactory manner.


"Better?" he asked.


She wanted to tell him no, but the awful truth was that she did feel better. Her head was clearer, and she even found the strength to tell herself that she’d get out of this. So far, her foe had been lucky. But nobody was lucky all the time. Her chance would come.


"Aye." Then grudgingly, "Thank ye."


He bent his glossy dark head in acknowledgment and rose to return to the horse. Mhairi noticed a horn comb and a small mirror placed on the tussock beside her.


"Take your time. We’re in no rush. We’re only an hour from home."


Home? That was too much to take. Her home was miles to the east, and if she wasn't strong and determined, she'd never see it again.


With shaking hands, she untied her tangled plait and combed it out. She had no idea why her captor cared what impression she made when she entered her prison. But she meant to do her best to prove that while he might have caught Mhairi Drummond, he was a long way from defeating her.






Chapter 4

 


It galled Mhairi's pride to accept favors from her foe, but when they rode into the courtyard at Achnasheen Castle, she was grateful she didn't look a complete ragamuffin. She held her chin up as they emerged from the shadow of the portcullis into the sunlight, and she sat straight and as far away from the Mackinnon as she could. To her regret, given they shared a horse, that wasn't far. But she knew he understood the message she conveyed to him and his vile clan.


That vile clan had come out in force to welcome the laird and his captive. The large enclosed space teemed with people. When the Mackinnon appeared, there was a ragged cheer and a hundred curious eyes fastened on Mhairi.


As a man in an eyepatch came forward to take the horse's rein, Mhairi looked around for Flossie. Heaven knew the tortures her maid had undergone. Flossie was her friend as well as her servant, and she felt sick to think of what she might have endured. Not quite as sick as she felt when she contemplated her own fate. She wasn't a saint, and right now her terror was mostly selfish.


So far, her captor had been concerned with evading pursuit, too busy moving on to devote his attention to tormenting her. Once he was safely behind stout castle walls, who knew what he planned for his enemy's daughter? She struggled to mask her dread as she faced down the Mackinnons, but fear tasted acrid in her mouth and her stomach went back to heaving like a rough sea.


"Mackinnon, when ye took so long, we feared you'd been caught," the one-eyed man said.


"There was nae trouble. I didnae want to push the lassie past her strength." He dismounted and reached up to lift Mhairi down. His hands were firm and commanding, not rough.


"Och, you’re bleeding!" an older woman said.


The Mackinnon cast a dismissive glance down at his stained shirt. "The wee cat stuck her claws into me, Jean. It’s naught to fash yourself about. She’ll be purring soon enough."


When his remark sparked laughter, Mhairi cringed. He treated her desperate attempt to wound him as little more than a child’s tantrum. She glanced around the crowd, seeking a sign that someone pitied her plight, might even help her to escape. But the faces were all bright with admiration and interest. Not even the women of this pestilential race spared any sympathy for the Mackinnon's prisoner.


What did she expect? She was a Drummond. On Mackinnon lands, Drummonds were universally hated.


Her legs were stiff after all that time on horseback, but she managed to stay upright. She refused to crumple in a craven heap before these animals. She heard murmurs around her, "bonny" and "fair" repeated over and over.


She cursed whatever beauty she possessed. It made her a prize, worth the snatching. Right now, she wished she was a hag ugly enough to frighten off male attentions.


"Are ye all right, lassie?" the Mackinnon asked under his breath, as though he tried to save her pride. His hand still lay heavy at her waist, a public claiming of his trophy.


She stiffened, and her reply rang with all the hatred in her heart. "Lock me up in a dungeon and do what ye will with me, but I will have my revenge. Even if you kill me, my father will make ye pay for every inch of suffering you inflict, Mackinnon. There will be a price exacted in this world – and the next."


"She's got a tongue on her," the one-eyed man said in awe.


The Mackinnon looked amused, as well he might. At this moment, Mhairi was bleakly aware that her threats were empty bravado. But if there was any justice under heaven, this man would atone for his sins. She just hoped she was alive to see the day.


"Aye, she does at that." The Mackinnon gave her an ironic bow. "Bravely spoken, Mistress Drummond."


"Ye conceited devil, I dinnae want your admiration," she snarled, narrowing her eyes on the tall, dark-haired man. He was laughing at her. She had a sick suspicion that all of the Mackinnons were.


Well, let them laugh. She was strong, she could bear anything.


"Whether ye want my admiration or no’, mistress, you have it." He stepped back and bowed again, a picture of overweening self-confidence.


"My father will roast your ballocks in his campfires before he's done." Loathing vibrated in her voice.


"Aye, well, that might happen one day, but it willnae happen today." His voice softened. If she didn’t know better, she'd almost wonder if he understood that her insolence formed a wafer-thin shell over a chasm of sick terror. "Come, lassie."


She knew there was no use to it and her only dignified response was silent resistance, but at the last minute, she couldn't help recoiling from his hand. Impatience tautened his lips. With a muttered imprecation, he caught her up against his chest. He strode toward the stone stairs leading up to a huge double door open wide to receive them.


"Put me down, ye toad," she demanded, squirming in his hold as her heart raced with fear.


He ignored her wriggling. "Your dungeon awaits, mistress."


How she wished she had her dagger. She’d slice the self-satisfaction off that handsome face. Then let him see if he was so ready to laugh at her.


But as he carried her through the crowd, receiving praise and congratulations on bringing the Drummond heiress back to his lair, Mhairi couldn't help recognizing how small and powerless she was. Sharp words and a recalcitrant heart weren't enough to protect her from aggressive male power.


She kept her expression impassive as he swept through a cavernous great hall hung with banners and weapons, then up another stone staircase. That puzzled her. Most dungeons were in the cellars.


They kept climbing. Soon she realized that they must be in one of the towers. He kicked open the door and stepped into an airy room overlooking the sea, with the Cuillins on Skye in the distance.


He set her on her feet in the middle of a red and blue carpet and stepped back to shut the door. "Your dungeon, mistress."


With dazed eyes, Mhairi took in the luxurious surroundings. Her father was a rich man, but nothing at Bruard could compare with this. Glass in the windows. Colorful tapestries on the walls. The subtle glint of gold and silver. Fine mahogany furniture.


The opulence gave her no comfort. Instead she struggled to contain her burgeoning panic by drawing herself up to her full height and glaring at the Mackinnon.


Because amongst all that fine furniture, the finest piece of all was a huge four-poster bed that dominated the room.


She shouldn't be surprised. After all, the end was ordained since this villain had snatched her from the meadow above Bruard. But as the hours went on, she'd allowed herself to cherish a faint hope that when he told her she was safe, he meant it.


Stupid, stupid girl. All Mackinnons were liars. Hadn't she learned that at her father's knee?


"So ye mean to rape me?" She despised how, despite all her efforts, her voice cracked with fear.


Those enigmatic dark eyes settled on her. Images of hard hands seizing her and tossing her on the bed behind them flooded her mind. Then he'd come down over her and…


He shook his head with what looked like amusement and crossed to a sideboard where an embossed gilt jug waited with two Venetian glasses. These trappings of civilization did nothing to hide the ugliness to come.


"Och, lassie, ye misunderstand me. I told ye you’re safe." He poured two glasses of wine and held one out in her direction. "I'm not planning to force you."


What he said left her bewildered. There was every reason not to believe him, but strangely she did.


"So just what do ye want of me, Mackinnon?"


A faint smile curved his lips. "Why, I want to marry ye, Mistress Drummond."






Chapter 5

 


Callum watched shock flood her delicate features. Shock and immediate repudiation.


"Marry me?" Bonny Mhairi Drummond made his proposal sound like it was worse than getting the plague. "What the devil lunacy is this?"


He kept his voice even. "Have some wine."


She turned away without accepting. "You’ll need my consent to any marriage."


"Aye." He lowered his hand.


She whirled to face him and settled an uncompromising glare on him. "In that case, ye may as well send me straight back to my father. I'll never marry you."


He shouldn't be disappointed. The ride to Achnasheen had demonstrated that the Drummond heiress wasn’t about to accept him just for the asking. This was never going to be easy. But the fierce hatred he read in her eyes made him wonder if he could ever succeed.


With a sigh, he returned the untouched glasses of wine to the sideboard. "I hope you'll change your mind about that."


That statement summoned a huff of utter contempt. "A man can plant a feather and hope to grow a rooster, Mackinnon. It doesn't make it likely to happen. Why on earth have ye done this mad thing?"


He shook his head and gestured her toward the window seat. "Please sit down, mistress. Unless you’d rather wait. I’d planned on having this discussion once you'd had a chance to bathe and eat and rest."


Another of those disdainful looks. "I'm no’ your blasted guest, Mackinnon. I'm your prisoner."


"I hope ye willnae always feel like that."


"You’re planting those feathers again."


If he didn’t have so much at stake, he might almost laugh. He admired her invincible spirit. He had from the first. Although her strength of character promised to play merry hell with his plans. He’d never frighten this doughty lass into cooperation. The Mhairi Drummond he’d imagined had been someone altogether sweeter and more docile.


A lass you could cow into obedience, a disparaging voice said in his head.


He hid a wince. He wasn't entirely pure in all this, although his overall intentions were good. His conscience had always prickled at the prospect of harrying someone who hadn't harmed him into doing his bidding.


He surveyed the slender girl who stood a few feet away, glowering at him. He knew she was afraid. Although she’d done her best to hide her fear, he'd caught the signs since he'd snatched her. His assurances that she was safe had landed on stony ground.


"Please sit down."


"No. Tell me. Then send me back home."


Her effrontery made him laugh. "Och, no, my lady. You're here now, and here ye stay."


She folded her arms across her alluring bosom. He’d held her in his arms for hours. He’d become familiar with her delectable shape. Mhairi Drummond was a luscious armful for any man to cuddle.


"I'll never marry ye, Mackinnon, so why burden your clan with an extra mouth to feed?"


His lips twitched. "So far ye havenae eaten enough to keep a mouse going. I think the castle stores will cope with any extra demands ye make on them."


Not a hint of amusement. "Stop mocking me."


"I asked your father for your hand, ye ken."


Surprise wiped away her hostility. But only for a mere second. "Why on earth would ye do that? The Mackinnons and the Drummonds have hated one another for centuries. My father would rather drown me in Loch Ersk then give me to a Mackinnon. And my father is awfu’ fond of me."


That was much the same answer the Drummond had given, although the old man had expressed himself more forcefully in response to Callum's letter. "Aye, so I hear."


She looked puzzled. "Ye dinnae appear unhinged."


He stifled another grunt of amusement. He didn't want her thinking he was laughing at her again. "I'm no’."


He saw she still stewed over the reasons behind his actions. "I dinnae remember meeting ye, and I'm sure I would have. Had ye seen me somewhere?"


"No. Until yesterday, I'd never laid eyes on ye."


"Then why in heaven's name did ye do this?"


"You're counted a prize."


"Aye, perhaps." Her expression indicated her contempt for that answer. "But a sensible laddie would rather sleep easy in his bed than worry about a wife more likely to stick a dirk between his ribs than whisper sweet words in his ear. Is there nae comely, empty-headed lassie in Achnasheen ye could marry and make miserable?"


Again the urge to laugh. Although it wasn't exactly funny. Some members of his clan opposed his plan, and quite enough Mackinnon lassies were sulking because he chose to wed a Drummond.


"Aye, one or two. But you're the one for me."


"But ye dinnae know me."


"I do now."


Another glance dripping with abhorrence. "Stop speaking in riddles."


With a sigh, he walked across to drop into a high leather chair against the wall. He wondered if he should have had that wine after all. Mistress Drummond wasn't the only one who had had a rough night. At this precise moment, he wasn't sure he was up to presenting his scheme in the best light. But he'd started this so he had to finish it.


"I didnae steal ye away from your home for personal reasons."


Although the stark truth was that right now, he couldn't imagine wanting to marry anyone else. He'd set out yesterday in the grim knowledge that he walked a path unlikely to bring him the close, loving relationship his parents had enjoyed. If he married the Drummond girl, he put forever out of reach any boyhood dreams of finding a lassie he liked and setting her up as his lady.


Except they weren’t out of reach after all. He liked this gorgeous firebrand. He liked her fight and her defiance and her quick mouth. He'd love to teach that mouth to please him instead of snipe at him.


The idea of seizing all that beauty and passion in his arms and taking her to the stars and back filled him with blazing anticipation. By God, she'd give him bonny children, all as troublesome and stubborn as she was.


He couldn't wait.


Although it became clear that he must. That threat of slipping a dirk between his ribs hadn’t been an idle remark. By heaven, she’d already drawn blood. This was no mere domestic cat he'd captured for himself. Mhairi Drummond was as fierce and unpredictable as a lioness.


She was still thinking about his answer. "Are ye seeking revenge against my father?"


"No." He gestured toward the window seat again. "Please, mistress, sit down. I told ye you're safe, and I meant it. And you must be tired."


He saw her consider arguing for pride's sake. Then with a shrug, she crossed to the window seat. "Ye have nae intentions of hauling me into that bed?"


He wouldn't say that. But he meant to give her time to get used to the idea of wedding him.


Who was he trying to fool? He’d take her this minute if she expressed an instant of interest. Unfortunately while he saw she was curious enough to listen to him, her hatred and suspicion hadn't shifted an inch.


He'd won himself a bride. Physically at least. Winning her heart and mind was still a thousand miles away.


He avoided the question. "Ye accused me of being mad. What is mad is two fine families…" Well, one fine family and the Drummonds, but under the circumstances, flattery was called for. "…spilling enough blood to turn these glens red. And all for what?"


"The feud."


"Do ye ken what started it?"


"A Mackinnon murdered a Drummond who came in peace to talk about a marriage."


Callum shot her a faint smile. She didn't smile back. "I was told at my mother's knee that it started when a Drummond put aside his Mackinnon wife so that he could wed another and had the lady locked in a cell until she starved to death."


"Your version is more colorful," she admitted.


"The truth is nobody kens how the discord began. I suspect the facts are more prosaic. Some stolen cattle or a brawl, but nobody kens for sure."


"There's been enough blood spilled since to keep the fight alive, nae matter how it started."


"Aye, too much. I'm sure we could both list kinsmen and women lost to this folly. However it started, both families place a marriage at the heart of the strife. I'm hoping a marriage will end it. I dinnae want more deaths. I want to live in peace. Your father is old. Surely he wants the same thing."


Callum wasn't so convinced about the younger Drummond clansmen. He'd had trouble persuading his own more hot-headed retainers that at the dawn of the new century, it was time to choose a new way. For wild young men, the feud provided a reliable source of excitement. But excitement didn't trump a grieving mother weeping over a dead son. And for what? None of the skirmishes resulted in lasting victory for either side. Instead, the years just rolled out, marred with more futile bloodshed.


The girl watched him with an unreadable expression. "Laudable intentions, Mackinnon."


Her dry tone told him she wasn't convinced. "Ye dinnae agree?"


"That too many lives have been lost? Of course I do. But women have been snatched from both clans before and forced into marriages, and worse. It's never made a blind bit of difference."


"Aye, but those women were hostages and war booty. I’m offering ye an honorable position as my lady, wife to the laird, mother of the next generation."


"Did ye tell my father this when you asked for my hand?"


"Aye. But it did me nae good. His refusal made it clear that he wouldnae give ye to me under any circumstances."


Cynicism twisted her mouth. "So ye reverted to the bad old ways and snatched me anyway? Ye talk a fine line in rhetoric, Mackinnon. But beneath all this pretense of civilization and reason, you're nae better than your murdering forebears."


He shrugged. "Ye have a point."


"So send me back, and I’ll present your offer to my father. Ye have my word on it."


He studied her, hiding his surprise. "You'd tell your father you're willing to wed me?"


The sound she made indicated scornful dismissal. "Dinnae be daft, man. Why the devil would I want to wed ye after what you've done?"


Disappointment flooded him, although he should have known that would be her answer. He'd had time to think about the implications of his plans and now he'd met her – kidnapped her, that sneering voice pointed out – he was eager to have her in his bed. He couldn't expect her to feel the same.


"My father isnae an unreasonable man." She paused, as if expecting Callum to break into a tirade accusing the Drummond chieftain of being an old villain.


But despite her calling him daft, Callum kept enough grip on strategy to hold his wheesht. Her eyes narrowed on him as if, even without him saying what he thought of Willie Drummond, she guessed his opinion. He'd dearly love a different father-in-law, but this was the only one fate offered him. He wasn't going to set up an argument about the old man's character. Or at least not now, when he wanted the old man's daughter to think kindly of him.


"I'll tell him you sincerely seek an end to the feud and that he should hear ye out."


Callum shook his head even before she finished. "Only a blood bond will break this endless round of death and retribution. I have to marry ye, lass."


She spread her hands in bewilderment. "But do ye no’ see that stealing me away only continues the madness?"


He was interested to hear her call it madness. It seemed on one thing at least they were in agreement. "It’s my only choice."


"And it will bring my father here with an army."


"Aye, it will. But nae Drummond has ever taken Achnasheen. Nae Drummond ever will. He willnae seize ye back with a siege, lassie."


"He's no’ going to forgive ye for taking me either."


"If I have his beloved daughter in my clutches, he'll come round. You're the perfect choice for the woman to heal this centuries-long rift, Mistress Drummond. All the Highlands ken how Willie dotes on his only living child, a beautiful lass born in his old age to his third wife. Mhairi Drummond, Bonny Mhairi, the Rose of Bruard."


She took no pleasure in his compliments. That wary expression remained, and the blue eyes that settled on him were bright and perceptive. Her reputation for beauty was well deserved. He hadn't expected the acute mind behind that flower face. But then hadn't she surprised and delighted him from the first?


He'd come to want this marriage as the only sane choice for his clan. But that’s not how it was working out. Or not entirely. Making Mhairi Drummond his wife wouldn't be a duty, it would be a pleasure. She was brave and loyal and passionate.


Right now, to his regret, that loyalty and passion were directed at wanting him flayed and hanging from the highest tower in Scotland. But if he could bring her around to accepting his proposal, by God, what a wife she'd make.


"All the more reason for my father to want to kill ye slowly, Mackinnon."


"Aye, at first. But once the bairns arrive, he'll soften. You're his only chance for grandchildren, my lady. Once you’ve given me a wean or two, he'll join me at the negotiating table."


The prospect of making those children with her set Callum’s blood pumping hot and strong. He could already imagine a brood of their offspring: dark-haired daughters and fiery redheaded sons. She'd be the mother of champions.


Och, she was a champion herself. The wife he wanted on her own account, not just because she was the sole hope for peace between the clans.


But all that was in the future. And only if he persuaded her to accept him as her husband. He was a million miles from that, he could see. The mention of children made that delicate chin set with disgust.


Callum was already halfway in love with her. Mhairi would love to slice off his balls and feed them to the dogs. Clearly he had some way to go to achieve his ends.


"Grandchildren who are half Mackinnon," she said sourly.


"And half Drummond. What better symbol of the peace I hope to bring to these glens?"


She didn't look convinced. "Yet ye say you won't force me to any of this?"


He shook his head. "Mistress, I want a wife and an ally, not an enemy in my bed. I hope to woo ye into seeing things my way. I'm no’ a bad man. Who knows? You might come round to the idea, once ye get to know me better."


"Aye, and I might snap my fingers and conjure up the King of England," she retorted.


"I havenae hurt ye."


She clearly thought that was inadequate. He supposed if he looked at things from her point of view, he couldn't blame her. "Just seized me and held me and forced me to do your will. Now ye think to bully me into marrying you."


He hid a wince. When he’d come up with this plan, he hoped to negotiate with her father, gain consent to the marriage, court the maiden, and marry her in a grand gesture of clan reconciliation. The old man's stubbornness had put paid to that. It meant the wooing got off to a rocky start.


On the other hand, he'd always been able to talk a lassie around and a stay at Achnasheen might show this redoubtable lady that not all Mackinnons had two heads and ate babies for breakfast.


His confidence, already shaky, sank a few more notches when he studied that lovely but stubborn face. Mhairi Drummond was no round-heeled Highland hussy. She was a woman of character and determination who right now wanted to boil him in oil.


Whatever else the next few days promised, they were sure to be interesting. He sighed and raked his hand through his hair. Interesting was one word for it. "I'd like to say I’m sorry."


Her implacable expression didn't shift. "But you'd do it all again in a heartbeat."


"Aye, to bring an end to the murder, I would."


"So ye and I are mere pawns in the game of clan politics," she said with a hint of bitterness. "I cannae imagine ye want to marry me for your own sake."


"Then you're suffering a failure of the imagination, mistress," he said dryly.


While they’d spoken, she'd forgotten her fear long enough to treat him like an equal. His admission had her rising to her feet and backing away. "No."


The single syllable threatened to smash all his hopes. It held centuries of loathing, spiced with the hatred his actions of the last day and night had sparked.


A less determined man would look into those angry blue eyes and pack the wench off back to her father. But Callum Mackinnon was at least as obstinate as Mhairi Drummond, and he was decided on plowing on. The senseless killing had to stop. This was the best way to achieve that.


Even if he didn't want the girl for her own sake.


"Aye."


Her sweeping gesture indicated incomprehension. "I've been nothing but trouble for ye."


"Aye. And I suspect there’s more trouble to come."


She didn't answer. Which was answer enough, he supposed.


He stood as well. "Mistress Drummond, your fate is set in stone. If you’re a woman of sense, you’ll reconcile yourself to it."


"I'll never accept ye as my husband," she spat at him.


"Brave words, lassie, but see how ye feel after a month, six months, a year."


By God, he prayed it wouldn’t take her that long to come round to his way of thinking. Even his short experience of her told him she was no pliable reed but a woman with a backbone of steel.


He liked that. He wanted a wife who was a genuine partner, and the lady of the Mackinnons should be brave and strong. Her beauty drew him – how could it not? – but it was her tempestuous spirit that he coveted the most. He just had to convince her that she could find a home and a purpose here at Achnasheen.


"You'll tire of failing long before that," she said.


He shook his head. "No, I willnae. Now I'll leave ye. The girls will bring up a bath and some clothes befitting my betrothed."


"I'll never be your betrothed."


He went on as if she hadn't spoken. "I'll join ye for supper." When fear flared in her eyes, he made a dismissive gesture. "You dinnae know me well enough yet to trust me, but ye have my word you'll come to nae harm while you're here."


"Just the harm of losing my freedom."


"Aye, at least until you're reconciled to wedding me."


"So forever, then."


His grunt expressed impatience. "Aye, forever, if it comes to that."


He waited for her to argue, but instead she clasped her hands in front of her. "What have ye done with Flossie?"


"Flossie?"


"My maid. Did your man…kill her?"


"No, by the devil he didnae," he snapped, although he supposed he shouldn't blame the girl for always thinking the worst of him.


"How can ye be sure?"


"Because Duff doesnae murder defenseless women." He saw her expression. "Or force them into his bed. I assume the lassie is locked up downstairs. Since we’ve been back at Achnasheen, I havenae left your side to find out."


"Can ye… Can ye find out for me?"


Callum noted that she was willing to make a request for her maid's sake but not for her own. When necessary, common sense could temper her pride. That offered a glimmer of hope that in time, she might change her mind.


"Aye, I'll find out and send ye word," he said, his tone softening. The more he saw of her, the more convinced he was that Mhairi was born to be his lady.


"Even better, can ye send her to me?"


And give his bride a co-conspirator? Not likely. "No, the lassies who serve ye will be Mackinnons. Flossie will be safe, ye have my word on it."


Her eyes hardened, and she turned away. "Leave me, Mackinnon."


He gave a brief laugh. "Already giving orders, mistress?"


"Ye say I'll be treated with respect and kindness while I’m here." Her voice was flat, and the back she presented to him was straight as a ruler. "The kindest thing ye can do right now is remove yourself from my sight."


Although she wasn't looking at him, he bowed. "As ye wish, my lady. I'll see you at supper."


She didn't respond as Callum strode out of the chamber, leaving her to brood on her fate. And to his regret, shore up her hatred.






Chapter 6

 


Mhairi was still reeling from the revelations of that conversation with the Mackinnon when the room filled with what felt like an army of maids setting up her bath and laying out clothes for her.


Marriage to a Mackinnon. Staying at Achnasheen. She'd never considered that was her future. She'd assumed Black Callum meant to use her as a bargaining counter in the endless squabbles between her clan and his. Then return her to her father once negotiations were over, likely not in her current virginal state, if wicked human nature proved stronger than the code of honor.


It had never occurred to her that he meant to make her his wife. It had never occurred to her that he might be looking beyond the next retaliation for a Drummond raid toward a long-term solution to the ongoing strife.


She couldn't argue with his conclusion that too many lives had been lost over the years with no real gain, and it was well past time to choose another path. But she did argue with how he went about achieving his aims. He might have a vision for a new way in this wild corner of the Highlands, but kidnapping his enemy's daughter just seemed to perpetuate the cycle of futile violence.


Nor did she relish her role in his plans.


At least he wouldn’t force himself on her. Or so he said. But she hadn't missed the glint in his eyes when they rested on her. She'd done nothing to make him like her, but she'd learned over the years that men needed only to spy a pretty face to go stupid.


Not for the first time, she cursed the accident of beauty. When she was a wee lassie, she'd preened to hear people call her bonny and to see her father's obvious pride in her. But with growing maturity, she'd come to recognize that beauty turned her into a challenge, a prize, and a threat. It affected her dealings with the world in a way she couldn't control.


Before the Mackinnon met her, he’d been set on making her his wife. Now he'd seen her, she could tell he'd never willingly relinquish her.


"Mistress Drummond, are ye ready for your bath now?"


Mhairi emerged from brooding to discover the three maids left in the room regarding her curiously. Curiously and with visible hostility. She could hardly blame them. A Mackinnon in the Drummond household would receive no warmer welcome.


She didn't attempt to smile, but she spoke courteously as befitted a lady. However much of a tatterdemalion she must appear to these women in their neat white blouses and plaid kirtles. "I'd like some privacy, if ye please."


The three women glanced at one another. "The Mackinnon wishes us to help ye to bathe and dress," the oldest said, a tall, spare lady with graying hair.


How Mhairi wished her captor had allowed Flossie to serve her. "Will ye wait outside, then?"


"We are to stay with ye, mistress. Those are our orders."


Mhairi’s lips tightened with impatience. Clearly not even the last trumpet would shift them when that great god, the chieftain of the clan, had spoken his will.


Meanwhile all that lovely hot water in the wooden tub went cold. The idea of soaking limbs stiff from hours on horseback was irresistible. Recognizing that she wasn't going to win, she sighed.


"What are your names?" She couldn't call them maid one, two, and three.


The older woman spoke again, indicating the other two girls. "Brigid and Sheena. And I'm Jean."


Mhairi stood impassive as the women removed her stained and torn clothing, cringing at the impression she must make. The night she’d spent hunkered down in the forest hadn't done her appearance any favors. The maids let down her thick red hair. She didn't react to the vicious pinches on her arms and legs. With all those hands upon her, she couldn't tell if it was one particular maid or all of them.


She blinked back stinging tears. No Drummond would cry in front of a Mackinnon. They could strip the flesh from her bones before she'd stoop to asking for mercy. But this treatment made her more aware than ever of how futile the Mackinnon's plan was. Centuries of hatred didn't end merely on one man’s say-so.


"Leave the shift." It was proper for a woman to bathe in her shift, so nobody would insist on her nakedness.


"Aye, my lady," Jean said.


As Mhairi sank into the tub and drew a deep breath redolent of the aromatic herbs sprinkled across the water, she closed her eyes and prayed that she did her clan proud through this ordeal. She also prayed that the Mackinnon saw sense and sent her back to her father before too long.


***


Shaved, wearing clean clothes, and with his long hair tied back in a queue, Callum paused outside the door to the tower bedroom. He’d come to fetch his unwilling captive so she could sup with his clan.


Self-doubt wasn't his usual state, but all day the memory of Mhairi’s stubborn resistance had troubled him. He'd imagined some kind treatment and a bit of charm might be enough to bring her around to the idea of marrying him. But then, he hadn't expected her to be such a formidable opponent. Her strength and resolve made him like her better, which was a good thing when marriage was inevitable. But in the shorter term, that defiance promised conflict.


He hadn't imagined that he’d start his wooing feeling the way he felt when he charged into battle. But as he knocked and pushed open the door, his shoulders were square and every sense was alert to trouble ahead.


The door opened silently, and he stepped inside. From the corner of his vision, something large and dark swung toward him. He had a second to release a grunt of shock, as he staggered under the blow to his head.


Pain shuddered through him. He'd barely registered what happened when another blow struck his temple. Seeing stars, he slumped back against the door.


"What the devil?" he grated out, instinctively reaching for his assailant.


Through reeling confusion, his hands closed on soft female flesh. Over the ringing in his ears, he heard a furious exhalation. When the girl wriggled to escape him, it was too much for his precarious balance. He tumbled to the floor, dragging his captive with him.


Something thudded to the ground near his pounding head as a slender body collapsed on top of him with another oof of furious breath.


His grip tightened as he forced his eyes open. "Lie still, plague take ye."


She wrenched far enough away for him to see brilliant blue eyes promising him injury. "Let me go."


Even in his extremity, Callum noticed how perfectly Mhairi Drummond's body fitted against his. Without thinking, he ran his hand down her back to shape the luscious curve of her arse. For one vibrant second, she remained still under his touch. Then she gave a disgusted exclamation and twisted to bring her knee up.


He gave a surprised exhalation and wrenched out from under her before she made his hopes of children an impossibility.


"God’s blood, you're a wildcat." Admiration rang in his voice.


"Ye patronizing pig," she snarled, scrambling out of his hold.


She was panting for breath. His clearing vision settled on that heaving bosom. By heaven, Mhairi Drummond was a lot of woman, and his stirring interest firmed into a determination to win her and keep her and turn all that passion and spirit to his causes.


Callum lay where he was on the priceless carpet as he took stock of what had just happened. A careful turn of his aching head revealed the assault weapon. The metal bucket that had held peat to feed the fire blazing behind her.


Another careful turn of his head, and he encountered Mhairi’s glower. She'd staggered to her feet and stood glaring at him with an expression that told him his admiration wasn’t reciprocated. In fact, she looked like she wanted to carve out his gizzards and feed them to the crows.


The last thing he noticed – sign enough of how this extraordinary lassie turned his brain to porridge – was the small dirk clutched in her hand. It was familiar. He didn't need to check that his knife was missing from his belt.


"The devil, that was quick." She had clever hands. He hadn't even felt her steal it. He forced his imagination away from just what such clever hands could do to his body. "Give me back my dirk before ye do someone a mischief."


"I ken how to use this."


Watching her confidence burgeon, he sat up slowly. "I’m sure ye do."


As he worked out how best to deal with her insurrection, he studied her. He should have expected something like this. He'd allowed his optimism to lull him into a false sense of security when she responded so calmly, if negatively, to his plans for her. And Jean had told him she'd accepted the servants' help with cold politeness, but without causing trouble.


When he knew trouble was the very blood that flowed through her veins.


"Get up."


Callum didn't obey, but continued to regard her steadily from where he sat with his back against the door. When he'd brought her to Achnasheen, she'd looked tired and worn, despite her best efforts with his comb. Tired and worn, but unbowed.


A bath, a few hours of rest, and some hot food had restored her fire. She was dressed as befitted the lady of his lands, too, in a blue silk gown that belonged to his sister who was around her size. The vivid color made her skin look like rich cream.


His gaze dwelled on the voluptuous swell of her breasts above the low square-cut bodice. One hand made a nervous movement, and he knew she wanted to cover herself. Until pride came to her aid and she lifted her chin to shoot him a disdainful look.


He took in that imperious pointed chin. Great Jehovah, she was indomitable. The rich red hair was arranged away from her face and neck, revealing the pure line of her jaw. A jaw set with stalwart determination.


"I said get up." Her voice was hard and steady.


He arched his eyebrows. "Or what?"


"I am armed."


"Och, Blind Freddy can see that."


"You're going to come downstairs with me and escort me to the stables. You'll give me the swiftest horse ye have, and you'll tell your foul minions to open the gates to let me out."


"Will I indeed?"


When he didn’t immediately leap to obey her, uncertainty flashed in her eyes. "Aye."


"That's a gey powerful influence ye lend to yon wee bodkin, mistress."


"It might be wee, but it’s sharp enough to do ye damage, Black Callum."


"Nae doubt."


She took a step closer. "Move."


Callum raised one knee and rested his good arm on it. All the bumping and battling made the arm she’d already cut ache like hell. If this wooing went on too long, he’d be a physical wreck by the time he got this lass into bed.


He let himself smile, although his head still rang like a peal of bells. "Och, Mhairi, you're going to make a braw lady for Achnasheen."


Her eyes narrowed on him. "That's never going to happen. Now, get up. I've had enough of your dubious hospitality."


He didn't shift. She raised the knife until it glinted in the candlelight. "Did ye hear me?"


"Aye. The jangling in my ears has subsided enough for my wits to return to perfect working order. Before I left ye to make your mischief, I should have checked the room for possible weapons. That was remiss of me."


Disdain flattened her lush pink mouth. "Ye probably thought I was so cowed and terrified that I’d offer no resistance to your depraved plans."


"I like it better that you're no’ cowed and terrified."


She frowned. "Even though it means I'm about to escape?"


He shrugged. "Last time I looked, ye were still trapped in my bedroom."


"No’ for long," she said, although he could see she didn't appreciate learning that this chamber belonged to him. "I said get up, plague take ye."


"Make me."


He hoped to blazes he wasn't committing a terrible error. After all, she'd used a knife on him before. But that had been in the heat of the moment. It was much more difficult to summon the will to stab someone who offered no immediate threat.


Unless she loathed him so much that she was ready to kill him at the first opportunity.


Callum shot her an assessing look. Not even the most optimistic laddie would discern a trace of liking in that delicate, determined face. Perhaps his instincts were wrong. After all, she'd been ready enough to cosh him with the bucket.


"I've got the knife," she said in frustration. "I'll use it if ye dinnae take me downstairs and put me on a horse."


His head tilted back against the door. "Go ahead."


He saw his lack of response left her flummoxed. "Do ye want me to hurt you?"


Callum smiled again. "Och, lassie, dinnae be daft."


The smile was a mistake. She raised the knife in a threatening gesture and stepped closer. "Dinnae mock me, Mackinnon."


His voice firmed. "Put down the knife, Mistress Drummond. We both know you're no’ going to use it."


"I'll kill ye." No mistaking her hatred or her frustration with him.


He shrugged. "Ye can try."


"A pox on you, ye arrogant bastard." She leaned down to press the blade to his neck. He kept still under the point on his skin.


"If ye kill me, you willnae get five feet outside this room." His voice was calm. Ignoring the scrape of the blade over his skin, he turned his head to meet her blue eyes. "Is that what ye want?"


"It might be worth it," she said grimly.


This close, he made out the rim of navy blue around her irises and each individual dark red eyelash. She really was astonishingly beautiful. No wonder the Highlands rang with her praises. No wonder her father doted on her, the child of his old age and the only surviving bairn from three marriages. Mhairi might be the last of the Drummonds, but the final bloom on that thorny tree was a rose indeed.


"Put the knife down, Mhairi. You’re no’ going to cut my throat."


She didn't obey. Her courage made his heart rise.


Her lips flattened, and the blade pricked him as she adjusted her grip. "Damn ye, Mackinnon, fight back."


He lifted his hand to catch her wrist in a gentle hold. "Put it down, and I'll take ye down to dinner."


"Curse ye…" she muttered again and pressed harder on the knife. He felt a sting and the hot trickle of blood. A pox on it, if she was determined to cut him, he’d have to change his shirt again.


Callum stared into her beautiful eyes and waited for her to attack or withdraw. He was a trained fighting man. If he had to, he could disarm her in a second. But he didn't want to hurt her. He wanted to wrestle with her, but in passion not hatred. And he wanted her to acknowledge that they were made for each other.


Studying her implacable features, he admitted that neither of those things was likely to happen anytime soon. Meanwhile, this situation had gone on long enough.


Still moving slowly and easily, he tugged on her wrist. She offered brief resistance before all the fight drained out of her. He released her and watched as the hand holding the knife dropped to her side.


"I hate ye," she said with a despair he loathed to hear. "How is it that I couldnae kill ye?"


"It's difficult to kill someone in cold blood, lassie."


"Even someone who deserves it?"


He winced. "Aye, even someone who deserves it." He raised his fingers to the tiny cut on his neck. They came away wet. "You shouldn’t feel too defeated. Ye spilled my blood."


"No’ enough of it," she muttered.


"Aye, well, perhaps you'll have another chance before you're done." He held out his hand, palm open. "My knife?"


"I'd rather keep it."


A wry smile twisted his lips. "I'm sure. But if I let ye develop a head of steam, next time you might find the nerve to use it."


Callum watched her eyes narrow and wondered if he teased her a step too far. He didn't want to take the chance. Swiftly he uncoiled from his seemingly casual position on the floor and reached out to seize the knife. His hand closed hard on her wrist. "Give it back to me."


Eyes flaring with anger, Mhairi glared back at him. "Or what? You'll break my wrist?"


"I dinnae need to break your wrist, lassie." He caught her around the waist with his free arm and spun her around until her back pressed against his chest. He made sure he held down her arms. He was well aware that if he gave her the chance and suitable provocation, she'd turn the knife on him after all.


Through hours of riding, her evocative scent had tormented him. Now he swore he could find her in a crowd of a hundred, even if he was blindfolded. After a bath, the perfume of soap and herbs overlaid her essence, but he closed his eyes and sucked in a great breath of Mhairi Drummond.


"Let me go."


"When ye drop the knife." She was stiff and reluctant in his grasp, but her vibrating hostility didn’t stop him appreciating her graceful curves or the lush backside that curved into his thighs. With a deep sound of appreciation, he rubbed his face against hers.


"Stop it."


"Och, I’m just getting started." He tightened his grip on her waist. "I’m happy to stay here all night, mistress. What red-blooded laddie needs supper when he’s got his arms wrapped around a delicious girl?"


"Blast ye," she muttered. He felt her arm move, and she let the knife fall to the ground. As it thudded onto the carpet, she slumped against him.


To his mind, she gave in too easily. Although to her, his embrace must feel like it lasted a thousand years.


He had a long way to go to win Bonny Mhairi Drummond. She’d already scarred him. Twice. And nearly knocked him out with a bucket. The good Lord alone knew what state he'd be in by the time the battle was over.


"Ye can let me go now." Her voice was as sharp as a honed sword.


"Och, lassie," he whispered into her neck. "You're spoiling my fun."


"The sort of fun boys have pulling the wings off flies," she said flatly.


Now she was disarmed, he whirled her around to face him. She looked pale and resolute, like a martyr going to the stake for some great cause. "Mhairi…"


"Mistress Drummond."


"You’re Mhairi to me. Lovely, bonny, sweet Mhairi. The woman I mean to take to my hearth and my heart, my wife, my sweetheart, my destiny."


"You're insane." She surveyed him as if he belonged in some particularly nasty bog. "I'm none of those things."


"Aye, ye are." Callum saw her start to argue and spoke quickly to cut off the insults he knew were coming. "At least ye will be."


She shook her head. "Quite insane."


"Merely hopeful."


"I'm your enemy by blood and inclination. Ye cannae imagine I'll ever accept you as a suitor after you stole me away from everyone and everything I've ever loved."


"So if I'd courted ye in a more conventional manner, you might have accepted me?"


He waited for more insults. Instead, a troubled frown shadowed her features. "My father would never consent to a union between his daughter and a Mackinnon."


Callum noticed that she didn't say that in no circumstances would she look on him with favor. Interesting. But he was smart enough not to point out the betraying slip. This was the first hint that there might be a chink in the unassailable wall of her hatred. He didn't want her spying the gap and stopping it up.


His voice lowered into seriousness. "I ken ye hate what I've done to you. I ken you feel ye owe me nae obedience or cooperation. But I hope as ye come to know me and my people, you'll change your mind. Because come hell or high water, Mhairi Drummond, I mean to make ye my wife and bring an end to the strife in the glens. So fight all ye like, hate me all ye like, in the end it makes nae difference. You're to wed Black Callum Mackinnon and bear his bairns. That, my bonny, is your destiny."






Chapter 7

 


Why the devil did I no’ kill him when I had the chance? Why could I no’ take the knife and thrust it into that black, evil heart?


Numb with self-disgust, Mhairi let the Mackinnon take her arm and lead her from the room. His room. That had been a disagreeable surprise.


All of Achnasheen would think he'd already joined her in that big, luxurious bed, where she'd snatched a few hours of sleep once the maids left her alone. Word would get back to Bruard. The Drummonds and the Mackinnons might be enemies, but that didn't stop gossip flowing through the glens like a river in spate.


She cringed at the thought of the world dismissing her as yet another loose-moraled hussy who surrendered her chastity to a lying, fair-faced man. Because however much she might burn to slit him from gullet to belly, she had to admit that Black Callum was a handsome fellow.


More self-disgust. What a big talker she was. She'd had the opportunity to slice the arrogance out of him, and she'd failed miserably. It wasn’t fear that stopped her. She recognized that the likely outcome of murdering the Laird of Achnasheen would be her own death. No, not fear, but a disastrous failure of will.


If he'd offered her one hint of aggression, tried to seize the knife off her, she’d have stabbed him with glee. But when he smiled at her as if she showed him a pretty toy instead of the sharp end of a dirk, she found it impossible to proceed.


Now she was as much his prisoner as ever.


She’d had her chance to get away. She didn't imagine she'd get another. More, she’d have no chance of defending herself against him. Any potential weapons would now disappear from her room.


"Stop torturing yourself, lassie," the Mackinnon said as they descended into the great hall where it seemed like hundreds of people crowded around long trestle tables groaning with food. The air was smoky with candles, and bright Mackinnon banners draped from the shadowy ceiling as if to mark a great victory.


"No, that's your job, is it no’?" she sniped.


"I've tried to treat ye with respect, as befits the woman I intend to make my bride. You're in the best bedroom in the castle, ye have servants, you're wearing silks. No’ many prisoners receive such care."


"But nevertheless I'm a prisoner. We both know it."


"I hope you'll soon view your visit in a different light, Mistress Drummond."


"Visit implies I can leave at will."


"Once I’m sure you won’t stray, I'll allow ye more freedom."


She bit back a contemptuous snort. As if that would ever happen. "That's nae freedom at all. Ye do a gey lot of hoping, Mackinnon."


"Aye, I suppose I do."


He stopped on a lower step and turned to face her. For once, their eyes were on a level. She read regret and compassion in those dark depths. But that offered no reassurance. Because while he might be a reluctant jailer, he had no intention of letting her go. Those eyes also expressed intelligence and determination and always, always a barely masked masculine interest.


Mhairi fought the urge to shrink from him. She refused to cower, although right now a crippling premonition of ultimate failure made her want to howl and rage like a madwoman.


"I'm sorry it has to be this way, Mhairi."


"It only has to be this way because you've decreed it so."


"Perhaps." He studied her as if she offered him the key to hidden treasure. "Do ye truly find me so unpalatable as a husband?"


This time she didn't bother containing her disdainful amusement. "What do ye think, Mackinnon?"


His determined jaw set. He was stubborn. Well, so was she. "If I'd courted ye in the conventional manner…"


"If, if, if. If the moon was made of cake and the loch was full of claret. Ye didnae court me like a gentleman. You snatched me up like a thief, and now ye keep me at your will like a chained dog. Despite the fine clothes." Contempt dripped from her voice. "I'm no’ likely to think kindly of ye, am I?"


He shook his head. "It would be too much to ask. At least at first."


By God, he was obstinate. "Forever."


"I'd hate to think that's true, lassie."


She straightened and pulled away. From below, heads turned in their direction. His hand on her arm would only confirm that he'd bedded her.


"Let me go back to Bruard, Mackinnon. You're no’ a stupid man, even if you've done a stupid thing by kidnapping me. Ye cannae want to wed a woman who hates you. What happiness can we find together if we start out in such discord?"


As those eyes sharpened on her, a muscle flickered in his lean cheek. "I owe my clan peace. My personal happiness doesnae matter."


"Even if ye spend the rest of your life worried that your wife has put poison into your soup?"


One expressive brow rose. "Ye had the perfect chance to murder me tonight, lassie. Yet I'm still breathing."


"My mistake," she said grimly, although even now she shrank from the idea of killing him. Which was lunacy, given he was her enemy and her jailer. She should be slavering at the idea of spilling his blood.


"I ken the idea of ending all this bloodshed appeals to ye."


"No’ when I'm the sacrificial lamb."


"We’re born to lead our clans. That means offering ourselves up to unpalatable duty."


"I'm no’ offering myself up. You're dragging me there willy-nilly." Her voice was as remorseless as his. "Ye must ken that what you've done only makes more bloodshed inevitable. My father will arrive at your gates with an army. More good men will die on both sides."


"Ye can save them. Marry me now and write to your father to say ye want amity between the Mackinnons and the Drummonds."


"I’m never going to marry ye. Ye’ll never vanquish me, Mackinnon."


He gave a grunt of amusement. "I dinnae want to vanquish you, ye daft lassie. I admire your courage and spirit."


That astonished her, not least because that courage and spirit meant she resisted his plans for her. The men who had sought her out before this had all coveted her beauty. They hadn’t been interested in what she was like beyond a bonny face.


"Even when those qualities mean ye willnae win?"


"The game has just started, mistress. Too early to decide winners and losers."


Except she saw he was confident that the winner wouldn't be Mhairi Drummond. Male arrogance was very familiar.


When she didn’t reply, he went on. "I dinnae want a spineless weakling for a wife. I want a lady who can take her place at the head of both clans."


"My cousin John becomes chieftain after my father's death." It was a cause of bitter regret that, as a woman, she couldn't lead the Drummonds, but her clan needed a fighting man at the helm.


"You'll still be the Drummond's daughter. You’ll be a power in the glens until the day ye die."


For a moment, she had a vision of what it would be like to live in peace with the neighbors. All that wild Celtic energy focused on building prosperity instead of revenge. The idea was powerful. "How can ye expect me to forgive you for what you've done?" she asked with a touch of desperation.


"As ye said, lassie, I'm a hopeful man."


"Ye can hold me until I’m eighty, and I willnae willingly become your bride. Ye swore you wouldnae hurt me or force your way into my bed."


"I meant it."


"Which means you're waiting on my consent to a wedding, when ye must ken you'll never have it."


"Never is a gey powerful word, lass. We met a little over a day ago. Give yourself time to get to know me. You might discover that I can charm ye into marrying me."


Her lips lengthened in disapproval. "Nobody is that charming."


The hubbub down in the great hall had faded to an expectant hush, and Mhairi was uncomfortably aware that most of that audience hated her. The two maids had sneaked in a few more pinches when they'd helped her into this elaborate gown that in other circumstances she might have liked. But the fact that it came as a gift from the Mackinnon turned it into an expensive rag.


"Give me time," he said with a smile. "In the meantime, allow me to introduce ye to my people."


What could she do? If she insisted on retreating to her room – his room – he'd think she was frightened. She was, but she wasn't admitting that to anyone.


So she leveled her shoulders and allowed him to take her arm and escort her into the midst of her enemies. When she stood beside the Mackinnon at the head table, every stare felt like a dagger.


Not every eye. Shocked, she looked down the board to where Flossie sat beside the one-eyed man she’d noticed in the courtyard. Was that the same brute who had stolen her away?


Her maid’s faint smile of encouragement did nothing to reassure Mhairi. Since they’d been taken, fear for the girl's fate had been a constant. And guilt.


If Flossie hadn't been with her yesterday, she'd be safely tucked up in her bed at Bruard. The Mackinnon had sent a message up to the tower room to say that the maid was safe. Mhairi knew better than to trust him.


"Are ye all right?" she mouthed over the distance.


The girl cast a quick look at the man next to her, but his attention was on the Mackinnon. She nodded, before she lowered her eyes and stood at the laird’s command.


Mhairi noticed that Flossie was moving naturally and appeared to have no visible injuries. Further enquiries would have to wait.


"Men and women of Achnasheen, my kin, my clan, my people," the Mackinnon said in a ringing voice. "I bring to ye the lady who will be my wife. Mhairi Drummond of Bruard!"






Chapter 8

 


Callum didn't look at Mhairi as he took her hand and held it high in front of all his clan. He was ruefully aware that the triumphant gesture was at best premature. The girl tried to wrench away, but he kept hold of her.


"Ye swine, Mackinnon," she hissed. "That's no’ true."


He turned to meet her blazing eyes. To his regret he read only more of that endless resistance. "Aye, it is."


"I'd rather die than wed a Mackinnon dog," she announced loudly enough for her insult to echo around the hall.


His lips tightened, as he watched Mhairi's brave but misguided outburst spark general anger among his people. He’d sworn to treat her with care, but she backed him into a corner, couldn't she see?


After a vibrant silence, Duff rose and lifted his goblet toward the high table. "Aye, ye were right, Callum. You've caught yourself a wildcat there. I wish ye joy of taming her. I drink to the new lady of Achnasheen."


Callum kept his grip on Mhairi’s hand, although she still struggled to break free. He noted that a good few of his men were slow to toast his coming nuptials. His plan to bring peace to the glens hadn't been universally welcomed in his clan. Many of his warriors enjoyed the ongoing strife, and not a few of them had profited from the cattle raids in his father's day.


But he was a patient man and a stubborn one, and he'd win out over both his people and his reluctant bride. He'd sworn to end the feud with the Drummonds, and he was above all a man of his word.


So he lifted his goblet with his free hand and swept it through the air in a silent salute to everyone present, including Mhairi who stood seething at his side. "A man likes a wild woman to warm his nights, Duff. I drink to peace and prosperity – and many exciting years to come with my bonny bride."


He took a sip, hardly tasting the wine, as he heard a grudging response from the crowd. Beside him, Mhairi had gone as still as a stone.


He wondered what she plotted in retaliation for his rash declaration. Their acquaintance might be short, but he knew her well enough to guess she had some reprisal in mind. Perhaps he should have let her enjoy her first meal at Achnasheen in privacy, instead of brandishing her before his clan like a trophy.


Except that Mhairi Drummond was a trophy. One he meant to keep, come what may. The sooner she and his kin accepted that, the easier life would be for all of them.


Callum faced her once more. To his surprise, a slow smile curled her pink lips, although the blue eyes still burned with hatred. God’s teeth, what he'd give to turn all that fire to passion.


"As it's a night for toasts, here's mine, Mackinnon." She lifted her brimming goblet in his direction. She spoke clearly so everyone in the hall could hear her. "I drink to a lingering and miserable death for the Laird of Achnasheen and Drummond warriors dancing a jig on his grave. Slàinte mhath."


There was an audible mass intake of breath. Before Callum could react, Mhairi jerked back her hand and tossed her wine into his face.


Damn her Drummond recklessness. Damn her blazing temper. Damn her courageous heart.


As Callum stood unmoving, his eyes narrowed on her. Through the claret dripping past his eyes, he watched horror at her own temerity turn her as pale as milk. But she didn't cringe away as his grip on her hand tightened.


Very slowly, he set his goblet down on the table. The room was deathly silent, and every eye focused on the laird and the woman he'd just proclaimed as his bride.


"A fine vintage, indeed," he said gently.


Without shifting his gaze from her, he reached for his snowy white linen napkin and wiped his face. The front of his shirt and coat were soaked. She was fiendishly hard on his linen, this fierce wee lassie.


"I hoped to cool ye down." The quiver in her voice told him that she knew she'd done the unforgivable and that nobody in this castle would raise a finger to defend her from the consequences of her actions. "Ye seemed a wee bit overheated."


When he released her hand, he saw her wondering if perhaps against all the odds, she might get away with such a blatant insult to his standing. Unfortunately for her—and for him, he’d had hopes of winning her over with gentleness—he couldn't allow that. Not if he wanted his clansmen to regard him with an ounce of respect.


When Callum grabbed her slender waist in both hands, she stiffened. Genuine fear sparked in her eyes. He was preternaturally aware of every subtle change in her expression. He'd never been so conscious of another person. It had been like this from the first.


"Ye ken you've gone too far." The silence in the room was a hungry, living thing as his clan waited for him to punish her for her insolence.


Mhairi glanced to either side as if seeking some escape, but she was a Drummond on Mackinnon lands. She was trapped and alone.


"I wish it had been boiling water." Again that wee shake in her voice betrayed the trepidation beneath her bold words.


"Your defiance has certainly put ye in hot water, mistress." He hauled her away from the table, ignoring how she strained against him.


The belligerent angle of her chin was familiar. "Ye may as well kill me now."


He let his smile express evil intent. She saw it and recoiled as far as she could, which wasn't far at all.


"Nothing so easy as that, my lady." He didn't raise his voice above a murmur, but he knew she could tell how angry he was.


"No," she said on a gasp of panic. "Ye promised."


Perhaps after all, he'd been too quick to allay her fears. He'd given her a mistaken impression of just how much he'd accept from her. "Too late, lassie."


"Mackinnon…"


The word was more demand than plea, and it was too late for either. Callum bent to haul her over his shoulder, the way he'd carried her to his horse on her father's lands. She tried to fight him, but he was too strong for her. He braced for screeching and insults, but she kept silent. He felt her hands fist in the back of his coat.


His hand settled on her arse in a visibly possessive gesture as he turned to face the crowded room. "Enjoy your dinner and drink up, my friends. The wine is excellent. I can tell ye that much from experience."


There was an astonished pause, then cheering broke out.


"Aye, Mackinnon, show the Drummond bitch who's in charge," one of the most vocal opponents to ending the feud called out over the noisy approbation.


When he narrowed his eyes on Sel the Red, the man closed his mouth and subsided against his seat. The deafening crash of tankards and hands pounding on the wooden tables faded under the laird's steady gaze.


"Hold your wheesht, Sel. This lady is to be my wife."


"Good luck with that, Mackinnon," someone called out in a drunken taunt. "I'd rather snuggle up to a crocodile."


Callum ignored the comment. "I will no’ tolerate any disrespect to her."


"What about disrespect from her?" another drunken voice called out.


"Och, now, that's a different matter altogether, Liam," he said with a laugh that rang to the rafters. "And something my lady and I need to discuss in private."


"Aye, discuss away all night," one of the grooms called from the base of the table. "I wish ye braw joy of your discussions, Mackinnon."


"Aye, God willing, Brock, God willing. Dinnae look for me until the morning. Now I leave ye all to drink to my bonny bride’s health."


The room erupted into more cheers as he swaggered across the hall and began to mount the stairs. His every sense remained attuned to the woman flung across his shoulder. She shook with fear. She'd hate that she betrayed such weakness, he knew.


Once they were out of sight of the crowd, she began to squirm and hit his back, but the arm he’d lashed across her bum held her in place.


"Lie still, mistress. Do ye want me to drop you on the stairs? It's a long tumble back to the hall."


Her scent made his head spin. She was more intoxicating than the fine wine she'd wasted splashing over him. The body he carried was slim and graceful, and hid soft, delicious secrets. He realized he’d started to caress that luscious curve of rump.


"Better I break my neck now than suffer what you've got planned for me," Mhairi snapped back.


Her voice sounded choked. Perhaps her position hoisted over his shoulder restricted her breathing. Or perhaps she fought tears. She hadn't cried once so far, although she’d had plenty of cause. Her strength was something he’d learned to respect. But by God, she needed to learn to respect him in turn.


Callum didn't reply. What he meant to say was no conversation for the stairwell, where anyone could follow him and listen. He shouldered his way into the empty tower room and kicked the door shut behind him. The slam of the thick oak sounded like the crash of doom.


He set her on her feet in the center of the room and stepped back so he blocked the entrance, although the only place the steps led was back to the hall. She must know she'd receive no aid there.


"Ye filthy, vile, lying, damned Mackinnon," she spat, backing away and putting her hands out to keep him at a distance. "A pox on ye."


"Stop it," he bit out in the voice of authority that made his will law in this glen.


"I willnae let ye rape me."


Wearily he sighed and ran his hand through hair sticky with wine. "I'm no’ going to rape ye."


She straightened, back to looking like an outraged queen. "I dinnae believe ye."


He shrugged and unknotted his sodden neck cloth. The smell of fine French wine filled his nostrils. Another shirt ruined. "Ye will."


Her eyes burned with a fury that barely masked her alarm. As he dropped the stained length of linen to the floor, her gaze clung to his every movement. "Then why the devil have ye brought me up here? Everyone downstairs is convinced you're forcing yourself on me this very second."


He dragged his coat off and dropped it next to the neck cloth. "Aye, I ken."


"And why are ye undressing?" She retreated closer to the big bed where he hoped to join her before too long. But not like this. And not tonight.


An unamused smile lengthened his lips. "Because some headstrong lassie took her life in her hands and upended a gallon of wine all over me."


"It was only a cup."


"It was more than enough."


She eyed him uncertainly. "So kill me."


He wrenched his ruined shirt over his head and dropped it on top of his other clothes. "Ye offered me that option downstairs."


"It would be better than…the other."


Callum arched an eyebrow and crossed to the washstand. "Is that right?"


She didn't answer his question. "Do ye really mean to kill me?"


The girl didn't sound nearly so brash. Instead she sounded young and lost. He was so used to her indomitable spirit that this hint of vulnerability made his heart turn over like a pancake on a hot griddle.


He kept his voice stern. What she'd done tonight was dangerous for him—and for her. She hadn’t worked it out yet, but in Achnasheen, he was her protection as well as her persecutor. His kinsmen had no reason to treat her kindly. "Perhaps no’ immediately."


Something in his voice must have conveyed that she was safe for the moment, and she slumped with relief. "If ye aren’t going to do…that, do ye mean to beat me?"


"After what ye did, I should." He poured water from the ewer into the bowl and tested the temperature. Only lukewarm, but it was a summer night. He'd survive a cold wash.


"But ye willnae."


He cast her a hard-eyed look. "Dinnae get too cocky, mistress."


Mhairi made a helpless gesture. "Then why have ye brought me up here?"


He wet the flannel and washed his face, rinsing off the sticky remnants of wine. Then he took his time wiping his neck and arms and chest. He noticed the cut on his arm was healing well, and his head no longer pounded from its encounter with the peat bucket. At least her assault with the claret had injured nothing but his pride.


Callum dropped the flannel back in the bowl and released the black velvet ribbon tying back his hair. He picked up the jug and leaned forward. He poured the rest of the water over his hair, rubbing with his other hand to rinse away the last of the wine.


"Mackinnon?" she asked as the silence extended.


With unhurried movements, he picked up a linen towel from the pile on the washstand and dried his skin and hair. When he turned at last to the girl, she watched him with a strange, intent expression. She looked wary but curious. Her immediate fear had receded, he saw.


He ran his hands through his hair to push it back from his face and gestured to her. "Sit down, mistress."


She glanced around the room. He saw her consider sitting on the bed then dismiss the idea. Instead, she retreated to a high-backed tapestry chair near the unlit fire. Only as she lowered herself into it did he realize that she’d accepted a request without argument.


A first time for everything, he thought with a shock.


He left the crumpled linen towel hanging from the stand and crossed to a mahogany press. He opened a drawer to retrieve a clean shirt that he slipped over his head. He didn't bother with a coat or neck cloth.


Callum turned to face his prisoner. She needed to recognize the risks she ran if she continued on this mutinous path. "I brought ye up here like that so my people think I'm teaching you a lesson on how to behave."


Her features tightened. "A lesson in that bed?"


"Aye."


“My reputation will be in shreds."


He shrugged again and crossed to sink into the matching chair on the other side of a carved oak table. "We willnae be the only couple in the glen to anticipate their wedding vows."


She made a sound of disgust, and her expression indicated her disdain for that statement. "I'm no’ some ambitious crofter’s daughter who fancies ye as a husband, Mackinnon. Ye speak lightly of something dark and cruel. I'd rather ye chained me in your dungeons than hold me here in your chamber with all the world convinced that we’re lovers."


A pang of compassion banished the last of his anger. "It's too late, lassie. As far as my people believe, your virginity is gone."


She paled and scowled at him. "My father will hear of this."


"Aye, most likely." Perhaps his strutting downstairs would have some benefit. To restore his daughter’s honor, the old man might agree to the marriage.


"I'd still rather ye locked me in a cell. You keep pretending this is some civilized wooing, yet in reality ye may as well beat and starve me. Everything ye do is to achieve your will."


"I dinnae want to give ye cause to hate me."


She gave a dismissive snort. "Too late for that, my fine laddie."


He ignored that. "Anyway there are nae dungeons at Achnasheen. When I became laird, I turned them into wine cellars."


"What a shame. Dungeons come in so handy when you've got kidnapped maidens to terrify."


"Ye dinnae seem too terrified to me, lassie. It might be better for ye if you were."


"I'm no’ a fool. Of course I'm terrified."


"Ye must ken by now I'm no’ going to harm you." He sent her a sharp look. "Despite provocation."


"No’ physically anyway."


Another shock. Had she just expressed a shred of trust in him? Grudging. Partial. But the first sign that she viewed him as more than a ravening monster intent on her destruction.


"It's the provocation I want to talk about."


"You've manhandled me since ye took me from Bruard," she retorted. "You've tied me up and coerced me and removed me from everything familiar. A glass of wine in the face is the least ye deserve from me."


Not to mention a knife cut and a blow to the head. She seemed to have forgotten her previous attacks. "Perhaps."


"Especially when ye made those unfounded claims about our wedding."


That wasn't the argument he wanted to have now. "You're a laird's daughter and a canny lassie besides that. Ye know what you did was a direct challenge to my authority. If my people dinnae believe I can control one wee lassie, they willnae believe I can lead and nurture and protect them. A laird rules through respect alone. Or at least I do."


"So it's my fault ye hauled me out of that crowd like a sack of potatoes so everyone thinks you're giving me a good dose of discipline in your private chambers?"


Her sarcasm made him wince. "Aye."


"I suppose it's my fault ye kidnapped me at all." The sweetness in her tone dripped poison.


"If ye challenge me directly, you willnae win. You didnae win tonight. You'll pay the price if ye do anything like that again."


"The world will call me your doxy. I'd say I've already paid for my temerity in facing down a great bully of a Mackinnon."


"Open defiance has consequences."


She stood up and wrapped her arms around herself as though she was cold. "You've made your point. Leave me."


Despite the serious issues they still needed to resolve, he hid a smile. That was a pestilential lordly dismissal from a woman who claimed powerlessness.


"Och, no, lassie. That’s no’ how we’ll play this. I willnae bed ye until we’re wed, but as reward for your recklessness, you've got my company all night."






Chapter 9

 


"But ye cannae…" Mhairi staggered back on legs that felt like they were made of string. "Ye said…"


A whole night trapped in the same room as the Mackinnon? The idea was unthinkable. How long would his chivalry hold out against the desire she smelled on his skin every time he came near her?


She gulped for air as the room receded around her. A strong arm curled around her waist to save her from crumpling to the floor.


"I swore I willnae hurt ye, and I mean it," he said urgently. "But my people have to believe I spent the night at your side."


She looked up into deep brown eyes that on occasion she’d been fool enough to think of as kind. They didn’t look kind now. "No."


"Aye."


A knock cut through the rising tension. Frowning, the Mackinnon released Mhairi and crossed to open the door. Jean stood outside carrying a tray laden with food.


"Mackinnon, you’re both missing dinner. I thought you'd be hungry."


"Jean, I didnae expect to be interrupted." Irritation gave his voice a gravelly quality that had a strange effect on Mhairi’s pulse. "I have business with the lassie."


The woman cast him an unimpressed glance. She ignored the lack of welcome and moved past to place the tray on the table. "Och, Mackinnon, I've known ye since you were a wean. Those thickheaded loons downstairs might imagine you're up here swiving the Drummond lass into next year. But you're a man of principle. Ye wouldnae do that to an unwilling woman. Especially when ye intend to marry her with every honor."


Mhairi swallowed her astonishment. The fact that the woman was right made her remarks even more surprising. She hadn't been at Achnasheen long enough to pay much attention to anyone other than the Mackinnon. Now she recalled that Jean was kinder than the two younger girls who served her. At least, the older woman hadn't pinched her.


"She challenged my authority as laird," he said coldly.


"Och, give over, Mackinnon. I can see ye like the lassie, for all she’s a Drummond. You're no’ about to hurt her."


More surprise for Mhairi. When a flush rose in the Mackinnon's cheeks, he looked more like a charming boy than her ruthless enemy.


"He shouldnae have said what he did about me being his bride," Mhairi said, which transferred Jean’s disapproval from the laird to her.


"Aye, and ye shouldnae have treated the chieftain with such disrespect. Ye left the laddie nae choice but to put you in your place."


"And my place is in his bed?" she asked in a cutting voice.


Jean raised her eyebrows at the frank question, but she answered with equal bluntness. "Aye, why no’? He's a good lad. Ye could do worse."


"He stole me away from my father."


"Aye, perhaps that wasnae the best way to start a courtship, but before that, he tried to win ye the honorable way. The Drummond was too stubborn to give him a hearing."


Mhairi cast the Mackinnon a quick glance under her eyelashes. Jean was right. Her father was stubborn and wedded to the old Highland ways, where blood feuds persisted into eternity. Perhaps his time had passed, and the new century called for a new accord in the glens.


The thought struck her as painfully disloyal. But she couldn’t help wondering how she’d have reacted to Black Callum Mackinnon, if he'd come to her as an acceptable suitor, wooing her with her father's approval.


The Mackinnon was handsome. Even a woman who hated him saw that. When he wasn’t trampling all over her pride, his manners were elegant. More, she'd given him ample cause to punish her, yet he’d reacted calmly, almost kindly, to her defiance. Even when she'd challenged him with that glass of wine in the face, he'd been angry but he'd controlled himself. He hadn't carted her off to his chamber in a fit of white-hot outrage. He'd carted her off because any other reaction would undermine his power as laird.


Her father and cousins were all hot-tempered men, inclined to use their fists first and count consequences later. Because she was her father's darling, she usually escaped chastisement, but the atmosphere at Bruard was always alive with the promise of violence. The atmosphere at Achnasheen…wasn't.


She’d soon noticed the laird's easy way with his people. In other circumstances, she might admire it. Her father was a respected leader, but he used fear to rule. Callum Mackinnon didn't, yet he held his clan under as firm a sway as her father did.


Could there be another way for her kinfolk to live beyond reeling from murder to raid to another murder? The idea was appealing. She'd seen too many Drummond women mourning sons and husbands and brothers not to understand that constant warfare did more harm than good.


Perhaps if the Mackinnon had approached her like a gentleman and spoken of peace between their two families, she would have listened.


He tried, an unwelcome little voice said in her head. Your father wouldn't give him the chance.


An even more disloyal thought, curse her. And curse the confusion that set up home in her heart.


Mhairi stepped closer to the window. If only she could run across the hills to escape these traitorous thoughts. If only she could run all the way to Bruard Castle where she was safe from doubts and where she knew her place in the world as Mhairi Drummond, the Rose of the Glens.


She was yet to spend a night at Achnasheen. Already she questioned everything she’d been brought up to believe.


Troubled to her soul, she stared out the window. In the twilight of a north Highland summer night, the setting’s extraordinary beauty was undeniable. Achnasheen rose above a sea loch spread out before her as smooth as a mirror in the quiet evening. In the distance, the Cuillins rose in rugged splendor. Bruard deep in its rolling hills had its own beauty, but nothing to compare with this.


Another disloyal thought. At this rate, she might as well marry Black Callum. She verged on betraying her Drummond blood and becoming a Mackinnon anyway.


Mhairi waited for the idea to spark sick horror, then was dismayed when it didn't. She’d never forgive the Mackinnon for compelling her to his will. But now she came to know him better, it was difficult to cling to her conviction that he was a mindless brute with no trace of compassion in his veins.


Which didn't mean she was ready to wed the devil.


"Are ye plotting some horrible fate for me over there, lassie?" her bugbear asked from across the room. "You've gone gey quiet."


Mhairi turned to face him. He stood near the table, and amusement set attractive creases around his dark eyes. She realized with another shock that he'd been watching her for a while, and even more astonishing, she didn’t mind at all.


Jean had set out the meal which smelled wonderful. Now she pottered around the chamber, tidying up after the Mackinnon's wash. Mhairi tried not to think of how the breath had jammed in her chest when she’d seen her captor without his shirt. She hadn’t been able to look away when he rinsed the wine from that thick tumble of black hair. There was something irresistibly intimate about watching a man washing.


Black Callum might be a beast, but he was a superb-looking beast, plague take him.


"I’m in favor of a truce between our two clans. You’re right to seek peace."


Both Mackinnons stared at her, open-mouthed with astonishment.


"What did ye say, lassie?" Black Callum asked after an extended silence. "That sounded like a concession."


Sending him an impatient glance, Mhairi sat at the table. She opened her folded napkin with an irritated snap. "I'm no’ stupid. I dinnae like all the killing either."


He didn't look convinced. Whereas Jean’s sharp look made Mhairi shift uncomfortably on her chair. The woman saw a wee bit too much, Mhairi couldn't help thinking with a hint of resentment. The bewilderment and doubt assailing her were purely private matters and not for others’ speculation.


The Mackinnon settled in the chair opposite her and poured two glasses of wine from the gilt jug. "An hour ago ye wanted my guts for garters."


"I still do."


A faint sound from the other side of the room might have been Jean smothering a laugh.


"Well, nice to think everything hasnae turned on its head in the blink of an eye, then," he said dryly. "May I serve ye some of this chicken, Mistress Drummond?"


She was hungry. Brigid had brought her a meal after her bath, but she'd been too angry and afraid to do the food justice. Briefly she recalled her earlier resolution to accept nothing from the Mackinnon, but she needed to keep her strength up if she was to carry on with her fight.


Mhairi watched him prepare a plate for her. She already knew those tanned hands were strong and competent. Now she recognized that they could be graceful, too.


No, he wasn't altogether an uncivilized barbarian and life at Achnasheen clearly had its good points. But her newly softened attitude toward her clan’s foes didn't mean she was lining up to become the laird's lady.


***


Jean remained in the tower room as they ate. A pox on her and her suspicions. She'd been Callum’s nurse and knew him too well. She clearly didn't trust him to stick to his good intentions when it came to the lassie. She was a canny old besom, and she saw that his interest in the Drummond girl extended beyond mere political ends.


After the meal, Jean cleared away the empty dishes. The girl had been quiet, suspiciously so, but she'd eaten. To his relief, she'd also stopped eying him across the table as if waiting for him to toss her onto that big bed without a moment’s warning.


He didn’t bother telling her yet again that she was safe. She’d find that out for herself.


Callum played a longer game than mere assuagement of his lust, powerful as that lust was becoming. Marriage shouldn’t be a battleground. He wanted to trust the woman he took to wife. While he'd noticed an easing in Mhairi’s hostility, welcome if unexpected after her antics downstairs, it was still too soon to push for a physical union.


At this moment, the lassie was wound as tightly as a watch spring. Better by far to give her time to accustom herself to becoming the Mackinnon bride before he took her into his bed.


Which didn't mean it was a simple matter to keep his distance when Mhairi sat mere feet away, beautiful as dawn on a clear Highland morning. He’d hardly tasted any of the delicious food. His senses were too closely focused on the beautiful woman so close to him. The short distance between them might as well be a hundred miles, for all the use he could make of her.


"Away with ye now, Mackinnon," Jean said, clearing away the plates. "The lassie needs her sleep."


Aye, he could see Mhairi was weary. In body and spirit. Violet shadows marked the skin under those deep blue eyes, and the proudly upright body showed a tendency to sag against her chair until she recalled she supped with her enemy and straightened her spine. The girl’s fire burned low, banked after food and wine and an hour when he deliberately avoided any subject likely to send her flaring up again. The conversation had been notably one-sided with long silences, but she'd responded with reluctant courtesy.


He sat back and stretched out his legs, a half-empty glass of wine dangling from one hand. "Och, Jean, ye ken I have to stay."


"No, Mackinnon." Jean went back to frowning at him. "It's no’ right when you're no’ wed."


A sardonic smile curled his lips. "But we will be. This willnae be the first Highland match where the bride and groom are too impatient to wait for the vows to be spoken."


The girl’s languor evaporated in an instant. With a lurch, she rose from the chair and backed away from the table. "Ye said…"


The brief armistice was over. He bit back a sigh and raised one hand. "Ye raised the stakes when you threw that wine in my face. I cannae let such a challenge go unanswered."


"So my good reputation is the sacrifice." Her tone was bitter.


"Aye, lassie, it is. If you’re worried about the damage to your name, ye can repair it by marrying me this minute."


When Jean entered the rising argument, the old biddy wasn't on his side. "Aye, Mackinnon, most people excuse a handfasted couple for anticipating the wedding, when there’s no minister nearby to make all proper. That's no’ the case here."


"It's too late to go back, Jean," he said. "When I carried the lass upstairs, I convinced everyone in Achnasheen except ye that I meant to have her."


"You're forcing my hand," Mhairi said bitterly. "When ye swore you’d await my consent."


Callum shrugged, although under his ruthless manner, he felt for her. He didn't like to be compelled either. But ending the war between the Drummonds and the Mackinnons was more important than her injured feelings.


"I'm fighting with what weapons I have, lass."


"It's no’ likely to make me favor your suit," she hissed.


She was back to surveying him as if he’d crawled out of the lowest pit of hell. For a few sweet moments tonight, she'd spoken to him as if he was almost human. "Perhaps no’ straightaway."


"Try never," she snapped back.


"Mackinnon…" Jean began.


"No, hold your blether, Jean. I willnae be swayed." His tone held a steel edge. "I share this chamber with Mistress Drummond from now until the day she agrees to wed me."


"Then will ye leave me alone?" she asked with a bite.


A grunt of laughter. "Dinnae be pudding-brained, lassie. I told ye – I plan on us producing a bairn or two. Grandchildren for the Laird of Bruard. How else will I melt the Drummond's heart and make him accept me as your husband? What use is a wife to me if she willnae share my bed?"


Her eyes narrowed on him, and her fists clenched at her sides. He’d much rather she looked angry than daunted. He could deal with her temper. He hated to see her afraid. It made his belly turn cold and sour with guilty awareness that he used his superior physical strength to bully her.


Jean broke into the silent battle raging between them. "I'll sleep in here with ye."


He gave another brief laugh. "That ye will no’. Who the devil will believe in this seduction, if my old nursemaid stays to supervise?"


"Seduction! That’s a kind way of putting it," Mhairi said acidly.


He shrugged. "You'll keep your virtue tonight, lassie."


"No’ as far as the world is concerned."


"Aye, well, ye will know, and so will I. Unless you're minded to relent. We can come together with the church’s blessing. The second ye say the word, I can hurry you downstairs and put ye in front of the altar in the chapel. The minister will be more than happy to save us from sin."


Reverend Plaistow had never approved of Callum’s plan to kidnap the Drummond heiress. When he heard about tonight's happenings, he'd be even more displeased. He was in favor of ending the feud. He'd buried far too many Mackinnons before their time. But snatching an innocent woman away from her kin sat ill with Achnasheen’s minister.


Jean looked across at Mhairi. "Can ye really no’ stomach the thought of the Mackinnon as your husband, lassie? It would solve a host of problems. No’ least keeping the shine on your reputation."


She folded her arms and stood as straight as a young pine tree. "I'd rather die."


Grim disappointment settled heavy in Callum's belly. They were back to that, were they?


He rose and spoke with a sternness he didn't totally feel. "Fight all ye want, Mistress Drummond, but I will have peace in the glens and I will have ye as my lady."


"I'm ashamed of ye, Mackinnon," Jean said, clicking her tongue and shaking her head. "But I can see there’s no talking ye out of this madness. If ye can put off ravishing the maiden in the next five minutes, at least have the courtesy to step outside while I prepare her for bed. Can ye no’ see she’s ready to drop where she stands?"


Aye, he could see that. He, too, was weary. Neither he nor Mhairi was in the best state to finalize complicated negotiations. "Verra well. I'll wait outside."






Chapter 10

 


Resentment churned in Mhairi’s belly as she watched him go. Resentment and fear, and something that felt like a premonition of ultimate failure. Because she didn't want the world thinking she was the Mackinnon’s doxy. And who knew when he’d make those suspicions reality? He meant to leave her untouched tonight, but how long would that concession continue?


With all her heart, she wished she hadn't lost her temper and tossed that wine in his face. But hearing him proclaim his victory with such confidence had turned her blind with fury.


She should have controlled herself. What did it matter that he boasted to his clan of her capture? He needed her consent to a marriage. It was the only power she still had.


She'd challenged his pride in public. Good heavens, if she did such a thing to her father, he'd give her a good hiding. And her father adored her. She supposed she should feel lucky that the Mackinnon hadn't given her a whipping and was only pretending to tup her.


Mhairi didn't feel lucky. She felt thwarted and trapped and helpless, and she hated it.


"He's a fine laddie. Ye mightnae see it now, lass, but he is." Jean unfolded a white cambric nightdress from an open chest. It was the gown Mhairi had put on after her bath. She'd been so exhausted, she'd crashed into a couple of hours of dreamless sleep. Odd, when she'd been sure she'd never sleep at Achnasheen, no matter how tired she was.


Tonight with the Mackinnon joining her – did he mean to share the bed that loomed in the corner? – she really wouldn’t sleep a wink.


"He doesnae act like it," she said, even as she knew she wasn't being completely fair. Within his lights, he'd treated her well. But since when had she decided she needed to be fair to a pestilential Mackinnon?


Jean carried the nightdress across to the bed and laid it out. It was exquisite, fine as a cobweb, and embroidered with trailing spring flowers, bluebells, violets and buttercups. At home, Mhairi didn't own anything half so pretty.


"I cannae wear that tonight." She glowered at the garment as if it was soaked in poison. "It's for a bride."


She waited for Jean to tell her that a bride she'd be, no matter how she strained and wriggled like a salmon caught on a line. The woman didn't say anything. She didn't need to.


"Let me help ye undress."


Mhairi turned her back. "Aye. Thank ye."


The elaborate gown fastened down the back, and she hadn't a hope of getting out of it alone, or out of the stays under it. It was a dress fit for court, or for the bride who wore that pretty nightdress.


Jean’s fingers were deft on the lacing. "It caused a braw fuss in the keep when Callum Dubh said he'd marry the Drummond lass and no one else. After he broke the news, ye could hear half the female hearts at Achnasheen crack into pieces."


Mhairi could imagine. She didn't want to marry him, but without the small matter of a kidnapping between them, she might even admit Black Callum was quite the catch. "Are ye trying to convince me of my good fortune?"


The sarcastic question made Jean laugh. "I'm just saying, my lady, there’s always more than one way of looking at a situation. Sometimes it's better to be the reed that bends with the wind and endures, instead of the oak tree that stands firm and breaks against the gale."


"I'm no’ going to wed a man who keeps me prisoner and bullies me into taking him."


Jean lifted the heavy gown over her head. "Och, you're almost as stubborn as the Mackinnon."


Mhairi hid a shiver at that "almost," partly because she suspected it was true. As if to confirm her foreboding, Jean went on as she crossed to pack the gown away in the chest. "He's always been a gentle lad, no’ one to fight when compromise can gain his ends. But I've never seen him fail to get something he really wants. He wants an end to the feud." The woman came back and began to unlace the stays. "And more than that, he wants ye."


"I'm a means to an end." She hated the hint of pique in her voice. Good heavens, what was the matter with her? She didn't want the Mackinnon setting his interest on her as a woman, not just a token in his political games.


Except she’d already attracted his interest. When he looked at her, his eyes were bright with the pride of possession, however far he remained from gaining her hand in marriage. In those brilliant dark eyes, she saw more than pride. The glitter there told her that he suffered the yen a lad felt to bed a fair maid who took his fancy.


God help her, she was doomed.


Mhairi glanced at the big bed then away. Fear stuck its talons deep into her vitals. In the pit of her stomach, the meal she'd eaten congealed into a cold, indigestible lump.


"Aye, you're that." Jean set the stays aside, leaving Mhairi wearing only her petticoats and long-sleeved white shift. "But you're also a bonny lassie with a wild spirit. That calls to the lad."


She made a despairing gesture. "I dinnae want to hear this."


Jean’s look held a hint of compassion. "Ye can fight him all you like, but he'll win. And he'll make you think you've won, too. I’ve known him all his life. His father was the same. Quiet determination and immovable will achieve his ends better than bluster and temper ever could."


"Stop it." Mhairi raised her hands to her ears to keep out the relentless truth.


Because she dreaded that it was the truth. Hadn't she sworn she'd take nothing from the Mackinnon’s hands? Yet here she was in his bedchamber, wearing fine clothes that were his gift and eating from his kitchens. Even when she escaped him, he'd just outwaited her. Hadn't she tried to break his endless good humor with her insubordination, to make him retaliate and prove himself a barbarian? And all she'd met was more of that endless tolerance.


She felt like a wave beating itself to froth against a high cliff. For the first time, she wondered if Callum Mackinnon might actually win this battle. She was strong and determined, but it was possible he was stronger still.


No, she wouldn't countenance the idea. She was a Drummond, and Drummonds weren’t cowards. She straightened and sent Jean a haughty look. "Leave me."


As she curtsied, the woman's eyes were understanding. "I'll give ye a few minutes privacy, my lady. I want to talk to the Mackinnon."


"Will ye ask him to let me go?" This woman had influence over the laird. His respect for her had been clear.


When had she started to learn to read him?


It didn't mean anything, she assured herself. It was natural for a captive creature to pay close attention to the jailer.


Jean smiled with more of that damned compassion, as though Mhairi had no chance of prevailing. "No, lassie, that I will no’. I lost a son to the Drummonds. I want nae other mother to go through what I did. Drummond or Mackinnon. If marrying ye means nae more laddies brought back to the keep to bury, I want him to marry ye. The sooner the better."


Jean’s words wrenched Mhairi out of her self-centered musings. "I'm so sorry. Ye must hate me."


Jean shook her head. "Ye didnae wield the sword that took my Neil from me."


"My kinsman did," she mumbled, ashamed, although the cruel truth was that over the years, a host of Drummond boys hadn't returned alive to Bruard either.


"Which is why I hope it all ends with ye as the Mackinnon's loving wife and the Drummond giving his blessing to your first bairn."


"It's never going to happen, Jean."


"Aye, so ye say, my lady."


But pity lingered in the woman's face as she turned to go. And tears prickled Mhairi’s eyes when she surveyed the luxurious prison where she feared she might be condemned to spend a life sentence.


***


"Is the lady well?" Callum asked as Jean left the room. He craned over her graying head to catch a glimpse of the lassie inside.


"Aye. But she has nae great liking for ye, Callum Dubh. It's a challenge you caught yourself there, if ye dinnae want a dirk between your ribs some moonlight night when you're sleeping beside your stolen Drummond bride."


"She'll come round." To his regret, Jean closed the door, leaving them on the shadowy landing.


"Will she?"


"Marrying the Drummond's darling is the only way to stop the bloodshed. Ye more than anyone kens that."


"Aye, I do." Her lips lengthened into an unimpressed line. "I also ken when a laddie's got an itch in his breeks for a comely lassie."


To his mortification, a flush rose in his cheeks. "She's awfu’ bonny. Any man would…"


"Just watch out ye dinnae break your heart over her, my lad."


He scoffed and wondered if Jean found his careless response to her warning as unconvincing as he did. She knew him better than anyone at Achnasheen, so he guessed she did. "This match is for purely political purposes. If I catch myself a pretty lass in the process, all the better. Nae hearts are involved."


Jean's expression didn't change. "Aye, if ye say so, Mackinnon."


"Is she ready for me to go in?"


"Are ye ready to keep your hands to yourself?"


"Aye." He hated how sulky he sounded. "She's no’ ready to come to me yet."


"Just remember that, when you're burning for her," Jean said sharply. "I didnae bring ye up to be a despoiler of innocent girls, Mackinnon."


He frowned as his rare temper stirred. "Ye ken me better than that."


Her gaze was uncompromising. "I hope so."


"I gave her my word I'd await her consent to the marriage."


"Ye may never get that."


Not for want of trying. And not just for his clan's sake.


God’s blood, wasn't he lurking out here, desperate for a mere peek at her? Perhaps sleeping in the same room as Mhairi Drummond tonight wasn't such a smart move. He wished to the devil she hadn't defied him in front of everyone. Although he should have expected her to buck when he claimed her as his bride.


"I've never lost before, Jean."


"Aye, and you've a way with the lassies. But this one might be a test too far."


"A lassie with spirit is what I need. My wife will need to take her place leading the clan at my side."


"Aye, but that spirit may yet be your downfall, Mackinnon."


"What did she say?"


"That she'd never marry ye."


"Och, she's said that from the first. She'll change her mind."


Jean studied him with an unfriendly eye. He fought the urge to squirm. She loved him like a mother, but she was well aware of his faults. "I hope so, Mackinnon, for all our sakes, including hers."


"Och, old woman, dinnae fash yourself. I’ve got everything in hand. Now step aside and let me check the lassie hasnae laid another ambush. She crowned me with the peat bucket before supper, ye ken."


"Good for her." Amusement lit Jean's eyes. "She might be a Drummond, but I like her."


"So do I," he admitted and suffered a knowing look.


Aye, Jean was onto him. His yearning for Bonny Mhairi Drummond was no secret.


"Let me check that she's respectable," Jean said.


Callum wasn't sure he wanted the lassie respectable. Although his good intentions would be easier to follow if she was. "Aye, if ye must. But dinnae get any ideas of staying."


"Och, what a big strong man ye are, Mackinnon. Terrorizing a wee lassie for the sake of convincing the clan you're a ravisher of virgins."


This time, he really did squirm. "Away with ye, woman. That's enough."


"Aye, that is enough." She gave him another disapproving look and turned to open the door behind her.


Before the door shut in his face, Callum caught a tantalizing glimpse of a slender woman in white with a cascade of red hair falling about her shoulders. Then he heard the unmistakable sound of the bolt slamming home, locking him out in the stairwell.






Chapter 11

 


The messenger from the Drummonds arrived the next day. Over the centuries, both clans had taken hostages, for gold, for revenge, and as assurance of good behaviour. So Callum had expected to receive an offer of payment for Mhairi's return before any more aggressive attempt to get her back. In his father's day, when the Drummond was younger and feeling his oats, perhaps an army would already camp at the castle gates. But the old man was more cautious now, and he’d be reluctant to risk harm coming to his only child.


While the Drummond’s response to Callum's marriage negotiations made it clear that his hatred for anyone named Mackinnon was as virulent as ever, Callum suspected he lost his taste for large-scale violence. A scaling down of skirmishes between the two clans over recent years had been among the things prompting him to hope that he could establish peace.


He escorted Mhairi down to the hall where the party from Bruard waited. She was dressed as befitted the Lady of Achnasheen in an elaborate green silk gown. Her hair was done up in some elaborate folderol, the rich auburn shining in the morning light. She looked alert and well rested.


Lucky her.


"I trust ye passed a good night," he said in a neutral tone.


She didn't look at him. Nor did she smile, which was wise. A faint relaxation of the stern line of that lush pink mouth was indication enough of how she relished besting him last night.


"Verra peaceful," she said in a prim voice.


I'll bet, he thought sourly. He'd spent the night wrapped up in his plaid in a small unfurnished chamber halfway down the stairs. It was where the laird's bodyguards had once lodged. These days, life at Achnasheen was settled enough that the laird no longer needed a band of warriors to protect him from assassins. Although Callum began to wonder if he needed a band of warriors to control one troublesome woman.


Things could have been worse. At least it was summer. His night had been uncomfortable, but he hadn't been at risk of freezing. His temper had kept him warm for a while, but eventually he'd seen the funny side of what had happened. He’d gone to sleep with a smile on his face.


Last night, the two women had won the battle. There were plenty of nights to come. Which didn't mean he wouldn’t have a stern word with Jean. When he found her. She was the clan’s healer and had been called away early to a distant croft where a woman was in childbirth.


"I'm verra pleased to hear it," he said with feigned politeness.


Mhairi cast him a quick surprised look under her thick, dark lashes. "I thought you’d be angry."


"Ye beat me fair and square." He paused. "And I'd made my point."


He saw any impulse to smile leave her. "Aye, ye had."


"If ye wed me today, your name will suffer nae injury. Your kinsmen can return home with the news that Mhairi Drummond is honored as my wife and the Lady of Achnasheen."


He was grimly aware that what he’d done last night took him perilously close to breaking his word. He'd told her he wouldn't force her into a wedding, but she'd hate the gossip which would flow from their dramatic departure from supper.


"No," she said. "I willnae marry ye, Mackinnon, even if the world calls me your strumpet."


"Then take the consequences," he said in a hard voice.


She tried to tug her arm from his grasp. "Dinnae touch me."


"I want your kinsmen to see us together."


"If ye expect me to gaze up at you in adoration, you're asking too much."


Aye, he was, and more was the pity. He'd give half his fortune to see that. "Your kinsmen need to ken that you're alive and well. Anything more is up to ye."


As they descended the last few steps, she went back to bristling with hatred. They entered the great hall where a small group of men in the green and yellow Drummond plaid waited. Callum's kinsmen lined the walls, observing the outsiders with hostile eyes. Reminder, should he need it, of how far he still had to go to end the feud.


In accordance with tradition, the Drummonds had left their weapons at the gate, while the Mackinnons remained armed. He couldn't blame the visitors for looking like mice invited into a cats' club.


A tall man with the same red hair as Mhairi stepped forward. He knew John Drummond vaguely from previous negotiations. "Mhairi, lass, are ye unharmed? Your father is fair fashed with fear for ye."


At Callum's side, he felt her poised to run to her cousin. "No," he said quietly. "Stay with me."


She shot him a quick look, then with one comprehensive glance took in the situation. If her kin made any unwise move, there would be a bloodbath. Callum felt her ease back, although her eyes brimmed with resentment.


"Aye, John, I'm unharmed," she said clearly. "And so far, treated with all appropriate honor."


It was a direct challenge to any talk about her sleeping in the laird’s bed. Callum saw the Drummonds share a look that hinted they'd already heard a different story.


"I'm pleased to hear it, cousin," John said, as Callum escorted Mhairi to the two tall oak chairs at the head table. Last time they’d been here, she'd tossed what felt like half a barrel of wine over him. Reminder to beware of her temper.


He pulled out her chair and settled her next to him. Given what happened last night, he was on edge about how she might react. But there was a sharp brain behind those brilliant blue eyes. He had to trust she wouldn't do anything rash.


John Drummond stepped up in front of the table, his attitude all arrogance. "Mackinnon, the Laird of Bruard desires to have his daughter back. He’s willing to pay a thousand guineas in gold or goods or cattle, however ye wish to receive it."


A shocked silence descended on the hall.


God’s teeth, that was a fortune and would beggar the Drummond treasury for years to come. Brian wasn't his only spy in the enemy castle. All told him the same thing. Over recent years, Bruard hadn’t prospered.


"That's a verra generous offer," he said slowly.


"Aye, it is. But my cousin is the light of her father's life. He also charged me to say that you’ve sinned against chivalry and stealing the lass away will stain your reputation in the Highlands for the rest of your days."


That sounded more like the Drummond bluster he was used to. The old man's disdainful response to his request for Mhairi's hand had been brusque in the extreme, impugning him and his clan as lower than a snake’s belly.


"That's as maybe. Do ye have this offer in writing?"


"Aye." John gestured to the man beside him, who approached to lay a rolled parchment on the table before Callum. With a deliberately negligent gesture, he broke the seal with the Drummond crossed claymores and read the letter. It repeated in more elaborate language what John had said. A clerk had written the body of the message. William Drummond had signed, and his rage was visible in the spattered ink where he’d pressed the quill too hard on the parchment.


After a pause designed to remind John that the power in this particular transaction was all his, Callum rolled up the letter. "I shall consider the offer."


"But…" Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Mhairi turning to him in astonishment. Then she fell silent.


Aye, he'd been right to trust to her common sense. Any arguments or protests would wait until they were alone. A public disagreement in front of her cousin might spark violence. Under the thin veneer of courtesy, John Drummond was fuming.


"As ye will, Mackinnon," he said with a bow that felt more like a slap in the face than a mark of courtesy.


"Aye, as I will." Authority rang in Callum’s voice.


John raised his head and met his eyes. There was anger there, but intelligence, too. Callum had heard good reports about John, saying that he favored mediation over warfare. Right now, the laddie would happily scrape out Callum's innards with a rusty spoon, but as time went on, he might be willing to negotiate a truce.


Not today, by God.


"I'd like to speak to my cousin alone. I have messages from her father."


He'd wager the fellow did. Orders to put hemlock in Callum's porridge, most likely. "Ye can deliver any messages for the lady here."


"A private communication from a loving parent doesnae require an audience, Mackinnon. Ye may set guards at the door of the room we use."


He raised his eyebrows. "May I indeed?"


Called out on his bad manners, John looked discomfited. "I'm sure she has messages for the laird, too. This is a family matter." When Callum didn’t reply, he went on. "I'd like to assure myself that my kinswoman has been treated well."


Callum very deliberately picked up Mhairi's hand and placed it in full sight on top of the table. Every person in the room stared at those linked hands. John Drummond’s jaw set like granite, and steam all but came out of his ears.


"It's clear the lassie is well and unharmed. And will continue to receive kind treatment here at Achnasheen as befits her rank. Ye may convey that news to the Drummond. I see nae need for a private conversation."


He waited for Mhairi to demand that he reconsider. In his grip, her hand was as tense as fiddle wire. Again, he had to admire her control. She remained silent, although her face was austere and drawn, and expressionless as a marble statue.


"Your father sends his affectionate greetings and a wish for your speedy return to your kin, cousin," John said with difficulty. He still stared at the clasped hands as if he expected a spider to crawl out from beneath them.


"That seems simple enough," Callum said mildly.


John shot him a glance of dislike, but he too would be aware of his precarious situation. He'd cooperate. At least for now. "There is more, but for Mhairi's ears alone."


"Then that must wait," Callum said.


"I'd like to return today with your answer. My cousin's ordeal has already lasted too long. As a gentleman, Mackinnon, you cannae want an innocent, defenseless girl to continue to suffer for nae reason."


"As a gentleman…" He bit off the word which John had spoken like an insult. "…I am most conscious of the lady’s welfare and will do nothing to endanger it or to cause her any needless distress."


He expected Mhairi to accuse him of lying, but she continued to stare into the distance as if this discussion didn’t touch upon her.


"Then a rapid resolution to this unfortunate situation will appeal to ye, as well as to every man with the name of Drummond."


"I will give ye my answer when I have it," Callum said coldly. "In the meantime, ye and your men have beds prepared in the barracks. I'll arrange for a meal while ye wait."


He saw that John wanted to object, but thought better of it. He gave another of those insolent bows and stepped back to join the other Drummonds who were all glowering at Callum.


"I await your timely response, Mackinnon."


"And you'll receive it when it's ready." He gestured for Duff to escort the Drummonds to their quarters, then he stood. "My lady, shall I return ye upstairs?"


"Aye," she said in a low voice. She let him take her arm and lead her away.


His shoulders twitched as he felt every eye in the place focus on the two of them. Speculation would be rife about just what had happened last night between the laird and his captive.


At least the girl seemed to have learned the error of her ways when it came to challenging him in front of his clan. The meeting with John had been balanced on a knife edge. He knew her well enough now to understand that silence hadn’t come easily during that interview with her cousin.


"You're no’ interested in a ransom," she said in a flat voice when they were halfway up to the tower.


He glanced at her. She stared straight ahead, beautiful as ever but somehow out of reach, although he held her arm and walked inches from her side. "No, I’m not."


"Ye made John think you are."


"Aye, well, I'm playing for time. Once I reject the ransom, your father's next step is to send an army to Achnasheen to get ye back. I’d like to put that off as long as possible." He eyed her, seeking some sign that she relented toward him. He didn’t find one. "Unless you'll allow me to tell your cousin that you've decided to marry me and ye want to establish a truce between our clans."


"I would."


Surprise had him releasing her arm and staring at her. "What did ye say?"


She paused a couple of steps above him and glanced back. "I would like to see a truce."


"So you'll marry me?" He knew even as he asked that he was a fool to get all excited. Nothing in her mien this morning indicated she’d changed her mind about him.


He was a fool. Already she was shaking her head. "Dinnae be a looby, Mackinnon. Of course I willnae. But if you'll let me leave with my cousin, I swear I'll speak on your behalf to my father."


"Your father willnae listen, lassie. He’s wedded to the old ways. If he thinks I despoiled his daughter without wedding her, the old ways mean a crowd of dead and wounded Drummonds and Mackinnons before summer’s end."


He waited for her to give him the sharp edge of her tongue for hauling her upstairs last night in full view of his kin. But she spoke steadily. "Aye, perhaps. And perhaps no’, if I can convince him that nothing happened."


Callum moved up to take her arm again. "That will need more than a wink and a smile."


Usually when he touched her, she went as stiff as a board. This time, she hardly seemed to notice as they resumed their climb.


He noticed. He wanted her more with every minute. Last night what few snatches of sleep he'd managed had been tormented with sensual dreams of Mhairi Drummond coming to him. Desire had warmed her blue eyes, and her arms had been outstretched in longing.


"My father knows I've never lied to him." They paused on the landing outside the bedchamber. "He’ll believe me when I tell him that ye respected my chastity, whatever tales are spreading across the glens."


"Because of that gossip, he'll need to make some gesture."


"Perhaps he'll allow ye to court me like an honest man."


A grunt of sour laughter escaped him. "No’ likely, lassie. He's more likely to lure me to a parley then string me up from Bruard's walls and laugh as the crows pick out my eyes."


And cut off his balls with a blunt knife besides.


Mhairi regarded him seriously and with a hint of sadness that made his heart ache. He hated to see her unhappy. Which was mad when he was the principal cause of any unhappiness she’d felt over the last days.


"Mackinnon, my father is old. After his death, John will become laird. John is angry now, but under most circumstances, he’s a reasonable man, a man of his word."


"Aye, I've heard that."


"John will listen if ye come to him, talking an end to the bloodshed between our clans." She regarded him steadily. "A concession now means he'll think of ye favorably when he’s chieftain of the Bruard Drummonds."


"You're talking politics, lassie."


Her lips tightened in displeasure, but her voice remained calm. "As ye said, Mackinnon, we’ve both been brought up to take our place at the head of a clan."


He frowned, as a sudden unpleasant thought struck him. "Ye dinnae fancy yon John Drummond, do you?"


She sighed with frustration. "There has been nae talk of a match."


There wouldn’t be, if he had anything to say about it. "Would ye be happy if there was?"


She left him in suspense for far too long, long enough for jealousy to scrape his gut to ribbons. Although the part of his brain that still worked told him that she answered within mere seconds.


"For now, I’m content to stay at my father's side."


What about after now? He searched those pure, pale features for some sign that she was in love with her cousin. John Drummond was considered a good man. He might even make a good husband.


Over my dead body, he wanted to protest. But if she'd set her heart on her cousin, Callum had even further to go to win her than he'd imagined.


Did she love her kinsman? He doubted she’d tell him if he asked.


"I'm no’ giving ye up, lassie." He wondered if she heard the tightness in his voice.


Disappointment filled her eyes, along with grim acceptance. "That's what I thought you'd say, Mackinnon. I'm sorry to hear it. For a moment there, I thought I might be talking to a reasonable man with his eyes on the future wellbeing of his people and mine. I should have known better."


Callum hid a wince. Her words stung because, while he believed he was that reasonable man, she consigned him to another category altogether.


He didn't like her contempt. He didn't like the picture of him that she held in her mind. He didn't like to think that she’d given her heart to another man.


But he couldn't let her go. Not just because of his political aims. Mhairi Drummond was the one for him. Surely she must see that soon. To him, it was as clear as the delicate little nose on that flower face.


Still, his heart was heavy with guilt and what felt like failure as he bowed and took his leave of her.






Chapter 12

 


Feeling downhearted and defeated, Mhairi stepped inside the tower room. Every time she thought she might be about to convince the Mackinnon to see sense, he retreated to the stubborn conviction that his way was the only way.


Seeing John and knowing his mission to arrange her release was doomed before it began just reminded her of all she'd lost. Through her whole life, she'd had to cope with stubborn, opinionated men. She knew what that set jaw meant in the Mackinnon's handsome face. Nothing short of the crack of doom would shift him from this disastrous course.


She was going to come to grief with him. It made her want to give him a good slap. Last night, when Jean had locked him out, she'd felt like she'd won a victory. She didn't feel that way now.


Fighting the cowardly urge to weep, she looked up to see Sheena observing her from the other side of the room. Both younger maids took what chances they could to pinch her and pull her hair, but Sheena's fingers were by far the most vicious.


All urge to weep faded, and she drew herself up to her full height. "Leave me."


"Aye, mistress, I will." The girl stepped forward. "But first I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say."


"As long as you're no’ pinching me while ye say it," she said sharply.


Bruises covered her arms. Proof of how the people of Achnasheen loathed her for being a Drummond. How on earth did Black Callum imagine she'd ever reconcile herself to living here as his wife?


Shame darkened the girl’s brown eyes. She was a pretty lass, with thick curly black hair and a comely face. "I shouldnae have done that. It's clear ye dinnae want to be here any more than we want you to stay. I'm sorry I hurt ye."


An apology? That was unexpected. Warily Mhairi regarded someone who at best had treated her with sullen obedience, and then only when Jean scolded her. "Are ye?"


"I willnae do it again."


"Thank ye," she said, not trusting the girl an inch. "I'd appreciate that."


"In fact, I want to help ye."


Help? This wasn’t what she’d expected to hear. "Oh?"


"Aye, without help, you'll never get away from the castle. Especially when the laird is so set on ye staying."


"He is at that. So why would ye risk your place here by offering me a way out?"


The girl shifted closer, and Mhairi couldn't like the sly look in her eyes. But what if this really was a chance to escape?


As soon as the Mackinnon shoved her into this luxurious prison, she'd recognized that unless she grew wings, she couldn’t break free unaided. One door out of the room led to one staircase, and that led only to the great hall where there was always someone to stop her getting any further.


If she was to get away, she needed an ally. Yet nobody called Mackinnon was likely to help anybody called Drummond. And it was clear that the young laird commanded his clan’s loyalty.


Or so she’d believed. Was she wrong?


"A lot of us dinnae like the idea of the laird cozying up with the Drummonds. A lot of us have good reason to hate anyone of that name. A lot of us think Callum Dubh should choose a bride from his own people, someone who understands him and his ways."


"You, for instance?" Mhairi asked dryly, as so many things became clear, not least Sheena’s hatred for her. The girl’s immediate loathing seemed more personal than the long-standing feud justified.


"Aye, why no’?" Sheena shook her black hair back from her face. "I'd make him a good wife, and at least he'd never have to question where my loyalty lies."


"Which is why you're sneaking around trying to help me to escape?"


Had the Mackinnon encouraged the girl’s pretensions? Had he swived her? It wasnae hard to imagine his big powerful body moving over Sheena's voluptuous curves, perhaps even in the bed behind her.


The vivid image shouldn’t put a nasty taste in Mhairi’s mouth. Even hating him as she did, she could see women would find him appealing.


Still that nasty taste lingered in her mouth.


"Aye, well, he doesnae have to ken."


"If ye can get me to my cousin, I can leave with him."


The girl treated that idea with open disdain. "Are ye daft? Your cousin is under guard. There’s nae getting near him. No, we’ll wait until he's gone, then I'll smuggle ye out of the castle."


"The Mackinnon sleeps here."


The flash of resentment in Sheena's eyes confirmed her suspicions about the girl's pretensions to becoming the next lady of the keep. "Aye, but he's no’ always about the castle. He has obligations to the people who farm his lands. We'll get our chance. Just be ready to go, the second I say the word."


Could it really be this easy? Excitement flooded Mhairi. And hope. She didn't trust this girl, but she could see that getting the Drummond heiress back to Bruard suited them both.


"Aye, I'll be ready," she said, as the door opened and Jean came in.


"Sheena, have ye gone to sleep up here? I wanted those dirty towels twenty minutes ago."


"Aye, Jean." The girl snatched up the towels and disappeared through the door, shooting Mhairi a meaningful look as she went. Mhairi lowered her eyes to hide her surging anticipation from Jean’s sharp gaze. Was it possible she might yet escape marriage with the Mackinnon?


***


Thoughts of getting away filled Mhairi's mind as she stared out across the extraordinary view to Skye. Now that escape was a possibility, she found it easier to appreciate her surroundings. The tower room was like something from an old tale, a place where a princess might take shelter from a marauding dragon perhaps. Although in this case, the princess was trapped in the dragon’s lair.


She glanced around the opulent room and recognized it as a fit setting for the remarkable man who ruled this glen. She might not want to wed him, but it was clear Black Callum was a man of vision and authority. And she’d be a fool not to note how rarely he lost his temper. A rare quality in the male animal, in her experience. Even after Jean's impudent trick last night, he'd taken his setback in good spirit.


Because he’s sure he's going to win in the end.


Thanks to Sheena, perhaps now he wouldn't succeed, and Mhairi would be back with her father before too long. She offered up a silent prayer for her plans to come to fruition. When she turned, her captor was watching her from the center of the room.


"Mackinnon…" she gasped.


For a brief moment, she saw him not as her unwelcome suitor or her kidnapper, but as the man he was. Sheena's interest in him made perfect sense. Black Callum would set any maiden's pulses racing. As she looked at him, Mhairi’s breath jammed in her throat.


He wore the kilt in the strong red and black Mackinnon colors. His loose white shirt did little to conceal the powerful contours of his chest and broad shoulders. His long black hair was tied at his nape. The powerful memory arose of his shoulders flexing as he bent over the wash bowl, rinsing that straight, shining hair. Her fluttering heart turned heavy as it crashed against her chest.


He smiled at her. Properly. As though he was pleased to see her. "Mistress Drummond, it's a bonny afternoon. It seems a sin to keep ye cooped up in here when the sun is shining."


She couldn't remember him smiling like this. As if no dark clouds oppressed them. Dazzled she stared at him. The unexpected ease in his manner made him look young and carefree. Until now, he’d mostly been a grim presence, but this man looked like he found great pleasure in life. This man looked like he thought she was a pleasure.


This man was more dangerous to her than a thousand glowering jailers.


"Mhairi?"


She flushed as she realized she must gape moonstruck at him. "I'd like that," she said, even as she wondered what price he'd extract for this concession. And deciding she didn't care.


Sitting up here alone all day, staring into space and worrying, threatened to drive her mad. Could she trust Sheena? Would the escape plan work? How was her father? What report would her cousin take back to Bruard? Would word reach her clan that she shared the Mackinnon's bed? What was the Mackinnon's next move in this unwelcome courtship?


Well, it seemed she had an answer to that at least.


"That's braw." He held out his arm, for once giving her the choice whether she took it.


The moment felt significant. Wondering if even such a small concession put her on the slippery slope to surrender, she reached out and laid her fingers on that brawny forearm. Through the thin sleeve of his shirt, his skin was warm. Her traitorous heart gave another great thump.


She raised her eyes to his, not sure what she'd find there. Triumph? Possessiveness? Danger? But his glance was as warm as his skin. He still smiled at her as if he liked her and the prospect of a stroll in the sunlight with Mhairi Drummond was his idea of the perfect way to pass an hour.


Hatred and anger had kept her safe and stalwart. If she let go of these, what would become of her?


Troubled, she walked at his side down the steps and through the great hall. Maids were setting up for dinner. Sheena raised her head and sent her a meaningful look and a nod, which Mhairi hoped meant that their plot progressed. How she wished she could leave Achnasheen this very minute.


The Mackinnon didn't take her out the main door into the courtyard. That would feel too much like freedom, she thought caustically, although her bitterness proved harder to maintain than she liked.


Instead he led her down a long corridor and into a walled garden flooded with sunshine. In unfeigned pleasure, Mhairi glanced around the sheltered green space built into the side of a cliff. The scent of roses lay heavy on the air. "This is lovely."


"Aye, my mother planted most of the roses, and she loved to sit here and do her needlework."


More warmth in his voice. This time, the warmth of what she recognized as love.


His long, thin mouth quirked in self-deprecating amusement. "Aye, I ken you're astonished I had a mother, but I did."


She stared at him, perturbed and finding it astonishingly difficult to think of him as a ruthless kidnapper. By heaven, she didn't want to start seeing the Mackinnon as fully human. Better by far to think of him as the incarnation of evil. She’d already had too many disloyal thoughts since she'd been here. No Drummond should make concessions to a Mackinnon.


"I thought ye appeared fully formed from the bowels of hell." But her insult lacked the usual conviction. Sniping at him took too much effort on such a bonny afternoon.


"Och, that's only the impression I like to give when I'm wooing a fair lassie."


She had an awful time trying not to smile at the wry response.


The Mackinnon tilted his head toward the corner. "I brought someone to see ye."


"My cousin?"


Regret she couldn't trust darkened his eyes. "No, lassie."


Mhairi turned to see Flossie. "Ye said you wouldnae let me see her."


He shrugged. "I thought ye might appreciate talking to someone familiar."


"Under supervision, I suppose."


He shook his head. "Ye can have half an hour with the lass."


"Aren't ye worried we might try to escape?" she asked snidely and wondered why on earth she was talking him out of his unexpected generosity.


As he glanced around the garden, his expression was eloquent. "There’s one door and that leads straight back to the great hall. The only other way you'll break out is if ye grow wings."


Mhairi was more comfortable with the idea that she remained a prisoner. It reminded her why she hated Callum Mackinnon.


When she didn't answer, he inclined his glossy dark head in the familiar brief bow. "I’ll leave ye to make sure your maid is unharmed. I promised ye she was, but I ken you dinnae trust my word."


His faint rancor surprised her. If she didn't know better, she'd almost wonder if her continued hostility hurt him beyond his urge to dominate.


"Why on earth should I trust ye?"


"Why indeed?" he murmured, and on that enigmatic question, he left her.






Chapter 13

 


The Mackinnon was true to his word and left them alone. That was confirmation enough that there was no escape from this garden.


"Och, Mistress Mhairi, what has that beast done to ye? I felt sick last night when I watched him carry ye off to be ravished." Flossie rushed up and flung her arms around her. "Ye puir wee lassie. What you've gone through, and nobody near to offer ye a kind word."


Actually that wasn't quite true, Mhairi realized with a shock. If one set aside snatching her in the first place, the Mackinnon had often been kind to her, and in the face of strong provocation not to be, too. Jean had also been kind – and she had no reason to love anyone called Drummond.


Flossie drew back and stared at her with concerned brown eyes. "Are ye all right? I've been fair fashed about ye."


Mhairi took the maid's hands and studied the familiar, narrow features under the coronet of brown plaits. "I'm fine, Flossie."


The girl looked puzzled, her brows drawing together in her freckled face. "But…"


"The Mackinnon didnae lay a finger on me. It was all a show."


Flossie didn't look convinced. "But everyone saw him carry ye off, and he looked ready to do murder, although he put a good face on it. Ye shouldnae have thrown that wine at him."


"He shouldnae tell everyone I'm marrying him."


Flossie's eyes went as round as pennies. "Och, you're so brave. He fair makes me shiver in my shoes, even if he is such a handsome devil. Are ye sure he didnae tumble you last night?"


To her surprise, Mhairi laughed. She hadn’t laughed properly since the Mackinnon had stolen her away from Bruard. "I'm sure I'd know if he had. Jean stayed with us all night." Some inexplicable impulse made her reluctant to tell Flossie that Jean had locked the laird out in the cold.


"He hasnae hurt ye otherwise?"


"No, I’ve been treated well."


"Och, that’s such a relief."


"What about ye? It's all my fault that you're here. What happened when they took you?"


"I made a bit of noise at first, but Duff and I soon found a way to go on."


"Did he…"


Flossie shook her head. "He showed me the greatest respect. They’ve put me to work in the kitchens, and I sleep under Jean’s eye in a room with two of the other girls. She willnae let the laddies into the maids' quarters to do mischief. This is a gey well-run household – and a rich one. The servants eat as well as a man-at-arms in your father's keep."


"Flossie, they're Mackinnons," Mhairi protested.


A stubborn expression settled on Flossie's face. "Aye, they are, and I'm a Drummond. But I never bought into the feud. Why should I? Nae Mackinnon did me wrong, and I have nae plans for doing wrong by a Mackinnon."


"Ye never said."


"It never came up. It seems to me that too many have died on both sides without a halfpenny's worth of gain. It's grown men acting like bairns. High time everybody grew up."


Mhairi could hardly believe she heard her dearest friend repeating the Mackinnon's arguments for peace.


"Are ye saying I should marry Black Callum?" Sarcasm weighted the question.


Flossie shrugged and answered sincerely. "All his people love him, and it's clear living here that he’s a good laird. He’s young and vigorous, and a fine-looking laddie. Unless I'm mistaken, he's got an eye for ye. If he hasnae raised a hand to ye yet, I'd say he's a kind man as well."


"Ye called him a beast a few minutes ago."


Flossie’s lips pursed. “That’s only because I thought he’d had his way with ye."


Disturbed to her soul, Mhairi dropped Flossie's hands and stepped away. "I cannae believe you're saying this. They stole us both away from our home."


"Och, Mhairi, ye need to look to your future. You're not the first Highland bride who found a good husband after a rough wooing. Is ending the feud no’ enough to make ye look on the laddie with favor?"


Bewildered, Mhairi surveyed her maid. It was as if all their years together had left them strangers. "My father would never forgive me."


Flossie looked sulky. "Your father isnae perfect, Mhairi. He's indulged ye and given you your own way, but things havenae been so good for the rest of us at Bruard."


"Flossie…" She was torn between anger at the girl's disloyalty and hurt that Flossie had hidden so much from her. Flossie had served her for the last ten years, and Mhairi had imagined they had no secrets from each other.


"Och, my lady, dinnae mind me." Flossie made an apologetic gesture. "I'm spoiling our meeting. I’m so happy to know naught bad has happened to ye here."


Apart from being kidnapped and locked up, and losing her good name. No, naught bad at all.


But her relationship with Flossie had changed in the last minutes, and Mhairi didn't voice the sardonic rejoinder.


Anyway, she had something important to say to her maid while they were alone. The Mackinnon had said half an hour. She wasn't sure how much time they had left.


Mhairi drew Flossie further away from the door, although she couldn't imagine the proud Laird of Achnasheen pressing his ear to the wood to eavesdrop.


"Flossie, listen to me, we havenae got long. Do ye know Sheena?"


Flossie eyed her warily. "Aye."


"She's going to help me to escape. Ye can come, too."


"She’s sly and spiteful, that Sheena. I wouldnae trust her an inch."


Mhairi frowned, although given their discussion, this lack of enthusiasm shouldn't come as a surprise. "She's the only person who has offered to help me. It might be our one chance to go home. Surely you cannae want to stay here with these barbarians who snatched ye away from your kin."


Flossie shrugged. "From what I've seen so far, life is better here than in Bruard. Duff says…"


Mhairi recalled a previous mention of Duff. "He's the man who took ye."


Flossie flushed and avoided her eyes. "Aye."


"The man who wears the eyepatch."


"Aye, a Drummond knife cost him half his sight, but he doesnae hold that against me."


"I've got a feeling that you might be holding him against ye, despite Jean's best efforts at watching over your virtue."


The girl shifted uncomfortably. "What if we've shared a kiss or two? I like him and he likes me."


This was a disaster. "Flossie, you've only been here a few days. How can ye change so dramatically?"


"This is a good place. I knew it was, the moment I set foot here. If ye look around, you'll see that, too."


"All I see is that you've lost your mind," Mhairi said sharply. "You've betrayed your kin for nothing much that I can tell."


Flossie looked annoyed and finally met her concerned gaze. "I havenae betrayed anyone, Lady Mhairi. Nor would ye betray your kin if you consent to this marriage – and men alive tomorrow will thank you for the decision ye make today."


Was it true? Was she mad to hold out against wedding the Mackinnon?


No, she refused to yield to a man who gave her no choice about her future. It was one of the reasons she'd rejected every offer of marriage she'd ever received. Flossie was right. She liked going her own way.


So was it sheer obstinacy alone that stopped her accepting the inevitable? It must be more than that. Her soul rebelled at becoming the Mackinnon’s little pet, following him around and sitting up or rolling over at his say-so. How could she marry a man who had stolen her like a hungry man stole a loaf of bread?


A horrible thought struck her. "I trusted ye when I told you about Sheena."


Flossie looked troubled. "I willnae tell anyone, my lady." The reluctance in her voice wasn’t reassuring. "But listen to me when I say you're taking an awfu’ big risk."


Mhairi sucked in a relieved breath. "It's my only chance."


"If you're so determined, I wish ye luck."


Mhairi found it in her to smile. "But ye think I'm wrong."


"Aye. Aye, I do. But you're your father's daughter. You'll follow your will, whatever the world or common sense say to ye."


Her anger might have subsided, but her feelings still smarted. "Flossie, I thought we were friends."


The girl reached forward and gave her a fervent hug. "Aye, of course we are."


Mhairi remained stiff in her embrace. "Ye dinnae sound as if you like me verra much."


Flossie looked stricken as she pulled away. "Och, Lady Mhairi, of course I like ye. We've been together for years. I love ye like a sister."


"But?"


Flossie went on, as carefully as if she picked her way barefoot across a stony plain. "Ye think your father is always right, and he's no’. He wasnae right to spoil ye as he has. He's made ye think you're as free as a man, yet at some time in her life, every woman has to bow her head and swear to obey the man she marries. The Drummond has given ye wrongheaded ideas about the part you play in the world, lassie. Nor has being the Rose of Bruard helped to bring ye down a few pegs."


Mhairi felt attacked from a quarter she'd never expected. "I'm sorry if I was unkind to ye, Flossie."


Flossie shook her head and in other circumstances, Mhairi might have seen the smile as fond. Flossie's loyalty and affection had been mainstays of her life. Now it appeared both were illusion.


"Och, ye rattle-pated lassie, you were never unkind. Your heart is pure gold. After all the praise and petting you've had, that’s a credit to ye. You're no’ vain, you're generous-natured, you're good through and through. You've picked up a few muddled ideas, that's all. You're smart enough to learn, shown the right path."


Mhairi wasn't altogether mollified. "And marrying the Mackinnon's the right path?"


Flossie spread her hands. "Duff speaks so highly of him, he sounds like a prince."


Mhairi’s lips tightened in displeasure. "Well, if Duff says so, it must be right."


Flossie flushed again. "He's a good man. You’d ken that if ye talked to him."


"Well, that's no’ likely, is it?" She felt sour and ill-used. "With me locked up in the tower and kept well away from everyone."


"If ye wed the Mackinnon, he'd leave ye free to walk around Achnasheen."


"That's too high a price to pay," she said bitterly. "What gives him the right to say where I go?"


Flossie's pitying stare cut her to the bone. "Why, the way of the world, my lady. You’ll fight it, but in the end you'll submit to a woman's place."


Mhairi wanted to argue, but what was the point? Flossie wouldn't listen. This Duff must have charms indeed to turn the girl's head so swiftly. "So ye willnae come with me when I escape? You're throwing your lot in with strangers, Flossie. Life at Achnasheen may no’ be all ye hope for."


"I'll take my chances." A mulish expression settled on the girl's face. "Anyway, I'm no’ a prisoner. The Mackinnon says I can go back to Bruard with John Drummond if I wish. I told him I was happy to stay here, if he was happy to have me."


No wonder her jailer had allowed Flossie to see her. It hadn't been a sudden generous impulse. He'd hoped the girl would reconcile Mhairi to the idea of remaining at Achnasheen. "Did Black Callum ask ye to speak in favor of the match?"


Flossie shook her head. "No."


He probably knew he didn't have to ask. With Flossie such an enthusiast for the pleasures of life at Achnasheen, a smart man must guess that she’d agitate on his behalf.


When Black Callum had let her see her maid, she'd been grateful. She wasn't grateful anymore. This privilege was just another of his endless attempts to convince her to wed him.


Flossie frowned. "I just put your back up."


She shook her head, although it was true. "I'm so glad you're unharmed. I've been worried sick about ye, especially when the Mackinnon wouldnae let me see you."


"I had a few rough words for Duff on the way here."


"I'm sure." But it was clear that she'd soon stopped hissing and spitting like an angry cat.


Mhairi could only be grateful the girl had suffered no mistreatment at Mackinnon hands. Seeing Flossie unmolested, unhurt, and well was a relief.


Well? Unlike the mistress, the maid was positively flourishing.


Mhairi felt lost and alone and abandoned. Flossie's shifting allegiance left her off-balance and heartsick. She couldn’t approve of the girl's choices, but by heaven, she'd miss her maid when she went back to Bruard. This might be their last chance to see each other. She didn't want to leave her friend with bitterness lingering between them.


Her smile felt slightly more natural, and she forced a cheerful tone. "Come, I'm sure we've got a few minutes left. Tell me more about this wonderful Duff."






Chapter 14

 


By the time the Mackinnon reappeared at the door to the garden – Mhairi noted it was well past the half hour he’d offered – she and Flossie were talking as they'd always done. But she remained conscious that the old closeness was gone forever. When she returned to Bruard, it would be a different place because her friend would no longer be there.


She became more curious about this remarkable Duff. She’d dearly like a good look at him. So far, she hadn't paid him much attention. He was just another Mackinnon in the mass of other Mackinnons. But if she believed Flossie, he was a potent, if unlikely mixture of Hercules and Sir Galahad.


Flossie hugged her quickly, curtsied to the Mackinnon, and went on her way, pausing at the door for a backward glance of farewell. Mhairi realized that her maid knew as well as she did that everything had changed between them. But her smile held unmistakable fondness and a silent message of courage.


Mhairi wasn't mean enough to wish Flossie anything but well. But she couldn't help feeling the girl was rash to abandon her home and kin and turn to strangers.


"Ye hoped that Flossie would persuade me to consent to the marriage," she said, going on the attack as soon as she and the Mackinnon were alone.


"Aye."


She should have known the Mackinnon wouldn't lie. So far he'd been honest – for a kidnapper.


"I should have guessed ye were up to some scheme."


"The girl has a place here for as long as she wants it." He leaned against the worn stone doorframe, folded his arms over his impressive chest and studied her with an unreadable light in his deep brown eyes. "Ye could, too."


Disdain flattened her lips. "What I want doesnae count, does it?"


He sighed and ran one powerful hand through his thick black hair, today left loose except for two thin braids at his temples. "The lass didnae succeed in talking ye round."


Mhairi made a sweeping gesture of denial. "How could she?"


Her jailer shot her a straight look. "Because she could tell ye that she's come to nae harm, in fact she's been treated well. Because she's someone ye know and trust ready to say that we Mackinnons are at least as human as any Drummond, and possessed of kind hearts and generosity. Because she's free to leave, yet she's decided to stay."


"Then she's more fortunate than I am," Mhairi retorted. "The maid is granted a privilege the mistress can only dream of."


That interrogatory brow rose. "You're free to say yes to my proposal."


"While my name is dragged through the mud."


He looked unexpectedly diffident. "Aye, well, it's no’ so bad as all that, lassie. Jean, plague take her, has decided your pride is more important than mine. She's telling anyone who will listen that she played chaperone all night and you're as untouched as ye were the day ye arrived."


Shocked, Mhairi surveyed him. "So everyone knows we locked ye out?"


He shook his head. "No. So far, she’s saving my reputation, too, and she’s holding that back. But dinnae fash yourself. Your good name is safe at Achnasheen."


"Ye dinnae sound as if you mind." For once, curiosity was stronger than hostility.


He shrugged and offered his arm. Only as he led her back toward the stone bench did she realize she'd touched him without hesitation. "Once I’d wiped the wine from my face and taken a deep breath, I found I wasnae at ease with my people thinking ye were my doxy."


Relief made her knees wobble. God bless Jean. This was a better result than Mhairi could have hoped for. "So my cousin will hear I'm no’ your lover?"


"I suspect so. He'll be alive to any gossip he can pick up while he's here."


"He's no’ a spy. He’s here on an honorable mission to return me to my kin."


A wry smile twisted Black Callum's lips. "And to find out what he can about the keep’s battle readiness."


"He’s a good man."


"I'd do the same, lassie." The Mackinnon shook his head at her defensive tone. "It's no’ an accusation."


They sat on the bench. Golden light softened the old red brick of the garden walls as the evening drew in, and the scent of roses was heady in the air. If Mhairi wasn't a prisoner, she might even appreciate her surroundings.


"Is it truly so awful here?" he asked softly.


She was painfully conscious of his height and the radiant warmth of his body. He was sitting too close to her. So why didn’t she move?


Dear Lord, she still held his arm. With a sick feeling, she released him, but her fingers tingled from the contact. Perhaps it was the result of seeing Flossie so content and looking toward establishing a new life in a new place, but Mhairi’s implacable opposition to anything Mackinnon became more difficult to maintain by the minute.


"Paradise can be a prison." She wanted to sound sharp and sure of herself, but the words emerged weighted with regret.


"Aye." His tone was just as regretful.


Several times, she’d had an uncanny feeling that compelling her to his will went against Black Callum’s nature. He might act the tyrant with her, but her few days at Achnasheen had shown her that otherwise he was a reasonable man. He hadn't punished Jean for defying him last night. In fact, when he admitted the two women bested him, his tone expressed amusement and affectionate admiration. As if he conceded a point to a skilled opponent in some sporting contest.


Mhairi scrabbled to take back her retreating hatred, but it hovered out of reach in a way she found terrifying. She didn't want to soften toward Black Callum. That way lay disaster – and a surrender she resisted with all her might.


After a long silence, he spoke. "Are ye nae closer to coming around to my way of thinking?"


"I willnae marry ye, Mackinnon." To her horror, her earlier regret lingered to tinge her answer.


Another sigh. "Can ye no’ see how peace would benefit everyone, Mackinnon and Drummond alike?"


It was her turn to sigh. "Of course I can. But an act of war isnae the best way to achieve it."


"Then what do ye suggest?"


Mhairi turned from contemplating the garden. Perhaps she should blame this lovely corner of Achnasheen for her confusion. It was difficult to view the owner of such a serene haven as a monster.


Black Callum's dark gaze was steady, as if he really meant to listen to her answer. She knew it was another trick. It must be. He’d devoted the whole day to wearing down her opposition. His unexpectedly good-humored response to being locked out of his chamber last night, the privilege of a meeting with Flossie, the chance to breathe some fresh air in this garden, as if Mhairi was his honored guest and not a helpless captive.


It was all very well recognizing the manipulation lurking behind his actions, but the alarming truth was that his tactics were working. When she told herself she hated him and she always would, she no longer quite believed it.


So she replied to his question with serious intent, as if her ideas had a chance of prevailing. When they both knew she remained as powerless as she'd ever been.


"Let me travel back to Bruard with John. Ye have my word that I'll speak to my father about a truce between the clans. If ye send me back without coercion, it might help him to view your suggestions in a better light."


The Mackinnon’s hands rested on strong thighs draped in red and black plaid. She found herself fascinated with those hands, strong and capable, yet somehow sensitive. As her mind filled with the image of those hands on her body, she shivered. To her shame, her response was grounded more in curiosity than fear.


"It's no’ enough, Mhairi," he said gently. "I'm sorry."


She raised her gaze from those beautiful hands to meet his eyes. They were beautiful, too, dark as a starless night and alight with understanding and intelligence. She also saw the banked fires of male interest, but for the first time, that didn't make her want to run and hide.


"Ye dinnae believe me?"


Another of those smiles that set creases around his eyes. "Aye, I do. But it's no’ enough to keep the peace."


She raised her chin. "I'm even…prepared to come back as a hostage to confirm Drummond goodwill."


Astonishment sparked in that fathomless stare. "You'd submit to captivity?"


"Aye." He wasn't the only one astounded at this offer. But it seemed the best way out of this impossible situation. Her cheeks heated, and her eyes fluttered down from his unwavering regard. "If I was here as a willing guest, ye could court me like a gentleman. We could see if we liked each other, perhaps we could make a match."


"Och, lassie, that’s quite the concession." He sounded puzzled. “I didnae think ye had come so far toward me."


Further than she'd ever imagined she would, by heaven. "Do we have a bargain?"


To do him credit, Black Callum took a moment to consider what she'd said. But she felt no surprise when he shook his head. "It willnae work, lassie."


"What about an exchange of other hostages as confirmation of good faith?"


"That’s a tried and true way to bring a temporary end to the fighting, but in this case, it’s no’ good enough. I dinnae want a short-term solution. I intend to finish this feud forever."


His lack of faith shouldn’t sting. After all, they were sworn enemies. Weren’t they? "So ye dinnae trust me after all?"


He reached to squeeze her hand, and she found an absurd comfort in his touch, even as she knew he was about to dash her fragile hopes. "Aye, I do trust your word, my lady. It's your father I'm no’ so sure about. Once he gets his darling back behind the walls of Bruard keep, there's nae way on God's green earth he'll hand ye back to me."


She ripped her hand away from his, knowing no other answer had been likely. It seemed her only chance of freedom was escaping Achnasheen.


"Then take me back to my room and lock me in. Ye can hold me here until the Cuillins crumble into the sea but you’ll never get my consent to a wedding."


She stood, her heart weighted with misery. The prospect of leaving this lovely garden was painful. This afternoon the Mackinnon hadn’t given her freedom, but it was as close as she'd come to freedom since she'd arrived at Achnasheen.


He rose to face her. "I'm sorry to hear that, my lady."


The bitter thought surfaced that if this was a real courtship, he couldn't have chosen a more romantic setting. Climbing roses arched over the bench, and as she stepped out of the bower, she pushed a trailing branch out of the way, scattering white petals across the green grass at her feet.


When her arm lifted, the loose sleeve of her gown fell away to reveal her forearm.


"God’s wounds…"


His whispered blasphemy made her turn. "What is it?"


The Mackinnon was white, and the skin stretched tight over those striking features. He grabbed her wrist and dragged her out into the center of the garden. They stopped beside a lichen-covered sundial where the light was better.


"Mackinnon!" she protested, stumbling. "Have ye gone mad? What is this?"


A muscle jerked in his lean cheek, and those fierce brows angled down over that arrogant blade of a nose. "Show me," he bit out.


Bewildered, she stared at him. "Show you what?"


He made a furious sound in his throat and extended her arm between them. An unsteady hand shoved back the frothy lace edging her sleeve to reveal her forearm. "For pity's sake, did I do this?"


She glanced down from his stricken expression to where a pattern of bruises covered the white skin, thanks to Sheena and Brigid's attentions when Jean wasn't looking.


"I…" she began, trying to come to terms with the depth of his rage.


He stared aghast at the ugly purple marks, as she wondered if blaming him might give her some advantage. Then he shook his head. His touch on her arm gentled until he cradled her hand.


"No, it wasnae me. It must be Sheena and Brigid. A pox on them. Those little witches will pay for this."


Wide-eyed, Mhairi watched him release that arm and check her other arm, as bruised as its twin.


"Where else are ye hurt? Show me."


She snatched away. "It's nothing."


"Plague take ye, it's no’ nothing. Should I get Jean to check ye? Why did she no’ tell me about this? Why did she no’ stop it?"


"I doubt she knew," Mhairi said, before she remembered Sheena’s offer to help her escape. The last thing she wanted was the girl going into a sulk and leaving her to her fate.


Black Callum still looked upset, more than her minor injuries warranted, surely. "I swear nae more harm will come to ye, and I most humbly beg your pardon, Mistress Drummond."


"Mackinnon…"


In the face of his corrosive remorse, she felt at a loss. Then the ability to speak deserted her altogether, when he raised her arm to his lips. With a tenderness that threatened to melt her bones, he kissed the largest bruise.


Heat sizzled through her and left her gasping. The contact was over in a second, but she felt as if he'd branded her skin. Dazed she stared up at him, too overcome to pull free.


"On my soul, ye will be safe from now on."


"It's only a few bruises," she said in a shaky voice. The pinches had hurt, but the vicious spite behind them had been the worst of it.


"My people have harmed ye." His voice was stern. "It willnae happen again."


He took her arm in an immovable grip that nonetheless conveyed care and led her out of the rose garden and back into the great hall. The women were at work, preparing for tonight’s feast. Around the walls, a few men-at-arms took their leisure with cards or dice.


The Mackinnon stopped in the doorway and surveyed the bustling crowd. He didn't demand his clan's attention, but with astonishing swiftness, all eyes focused on where he stood with Mhairi.


The hush that descended over the hall vibrated with tension. Mhairi caught Flossie’s eye and shook her head to indicate that she didn’t know what was about to happen.


"Sheena and Brigid, come here," Black Callum said in a quiet voice.


Mhairi watched as every person in that vast room stiffened with wariness.


The two girls edged forward until they stood before the Mackinnon. Brigid looked pale and afraid. Sheena maintained her usual cockiness, although her bravado seemed contrived. She cast a narrow-eyed glance at Mhairi, before her attention fixed on the laird.


"I honored ye two girls when I chose you to serve my lady."


Mhairi wanted to protest at his description of her as his lady, but like everyone else present, she was struck silent by the power emanating from him. This was indeed the great Laird of Achnasheen. At last she had no difficulty understanding how he'd pushed through his unpopular plan to establish peace with the Drummonds.


"Aye, Mackinnon," Brigid muttered, shifting under that cold stare. Sheena remained still, but Mhairi sensed that she wasn't nearly so calm as she pretended.


"Instead of doing the clan proud, the two of ye have shamed me and shamed the name of Mackinnon. Ye have injured the woman I'm to marry, the woman who will preside over this glen at my side and bear the next chieftain of the clan. A woman who has done ye no harm and who deserves your kindness, even if I hadnae entrusted ye with the duty of serving her faithfully. I can barely bring myself to look at the two of ye."


As Brigid burst into a storm of tears, Sheena’s quick glance at Mhairi burned with hatred. "Mackinnon, she’s a Drummond," Brigid howled.


The austerity marking the Mackinnon's features deepened. "Only until we’re wed. And who she is doesnae matter when she is a guest in my house and deserving of my clan’s hospitality."


Sheena's hands curled at her sides. "A tale-telling, sniveling weakling isnae the woman for ye, Mackinnon," she was reckless enough to say.


A shocked murmur rippled through the crowd at Sheena’s brazen insolence. The gaze the Mackinnon settled on Sheena was so freezing that Mhairi felt a moment's sympathy. And how would this public chastisement affect her escape plans? She didn't like Sheena, but without the little hussy’s help, she’d never leave Achnasheen.


"Hold your wheesht. Mistress Drummond didnae tell me of your malice. I had to find out for myself. I wish to heaven she had, because then I could have saved her from ye that first night."


"We willnae do it again, Mackinnon," Brigid said thickly, wiping her nose with one trembling hand.


The Mackinnon's glare sparked another burst of weeping. "No, ye will no’. You're going back to your father's house. I dinnae want to see your face until I send for you."


"But that will shame Da, if ye send me away in disgrace," Brigid whimpered.


"Aye, well, ye should have thought of that before. It’s a disgrace ye deserve. I want ye out of Achnasheen within the hour."


"But night will fall in a couple of hours."


"I willnae have ye under my roof."


Mhairi saw the girl wanted to go on protesting, but another inimical dark stare left her weeping silently.


The Mackinnon turned those implacable eyes on Sheena, who wasn't looking nearly so defiant. "I cannae send ye back to your father, Sheena, because you have no close kin in the glen. I'm inclined to banish ye from my lands."


"No…" Sheena said, turning as white as snow.


Mhairi muffled a horrified sound. In the Highlands, a woman was defenseless without her clan’s protection. If she was lucky, she might find strangers to take her in, and set her to the most menial work in return for a roof over her head. If she was unlucky, she suffered the fate of vulnerable women everywhere. Death or ravishment, and if she survived that, life as a harlot in Glasgow or Edinburgh afterward.


Mhairi placed a hand on the Mackinnon's arm. Beneath her fingers, his muscles were rock hard. She didn't need this physical confirmation of his rage. He hadn't raised his voice, but disgust edged every word he spoke to the two maids.


"Mackinnon, that's too harsh."


The eyes he fixed on her blazed with righteous anger. Without thinking, her grip on his arm tightened as she tried to reach him with touch, just in case her request for mercy fell on stony ground.


"No, it's fair. I placed these little cats in a position of trust, and they betrayed me. They're lucky I'm no’ giving them a good whipping before they go."


Mhairi forced herself to admit the truth. "If a Mackinnon lassie was imprisoned at Bruard, she'd receive the same treatment."


Worse probably. Bruard was altogether a rougher place than Achnasheen. She was too upset to register how disloyal that thought was to her father and her kin.


Black Callum still looked as relentless as an avenging angel. "That's nae excuse."


"Please, let Brigid go back to her father. At least she'll have somewhere to live. But choose another punishment for Sheena. Banishment is too cruel."


Sheena watched her with cold curiosity and what she recognized as seething jealousy. What of it? She already knew the girl coveted her reluctant role as the Mackinnon's chosen bride.


Well, you're welcome to him, she thought sourly. But somewhere deep inside, her heart protested at the idea of him taking this malevolent slattern to his big bed.


Calculation entered his eyes, and she braced for him to claim some concession in return for giving Sheena another chance. What would she do if he did? Would she wed him to save the girl’s nasty hide?


When he turned away to face the cowering girls – even Sheena had lost her arrogance – Mhairi sucked in a relieved breath.


"Please, Mackinnon, dinnae send me away," Brigid whined. "It's all Sheena's fault. She told me to pinch Mistress Drummond."


"Brigid, ye wee bitch!" Sheena snarled.


Another disapproving mutter from the crowd. Sheena’s outspoken defiance wasn’t earning her any credit with her clan, Mhairi could see.


"Enough," the Mackinnon snapped. "I've spoken, Brigid."


"What about me, Mackinnon?" For once, Sheena didn't sound like she was queen of all she surveyed.


There was a long pause as he frowned at her. Mhairi shifted closer to him. "Please, Mackinnon, have mercy. If ye cast her out, what chance does she have?"


He didn't shift his gaze from Sheena, but under the fine linen shirt, she felt the tension easing in his arm. "I bow to your generous heart, my lady."


Self-assurance crept back into Sheena's pretty face. But his next words chased it away again. "Ye can take your place as a scullery maid. That's all it seems I can trust ye with."


Mhairi hid a wince. The most junior domestic position in the castle was punishment indeed for a girl who had risen to play lady's maid, not to mention a girl with ambitions to become Achnasheen's chatelaine.


"But…" Sheena started to protest but fell silent when the Mackinnon’s hand sliced through the air.


"Enough. Take your choice. The scullery or the hills. What is your pleasure?"


"I'll stay, Mackinnon," she said sullenly.


"Apologize to Mistress Drummond."


Sheena’s lips went tight with resentment. But she performed a perfunctory curtsy to Mhairi and managed to mumble, "I’m sorry I caused ye harm, my lady."


Mhairi hoped Callum wouldn’t force her to repeat the apology with greater sincerity. This was awkward enough already. But he cast the dark-haired girl a dismissive glance.


"Now get ye gone from my sight," he said flatly.


The girl paused to cast her eyes around the silent crowd, as if seeking sympathy or support, but nobody said a word. At her side, Brigid snuffled in misery. Right now, she was probably grateful that her punishment only involved returning to the family croft.


"Go." The Mackinnon's voice was implacable.


Sheena headed out of the hall with an insolent swish of her hips that convinced nobody. Mhairi found it in her to feel sorry for her – such humble duties would make such a proud creature cringe. But she was also relieved. After such a public chastisement, it was possible that Sheena would renege on her promise to aid in her escape, but at least the girl remained within reach.


When Sheena had gone, Mackinnon gestured to Jean, who rushed forward wringing her hands. "Mackinnon, I'm awfu’ sorry. I had no idea the lassies were venting their spite on the lady."


"I believe ye." His voice lost its edge. "Keep a closer watch, nonetheless." He gestured to a girl standing nearby and holding a pile of plates. "Fetch Duff, Isabel. He can take Brigid back to her father."


"Verra well, Mackinnon." The maid darted out of the hall, still carrying the plates. It seemed nobody wanted to try the Mackinnon's patience any further by causing him a second’s delay.


"Mackinnon, I'm sorry. I willnae do it again," Brigid said in a voice choked with tears. "Sheena was always talking about how wrong it was that a Mackinnon should have to bow down to a Drummond. Please give me another chance."


His expression hardened again. "I've made my judgement, Brigid. Go and gather your belongings. Ye leave with Duff within the hour."


"Aye, Mackinnon," the girl muttered.


"And before ye go, apologize to my lady."


The girl gave Mhairi a shaky curtsy and sent her a pleading glance, as if she expected another intervention. But Mhairi remained silent. Sheena might have instigated the campaign against her, but Brigid had sharp little fingers and she’d been more than happy to pinch her and pull her hair.


"I'm verra sorry, Mistress Drummond," she said as if she meant it, but Mhairi thought she was sorrier that she'd been punished than that she'd done the damage in the first place.


"Thank ye, Brigid," she said and watched as Duff came in and led her away.


After Flossie's praise for the man, she studied him more closely. He was tall and lean, and the eyepatch added a dashing touch to his dark handsomeness. Even better, he was gentle with the distraught girl who had started to cry once more. Perhaps Flossie’s choice wasn’t so misguided after all.


When both girls had left the hall, the crowd didn't immediately move to resume their duties. All eyes remained fixed on the Mackinnon.


Mhairi cast a quick glance at him. He still looked stern and autocratic, the ruler of the glen. A shiver ran through her. Not fear, although at this moment, he was all power and command.


No, to her shame, this imperious man thrilled her to her toes.


As if he sensed her attention, he turned his head and caught her staring. She had no chance to raise her usual barriers of hostility and resentment. Instead she gazed into those deep brown eyes and saw not a monster, but a man of courage and principle and conviction. Another shiver rippled through her and shook free her hatred, leaving only roiling confusion in its place.


A reassuring smile curved his lips, then he faced his people once more. Dazed, bewildered, Mhairi realized she still held his arm. Before she could release him, he reached to catch her hand.


She told herself to break free. Yesterday, an hour ago even, she'd have rejected his touch. But since then something had changed, something she couldn’t define. Her trembling hand remained in his.


He began to speak, his deep baritone not loud, but clear enough to reach every corner of the cavernous room. "I ken many of ye believe my plan for peace is ill judged and that bringing a Drummond wife into Achnasheen is wrong."


Mhairi noticed a few people shuffling their feet and avoiding the Mackinnon's eyes. That was no surprise. She’d known since she arrived that Sheena and Brigid weren’t alone in resenting her presence.


"But Mhairi Drummond is the woman I've chosen as my wife, and I'll see she has the loyalty of everyone in her new home. If ye cannae stomach serving a Drummond lady, leave now. I will no’ have my bride living in a house where she doesnae command the obedience and respect of all. Make your decision, because if ye dinnae and you prove false, my vengeance will pursue ye to the ends of the earth. Ye have my word on that as chieftain of the Achnasheen Mackinnons. And I’m known throughout the Highlands as a man who stands by his word."


The Mackinnon waited for a bristling moment, but nobody moved. He went on in a voice that rang with authority. "Mark this and mark this well, Mhairi Drummond is your lady and the wife of my heart. If ye do her injury, ye do me injury. If ye slight her, ye slight me. If ye betray her, ye betray me. Do ye understand?"


After a silence, Jean curtsied to her. "My lady."


There was another pause before the other women hesitantly came forward and curtsied as well. Nobody betrayed any reluctance, but after what the Mackinnon had just said, they would hardly dare.


Mhairi remained silent and shaken, although she nodded to acknowledge each act of homage.


Speech was beyond her. The Mackinnon's proclamation of allegiance left her reeling with a mixture of alarm and gratitude and forbidden pleasure. He'd pledged himself to her in the most overt way he could. His words moved her, proved that even while she havered, he already dedicated himself to her. More, he was willing to put himself to the test for her sake.


For her sake. Not for the sake of his plan for ending the feud.


What did all this mean? Only last night, he'd claimed her as the woman he meant to marry and she'd upended a glass of wine over him.


Mhairi didn't feel like defying him right now. Instead her heart brimmed with overwhelming emotion that left her wondering if her lifelong enemy any longer deserved to be called by that name.






Chapter 15

 


Callum still felt sickened that kinswomen of his had tormented Bonny Mhairi without him knowing. Even worse, he should have expected something like this to happen. Sheena had been fluttering her eyelashes and swinging her hips in his direction since she'd moved into Achnasheen after her drunken father's death. She had her eye on a place as the lady of the glen, instead of remaining a penniless orphan. He believed Brigid when she said the older girl had instigated the campaign against Mhairi. But that was no excuse for her participation or for not telling Jean or him what was going on in his chambers. The memory of those vicious purple bruises marring Mhairi’s milk-white skin would haunt him.


Now he mounted the stairs to the tower room to escort Mhairi to the feast that marked her cousin’s departure on the morrow. Generally Callum wore the kilt here in his home, but on this formal occasion, he'd put on English dress. A fine bronze silk coat and knee breeches. His hair was pulled back in a queue.


He'd had an elaborate silk dress sent in to Mhairi, too. John Drummond needed to know that the Rose of Bruard was living in a luxury befitting her station. Given how gossip spread in the castle, he'd wager John had heard all about Callum carting Mhairi up the stairs for a ravishing after she’d thrown wine in his face. Also likely her kinsman now knew no ravishing had taken place. But his cousin’s undignified removal from the hall would still rankle.


Jean opened the door with a greeting that he hardly heard. Instead his gaze focused on the beautiful woman who stood in the center of the room, watching him with wide blue eyes. For once those eyes didn't flash hatred. Although for the life of him, he couldn't define the emotion that had replaced her defiance.


He should be used to his heart turning somersaults at the sight of Bonny Mhairi Drummond. The affliction seemed permanent and had begun the moment he stole her away from her father's lands.


Tonight his heart leaped high enough to lodge in his throat. By God, she was pretty. And braw. And smart. And just the woman for him, although he began to despair of her ever admitting that.


"Good evening, Mistress Drummond," he said with a bow. "Ye do me honor."


To his surprise, a blush tinged Mhairi’s cheeks as she glanced down at the elaborate brocade gown in dark blue and gold. It was a dress fit for the late Stuart Queen herself. When his parents had visited London, his mother had worn it for her court presentation.


Mhairi’s rich red hair was arranged in elaborate curls. She looked like the fine lady she was. He had a sudden vision of the ragged urchin he'd hauled across the hills to Achnasheen, and painful tenderness sliced at his heart. She’d been breathtakingly beautiful then, too.


"And ye almost look like a civilized man," she said dryly, although he noticed that the remark lacked its usual edge.


Something had changed between them today. He wished he knew what the devil it was.


"Aye, well, I want your cousin to carry a good report back to the Drummond."


She cast him a doubtful glance, and he knew she, too, recalled yesterday's vulgar departure from the dinner table.


"Does the lass no’ look bonny?" Jean asked.


Callum was so spellbound staring into Mhairi's eyes that the question seemed to come from a different universe. It was an effort to wrench his attention away from the woman he wanted more with every breath. "Aye, verra bonny indeed. You've done well."


Flossie emerged from the shadows to tweak Mhairi's voluminous skirts. In the silence, the rustle of heavy silk was an evocative sound. It made Callum think of removing that gorgeous gown and discovering the glories beneath. Impatience gnawed at him for this courtship to reach its proper end. Even if the small corner of his brain that wasn't starstruck with her beauty recognized that such a moment might never arrive.


"My lady is a vision," Flossie said softly.


When Mhairi gave her maids a smile that held no hint of restraint, Callum's unruly heart suffered another drunken wobble. "Ye both worked so hard to polish me up."


Jean smiled with open approval. "Nae trouble to polish a diamond and make it sparkle, my lady."


"You're too kind, Jean," Mhairi murmured.


"I see you're wearing my gift," he said softly.


One slender hand rose to touch the topaz necklace circling that white throat. That too had been his mother's. "It's lovely."


Nowhere near as lovely as the woman wearing the jewels. "Aye." He presented his arm. "Is my fine coat at risk tonight?"


He could hardly believe he felt easy enough to tease her about the previous evening’s fraught events.


She cast him a glance under thick dark auburn lashes. In another lassie, he'd read that as flirtation, but this was Mhairi Drummond who despised the very air he breathed. "It depends on whether ye start making claims to things you have nae right to claim, Mackinnon."


"Och, lassie, I’d better promise good behavior, then," he said, smiling at her.


He caught Jean's curious glance and knew he must look completely moonstruck. Why not? He was.


Pride flooded him as Mhairi curled her fingers around his crooked elbow with no show of hesitation. "I'll believe that when I see it."


Good Lord, was she teasing him in turn? Feeling as if the world transformed into a bright new place, he escorted her from the room. She walked smoothly at his side, as if their bodies already moved in harmony, even if their souls remained in opposition.


Except tonight by some miracle, that didn't seem true any longer.


"Were ye pleased with your new serving maid?" he asked, as they descended the staircase.


"Aye, I was. Thank ye, Mackinnon."


Shock jolted him. It was the first time she’d said thank you and sounded natural. "You're welcome."


"I thought ye were afraid that we'd conspire against you if we were together."


All urge to smile evaporated as renewed guilt knotted his gut. "Better ye conspire than suffer torture under my roof."


She cast him another of those heart-stopping glances under her lashes. The lamps hanging from the walls turned her lovely hair to dark fire and transformed her into a creature of mystery. "A few pinches and a couple of insults hardly count as torture."


He hid a wince as he recalled the bruises mottling her skin. "I promised you'd come to nae harm. Those two wee besoms made a liar of me."


"They've been punished for it."


"Aye." At last, he asked the question that had tormented him since the afternoon. "Why the devil didnae ye tell me, Mhairi? Ye must have known I'd stop it."


She came to a halt on the landing, and this time her expression held no hint of coquetry. "I suppose I didnae think you'd care."


He'd felt sick when he saw the signs of her mistreatment. Nowhere near as sick as he felt at this moment. His arm dropped away from her hand as he stared at her aghast. "Lassie, I cannae believe ye mean that."


The dismissive sound she made hinted that she did indeed stand by that heinous accusation.


"Nae wonder ye hate me," he said grimly.


To his surprise, she shook her head. "I dinnae think I do hate ye anymore, Mackinnon." Before he could digest that astonishing statement, she went on. "Until this afternoon, I never thought ye had any particular care for me as Mhairi. My value to ye was only as the Drummond heiress, a pawn in your political aims."


This conversation became more troubling by the moment. "That was how it started out. I cannae lie to ye, lassie. But once we stopped being strangers, surely ye must ken I admire you as more than a means to an end."


She was far from just a means to an end, by heaven, but he was in no rush to hand her his heart on a plate. He didn’t trust her not to slice it up, purely for the pleasure of watching him bleed.


Another of those dismissive huffs. "Aye, ye set your sights on winning the Rose of Bruard. That's nothing special."


He shook his head. "Do ye imagine it's only your beauty I value?"


Self-derision turned her lips down. "That's how my worth has always been judged. Even my father, who loves me, wouldnae love me half so much if the glens werenae buzzing with praise of Bonny Mhairi Drummond."


He'd already noted that her extraordinary looks hadn't made her vain. Noted and liked. He drew her over to a stone bench carved into a niche under a window, even though the hall below was packed with people awaiting the laird’s arrival.


This was more important. For the first time, Mhairi spoke to him openly and without the anger that had seethed since he'd stolen her away.


With the grace that always snatched his breath, she sank onto the seat. When he took his place beside her, she didn't immediately try to create a greater distance between them.


He waited for her to pull free, but she didn't. Another miracle in a night of miracles.


"I won't lie to ye, lass," he said gently. He dared to reach out and take her hand. "I'm a man. Nae man could see ye without wanting you."


When she tried to tug her hand free, he kept hold of her. "Exactly," she said with a hint of bitterness.


"It's a good thing to be beautiful," he said in a neutral voice.


She ended her half-hearted attempt to shake off his touch, and the blue eyes she leveled on him were searching. "Is it?"


"Och, aye." He smiled at her. "Or at least it is from where I'm sitting."


He watched disappointment darken her gaze. Even that was an improvement on where he'd been with her only a day ago. Then she hadn't thought well enough of him to be capable of feeling disappointment.


Before she could object, Callum went on. "But since then, I've learned to appreciate your spirit. That fiery hair isnae the only thing about ye that burns, my lady."


She didn't look convinced. "You showed how much ye appreciated my spirit last night when ye hauled me away to your chamber like a captive slave girl."


He gave a soft laugh. "Aye, I did. And verra exciting I found it, too. You're a verra exciting woman, Mhairi Drummond, and no’ just because you're so bonny, ye steal my breath away."


"That's just the thrill of the chase," she said with a gesture of her free hand.


"Och, there's that. Sitting here beside ye now, and you showing nae sign of wanting to leave, my heart is beating as fast as a stag running over the hills. I'm fair bedazzled with looking at ye."


He expected her to protest, especially as he referred to her looks once more. But her looks were as much a part of this enthralling woman as her extraordinary vitality.


"Oh."


Tenderness stabbed him anew when he saw that his words made her bashful, instead of outraged. For a long time, they regarded each other in silence.


He'd wanted to kiss her at least since she'd tricked him and hidden in the forest on the way here. A powerful urge to press his lips to hers rose. But he, judged a courageous man, quailed at the thought of shattering this sweet, surprising concord that stretched between them.


"I believe that ye value me as more than a prize to be won or a counter to lure my father to the negotiating table."


She'd shocked him over and over. This was perhaps her most shocking announcement yet. "Ye do?"


His unhidden astonishment made her smile. She'd smiled more tonight than she had since she'd come to Achnasheen.


"Aye. When ye told your clan that any slight to me is a slight to you, I realized that you do indeed mean to give me your respect and an honored place at your side."


"I do," he said, as if making a solemn vow. Was what he'd said in the hall the secret behind her friendlier attitude?


Not long ago, he would have rushed to make another proposal. But if she came to know him better, he came to know her, too. By blundering in now, he risked destroying all the progress he'd made in the last day.


By God, it was braw to have her looking at him as if he was part of the human race, and not some two-headed beast worthy only of her disgust. While he was damned sick of counseling himself to patience, he saw more patience was required.


At last he saw some reward for waiting. So he smiled and gestured toward the staircase. "Shall we proceed downstairs, my lady?"






Chapter 16

 


The moment she entered the hall, Mhairi noticed the change. The air of simmering hostility was absent, and the maids who served her meal even dared to share a smile with her.


The Mackinnon's stark warning that disloyalty to her was disloyalty to him had clearly hit home. She remembered the rush of overwhelming emotion when she heard those astonishing words, putting his allegiance to her above his allegiance to the clan. For one blinding moment, she'd imagined what it would be like if she married him.


The thought had always terrified her before, but no longer. It was far too easy to picture a life in this beautiful place, taking these people as her own, accepting the powerful, handsome laird into her bed.


Into her bed…


She could no longer pretend she didn't find him physically appealing. Every touch of his hand whispered of seduction to come. Today, he’d touched her often, and she'd let him. Even welcomed the firm grip of that capable hand on her arm.


As she sat beside the Mackinnon at the high table, her eyes dwelled on him as she struggled to make sense of the confusion fermenting in her heart. He was talking to John Drummond who sat on his other side, a position of honor tonight and another sign that things had changed at the castle over the last day. Her cousin responded politely enough, but he remained wary, she could see.


They were discussing events down in London and finding common ground in their disapproval of the latest factional maneuvers at the court. One might almost imagine the Mackinnon was a sophisticated, intelligent, modern man.


Who was she trying to fool? He was all that. But he was also the villain who had snatched her away from her father and locked her up and hauled her up to his chambers like a pirate seizing a captive.


Even then, Black Callum hadn't hurt her. She was still as virginal three days after her abduction as she'd been when she arrived. That fact still astonished her. They both knew how much he wanted her. Even Jean couldn't stand in his way if he was determined on taking her maidenhead to force her into marriage.


No, the Laird of Achnasheen was no angel, but nor was he altogether evil. In fact, the more she saw of him, the more she acknowledged that in many ways he was a good man. A man any woman would be proud to claim as her husband.


Heaven help her, did that mean she was considering accepting him?


There was the matter of a kidnapping between them, not to mention her father’s undying loathing for anyone called Mackinnon. But did she still loathe her captor?


No, she didn’t.


Mhairi wasn't yet ready to concede defeat, but dear Lord, staring at him like this, she couldn't help wondering how it would feel if he kissed her.


When they'd talked on the landing on the way down to dinner, she'd wondered if he'd try to kiss her. The idea hadn’t aroused any distaste. Instead anticipation had made her pulse race and her skin flush.


This feeling betrayed everything she'd been brought up to believe, betrayed all the dead Drummonds over the centuries. But she was alive and here and burning up with curiosity to know how it would feel if Callum took her into his arms.


"Are ye plotting mayhem, my lady?" He turned in her direction.


She realized he'd always been aware of her scrutiny. Of course he was. From the first, a bristling physical awareness had linked them. She'd attributed it to the strength of her hatred. Now she wasn't so sure.


At this precise moment, she wasn't sure of anything.


When heat flooded her cheeks, she knew he wouldn't miss the blush. "Of course," she said, curling her hand around the goblet of wine to hide its shaking.


The maids were clearing away the meal. She hadn't seen Sheena all night. Most likely the girl was immersed to her elbows in a tub of soapy water in the kitchens. She'd be cursing Mhairi's name. After this feast, there would be a lot of washing up.


As his attention dropped to her goblet, Callum tilted an eyebrow. "Och, if you’re planning on giving me another dousing, dinnae waste the good claret. Let me get ye a cheaper vintage."


To her surprise, her lips twitched and she nearly laughed. Only last night, upending her wine over him had felt like a matter of life and death. "Mackinnon, you're worth fine French wine. Throwing anything less at ye would be an insult."


He regarded her with astonishment and broke into a laugh that was warm with appreciation.


Mhairi looked past him to find her cousin regarding her in horror, his own wine poised halfway to his lips. Her blush turned into a painful flush of shame. What on earth was she doing, flirting with her clan's enemy? The man who had stolen her and humiliated her?


She cringed as John's lips tightened with disapproval. He replaced his goblet on the table without drinking. It was as if he suddenly found the wine sour.


Mhairi’s troubled thoughts occupied her to the exclusion of what went on around her. A burst of discordant music startled her out of bitter self-recrimination. A band of musicians tuned up at the far end of the room. She was surprised to notice that the trestles had been cleared away from the center of the room while she’d been stewing on her disturbing and unwelcome penchant for a kidnapping rogue.


The rogue rose, looking spectacularly handsome in his formal clothing, and extended his hand. "My lady, shall we lead the dancing?"


She tore her gaze away from John and focused on her host. "Aye, sir."


With difficulty, she ignored her cousin’s outraged glare and placed her hand in the Mackinnon's. Once the warmth in his touch had been an unspoken threat of what he meant to do to her under cover of darkness. Now his touch promised pleasure, if she could summon the courage to reach out and claim it.


Mhairi expected the musicians to break into some wild reel, but they played the introduction to a stately gavotte. Black Callum saw her surprise and smiled. He'd smiled at her a lot today. Plague take him, she wished he wouldn't. She had enough trouble resisting him as it was, and these smiles were charming. They felt like an invitation to join him in a conspiracy against the rest of the world.


It was a devilish appealing thought. And not one that helped her to make sensible decisions about what she did next.


Except what she did next, at least this evening, was clear. She was about to dance with every appearance of pleasure with the man she’d wanted to kill only yesterday.


Mhairi dipped into a curtsy as he bowed, then fell into the steps. She waited for other couples to join the line, but she and Callum remained alone as they dipped and parted and met in the graceful pattern of movement.


Out of the corner of her eye, she caught her cousin frowning down at her, before she became enmeshed in the Mackinnon’s unwavering gaze. His eyes seemed to make the same pledge of eternal allegiance he'd given her this afternoon. Her traitorous heart forgot it pumped Drummond blood and began to swoop and dive with a giddy excitement at odds with the music’s sweet formality.


"You're making an exhibition of me," she murmured, as they turned together, their hands still linked.


The Mackinnon’s grip conveyed strength and possession. She wondered why that didn't make her angry. It would have yesterday.


"Aye, lassie, you're well worth looking at."


"You're making a point to my cousin."


Each time the graceful steps brought their hands together, her heart performed another skip and heat rippled up her arm. It was annoying but uncontrollable. This truce with her captor created pitfalls she’d never expected.


"That, too."


After today, she knew the laird wanted her for her own sake, but this new softness she felt toward him didn't blind her to his political purposes. The question was whether his political purposes were now hers. And how did her personal feelings fit in with his wider agenda?


At the dance’s end, their hands parted. She curtsied and he performed another bow, eyes brilliant as they surveyed her. Other men had looked at her with desire. As more of that insidious heat washed through her, she realized with a shock that for the first time she looked back with interest of her own.


When he took her arm and led her back to the high table, she stumbled. She couldn't want the Mackinnon. He was a brute and a beast, and she hated him.


Except the emotion rushing through her blood didn't feel like hatred. It felt like joy.


The musicians played the introduction to a minuet and a couple of men-at-arms brought partners to the floor.


Dancing with the Mackinnon was dangerous to Mhairi’s resolution, but she couldn't help but feel disappointed when they sat down. She was about to suggest they join the line when the Mackinnon spoke to her cousin. "Would ye like to partner Mistress Drummond, John?"


Both Drummonds regarded him in disbelief. Mhairi couldn't credit that he'd made the offer. After all, he'd refused to let her speak to her kinsman for fear she'd pass on secrets about the castle and private messages for her father.


John recovered his wits more quickly than she did. Under the Mackinnon’s calm gaze, he came around to kiss her cheek and take her hand.


Her cousin led her into the line, but she noticed he left a sizeable gap between them and the next couple. Oh, no, this didn’t bode well. She braced for a scolding. He’d object to her apparent ease with the enemy. She wasn't mistaken.


"Mhairi, I could hardly believe it when ye smiled on yon Mackinnon bastard as if you like him."


"I do like him," she said, then stumbled again as she realized just what she admitted.


Heaven help her, what was wrong with her? Next she'd be lining up to marry the scoundrel.


John's grip tightened. "He's set some witchcraft to ye."


She shook her head. "No. But I can see the value of peace in the glens. I thought ye could, too. John, the Mackinnon's intentions are good. If ye can get my father to agree to a truce, it would benefit everyone."


His lips thinned, as he swayed closer in the movement of the dance. "No’ if it means my cousin marrying a damned filthy Mackinnon."


They both kept their voices low, but Mhairi caught a few curious glances leveled at them. She glanced up at the high table, expecting the Mackinnon to be watching her, but he was talking to Duff who had just returned from taking Brigid home.


More amazement struck her as she realized he trusted her with her cousin.


"I havenae agreed to marry him," she snapped under her breath.


John’s grip on her hand firmed. "You're no’ far off agreeing, if what I see tonight is any indication. Did a good swiving addle your wits?"


She stopped dancing and glared at her cousin. "He hasnae bedded me."


"I heard some unlikely story."


"Well, it’s true. He's treated me with honor and consideration." She paused. "And I do so appreciate ye asking after my welfare. Clearly my fate after my abduction has left ye sore troubled."


He had the grace to look uncomfortable. He glanced around and saw that everyone was staring at them. "Let's keep dancing."


"I think I'd rather sit down."


Her cousin scowled. "And go back to your paramour?"


She ignored that. John didn't really believe she'd shared the Mackinnon's bed. He was just angry with her because she wasn’t acting like a proper Drummond. She made her feet move to the music but there was none of the lightness she’d felt when she danced with Black Callum.


"I'll pay your ransom and take ye home, and God willing you'll start to remember where your loyalty lies."


"John, the Mackinnon doesnae want my father's money. I told ye what he wants."


"My woman for his lady," John said bitterly.


Appalled, Mhairi came to another abrupt stop. "What on earth did ye say?"


Her cousin's jaw hardened in stubborn determination. "Your father and I arranged it years ago. You'll wed me and take your place as mistress of Bruard. It's an obvious solution. Did ye no’ wonder why he never favored any of the suitors who came seeking you as a bride?"


"I thought he wanted to keep me with him as long as he could."


Looking back with newly opened eyes, she realized she should have guessed some scheme like this was afoot. She was well past the age when most girls were betrothed. But still she felt betrayed by two men she’d trusted. Not just that, two men she thought respected her right to make her own decisions.


"He does. If ye marry me, you'll never have to leave him."


"But I dinnae want to marry ye," she said, too upset to be tactful.


"No, because you've lost your head over yon Callum Dubh." More bitterness.


"No, because you're my friend and my kinsman. I've never thought of ye…that way."


"You'd rather wed your father's enemy and turn his old age to lonely misery?"


Mhairi regarded John with real dislike. "If in the unlikely event such a wedding ever takes place, my father can see me whenever the urge seizes him."


"The Mackinnon stole ye away. He’s wronged the Drummonds. If he willnae ransom ye, there will be a war and enough blood spilled to turn every burn between here and Bruard red."


"There will only be war if men of good sense dinnae prevail," she said sharply. "Once I’d have included ye in that list."


"You ken it will kill your father if ye wed a Mackinnon."


"And it will kill a lot of good men down the centuries if I dinnae." A wedding to his enemy wouldn't please her father, but she was convinced he was tough enough to survive the news.


John dropped her hand and stepped back. "I'm fair ashamed of ye, Mhairi. What's happened to ye here? You're ready to forsake the people who love ye. And in return for what?"


"John…" she said helplessly as she struggled to find words to explain something that made no sense to her either.


The music finished and Mhairi couldn't believe how relieved she was to go back to the Mackinnon. She'd itched to talk to John, to hear how things progressed at Bruard in her absence. Heaven forgive her, she hadn't even asked how her father had responded to the news of her kidnapping. But this arrogant, masculine disposal of her future made her so angry, she wanted to scream.


All her life, she’d enjoyed a freedom denied to most women. In many ways, her father had treated her as the son he'd never had. Yet in the end, he was ready to give her away to her cousin without asking what she wished. It wasn't that different from what the Mackinnon demanded of her, by God.


All her independence came to nothing, because she was a woman and men had the right to decide her fate. Not only that, but she'd been deceived in John. She'd never guessed he thought of her as anything other than his young cousin. But when they danced, she'd seen greed in his eyes, and his jealousy when she'd dared to defend Black Callum.


"Time for something a wee bit livelier, I think," the Mackinnon said from behind her. "Mistress?"


The music changed to a fast reel, and she noticed that this time, most of the people in the hall rose to their feet. This rough measure suited their liking more than the formal court dances did.


With shaming relief, she turned to her enemy and held out her hand. "With pleasure."


"By God, no, ye willnae!" John slapped her hand down and reached for his sword before he remembered he'd surrendered his weapons upon arrival.


The music faded and half a dozen brawny Mackinnon warriors loomed around them.


Black Callum gestured for them to stand back. "Master Drummond, what means this?"


John looked ready to explode, but as he glanced around, he must have realized he had no hope of prevailing. The men who had accompanied him were half a room away and also unarmed.


He sucked in a breath, and Mhairi prayed he would be sensible. Because despite his behavior tonight, he was a man of sense, the best hope for her clan’s future.


When he lowered his hand from his belt, relief flooded her and her knees sagged. Right now, he wasn't her favorite person, but she didn't want him harmed.


In the thorny silence, his voice emerged loud and harsh. "I brought ye an honorable offer of ransom for my cousin, Mackinnon. Will ye take it, or do I return to Bruard to prepare for war?"


The Mackinnon appeared at ease, as if John hadn't just slung a challenge at him. "I dinnae want the Drummond's gold, sir. I've already got his greatest treasure. Return to your chieftain and tell him that Bonny Mhairi is henceforth the Rose of Achnasheen."


Mhairi bit back a protest at his announcement. The possibility of violence hovered too close.


John's head bobbed in a bow that conveyed an ocean of contempt. "I'll take the news back to Bruard, if I can trust ye to let me go in peace."


The Mackinnon's lips tightened. "Aye, leave in the morning and tell that stubborn old man that he needs to recognize that there will be a new way in the glens."


John's eyes narrowed on the Mackinnon. Her cousin’s self-assurance was an insult in itself. Mhairi had cause to be grateful that he wasn't armed.


"All the Drummond will recognize is that you've snatched away his daughter and turned her mind and heart from her home and kin. Aye, I'll go tomorrow, but I'll return with an army. See how grand ye feel when you start counting Mackinnon dead as the price of your presumption."






Chapter 17

 


Mhairi stirred from a heavy sleep. Someone was standing beside her bed.


"Callum?" she murmured, opening bleary eyes to candlelit darkness. Outside, it wouldn't be completely dark, but the shutters were closed to keep the light from the room.


"No, curse ye, no’ Callum," a sharp female voice replied.


In an instant, the mists of sleep vanished, and she jerked up against the pillows in swift wariness. "Sheena? How on earth did ye get up here?"


The dancing had gone on late. John had stayed to watch, along with the rest of her sour-faced kinsmen. He hadn't tried to talk to her again, just glowered at her as she danced set after set with the Mackinnon, the wild music keeping pace with the excited rush of her blood.


At first it had surprised her how well she and Black Callum moved together. But soon the thrill of dancing with such a perfect partner chased away her doubts, and she'd jigged and jumped and whirled with the best of them. And laughed. An almost frenzied gaiety had gripped her as she stared into the Mackinnon’s glittering eyes and given herself up to the driving rhythms.


When Sheena woke her, she'd been dreaming of Callum. The details faded, but her skin was warm and her heart still thudded with excitement. She had a shameful feeling that the dreams had involved his hands on her body and that clever mouth on hers. She shivered with wicked pleasure as she remembered how he’d kissed her arm in the rose garden. Wicked, forbidden pleasure, because even sparing a thought to how attractive she found the Laird of Achnasheen was a heinous betrayal of her father.


"I promised to help ye get away." The girl was dressed in a plain gray gown, and the candle she held lent her pretty features a sinister air that did nothing to soothe Mhairi’s disquiet.


"Get away?" Mhairi repeated and wondered why her immediate reaction was dismay. From the start, her goal had been to escape Achnasheen and its intriguing master.


"What's going on?" Flossie asked in a voice thick with sleep. She lay on a pallet bed in the corner.


With a snarl, Sheena turned on the maid. Likely she resented Flossie for replacing her as lady’s maid to the Mackinnon's chosen bride. "I'm here to get the Drummond bitch out of the castle."


Mhairi barely flinched at the insult. "Are ye coming, Flossie?"


"No’ on your life. No’ ever." The girl sat up and clutched the sheet to her chest. "And I'd think twice before I set out alone with a besom who called me such awfu’ names."


Flossie had a point. But without her bitter hatred, Sheena wouldn’t be willing to take the risk of helping Mhairi. If the Mackinnon ever learned of Sheena’s treachery, life in the scullery would become a pleasant memory.


Mhairi rolled out of bed, digging her toes into the carpet. "Dinnae betray me. You promised ye wouldnae."


Even in the dim light, Mhairi could see that Flossie was torn. Eventually she gave a reluctant nod. "I willnae betray ye. But I still think this is a daft thing to do. Last night ye looked so happy. I hoped…"


"That I'd marry the Mackinnon?" She wanted to sound sarcastic, as if the idea was outlandish in the extreme. Instead she cursed the note of regret that seeped into her question.


A pox on the Mackinnon, she had nothing to regret. She’d spent the last days determined to escape her captivity. Now she had the opportunity to go, and she meant to take it. Once she was home again, she’d settle back into her role as her father’s darling and forget the turmoil and confusion that tormented her in the enemy’s castle.


Flossie, plague take her, wasn’t relinquishing her impossible hopes. "And why no’? He's a good man, and he loves ye."


Love…


That one potent word set Mhairi's heart banging against her ribs and made her feel dizzy. "No, he doesnae." She cursed the shake in her voice. "I'm just a means to an end."


"Aye, if ye say so," Flossie said, sounding unconvinced.


"Blether, blether, blether," Sheena said sharply. "Are ye coming or no’, mistress? We cannae stand around, wittering like old hens. We need to be over the hills before the castle stirs to life."


Mhairi stood up with a show of purpose, even as more and more misgivings gathered to make an acrid stew in her stomach. Which was insane. Why on earth wouldn’t she want to go? The Mackinnon had abducted her, kept her prisoner, humiliated her.


Spoken the words which proclaimed her the woman of his choice and the Lady of Achnasheen.


The devil with him. She wouldn't think about that. Not now when this was her only chance to get away. She'd go back to her father, prevent the Drummonds marching on this glen, make it clear she'd never marry her cousin.


Perhaps in time, if the Mackinnon offered for her again…


No, she couldn't think about that either. She turned to Sheena. "How did ye get up here? Is there no’ a guard?"


"Aye, but Sel the Red's always had an eye for me. It was nae trouble getting him to let me past. And he's never liked the idea of a Drummond in a place of honor at Achnasheen."


Mhairi tried not to think about what favors Sheena had shared with the man in order to coax him into betraying his laird. She vaguely remembered Sel the Red from the night the Mackinnon had hoisted her over his shoulder and carried her off like a prize of war.


That brazen act alone should make her want to leave Achnasheen. But while her regret at leaving was stupid enough, stupidest of all was her guilt at playing Black Callum false. When she owed him nothing at all.


Dear Lord, she was in a muddle. John was right. It was time she returned to Bruard and reminded herself of exactly who she was.


"So are ye coming? Or has a Mackinnon crushed all the Drummond pride out of ye?" Sheena jeered.


"Mhairi, dinnae do this," Flossie said desperately, scrambling to her feet.


Mhairi squared her shoulders. She must go. If only to prove to herself that she was still the woman she'd been all her life. "Aye, I'll go."


"Good." Sheena visibly relaxed, although she didn't smile. "Here. I brought ye some clothes and some boots. We’ve got miles to cover before we reach Drummond lands, and I need to be back in time to help with the baking. Nobody can ken I helped ye escape."


"You're no’ coming all the way with me?" Mhairi tugged the rough linen blouse over her head and straightened it over her shift.


"And do what? Make my home in the stinking Drummond keep? I’d rather die. I'll put ye on the road home and come back here. Once I’ve got ye safely off Mackinnon land, you're on your own."


"Dinnae trust her, Mhairi," Flossie said, wringing her hands in distress as Mhairi fastened the threadbare plaid skirt with fumbling fingers.


"I have to, Flossie," she said gently, sitting on the bed to pull on prickly woolen stockings and worn leather boots.


Although of course she didn’t trust Sheena. But she had to get out of this castle. And quickly. Tonight had shown her that she was too close to betraying her kin. The air at Achnasheen was turning her mad. There had been moments when the thought of choosing Black Callum not only as her dance partner but as her partner for life had filled her heart with joy. When all her life she’d loathed the mere name Mackinnon.


"Ye heard John. My father plans on sending an army to fetch me."


"There’s no need to fear. Your father willnae put ye at risk. You're safe here."


She was more worried about the folk she’d come to know at Achnasheen than she was about saving her own skin. Acerbic but good-hearted Jean. Duff. The people who had smiled at her tonight, despite her being a despised Drummond. Black Callum himself, much as she resented admitting it.


Anyway, Flossie was wrong. Mhairi was anything but safe at Achnasheen.


She'd arrived at the castle, hating her captor. Now she feared what she might become if she stayed. Last night she’d danced with Black Callum and her traitorous heart had longed for him to sweep her up to this tower room and kiss her until she forgot everything but the pleasure she found in his arms.


"I must go, Flossie." She hoped her voice didn't sound as artificial to her maid as it did to her. She took a dreadful risk going with Sheena, but what choice did she have? Staying here made her doubt everything she’d ever believed to be true about herself. "Ye ken I must."


Flossie folded her arms and looked stubborn. "I dinnae ken that at all, but I also ken it's a waste of time trying to argue ye out of a rash decision when you've set your course. Ye were always too headstrong for your own good."


Mhairi sighed. "Flossie, let's no’ part in rancor. Heaven knows when we'll see each other again. Wish me well and say goodbye."


She stood up. Her hair was plaited for bed. It would do for the wild race across the hills. There was no time to pin it up. Sheena was getting restless.


"Can ye no’ hurry up?" she urged, confirming that impression.


Flossie kept her gaze on Mhairi. "God go with ye, my lady, and keep ye safe."


Mhairi made herself smile, although with every minute, it became harder to find the will to leave this room and go with Sheena. But she was a Drummond and she owed her family her first loyalty.


"Thank you. And I wish ye every blessing."


A brief hug before Sheena's hand fastened on her arm and tugged her away. "Nae more blethering. Let's go."


"Farewell, Flossie."


As she turned toward the door, she blinked back tears. She wasn't crying because she left her friend, but because tonight she’d teetered on the brink of something magical. Now she turned her back on that possibility and returned to her old life. Whatever wonders this last day had promised, they were forever lost to her.


"God keep ye, mistress." Flossie, lucky girl, had no reason to hide that she was crying.


***


Mhairi and Sheena rode higher and higher up the steep brae behind Achnasheen. Two sturdy ponies had waited for them, tethered outside the castle gate. Sel the Red had been useful indeed, it seemed. So close to midsummer, eerie twilight surrounded them.


As Mhairi turned back to watch Achnasheen retreating behind her and transforming into a toy castle beside the shining loch, she said a silent prayer for the wellbeing of everyone within its walls. If her thoughts dwelled too long on one particular dark-haired ruffian, well, that was between her and her Maker.


"We’re no’ heading east," she said when they paused on the ridge to catch their breath.


Sheena cast her a look of dislike, but answered readily enough. "If we take the road out of the glen, it's too easy for the Mackinnon to catch up with us. This way winds across the hills and joins up with a drovers’ track that leads to Bruard."


"I see." She bit back any other questions. She didn't want Sheena in a temper and abandoning her in this wilderness.


But really she didn't see. Surely speed was more important at this stage than subterfuge. Yet they took this circuitous way north when Bruard lay in a direct line east from Achnasheen.


They rode on for another hour, the early summer sun rising to light their way. The tracks became narrower and narrower. For the last twenty minutes, they'd followed a precipitous path along the face of a cliff.


She and Sheena no longer rode side-by-side. There was no room to do anything but proceed single file. Mhairi was a good rider – Drummond weans were placed on a horse before they could walk – but even she couldn't contain a spurt of alarm every time a pebble fell down the hillside behind her on a seemingly endless plunge. If the stocky Highland ponies made the smallest misstep, disaster would follow.


As they traveled, the thunder of a waterfall up ahead grew louder and louder. By the time they reached a flat ridge above the roaring cataract, the noise was so deafening, Sheena had to shout to make herself heard.


"We'll rest the ponies here." She slid out of the saddle and came across to grab Mhairi's bridle.


"When do we turn east?" Mhairi didn't move. "We're still heading north."


"One more ridge to climb, and we'll reach the track I told ye about. I’ll turn back there. Ye can make your way home from there without my help."


"Are ye leaving me the pony?"


"Aye."


Mhairi dismounted. It wasn't far to the ground, but after a couple of hours in the saddle, she was stiff. She stumbled and when she caught her balance she looked up to see Sheena holding a wicked-looking knife.


Fear chilled every cell in her body, but she felt no real surprise. Flossie was right. What a gullible fool she’d been to imagine Sheena meant to see her safely off Mackinnon lands.


"What are ye playing at?" she asked sharply, although now it was too late to do anything about it, it was all too clear that Sheena meant her harm.


"I'm making sure ye cause no more trouble," Sheena said coldly. "Step away from yon pony."


The horse sidled and gave an uneasy wicker, picking up the tense atmosphere. Mhairi caught the rein and turned to jump into the saddle, but Sheena jerked forward and slashed at her arm. She cried out, and the pony bucked out of reach with a terrified whinny.


Pain jolted Mhairi, as she faced Sheena more in disbelief than anger. "Ye mean to murder me in cold blood?"


Sheena betrayed no shame at the stark question. Her eyes blazing with hatred, she stared at Mhairi. "I didnae murder ye. As far as the world is concerned, ye got out of the castle alone, took off across the hills, mistook your way, and ended up falling down the Mare's Tail to your death. How verra sad."


The flatness of her tone as she spoke over the waterfall's roar was more chilling than if she'd ranted. Even more horrible, the story was plausible.


Mhairi’s death would never be avenged. She'd never have justice. She’d never return to her home and kinfolk.


She'd never see the Mackinnon again.


It made no sense at all, but somehow that was the hardest loss of all to bear.


"I willnae jump just because you're waving that bodkin at me, mistress."


Her arm hurt like the devil and when she raised her hand to the cut, her fingers met hot, sticky blood. She didn't look down to check the damage. Some instinct warned her that if she broke eye contact with Sheena, the girl wouldn’t hesitate to shove her over the edge.


"If ye willnae jump, I'll push ye." Sheena stepped closer, and Mhairi backed away until she recalled the fall behind her.


"Ye can try."


She edged around to create greater distance between her and the lip of the cliff, only to come to a trembling stop when Sheena’s knife slashed the air in front of her. Mhairi jerked back on knees that felt like wet wool.


In the rosy dawn light, the blade was already stained red with her blood. The sight sent an icy shaft of panic through her.


"Nae tricks."


"Ye cannae imagine you’ll get away with this," Mhairi said, although the cruel truth was that it was highly likely that the girl would.


"Only a few more inches, and you're done for," Sheena said in a gloating voice.


"You're mad." Mhairi's heart pounded in great, panicked thumps, while alarm tightened her throat to the point of pain. She tasted bile in her mouth. "The Mackinnon willnae marry ye, even if I'm dead."


It was difficult to talk. She was too aware of the cliff behind her. She shivered with dread. And the freezing spray from the Mare's Tail which soaked her blouse.


"He'll want comforting, now he’s lost his Drummond whore. I'm grand at comforting a laddie."


Sheena stepped closer but despite the knife poised mere inches from her ribs, Mhairi didn't budge. She was too close to falling.


She braced to leap forward and snatch the blade from Sheena. The chances of success weren't great, but she refused to die like a whimpering coward.


The point shifted forward and pressed into Mhairi’s sodden linen blouse. "It will be a quick death."


"How verra kind," Mhairi said sarcastically and reached forward with both hands to grab Sheena's wrist.


The girl's hand twisted under the attack, and the blade sliced the wet linen, scratching a long, stinging line across the skin of Mhairi’s stomach. She cried out and flung herself to the right, finding her balance after a few dizzying seconds. Even above the waterfall’s din, she heard stones clattering down the cliff behind her, dislodged by the reckless leap.


Sheena was strong, and Mhairi was already injured. Fingers slippery with blood had trouble keeping a firm grip on the girl’s hand. Panting, Mhairi managed to drag Sheena closer to the edge. It wasn’t enough.


Within seconds, Mhairi felt Sheena gain the advantage. This time, it was Mhairi who swayed above the void.


Despair crashed down. All her defiance counted for nothing. She was going to die. And she wanted so much to live.


She broke away from Sheena, although she was still too near the edge. Sheena lunged after her but slipped on the wet grass. The swipe of the knife went wild.


Mhairi whirled around to flee. But hands as hard as steel shot out to grab her wounded arm. As agony lanced through her, she let out a cry. Stars blinded her.


She heard the sharp crack of a gunshot.


Suddenly she was free. She opened dazed eyes to see Sheena clutching at her shoulder. Blood blossomed red on her gray sleeve.


Sheena reeled back on unsteady legs. “Rot in hell, ye Drummond bitch.”


The girl staggered on the rim of the cliff. There was a sickening rattle of stones. Then with a long, jagged scream, she disappeared over the side.






Chapter 18

 


Callum spurred Kelpie into a gallop and dashed up to where Mhairi teetered on the lip of the cliff. He leaped from the saddle, flinging his empty flintlock to the ground. He lashed his arms around the wild-eyed girl, terrified she'd overbalance and follow Sheena onto the jagged rocks below.


"Callum…" Mhairi said, sounding bewildered as he dragged her back from the dizzying edge. "What in heaven’s name are ye doing here?"


It took him a few seconds to answer. He was still trapped in that appalling moment when the two girls wrestled on the brink of oblivion. He'd watched, sick with panic and helpless to take a shot while Mhairi and Sheena stood so close.


"God’s blood, lass, you've taken twenty years off my life today," he groaned.


He tightened his grip on her as she collapsed limp in his hold, hardly daring to believe that his lady was here with him and not lying crumpled at the bottom of the ravine. For one blessed moment, he felt her lean into him, then she gave a muffled whimper and tried to pull free.


Of course she did. She hated him.


Didn't today's escapade prove it? He’d feared for Mhairi in his vindictive kinswoman’s clutches, especially when he discovered they headed north instead of east. But he hadn’t understood that Sheena might have actual murder in mind until he'd drawn Kelpie to a halt near the waterfall and seen the desperate fight. At that moment, he'd realized if Bonny Mhairi Drummond died, he lost everything that made his life worth living.


Now, definitely alive, praise all the angels, she smiled at him. It was a shaky effort, but he commended her courage in smiling at all.


Her bright spirit had lured him from the first, hadn't it? He'd felt a natural masculine urge to possess the beauty, but her gallant heart had made him love her.


"Where are ye hurt?" His voice was raw with the tattered remnants of his fear.


"My arm."


Gently he led her across to a flat boulder out of range of the waterfall spray. Mercifully it was quieter here, too.


He went on his knees in front of her and drew his dirk to cut away the blood-soaked sleeve. Mhairi endured his ministrations with a stoic bravery that made him admire her all over again.


Guilt seethed in his belly, along with gratitude and the effects of eviscerating fear. That wee bitch Sheena might have wielded the blade today, but the final blame for Mhairi’s stabbing lay with him. He could hardly endure the devastating truth. This valiant girl would never have been in danger if he hadn’t stolen her away from her home.


"Stay there." His voice was still harsher than he intended, as he battled the storm of emotions battering him.


Callum rose and crossed to the burn that flowed into the mighty Mare's Tail waterfall. He kneeled to dip his handkerchief in the water.


"Should ye check to see if Sheena's alive?" Mhairi called over the water's noise.


When he stood, he stepped toward the edge. Below him, the girl's body lay motionless, her neck at an unnatural angle. The thought that it could as easily be Mhairi instead of Sheena at the base of that cliff made him want to vomit.


He returned to where his beloved waited, for once obedient to his command. "Aye, she's dead."


Crouching at her side, he wiped the blood from her arm. Nausea percolated in his belly as he inspected the long shallow cut. He didn't dare look up for fear of betraying how close he was to losing control. He'd been wounded in battle several times, but seeing someone he loved suffering was worse.


"When I get back to Achnasheen, I'll send a party to collect Sheena’s body."


Mhairi bit her lip and shifted. She was pale and trembling and looked ill. He'd been in enough skirmishes to recognize that only now did the full effects of the attack set in. He'd seen men like berserkers in battle who broke down and cried in the aftermath. Watching this braw lassie try to hold herself together made him ache.


"Is this hurting?" He was being as careful as if he spun cloth from spider's web.


"No," she said in a tight voice.


"Liar." At the first sight of her covered in blood, remorse had made him feel even sicker than he already did. But as he gently cleaned the wound, he was relieved to see it wasn’t serious. Uncomfortable no doubt, but it should heal clean.


"Will I live?" she asked dryly.


"The bleeding has stopped, and it’s no’ too deep."


"Jean will fix it."


He didn't answer. "Can I tear a strip off your petticoat to bind it?"


"Aye."


When she bent, she could hardly contain a groan. He stopped her with a gesture. "Let me."


Callum raised her skirt a few inches and used his dirk to cut a long strip of lawn. With efficient hands, he wrapped the injury.


"Thank ye," she said softly.


"When I think of what might have happened…" The words jammed in his throat and he looked away, ashamed of the tears in his eyes.


"But ye saved me."


It wasn't enough. God’s teeth, how could it be? He blinked away the mist in front of his eyes and faced her again. "I didnae mean to kill her, although the witch deserved it."


"Aye, that she did."


"I aimed for her shoulder."


"Ye hit her in the shoulder." She paused. "It was a breathtaking bit of shooting, Mackinnon. She was too near the edge. The force of the impact took her over."


"I was so afraid I’d miss and hit ye instead." Agonizing emotion thickened his voice.


She smiled with more conviction than last time. "But ye didnae."


"No, I didnae." He'd thank the Almighty for the rest of his life that despite being in the grip of a dread beyond anything he'd ever known, his hand remained steady and his eye sharp. "Where else did she hurt ye?"


There was too much blood for just the cut on her arm. He also noted how stiffly she was sitting on the rock.


"Here." She pointed at her waist.


"Mhairi, why the devil did ye no’ say something before, ye daft lassie?" God’s teeth, had he ignored a wound that threatened her life in favor of tending a minor cut?


To his surprise, she lifted her uninjured arm and touched his cheek. "It's just a scratch, I'm sure. I jumped out of the way before she did too much damage."


Callum closed his eyes. He didn't deserve to receive comfort from her, but the sweetness of her touch seeped into him and turned his blood to syrup.


A painfully short moment later, she drew her hand away. It was the first time she'd touched him with tenderness. The knowledge cut him far deeper than Sheena's knife had sliced Mhairi's arm.


He slid his arm around her back, supporting her against him. "Show me."


Gingerly she lifted up the ragged blouse to reveal the bloodstained shift. Self-hatred knotting his gut, he shifted aside the sodden edges of material covering the wound.


A knife to the belly was usually a death sentence. At the first sight of the long red mark across her stomach, his head swam. But with brutal determination, he forced himself back to reality.


And reality was that it was only a scratch, as she’d said. She'd been lucky.


No, they'd both been lucky.


Relief thundered through him, more powerful than the Mare’s Tail at full spate. With gentle care, he released her and returned to the burn to rinse out his handkerchief. When he came back, he cleaned the blood away from the graze. She sat uncomplaining in his embrace, although his ministrations must hurt like Hades.


Once he was done, he sat back and tugged his shirt over his head. "Here, wear this."


She eyed him doubtfully. "I dinnae need…"


"Aye, ye do. That tattered rag is soaked through." A tender smile curved his lips. "I'll close my eyes while ye change. Dinnae try and put your sore arm through the sleeve. I’ll help ye once you’ve got the shirt on."


After a pause, she accepted his shirt. "Thank you."


True to his word, Callum shut his eyes. He was so attuned to her that even over the waterfall’s rush, he heard the evocative rustle of clothing. Only when Mhairi told him to open his eyes did he realize that he'd held his breath the whole time.


The shirt was far too big for her, sliding down one shoulder and gaping over her pretty bosom. The looseness would have helped her to get it over her head. Somehow she’d managed to rip off her stained and torn shift as well as her blouse.


He shouldn’t look at her bosom. If only for the sake of his sanity. But he couldn’t help it.


Round breasts pressed wantonly against the soft lawn of his shirt, the pink nipples clearly visible, and they jiggled in a most enticing fashion when she moved. The heat sizzling through him made him feel like a barbarian. Mhairi was hurt and vulnerable, and she'd nearly died. Right now, she deserved his care, not his desire.


He wrenched his gaze from that forbidden, arousing sight and stared blindly across the void where she'd nearly lost her life and where Sheena had met her death. A few deep breaths and some stern words to himself about being a gentleman before he was ready to look at her again. "This is going to hurt."


For once, she didn’t pretend to a strength she didn’t possess. "Aye."


He couldn’t get her arm into the sleeve without torturing her. So he slashed at the shirt then gently drew her arm through the hole.


By the time he’d rigged a makeshift sling with more material from her petticoat, he felt like he’d lived through a hard century. Mhairi was pale and shaking and her lips were white with pain.


Fearing she might faint, he lashed his arm around her and waited while she regained her breath. Today’s ordeal had strained her to breaking, he could tell. When he held her close, she said not one word of objection.


"Can ye ride?" he asked after a long time.


"I'll have to. I cannae stay up here forever."


The acid in her tone made him smile. Doughty Mistress Drummond came back to herself, he was delighted to note.


"I could go back to Achnasheen and arrange a litter." Although heaven knew how a party of men would manage to carry her down that perilous path.


To his relief, she shook her head. "I'm fine."


Not really. But she was well enough to go on, and with time, she'd get over her injuries and the day’s mental anguish. She was strong, his Mhairi.


He didn’t want to let her go, but she no longer needed the support of his arm. Sitting up, he drew a silver flask from his coat pocket. He opened it and passed it across. "Then let’s get ye somewhere dry and warm."


Before he could stand, she reached out to catch his arm. It seemed she meant to continue the habit of touching him. Too late, too late, his heart mourned.


"Wait. Ye didnae tell me how ye came to be here. Had ye followed us the whole way?"


He shook his head. "No."


"Then how?" He watched understanding seep into her eyes. "Flossie."


"Aye. Dinnae blame her for breaking your confidence."


"I’m grateful she did." That familiar wry smile appeared. She was definitely on the mend. "I should have listened to her in the first place. She told me no’ to trust Sheena."


"But ye were so desperate to get away," he said with a bitterness he had no right to feel. After all, he could hardly accuse Mhairi of deceit. She'd never made any secret of how her captivity chafed at her.


"Aye." She avoided his eyes and hitched his shirt higher up her shoulder. Even one-sleeved, she looked much better in it than he did, he couldn't help thinking. "I still dinnae ken how ye knew which way to go. Ye cannae have left Achnasheen much after we did."


While he’d dreaded that he left too late. He’d ridden Kelpie without consideration and care along the rough roads, frantic to find Mhairi before some harm befell her. As it was, he arrived just in time.


"After Flossie told me you’d gone, Sel the Red confessed the plot."


It had taken precious time to get the man to break trust with his lover. Too much time. The consequences of arriving even five minutes later would haunt Callum’s nightmares for years to come.


The recollection of his choking fear fueled a surge of anger. "Why the devil did a clever lassie like you no’ work out that ye were going in completely the wrong direction? Bruard is east, no’ north."


Her lips turned down. "Sheena told me she followed a drovers’ track that switches back over the hills toward my home." She paused. "There is nae such track, is there?"


"No." He grabbed her hand, needing the physical assurance that Mhairi was indeed alive and sitting in front of him, not lying dead five hundred feet below the ledge.


His voice roughened, although he wasn’t angry with her. He reserved his rage for himself. He’d been a poor guardian of the treasure he had in his keeping. His blood turned to ice when he thought how close they'd verged on tragedy. "Without Sel giving up Sheena's plans, I wouldnae have found ye. If you'd gone over the Mare's Tail, it’s likely I’d never have known what happened to ye, although with fine weather, we may have been able to track you over the hills."


"So ye galloped after me like a knight on a quest." She took a mouthful of whisky and coughed. When she caught her breath again, she stared at him once more. "Ye took your life in your hands doing that. The ride up here had me shaking in my boots."


"I could trust Kelpie," he said defensively, although when the track narrowed, he'd rated his survival cheap as he’d forced the mare to maintain the reckless pace.


Then he realized Mhairi’s remark wasn’t a criticism. She sounded almost…admiring. The poor lass was obviously still in shock.


She returned his flask. "What are ye going to do with Sel?"


"I’ve locked the wretch up in the barracks." This time, there was no question where his anger focused. He replaced the flask’s stopper and put it back in his pocket. "Right now, I’m sorry I got rid of the dungeons. I'm ready to hang the bastard from the castle walls and let him die by inches."


"No, you’re no’."


He was surprised that she knew him well enough to realize that. "I damn well should be."


She still held his arm. "When he had the chance, he did the right thing."


Callum’s lips tightened. "Only because the game was up, and the swine knew it."


"Sheena used him for her own purposes. A hanging seems too harsh."


"He betrayed me."


"Aye."


He sighed. "But I told him he could take his choice – double guard duty for the next month or banishment from Achnasheen. He was grateful to take the guard duty. He’s gey crestfallen."


"Sheena's death will hit him hard. He’ll blame me for that, I'm guessing."


"If he says one word against ye and I hear about, it's expulsion without mercy."


She continued to study him, her deep blue eyes serious and searching. "You're a good man, Mackinnon."


Astonishment crashed through him. "Ye sound like you mean that."


When she smiled, there were no shadows. By God, what he'd give to kiss her, but she was hurt and she'd been afraid, although she didn't look afraid now. "I do."


"More whisky?"


She shook her head. He was sorry to stand up and break the sweet contact of her hand on his arm. It was a sign of how she’d suffered, that she seemed to forget that she still touched him.


Callum wished to heaven he could forget. But it was impossible when heat pooled under her fingers and set his blood pounding with impossible hope.


"I’ll take ye home."


"Aye," she said softly, and for one dazed moment the glow in her eyes held him transfixed. Then he recalled bleak reality and turned away to catch Kelpie's rein.


After he picked up his flintlock and tied the two stocky ponies to his saddle, he brought the mare over to Mhairi. He held out a hand. "Tell me if ye need to rest or if the pain gets too bad."


"I will."


Despite everything, his lips twitched. "Which means ye probably willnae."


She hated to admit any weakness. Her pride was remarkable.


With a readiness that ripped at his aching heart, she accepted his hand. She’d been uncharacteristically tractable since he’d saved her. This docility was proof of how the threat to her life had beaten the fight out of her. Briefly he closed his eyes and forced away the nauseating memory of her struggling with an armed assailant above a drop of hundreds of feet.


Nor did she stiffen when he lifted her onto Kelpie's back. Because he was watching her so closely, he caught her hiding a wince, despite his best efforts to be gentle. Reminder that she'd been hurt while in his care. And not for the first time, by God. Acrid remorse tightened his gut.


Callum mounted behind her and curled his arms around her to hold her safe. He was as careful as if he cradled Venetian glass in his arms.


"This is like old times," she said dryly.


"You're a wee bit more cooperative now than ye were when I brought you to Achnasheen, lassie," he said, aiming for a light tone. He failed. He'd come too close to losing her for teasing to sound convincing.


"Aye, I am at that," she said softly.


Callum could hardly believe it when she rested against him as soft as a kitten. Her scent rose around him, sparked a million wanton fantasies. He drew a deep breath. Flowers, a trace of sweat, a hint of fresh water and whisky. And the essence of Mhairi.


Only a layer of frail lawn separated her skin from his. The thought proved too much temptation. It was time they left.


He guided Kelpie onto the steep, winding path. The horse had dashed up this precipitous slope with a valor that earned her his lifelong gratitude. Now there was no particular rush, so the mare could make the journey toward Callum’s doom at a kinder pace. Even if he wanted to make haste, the ponies couldn’t keep up with Kelpie in full flight.


"Rest now. You're safe," he said softly, daring to place a kiss on Mhairi’s ruffled auburn hair.


"I know," she murmured. It seemed at last she'd learned to trust him a little.


He wished to God he deserved it.






Chapter 19

 


Exhausted with the onslaught of powerful emotions and the long travel through the night, Mhairi lapsed into a fitful doze as she rested in the Mackinnon’s arms. Her wounds troubled her, but his ministrations had gone a long way toward soothing the discomfort. The memory of his gentleness made her heart clench tight. He'd been so distressed to see her in danger and in pain. It made her feel cherished in a way she'd never known before. His care was the physical manifestation of his stirring words to his clan, proclaiming his loyalty to her.


It took far too long to realize that there was something wrong about the route they followed. This wasn’t the same path she’d taken with Sheena.


She twisted her head to see where the sun was. "Did ye no’ say Sheena took me due north from Achnasheen?"


"Aye, she did." Pressed so close to his bare chest, with only the thin layer of his shirt between them, she felt as much as heard that baritone rumble behind her.


"Achnasheen is on the coast. By my calculation, we're heading south-east and further into the hills."


"Of course we are."


She frowned. "But if we keep going, that will take us to Bruard."


There was a pause before he responded in a low voice. "I told ye I was taking you home, lassie."


A dismay of appalling and astonishing degree slammed through her, stole her breath. It took her a second before she could speak. "I thought ye meant Achnasheen."


Another shock. When had she started to consider the Mackinnon stronghold her home? She'd despised every gray stone in its walls when she'd arrived there less than a week ago.


His voice remained somber as he replied. "I'm taking ye back to your father. Ye should beat your kinsmen home by a good few hours."


"But…" Her mind reeled. This didn't make any sense at all. "Ye swore you'd never let me go."


With a heavy sigh, he drew the big gray horse to a stop on the brow of the hill. As she looked ahead, she realized that they already approached Drummond territory. If Black Callum rode much further, he wouldn't be safe from her clan's hunger for vengeance.


"Aye, I swore a lot of things." He sounded grim and defeated, in a way she'd never heard before.


She’d longed to see the arrogance knocked out of him. Now she did, and she hated it.


Her throat was so tight, it was difficult to force the question out. "Do ye no’ want peace in the glens anymore? I thought ending the feud was your purpose in life."


To her surprise, he dismounted and stepped forward to hold Kelpie's rein. The expression on his face confirmed the desolation she heard in his voice. "It was."


Mhairi noticed his use of the past tense. "So what's changed?"


She missed his arms around her. More, she missed knowing he wanted her. Which was mad when she’d just risked her life to get away from him.


He sighed again and ran his hand through his hair, leaving it ruffled around his shoulders. Usually he wore it clubbed back, but today it fell about his face in raven waves. He’d left Achnasheen too quickly to worry about tying it back, she guessed.


Her fingers curled in Kelpie's mane as she fought the urge to reach out and touch his hair. She knew how cool and soft it was. After days of battling the Mackinnon at close quarters, she was far too familiar with how it felt to touch him. The firm, smooth skin. The hard, capable hands.


The knuckles on the hard, capable hand he laced through Kelpie's bridle were white with tension. "I've changed."


The stark words crashed down between them, sharp and wounding as a mighty claymore. She swallowed to moisten a mouth that went dry with dread and crippling anguish. "Ye dinnae want to wed me?"


He made a low growl deep in his throat and swung away, releasing Kelpie who shifted with an uneasy whicker. The tension flaring between the humans on this bare brae upset the horse.


Mhairi tightened her grip on Kelpie’s mane to keep her balance and stared at those rigid shoulders in front of her. It was plain to see how tightly he held himself.


Her mouth went even drier as she contemplated the magnificent sight he made, wearing only his kilt and with his black hair loose down his ruler-straight bare back. Away from that perceptive dark gaze, she was free to feast her eyes on this superb example of the male animal.


She'd always thought Black Callum handsome, right from the very first when his handsomeness hadn’t stopped her from wanting to kill him. When had those good looks started to intrigue instead of threaten?


"Mackinnon?" she said when he didn't answer.


He still didn’t answer.


She shifted clumsily, clinging to the saddle with her good hand. With her arm in a sling, negotiating her way off this oversized beast was no simple thing. Despite her best efforts, she couldn't stifle a whimper as an unwise stretch jarred her wounded arm.


Black Callum whipped around and covered the distance between them in a couple of strides. "What the devil are ye doing, ye daft female?"


His hand closed around her waist. His touch conveyed neither tenderness nor desire, but despite that, it blasted through her like a clap of thunder. When he set her on her feet and released her, she missed that touch the moment it left her.


"I'm trying to talk to ye," she said.


"Why?" he asked in angry bewilderment. "Shouldn't ye instead be dancing with joy to ken that you're going back to your kin? You've just spent half the night trying to get away from me. God’s blood, you wanted to get away from me since the moment I snatched ye. You're bloody contrary to want to stop and have a wee discussion about my decision now."


Mhairi had to agree. By heaven, she understood his impatience. Her reaction made no sense.


She planted her feet firmly on the ground – ground that still belonged to the Mackinnons – and faced him down. "Ye dare to call me contrary? What happened to the laddie who locked me up and who slung me over his shoulder and who defied my father to send an army to Achnasheen if he wants to get me back?"


A grimace contracted the Mackinnon’s face, and his hands clenched at his sides. He looked tormented and desperately unhappy.


His voice emerged low and anguished. "Mhairi, I vowed nae harm would come to ye, and circumstances have turned me into a foul liar. You've suffered injury in my care. It’s clear I cannae keep ye safe at Achnasheen."


Speechless, she stared at him. With a shaking hand, she reached out to hold onto Kelpie's saddle. Otherwise her knees threatened to fold beneath her. "So you’re setting me free?"


"Aye," he said, the single word as heavy as lead.


"What about ending the feud?" she asked, bewildered.


He swung away as if he could no longer bear to look at her. "Right now I couldnae give a rat's arse about the feud." Then his belligerence faded, and he almost sounded like the man she knew. "No, that's no’ true. But it turns out ye were right all along."


She regarded him doubtfully. At this precise instant, she could think of very little she'd been right about. "In what sense?"


He still didn't look at her. "I was an arrogant fool to imagine that peace could come out of an act of war. Kidnapping ye was a damned idiotic thing to do, especially when…"


"Especially when what?" she asked after he broke off.


Mhairi released the saddle and stood tall. She had a feeling that Black Callum wasn't the only fool standing on this mountainside that overlooked the boundary between Mackinnon and Drummond lands.


He faced her. He looked strained and stricken. He looked like he sacrificed his dearest dreams on a reckless gamble he'd never win.


Was she his dearest dream?


His voice softened. "Especially when ye were so much more than I could ever have expected."


"Bonny Mhairi Drummond," she said with a hint of rancor.


One elegant hand swept through the air, dismissing her words. "Aye, you're bonny. Bonnier than a beautiful spring morning. But a pretty face alone could never break my heart."


His words shuddered through her, left her staggering. Mhairi licked her lips and forced herself to respond in a steady voice. She couldn't take the chance of getting anything wrong. There could be no possibility of misunderstandings. These next few minutes promised to be the most important in her life.


"I didnae ken hearts were involved." Her voice sounded rusty, as if she hadn't used it in a long time.


"Of course ye do." He frowned at her. "I called ye the bride of my heart yesterday. Do ye no’ remember?"


She did. "I assumed that was just rhetoric."


"Rhetoric!" He stared at her as if she'd lost her mind. As if he feared he had as well. "I'll show ye rhetoric."


Before she could think to move, he caught her face between his hands and held her still for a desperate kiss that told her so much more about his feelings than his chaotic explanations had so far managed.


She'd never been kissed before. Nothing prepared her for the spreading heat or the way his lips claimed ownership over her whole body. Shock held her paralyzed in his grasp, before wild rapture like lightning zapped through her.


At last, she moved her lips under his. He made an incoherent sound of encouragement and shifted closer.


Wanting him closer still, she reached to draw him nearer. Lost in this extraordinary kiss, she forgot her injured arm. She couldn’t muffle a whimper of pain.


Abruptly she was free and Callum was standing a couple of feet away. He stared at her with the same fierce despair that, despite her inexperience, she'd tasted in his kiss.


"I'm sure ye want to kill me for that piece of…rhetoric." He snarled the last word as if it was a curse.


She stayed where she was, studying him and trying to make sense of what happened between them. Her good hand rose to touch lips that still tingled from that ferocious kiss.


"No’ right now," she said softly. She squared her shoulders. "You've only known me a few days. How can ye claim to love me?"


Because that must be what he was saying. She couldn’t have got that wrong.


His shrug conveyed every ounce of his frustrated desire and self-loathing. "I fell in love with ye that first night when ye played that trick on me and ran away. How the devil could I no’?"


"How the devil could ye?" she retorted. "I was horrible to you."


"Ye were enchanting."


That sparked a snort of disdain. "You're insane."


"Aye. That’s true enough. Or at least it has been since the day I laid eyes on a troublesome redheaded lassie whose lips promise passion and whose eyes flash hatred."


"No’ always," she admitted, but he was too sunk in misery to listen.


"From the moment I saw ye, I wanted to make you mine. You're the woman for me, Mhairi, and it's my own damned fault that I'm the last man you'll ever take as a husband. I wish to Hades I'd never laid eyes on ye."


She flinched at that. He sounded like he hated her.


"Do ye mean that?" she asked shakily. "It doesnae sound verra loving."


"How the hell do ye expect me to sound?" He made another of those slashing gestures. "I'll spend the rest of my life eating my heart out for a woman who would happily see me dead."


Hearts again. Interesting. "That might have been true at first. It’s no’ true now."


He bit back a jagged groan. He suffered from such a fit of self-hatred, she didn’t think he even heard her reluctant admission. He might be a man of his word, but she was also a woman of hers. She couldn’t help cringing to recall how she’d sworn black and blue that she’d loathe him to her last breath.


"Ye should be delighted with what’s happened. Because of ye, the Drummonds have won their final victory over the Mackinnons."


Mhairi sucked in a shaky breath and spoke in a hard voice she'd never have thought herself capable of producing. "Ye know, I'm getting heartily sick of Drummonds and Mackinnons, and the endless carping on the trouble between our families."


At least he heard her this time. Black Callum fixed burning eyes on her and drew himself up to his full, impressive height.


"It's brought ye nothing but strife, I know. Now I'm taking ye back to your father wounded and in pain. When all I wanted to do was cherish ye and do you honor. Ye are the bride of my heart, Mhairi Drummond, and I’ll have nae other." A sour smile twisted his lips. "Ye have your triumph, my lady. It’s the last gift I’ll give ye. I hope you enjoy it."


He turned away again, she guessed to hide his excess of emotion.


A thorny silence fell between them.


"Will ye say that again?" she asked in a small voice.


"What? That I'll never marry if I cannae marry ye?" He sounded as if he forsook all hope of happiness. "Aye, on my soul."


"No’ that bit."


"That you've won? What do ye think? Or are ye just twisting the knife in the wound?"


"No’ that bit either," she said with a hint of impatience. "If ye love me, say the words."


The Mackinnon stiffened as if she'd struck him. Slowly he turned, and she gasped in consternation when she saw his face. He looked like a man testing the farthest edge of his control.


She'd seen him as a ruthless captor. She'd seen him as a powerful laird. But this man was stripped to basics, and the basics were all fierce desperation.


"Aye, I love ye," he said gruffly. "Precious little good it does me."


She watched him the way she’d watch a wild beast likely to decide to devour her any minute. "And yet ye tell me I'm free to return to my father?"


"Aye." His nod was an echo of one of his brief bows. "I should never have taken ye away from Bruard in the first place. God forgive me."


"I wouldnae worry about God right now, Mackinnon," she said sharply. "It's my forgiveness ye should be interested in."


Another of those almost courtly acknowledgements. "And that I'll never have, I ken."


"Dinnae speak too soon," she muttered.


"What?" He looked puzzled. "What the devil madness is this?"


Mhairi took a faltering step in his direction. Her lips curved up in a tremulous smile, while her heart danced about in her chest and promised to burst with joy. "This devil madness is a life sentence, Black Callum. This devil madness is a wedding at Achnasheen. A wedding for ye and me."


She waited for him to seize her in his arms and kiss her again. She'd just started to discover what magic his lips could conjure on hers when he'd jumped away as if he'd stuck his hand into a fire.


But he remained where he was, staring at her in confusion. "I dinnae understand."


Her smile broadened, as she extended her good hand in a gesture that offered him everything she was, everything she'd ever been, and everything she would become.


To her surprise, her voice emerged firm with certainty. "It’s simple enough. Aye, I'll marry ye, Mackinnon."






Chapter 20

 


Callum didn't move. His heart was pounding like a mighty drum, and the world around him faded to nothing. He only saw this remarkable girl who had stolen his soul away. This remarkable girl who was smiling at him as if he’d put the sun in the sky.


He couldn’t be sure his mind wasn’t playing tricks on him. Had this headstrong lass driven him insane indeed?


Surely Mhairi hadn’t just consented to wed him. Not today, when he'd come so close to losing her and he'd at last recognized that she’d never be his.


Except maybe he was wrong about that…


That radiant smile faded as he remained baffled and planted in one spot.


"Mackinnon? Did ye hear me? You've won. I'll be your bride." She paused. "If you'll have me."


"If I’ll have ye?" The painful torrent of love rushing through his veins made his voice crack. "Aye, mo chridhe, I'll have ye. Forever."


Her face lit up, and she rushed forward until he caught her around the waist. He stared down into brilliant blue eyes, before he bent his head and kissed her with all the passion he’d stored up in his heart since the day he’d first seen her.


She melted into his hold, and her lips moved upon his. He ran his tongue along the seam and to his delight, she opened. When he'd taken her lips in that first, furious, despairing kiss, he’d caught her by surprise. He suspected she was too innocent to know how to respond. When his tongue delved into the honeyed cavern of her mouth, she made a faint astonished sound, confirming his guess at her innocence.


Slowly he withdrew, savoring her flavor, then returned for a deeper exploration. This time, her shuddering sigh conveyed a wholehearted surrender he’d given up hoping to win from her.


Exultant happiness washed over him, and he dragged her closer into his body. Then in an instant she was free. Her whimper this time had expressed pain, not pleasure.


"This sling is proving blasted inconvenient," she muttered.


He took her hands and kissed them with a reverent adoration that turned her eyes misty. She was flushed and bonny and his. He could hardly believe it. "We'll have plenty more time for kisses, my braw lassie."


She blushed. "If you'd kissed me like that when ye caught me, I might have come round sooner."


He gave a grunt of self-derisive amusement. "Och, dinnae be daft. You'd have scratched my eyes out." He sobered and holding her hand, brought her over to sit on a tussock. "Tell me what changed. I'd given up all hope of ye. God’s teeth, ye spent the night running away from me. Ye were willing to throw in your lot with a murderous witch like Sheena because you were so eager to get back to Bruard. Am I dreaming all this now?"


She raised her good hand to stroke his cheek. "If you're dreaming, I'm dreaming, too, my darling."


It had been a day of shocks. Another one exploded through Callum when he heard her call him her darling. He liked that. He liked it very much indeed. But before he could be sure of her, he still needed to trace the path that brought him to this transcendent moment. "Every time I asked ye to marry me, you refused."


She stared up into his face, still with that dazzled expression. "I hated ye at first."


He winced. "I ken."


"But it was soon clear that there was more to ye than just a ruthless kidnapper."


"Oh?"


Her smile turned teasing. "For a start, I saw that ye were a handsome ruthless kidnapper."


"Mhairi," he said in warning. "Tell me. Today you've tossed me from hell to heaven and back again, and it’s not even nine o’clock. I need to understand."


The amusement faded from her face, and she shifted to kiss him again, a sweet salute that was over in a second. To his regret. "Well, there was the fact that after you'd snatched me, ye were kinder than I expected. I saw straightaway that your people love ye. And I admire the way ye think before ye react."


He frowned. "None of those things sound too lovable."


"Perhaps those things didnae make me love you, but they showed me ye werenae the ravening beast I'd been taught to fear and hate. I started to wonder whether there might be a good man hidden under all that Mackinnon arrogance. Then…" Her gaze clung to his as if she couldn't bear to look away, even for a second. "Then ye spoke those beautiful words yesterday, when you told your clan that I had your loyalty and that any wrong done to me was a wrong done to ye."


Callum hardly remembered what he’d said. He'd been so angry when he'd seen Mhairi’s bruises and learned that she'd suffered his kinswomen’s spite. "That's when I confessed ye had my heart. I laid my soul at your feet, my lady, and ye had the hide to dismiss my admission as mere rhetoric."


"I dinnae think that anymore," she said softly.


This time he kissed her. Their lips clung and parted.


"Yet still ye ran from me." The joy of knowing she would become his wife wasn't yet enough to banish the horrific memory of Sheena brandishing a knife and forcing Mhairi back toward the dizzying drop behind her.


Guilt shadowed her eyes. "I'm sorry."


He shook his head with wry fondness and cradled her delicate jaw in one hand. "Dinnae be."


"I wanted to talk my father out of besieging the castle."


“It was more than that.”


"Aye, it was. I did want to escape ye, that’s true, but no’ because I still hated you. I was so confused and torn about what I was starting to feel for my enemy."


He smoothed the flyaway strands of hair back from her face. "After a lifetime of hating the mere name Mackinnon, I can imagine."


Callum stored up an ocean of passion, but her injuries dictated tenderness. Her injuries, and the great surge of love that tightened his chest.


Mhairi still looked troubled. "Our marriage willnae solve our difficulties like some magic spell. My father will still fight to get me back."


"I'll never give ye up, beloved." It emerged as a vow.


"Callum…" She sighed and moved closer for another kiss.


He drew away, studying that beautiful face. "You've never called me that before."


The humor he loved sparked in her eyes. "I called ye lots of other things."


He gave a huff of amusement. "Aye. And probably will again. You're a willful wee thing."


"We'll probably fight."


He arched one mocking eyebrow. "Probably?"


"Definitely."


"Will ye mind?"


She shook her head, smiling. "I'd rather fight with ye than anyone else."


"Och, mo leannan, ye humble me," he whispered.


He kissed her again, telling her without words how precious she was to him. Needing to take care not to jar her arm added an extra intensity to the kiss, as if lips alone conveyed everything he wanted to say.


This time she met him readily, and her tongue responded to his invasion with fluttering welcome. He twisted to angle her back in his arms so she draped across his chest with her sore arm cradled between them. When Mhairi curled her good arm around his neck, sizzling heat flooded him and his kisses turned voracious.


By the time he raised his head, they were both gasping. His hands itched to discover her body with feverish caresses, but it wasn’t the time. "I love ye, Mhairi. I will always love you. Will ye come back to Achnasheen and marry me?"


To his surprise, worry shadowed her eyes. "Would it no’ be better if I continue on to Bruard and try to coax my father out of his rage? I cannae bear to think of men dying for my sake."


Callum sighed. For a brief interval, all that had mattered was the gorgeous woman in his arms. "Och, you're turning into a wee politician, lass. Always thinking of strategy."


She drew him down for another kiss, hot and hungry and long.


"No’ always." Her husky confession set his blood pumping hot with anticipation. Soon he’d discover all her secrets.


"Lass," he said with regret. "We both ken if your father gets his hands on ye again, he’ll never let ye set foot outside the castle walls until the day you die."


Her lips turned down. He could see that for her, too, the reality of their situation came crashing down. "And I’ll die married to John Drummond."


"What the devil?" Although the news wasn’t that much of a surprise. He'd seen the possessiveness in John Drummond's eyes when he looked at his fair cousin.


"It turns out my father and John had cooked up a scheme to put us together." Displeasure dripped from her words. Callum was petty enough to appreciate her unconcealed contempt for the plan.


"Ye ken it makes sense. It means ye could stay at Bruard as its lady. If ye were a man, you would have been laird, after all."


She cast him a mocking glance as she sat up. "Whose side are ye on, Callum Mackinnon?"


He caught her hand and kissed her knuckles. "Yours, beloved, now and always."


Her gaze softened until he drowned in the rich blue of her eyes. Even in his wildest dreams – and he'd had a few of those, God forgive him – he'd never imagined that he’d see that melting surrender in her expression.


"Oh…"


Callum couldn't resist stealing another kiss. This one swiftly turned ardent and arousing. He had difficulty drawing back. Even with her arm in a sling, he could manage to claim her if he was careful, but he refused to tumble his bride on a rough hillside. She deserved every honor.


Still, when he heard her disappointed sigh, temptation damn near undid all his good intentions. He framed her face between his hands. He'd never tire of looking at her. Aye, she was bonny. Bonny enough to break a man's heart. But what made him love her was that bright spirit in her eyes and the character in her features.


Callum wanted a strong woman to stand firm at his side through all the joys and tribulations life threw at him. The miracle was he'd found one.


"What?" she asked softly.


He smiled in sheer delight. "I'm just thinking what a braw lady of Achnasheen you'll make."


"As long as I'm the lady of your heart, that's enough."


How could he resist? He kissed her again. "Och, you’re that until the day I die, lassie."


"Mackinnon…"


"Let me take ye home to Achnasheen. If you keep looking at me like that, ye won't come to your wedding a virgin."


Her lashes fluttered down, and her voice emerged in an embarrassed mutter. "I…I wouldnae mind if ye want to…"


His soft laugh was rich with love. "Och, lassie, ye merit better than that. And I havenae always been as careful with your good name as I should have been. I want everyone in Achnasheen to know you’re as pure as the lily."


Amusement lit her eyes. "Ye were so furious when I threw that wine over ye."


"Och, I was half mad already with wanting ye. And knowing that I'd started my wooing in the worst possible way, I was at a loss as to how I could come back from that and find favor with ye. Yet with every moment I spent with ye, I loved ye more."


One day, perhaps he'd accept that glow in her eyes as his due, but not today.


"Ye know, if ye hadnae seized me that day in the meadow, we'd never have met. I'd have ended up marrying John."


"Would that have been so bad?"


It was her turn to laugh. "Och, now you're chasing compliments, laddie?"


"After all the dreadful things you've said to me, can ye blame me?"


"Ye deserved most of them."


He smiled down at her. "Ye have a point."


Her gaze dropped to where their hands lay linked in her lap, and her voice turned serious. "Even when I hated ye, I felt something."


"The urge to commit murder."


Mhairi looked up. "Aye, I cannae lie. That was there. At least at first."


"Ye certainly made your mark, my bonny. I still bear the scar of your knife, and my ears have just stopped ringing from my head’s collision with the peat bucket. I soon knew I needed to treat ye with the respect you deserve. But you were such a surprise. I'd expected a lassie who'd come round to my will without too much trouble."


"Even then, something in me recognized that I'd met my match."


His wayward heart missed a beat. "Yet still ye fought me."


"Aye, but I fought myself, too."


"I'm glad ye lost," he murmured.


Another of those heart-stopping smiles. "I dinnae feel like I lost at all."


"And I dinnae feel like I won."


The words were a revelation. He'd imagined that if ever he gained Mhairi Drummond’s consent to wed him, he’d feel triumphant. But mostly what he felt was grateful. And happy.


Absurd when they still faced so many obstacles to feel as happy as he did.


She searched his face. "Really?"


"Really."


This time Mhairi kissed him. A sweet meeting of lips that promised years of joy to come.


If her father didn’t succeed in killing him first.


"Take me home, Callum. Take me back to Achnasheen."


He wanted to seize her up in his arms and hug her close, but he was too aware of her injury, so he merely smiled at her with every drop of adoration brimming in his heart.


"Aye, with pleasure, mo chridhe. We have a wedding to arrange."






Chapter 21

 


In the tower room at Achnasheen, Mhairi sat up against a pile of pillows in the huge bed. For the first time in her life, she waited for a man to come and join her. She wore a delicate white silk nightdress, and her hair tumbled unbound around her shoulders. After a glorious day, rain had set in so a fire blazed in the hearth.


Today she and Callum had plighted their troth before the castle's minister and what looked like every member of the Mackinnon clan. When she stepped into the airy granite chapel with its high, clear windows, she’d expected hostility to tinge the atmosphere. But something had changed since Callum had claimed her as his lady, and especially since he'd ridden back into Achnasheen three days ago to announce that she'd agreed to marry him.


Perhaps it was the news that Sheena had connived at her death, or that Mhairi had freely chosen to take the laird as her husband.


She didn't fool herself that the people here yet gave her the same loyalty and affection that they gave Callum. Perhaps they never would. But the congratulations she'd received after the ceremony had sounded sincere. The celebrations at the wedding feast had been riotous. And during her short betrothal, she'd received nothing but smiles as, for the first time, she'd wandered freely about the castle, awed at the magnificence of this place that would become her home.


Bruard was a rich man's house, but nothing in the Drummond stronghold could compare with the luxury here. A wealth of tapestries, carpets, glass, and paintings left her dazzled. Silver and gold abounded. Opulent furnishings. All chosen for their beauty.


Beauty wasn't the primary consideration at Bruard.


Constantly at her side was the tall, handsome, wonderful laddie she'd pledged herself to marry. Through their earlier conflicts, she'd caught fleeting glimpses of the real man behind the jailer. The Callum who sought her company these last few, elated days was kind and clever, funny and perceptive. The moment she agreed to stay at Achnasheen, she'd known she made the right choice. Every moment since had only confirmed that decision.


Today, there had been flowers everywhere, in the chapel, the courtyard, the hall. Now rose petals from the secret walled garden were scattered across the rich counterpane she drew up to her waist as she waited for her bridegroom.


Waited in an agony of nerves and anticipation.


It was all very well being sure of her choice to wed the Laird of Achnasheen, but she'd never given her body to a man. While she was aware of the mechanics, her heart raced with uncertainty at what exactly would happen when Callum took her in his arms. So when the door opened and an exuberant party of her husband’s kinsmen propelled him inside, her stomach knotted into tangles of trepidation and her mouth went as dry as a desert.


Accompanying the merriment, a deafening skirl of bagpipes and recorders rebounded off the walls. Mhairi saw a few drunken Mackinnons banging on tabors. Others hit pots and pans with wooden spoons. There were a couple of women among the revelers, although a dozen of the castle's ladies had already been and gone, preparing her to greet her bridegroom.


For the sake of modesty, Mhairi tugged the brocade cover up around her shoulders. The jubilant hubbub faded to nothing, ending on a last discordant squirt from the bagpipes. As all eyes focused on Mhairi, heat rose in her cheeks.


"Och, Mackinnon, you've caught yourself a fairy," Duff said. "Nae mortal lassie could be so bonny."


It should have sounded like a joke. It didn't.


The crowd parted, and she found herself looking straight at the Mackinnon. He was still in the black velvet coat and formal kilt he'd worn for their wedding. A lace stock frothed at his strong throat and more lace peeped out from beneath his heavy cuffs with their elaborate silver buttons. When she'd first seen him standing in the chapel, her heart had performed a dizzying somersault at the prospect of such a superb man promising himself to her alone.


In this bedchamber, the effect was no less powerful. Stronger. Soon he’d reveal the body beneath all that spectacular finery. Gulping with a return of nerves, she hoped she didn't look like a frightened rabbit. She didn’t want her audience thinking she was anything but willing on the night she gave herself to the Mackinnon chieftain.


"Aye, she's beautiful inside and out," Callum said, his deep voice resonant with love. "I'm proud to call Bonny Mhairi my bride."


Trembling, she said a silent prayer that she proved worthy of him. His words left her moved and thick-tongued, so it was difficult to summon a response. But twenty pairs of expectant eyes turned in her direction so she made herself speak. "And I'm proud to be Mhairi Mackinnon, wife to the Laird of Achnasheen and the new lady of this clan."


There was a pause, then an enthusiastic cheer broke out. One niggling worry among the hundred others, large and small, vanished. She and Callum still had so much to negotiate, first of all her father's reaction to this marriage. But her fears of living in this castle as a loathed interloper proved unfounded. When she'd pledged her loyalty to the Mackinnons by marrying their laird, it seemed the clan had taken her for one of their own.


Callum pushed his way through the crowd to stand beside the bed. His hand rested on her shoulder. Once she'd have loathed such a possessive gesture. Tonight the warmth of that strong hand seeped down into her bones and settled the anxious flutter of her heart.


"Well said, mo chridhe."


This time, emotion weighted the shiver that rippled through her. Every time he called her his heart, she felt like she dissolved into a puddle of melted sugar.


"Och, this is all too solemn for a wedding," one of the men called out. He raised a frypan and began to bang on it with a wooden spoon. "Let's frighten away the imps and sprites, so good fortune smiles on our laird and his lady!"


"Good health to the Mackinnon and Bonny Mhairi!"


"Good health, long life, much happiness!"


As the chaos broke out again, Callum smiled down at her, his eyes glowing. "I couldnae keep them out. I imagined a gentler beginning to our wedding night."


She lifted her hand to cover his. "They're so happy for ye, let them show it."


"Aye, they're happy because they can see I'm happy."


Duff and a couple of the other men hauled Callum away from her. "Och, Mackinnon, you're wearing too many clothes for the work ye plan on doing tonight. You'll get nowhere with the lassie, wrapped up in all that folderol."


While most of his kinsmen kept up the ragged serenade, eager hands tugged at the Mackinnon's velvet coat and white stock. His shining black hair had been tied back for the wedding, but it soon hung loose around his sculpted features. The short ceremonial sword and jeweled dagger clattered down on top of a carved oak chest. His sporran soon joined the weapons.


When Duff tugged at the wide black belt that held up Callum’s red and black kilt, he raised his hands and stepped back. "Enough!" he said, laughing. "I can take things from here."


"Och, we're sure ye can," a sly feminine voice called out.


Renewed cacophony greeted the remark. It would be generous to call it music.


"We wish ye much joy, Mackinnon," a man shouted.


"Aye, and many braw bairns!" another man said.


Over the heads of his joyous kinsmen, Mhairi met Callum's bright black gaze, and her blush rose once again. Tonight they'd start on creating a family. They’d lie together in this bed. Callum’s strong graceful body would rise over her, and he'd push inside her. The images rocketing through her mind were alluring and terrifying in equal measure.


His smile told her he was thinking of exactly the same thing, although there was no trepidation in his gaze, just eagerness. He turned to face the crowd.


"It’s high time ye left me to get on with what I need to," he said. "Or else my bride might decide she's waited long enough."


"Och, you're worth waiting for, Callum Dubh!" a woman shouted.


"I've got ale and a barrel of whisky down in the hall for ye, not to mention a supper fit for a king."


"And a queen!" another woman shouted, banging two pots together like cymbals.


"I've paid the musicians to play all night."


"Och, are ye saying we’re no’ musicians enough?" a man asked, making the crowd guffaw and respond with another deafening clamor.


"You'll be too busy dancing to play, Bobby," Callum said over the riot.


It took a few more minutes to usher the boisterous revelers from the room. By the time they'd gone, Mhairi's ears rang with the torrent of good wishes and the clash of wood on metal.


Finally Callum, impatient with the tardy departure, physically pushed out the last of his kinsmen with laughing insistence. A few of the more intoxicated laddies shoved back into the room. Callum's whisky had already been flowing downstairs, and they’d clearly taken advantage of the laird’s largesse.


More laughing insistence and ruthless handling from Callum until they were gone. He slammed the heavy door shut and slammed the iron bolt across for good measure.


As the noise faded with the crowd hurrying down the steps to the hall, he turned to face Mhairi. He leaned his back against the door and his velvety brown gaze settled unwavering on where she sat in the bed.


"Well, my love?"






Chapter 22

 


Two deep blue eyes focused on him, sparked a blazing fire in his loins. Callum wanted Mhairi more than he'd ever wanted anything in his life. Yet something about her expression in the shadows made him hesitate to seize her in his arms and set her on the path to paradise.


During their three days of betrothal, she'd become more rather than less mysterious to him. Right now, he wouldn't wager a groat on guessing what she was thinking.


He rushed into speech. He'd never felt so uncertain with a lassie. Not even with his first girl, sweet, laughing Morag MacNab who had led a fifteen-year-old lad to a grassy hollow and shown him the joy two bodies could create together.


"I hope they didnae frighten ye too much. It's an old tradition at Achnasheen to celebrate a wedding with revelry in the bedchamber."


Callum didn't tell her that not too many years ago, the revelers would have undressed the bride and groom until they were naked and rumor had it, stay to observe the bedding. He might like to uphold the old ways, but he wasn't such a traditionalist as that. His intentions for the rest of the night were strictly private, by God.


When she slid the covers down from her neck, he licked dry lips and the fire inside him flared up like flames in a draft of air. Two embroidered ribbons over her slender shoulders held up a drift of white nightdress. It dipped low over the bonny swell of her bosom. Candlelight gleamed on the creamy skin of her arms and throat and chest. Streaked that extravagant tumble of auburn hair with highlights of ruby and gold.


His eye caught on the angry red line across her upper arm where Sheena had cut her. The wound was healing well, but he’d never forget how close he’d come to losing her.


"I wasnae frightened." Her soft voice held no fear, so he believed her.


"They're so pleased for us."


"Aye." Mhairi didn't say it, but he knew she was recalling the unfriendly reception she’d received when she arrived at the keep. "It's lovely. I felt embraced today, as if your people mean to welcome me as their lady."


That was one of the reasons he'd let the hullabaloo continue as long as it had. He wanted his clan to think of his wife as a Mackinnon, not a hated Drummond.


"I'm glad."


He'd made it clear that anyone who resented serving a Drummond mistress could pack their belongings and leave. But during the last three days, he'd noticed that his people had started to like Mhairi for her own sake, not just because their livelihood was at stake if they didn't accept her.


A shadow darkened her expression, and she plucked at the covers. "I feared my role in Sheena's death might rouse some anger."


He shook his head. "My kinsmen are ashamed of what happened. Ye were a guest in my house, and you nearly came to grief."


That familiar humor tugged at her lips. "No’ precisely a guest."


He shrugged. "Ye still should have been safe in my custody. Sheena's treachery reflects badly on all of us."


A silence fell. He guessed that Mhairi too thought of the sad procession that bore Sheena's broken body back to the castle. Yesterday, they’d held a funeral service for her, but the only person who seemed struck down with grief was Sel the Red. A pity that the girl’s spite and ambition stopped her finding a genuine home at Achnasheen.


Callum had spent the last few days in a whirl of happiness, but when he’d slept alone in the west tower, he'd suffered a nightmare or two. Dreams where he arrived at the Mare's Tail a second too late and watched Mhairi, not Sheena, fall to her death.


If he ever doubted how much he'd come to love the exquisite woman he'd wed today, he just had to recall his black despair upon waking.


"I forgive ye," Mhairi said, still in that soft voice.


"I'm sorry I let Sheena take ye."


Sorry? He'd been ready to cut his throat, half-mad with remorse that his reckless actions had brought his darling so close to dying.


Another faint smile. "I mean for everything."


He studied her across the room. "Do ye really?"


"Of course." She moved one hand in an eloquent gesture that swept away the bitterness of the past. "Dinnae fash yourself, Mackinnon. I'm no’ nursing a heart full of unspoken resentment beneath my smiles."


Callum released a brief laugh, although razor-sharp emotion sliced at his heart. He remained painfully conscious that while he'd told Mhairi over and over that he loved her, she hadn't yet said the words to him.


That was another change, and one that shone an unflattering light on his treatment of his former amours. Lassies galore had declared their love – with, he was cynically aware, varying degrees of sincerity – but he hadn’t felt the slightest urge to respond in kind.


"Och, mo chridhe, your resentment has never been unspoken."


She didn't smile. "I want us to be happy. A grudge will poison our life together."


He reminded himself that while Mhairi mightn't have declared her love, she had come a good many hard miles in his direction from the spitting wildcat he'd snatched in the meadow above Bruard. God’s teeth, she'd agreed to wed him, hadn't she? At the very moment when he at last gave her leave to return to her father. That spoke volumes about how she'd changed. And since declaring herself ready to become his bride, she'd kissed him over and over, as if she couldn't get enough of the taste of him.


She mightn't love him, but she wanted him and she liked him. He knew her well enough to understand that she gave him her loyalty for life, even before they spoke their wedding vows. What she gave him would have to be enough, although he was so desperate for her to love him back, he was ready to go on his knees and beg.


But if he'd learned anything about Bonny Mhairi Drummond, now Mackinnon, it was that she came to things in her own time. Against all the odds, he’d won the bride of his heart. For now, he must be satisfied with that.


Speaking of satisfaction, his wedding night stretched ahead. What did words matter, when his beloved promised herself to him body and soul?


"I swear I'll do my best to make ye happy," he said solemnly, hoping the Good Lord allowed him time and room to fulfill his vow. Sheena's death had lent a grim touch to these past three days, but so had the prospect of the Drummond sending an army to besiege Achnasheen.


But neither of those things could mar the joy he took in the woman he'd married. Neither of those things impinged on the bond they forged together. A bond that the years ahead, if granted to him, would only strengthen. Mhairi mightn't yet love him, but from today, they were eternally united.


At last another smile curved those soft pink lips. "It would make me happy if ye werenae a whole room away from me."


Startled, he straightened from where he slouched against the door. "I dinnae want to make ye nervous, mo chridhe."


The smile widened, and she pushed aside the covers to reveal her hips and legs and sweet, slender bare feet. He swallowed to moisten a parched throat and wondered at the state this lassie put him in, that the sight of her feet was enough to stir up a lather of excitement.


"I'm no’ nervous."


He dragged his gaze away from how those slender feet joined up with those neat ankles. The silk shift was sheer enough to hint at the shape of shins and knees and thighs. And the shadowy mysteries at the junction of her thighs. If he looked too long there, he didn't trust himself not to jump on her like a wild beast.


"No?"


Her smile broadened. "No." Then she paused. "Or only a little. I havenae done this before. But I trust ye to do it right."


When she said things like that, it reminded him that while she mightn't love him, she gave him plenty else. A sensible man would consider it was enough. The problem was it turned out he wasn't quite as sensible as he’d always imagined.


He ventured a step closer. "I pray I prove worthy of that trust."


"Ye will." She paused. "Ye do."


When her smile turned incandescent, his heart crashed against his ribs. Dear God, he loved her. She’d never been so beautiful as now, when she stretched her hand out in his direction.


"Come here, Callum. Ye went to a devil of a lot of trouble to get me into this bed. Is it no’ time ye enjoyed the fruits of your victory?"


His wayward heart performed another giddy flip, and he took a further step toward her. “Mhairi…”


Casting him a wide-eyed look, she gave a soft laugh. "For the love of heaven, I swear you're more nervous than I am."


Ridiculously he felt a flush rise in his cheeks. He ran his hand over his hair, brushing its slippery weight back from his face. "Och, lassie, of course I'm nervous."


She sent him a mocking glance. "And ye the laddie all the lassies in this glen want to catch."


To his displeasure, his blush heated. "You've been listening to too much gossip."


"I ken that when I wed ye, it was to the sound of dozens of hearts breaking."


"Your heart is the only one I'm interested in," he said curtly.


The smile broadened, became smug. "I know."


"You're a virgin, Mhairi. I dinnae want to hurt ye, and I fear I will. I'm no’ a small man."


When her eyes focused on the front of his kilt, he hardened – and experienced a blast of relief. It seemed she knew enough to understand what a man did with a maid.


"Jean said it might hurt. At first. But she said it gets better."


"Och, did she indeed?"


Mhairi made a helpless gesture. "My mother died bringing me into the world, and this isnae something my father would ever talk to me about."


"Your nurse didnae tell ye?"


"Flossie has served me since I was twelve. She was only fourteen herself then. She’s as much a virgin as I am."


"Not if Duff gets his way. He means to wed her."


"I think she means to wed him, too."


"I'm glad ye have a friend and a kinswoman in the castle."


"So am I." She paused. "But I hope ye and I can be friends as well as lovers."


"I'd like that." He studied her. She'd claimed not to be afraid, but she looked more relaxed now than she had when he’d thrown out the drunken louts. "It's the lovers part I'm interested in right now."


"Well, you'll need to touch me if that's true," she said with a hint of asperity.


He felt easy enough now to laugh. "Once I touch ye, there is nae going back, my bonny."


She flung up her hands in frustration and swung her legs over the side of the bed. "For pity's sake, Mackinnon, I dinnae want to go back. I want to be right where I am. Even more than that, I want ye to kiss me. Stop hovering over there like a cat that doesn't know whether it wants to come inside or stay out in the cold. Take me in your arms and ravish me like any kidnapper worth his salt. I want to play a bride's part and discover just what the famous Laird of Achnasheen hides under his kilt."


"Mhairi," he said, not sure if the word was an invitation or a protest.


"Aye, Mhairi is my name. And Mackinnon now, not Drummond." She stood and crossed the space separating them until she stood less than a foot away.


The firelight teased him with a tantalizing view of the body beneath the sheer nightdress. She was a creature of legend, all sinuous curves and enchantment. The glorious red hair flowed around her shoulders, making his hands clench at his sides as he imagined those shining tresses twining around him as he thrust inside her.


Her lips quirked with affectionate impatience. "For heaven’s sake, Callum, make me a Mackinnon in fact as well as name. Dinnae make me wait any longer. I want ye. Ye want me. Let's allow nature to take its course."


He wasn't sure whether he moved or she did, but within an instant, Bonny Mhairi was wrapped in his arms. His hands fisted in the slippery silk that covered her graceful body, and he tilted her to the side until the wealth of hair cascaded over his arm.


She released a gasp that sounded like pure excitement as she lost her balance and her hands flew up to grab his shoulders. Heat blasting the last of his hesitation to ashes, he bent over her and pressed his eager mouth to hers.






Chapter 23

 


Mhairi soared away from the everyday into a world of flaring color. During their short betrothal, Callum had often kissed her, luring her into secret corners of the castle away from curious eyes. Secret corners from which she'd emerged flushed and trembling and frustrated.


She'd never wanted a man before. She was astonished by how quickly even the most passionate kisses failed to satisfy her wanton yearnings. Kisses that at first had seemed the height of daring.


Tonight, though, perhaps because at last she would learn how it felt to lie with a man, the kisses burned hotter. A powerful pulse set up between her legs and shook her whole body. She kissed him back as if she starved.


Three days of Callum’s attentions had taught her much about kissing. She eagerly sucked his tongue into her mouth and nipped at his lips to encourage him to keep going. She pursued him into his mouth, relishing his rich salty flavor.


"You've been drinking whisky," she muttered, running her teeth down the strong neck once covered by his stock and now vulnerable to her depredations.


"Aye, lassie," he groaned, swinging her up in his arms and carrying her across to the bed. "The lads kept filling my cup downstairs. Are you afraid I willnae do my best by ye?"


Mhairi curled into his body. "No’ in the least."


He kissed her before he set her gently on the bed, coming down over her, so his long black silky hair fell around her like an ebony veil. She reached up and grabbed a handful, using it as a rope to bring him down for more kisses. When he broke away, they were both panting.


"Does your arm hurt, lass?" he asked roughly, leaning on one elbow and surveying her with a tender fervor that made her toes curl against the crisp white sheets.


"No." To prove it, she raised her injured arm so she could stroke that stubborn jaw. He'd escaped his kinsmen long enough to shave before he came to her, she noted.


Callum caught her hand and bent to kiss the scar with a care that made her tremble. "That’s good news."


She rose to lean over him. When she noticed how his gaze fixed on her drooping bodice, she laughed. "I'll show ye properly if you like."


"Aye, lass." His eyes met hers, blazing with hunger. "Ye know you put me in a fever."


"I hope so."


He sat up to face her. "Let me see ye."


Her trembling intensified as he caught the silk and drew it over her head, flinging it to the floor. Shyness at knowing she was naked before him made her eyes flutter down from his. She fought the urge to raise her hands to conceal herself.


"Mhairi…" he said on an awed sigh, and she made herself meet his stare. He looked transfixed. "I dinnae deserve ye, lass."


"Do I please ye?" The light in his eyes already told her she did.


"More than I can say. You're a jewel beyond price. You're exquisite."


She'd learned to mistrust male susceptibility to the way she looked. Beauty was dangerous. But as she stared into Callum's face and saw what pleasure he took in her, she gloried in his desire.


"I'm glad."


"Let me touch ye," he whispered. "Only the greatest bard could describe what I feel now and do the moment justice, do ye justice. But let me show ye what honor I pay you."


That throbbing between her legs became more powerful, and her skin tightened in carnal anticipation. "Ye could have touched me before tonight."


The humor she'd always found attractive, even in their first stormy interactions, set creases around his brown eyes. "Och, I didnae trust myself to put my hands on ye and keep my head."


"Aye, it was a verra chaste courtship." Even in her innocence, she'd recognized that.


Since she’d agreed to become his wife, he'd turned the tower bedroom over to her and slept in the west tower, making a public statement that he respected his bride's virginity until they were wed.


His amusement deepened. "Ye sound like you mind."


With every moment, her nakedness bothered her less. "You're not the only one who yearns, Mackinnon."


"You’re calling me Mackinnon again?" He gave a dramatic sigh. "Would Mackinnon dare to touch his lady's perfect bosom?"


Mhairi’s lips firmed as she fought the urge to laugh. "Callum certainly can." She paused. "Especially if he takes off his shirt first."


He didn't hesitate. Within seconds, his loose white shirt joined her nightdress on the carpet. "You're magnificent," she said in awe.


"You've seen me without a shirt before."


"Aye," she said, the word redolent of appreciation.


She reached out to rub her hand over the hard chest with its light covering of silky black hair. The friction under her palms made her nipples tighten to the edge of pain.


Scars marked his body. Courtesy of her kinsmen, she guessed, but right now, she didn't want to think about him fighting the Drummonds.


She ran her lips along one curving white line that slashed across his ribs. He groaned and tangled his hands in her hair, loosely so she was free to taste him wherever she wanted. She kissed each of his scars. Last of all, she pressed her lips to the scar on his arm, the one she'd given him.


"I'm sorry I hurt ye," she murmured.


"Och, lassie, I'm no’," he said softly. "I wear that scar proudly. Ye marked my body just as ye marked my heart. You've branded me as yours forever."


Whenever he said such breathtaking things, her heart did giddy cartwheels. "Aye, you're mine." She nipped his skin to remind him.


He gave a short, startled laugh and pushed her down onto her back. "And you’re mine."


"Matching scars." She touched the raised red line on his arm. "There's proof we belong together."


"Och, we dinnae need scars to prove that."


At last he put his hands on her breasts. Heat burgeoned inside her as he squeezed and stroked her. When he gently pinched her nipples until they beaded into points, the jolt of sensation made her cry out and arch up toward him.


"Callum…"


It was her turn to lie trembling beneath his hands and mouth. Another jagged stab of sensation jolted her when he took one nipple between his lips, touching it with his tongue then drawing hard. The secret hollows of her body turned hot and liquid. He set her alight until she writhed against him and dug her fingers deep into his shoulders.


Restless eagerness kept her shaking and moaning as he began to discover each curve and dip that formed her body. Every brush of his mouth, every caress of his hands, built her craving until she was half mad with wanting him.


He kissed a burning path across the pale curve of her stomach where the long graze was nearly healed. Then shockingly, he shifted to lie between her legs. That seeking mouth brushed the feathery hair covering her mound.


"Callum!" Mhairi cried again, torn between embarrassment and pleasure. She definitely remembered she was naked now. Her hands fluttered downward but stopped short of pushing him away. "That's…"


"Wonderful," he murmured, catching her hips between hard, powerful hands and angling her up toward his face.


At the first flickering touch of his tongue to her cleft, she cried out in protest and dug her hands in his thick black hair. Jean had warned her that some of the things that a man did to a woman would strike her as strange. Her imagination had never stretched as far as him licking her between the legs.


She wasn’t disgusted. She was…intrigued. Then she was trembling with a rising delight as pure as a beam of sunlight.


After a dazzling interval, he concentrated on one particular place until lightning sizzled through her and stole the last of her objections. As shuddering sensation built upon shuddering sensation, the tension flowed out of her body and her legs flopped open, inviting him to do whatever he wanted to her.


Apparently what he wanted to do was torture her with pleasure until she was lost to every reality except his hot mouth on her slick cleft. Her muscles clenched in a sensual dance as she strove toward some unknown end.


The sound of his tongue lapping at her was disturbing and arousing in equal measure. An uncontrollable rush of moisture greeted his explorations, and she shifted under his mouth. But she couldn't quite gather the will to move away.


By the time Callum rose to kneel away from her, she was breathing in great gusty sobs and her heart was thundering. He’d shown her a world of sensation reaching beyond anything her virginal dreams had ever dared to encompass.


Mhairi was so dazed that it took her a minute to realize that his shaking hands now tugged at the silver buckle fastening his kilt. The belt fell to the floor, and the red and black plaid soon followed.


The mist of sensuality evaporated in a flash. Her eyes focused on the daunting column of hard flesh rising against his belly.


"Oh, my dear Lord above," she whispered. "Will that fit?"


"Aye, mo chridhe." He laughed softly and slid over her. "Trust me."


"If you're sure," she said doubtfully.


She'd wondered what was beneath his kilt. Now she knew, and that knowledge revived all her earlier nervousness.


"I'm sure, ye daft wee lassie."


"You'd better kiss me again," she said unsteadily. "I cannae think about anything else when ye kiss me."


"That’s what a man likes to hear." His voice was husky.


When his mouth sought hers in a desperate kiss, it took her a few seconds to realize that he no longer tasted of whisky. He tasted salty. He tasted of her. At some deep level, this idea thrilled her, and she kissed him back with all her newly aroused passion.


Callum went back to stroking her between the legs, his fingers sliding smoothly in the satiny heat. She trembled with longing under his sensual attentions. Then she felt a new pressure.


She tensed against the unfamiliar invasion. "Is this ye?"


"It's my finger. I'm trying to ease my way so I dinnae hurt ye." He kissed her again, and lost in the magic his lips made on hers, she relaxed enough to receive him.


"It feels odd," she said in a tight voice.


"Dinnae resist," he crooned, kissing the side of her neck in a place that always created cascades of thrills.


Mhairi sucked in another breath, and her body accepted his incursion more naturally. It was almost…enjoyable. Then he touched a hidden place inside her and pleasure sparked. Soon his finger was moving in and out of her. When Callum shifted to the side, she rose on her elbows to see what he was doing.


There was something primally exciting about watching him put part of himself inside her body. The insistent rhythm made her blood pound hot and heavy. She lay back against the pillows and gave him his will.


A stretching sensation told her he'd changed from one finger to two. This time, her untried body accepted him more easily. Soon she tilted her hips to encourage his powerful caresses.


Through her haze of joy, she hardly noticed when he caught her hips and lifted her toward him. This time the pressure was heavier and larger.


And uncomfortable, despite all his care in preparing her.


She opened her eyes to see him poised above her, his torrent of dark hair tumbling over his cheeks. "That's ye," she whispered.


"Aye, that's me. Does it hurt?"


She frowned as the insistent pressure built. "It's no’…pleasant."


Callum grunted and inched forward. She winced as her body adjusted to accommodate him.


"Lift your knees higher," he said hoarsely. "It might help."


Mhairi shifted to take him at a different angle.


"That’s better," she said as he edged deeper, then her breath escaped in a sharp huff as she felt something tear. Pain lanced through her, and she dug her fingernails into his back.


He groaned and took her in one massive thrust that pushed her deep into the mattress and shocked the breath from her body. She braced for more pain, but there was just a delicious sensation of fullness. She was no longer sure where her body ended and his started.


Callum lifted himself up on his arms and met her eyes. She read such love in his face that the tension flowed from her body and she softened under him.


"Now you're mine in every way, mo leannan."


"Aye," she said in wonder, as discomfort seeped away to be replaced by an emotional completion that left her astounded. This moment united them in a way she couldn't define, but she knew was invincible. She and Callum were joined forever, whatever happened.


When he’d first pushed inside her, her hands had formed talons in his back. Now they flattened and began to stroke him with a possessiveness she'd never felt before. Because while he might claim her as his, no less did she claim him as hers.


Strife, danger and defiance had propelled them to this sublime moment. With her husband resting hard inside her, she discovered a surpassing peace. Excitement and arousal still hovered close, but in these few radiant seconds, she recognized that her husband was the other half of her soul. This was just where she was meant to be, lying in Callum Mackinnon's arms in the big bed where God willing she'd give birth to the next laird of Achnasheen.


For time beyond measuring, they remained still. He buried his head in her shoulder. Her body gradually became accustomed to the hard, huge masculine presence inside her. The brief pain became a distant memory, and Mhairi started to pay attention to other things. The musky scent weighting the air. The smooth, hot skin beneath her hands as they played up and down that powerful back. The soft tickle of his hair against her neck.


The muscles she caressed were taut, and he breathed in great gusts. There was something shatteringly intimate about feeling every breath Callum took, as if they now shared a single life.


Mhairi shifted and made an incoherent grumble. This was marvelous, but even with him supporting himself on his elbows, he was heavy. Her protesting wriggle made her release a startled gasp. When she moved, the sensations inside her changed most delightfully, and she felt a renewed tingle of arousal.


Callum raised his head, and she met his gaze. His eyelids lowered heavy over his dark eyes, his mouth was fuller than usual, and the skin drew tight over those spectacular cheekbones.


"Are ye all right?" She brushed that fall of raven hair from his face. "You're shaking."


A smile eased his strain, and he bent to kiss her. Her whole body tautened at the touch of his lips, and he groaned as he lifted his head. "Do that again, mo chridhe."


This time she deliberately clenched around him. He closed his eyes with a luxuriant enjoyment she couldn't mistake.


"Like that?" She already knew the answer. More, moving around him like this sparked all kinds of lovely sensations inside her, too.


"Aye, just like that." He paused and subjected her to a searching inspection. "Are ye ready for more?"


"More?" she echoed on a breath.


"Aye, lassie, we've only just started."


Already she felt like she became a new person. What on earth would the world look like when he’d finished with her? "Will I like it?"


Another twitch of those lips. Another kiss. Longer, deeper this time. "I hope so. I'm sorry I hurt ye."


Mhairi experimented with a squirm and was delighted to see his eyes go glassy with pleasure. She was even more delighted when another volley of those sizzling responses rushed through her. "It wasnae too bad."


She could see he didn't believe her. "Is that so?"


"Is that why you're trembling?"


She ran her hand along one broad shoulder and down an arm bunched with muscle. She loved to touch him. It was like petting a lion. He shook his head and adjusted himself inside her, sparking another burst of fireworks.


"Och, no, lassie. I'm trembling because I want ye so much that I’m itching to ravish you, but it's your first time and I dinnae want to frighten ye."


"I'm no’ frightened," she said and realized with a surprise that it was true. "Take your pleasure, Mackinnon."


"Och, I love ye, Mhairi." He dipped his head and kissed her again. The contact began in tenderness, but soon flared into incandescent heat. She arched up for more and this time he moved, sliding back in a slow withdrawal that filled her vision with exploding stars.


"Oh!" She exhaled in amazement, then with more certainty, "Oh!" as he thrust inside her again. She braced for more pain, but her body fitted snug around him as if they were born to be together.


"Hold onto me, Mhairi," he said in a raw voice. Eager hands gripped his shoulders and she closed her eyes, yielding to the profound union.


This time when he shifted forward, she knew what to expect, but still her heart cramped with the awareness that they were one. Every muscle in her body spasmed with wicked excitement.


She gave him a wordless mutter of encouragement and tightened her knees around his narrow hips. When he entered her again, the angle was different and he set off a fresh cascade of dazzling sensation.


"Callum!" she cried out in astonished wonder.


He rose on those brawny arms and looked down into her face. "Good?"


"Grand!" She shuddered in rising response as he pulled back. "Magnificent."


His laugh still held a note of strain, and the sinews under her hands were drawn taut as bowstrings. But she couldn't mistake the satisfaction lighting his expression. "I told ye it gets better."


His movements became faster, harder. Callum seemed to penetrate right to the center of her body each time he joined with her. With every slide, that restless feeling familiar from his intimate kisses became more powerful, until she was gasping and sobbing and scraping her nails across his back. His breath sawed over the wild pounding of her blood.


"Let it happen, lassie," he whispered, as he ran his teeth down her neck. She shivered with more of that heavenly response and flew a little closer to the sun.


Then he surged up over her, going deeper than ever. With a shaking hand, he pressed hard on that miraculous place between her legs. Mhairi broke through into a new universe of brilliant, blinding sensation.


Rivers of blazing heat rushed through her, and pleasure such as she'd never known. She cried out his name as she convulsed in his arms, then she felt him go still under her hands.


His hips jerked forward, and he groaned long and rasping against her shoulder. Through her shaking, shuddering, transcendent response, she felt the hot rush of a man's seed inside her for the first time.


With a broken sigh that conveyed absolute surrender, she curled her arms around his back and her legs around his buttocks and let Callum flood her with his potent essence.






Chapter 24

 


Callum woke to darkness. The shutters were closed over the windows to keep out the summer night. He stretched out on his back, naked amidst rumpled sheets. Sprawled across him lay a slender, disheveled female, warm and soft, and tangled in a tumble of silky hair. He tightened his hold on his wife and smiled with boundless, if weary joy up at the canopy of the bed. The bed where not long ago he’d enjoyed the most profound experience of his life.


Mhairi gave a sleepy murmur and curled closer. When her hand slipped across his chest in a tender caress, poignant emotion had his heart performing acrobatics. He loved her so damned much. What they'd shared tonight had changed him forever.


Closing his eyes, he remembered the wild rapture of pumping his seed into her. He couldn't ask more of life than the chance to keep Bonny Mhairi at his side until the day he died. He whispered a silent prayer that fate allowed him that privilege.


The evocative scents of crushed rose petals and sex tinged the air he sucked into his lungs. Swiving his bride had been a satisfyingly earthy experience. He'd feared he might need to coax her into accepting him as her lover, but while her shyness had been charming, she'd soon developed a gratifying enthusiasm for everything they did.


As long as he lived, he'd remember her broken cry of completion as she reached her first climax. While he couldn't wait to turn to her again, he retained enough grip on manners to give her time to recover from his attentions. He recalled her pleasure, but he also recalled how she'd stiffened when he first moved inside her.


Even then she'd been courageous. No pleas to stop, no tears. She'd offered herself up with a wholehearted generosity that had awed him. They'd both found paradise soon after. A paradise he planned to return to again and again.


Carnal images flooded his mind as he started to think of all the things he'd teach her. He cuddled his slumbering wife close and drifted off again, still with that gentle smile his face.


***


An insistent tattoo on the door was next to disturb Callum. Dull-witted with sleep, he rolled over to meet dazed blue eyes staring at him out of an unforgettable face.


"What is it?" Mhairi asked drowsily, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder.


"Devil if I ken," he grunted. He kissed her ruffled hair, then rolled out of bed, only to find himself subject to an unwavering inspection.


"Goodness me, ye really are a superb specimen," she sighed, her cheeks turning pink as her gaze roved his naked body. "I didnae take enough time to appreciate ye last night."


Her bright, interested gaze focused on the part of him that swelled with predictable anticipation. Whoever the hell it was outside had better have a bloody good reason for interrupting a man the morning after his wedding night. Unless Achnasheen was on fire, Callum had better things to do than deal with his kinsmen.


As the knocking continued, he strode across to open one set of shutters. It was still raining. Gray light flooded the room, revealed the chaos of the bedclothes and the irresistible woman propped against the pillows.


He stretched and yawned. "They'll go away."


"Callum, it might be important." Mhairi’s husky tone reminded him of the soft sounds of enjoyment she made when he was inside her.


He groaned and bent to collect his plaid from the floor, wrapping it around his waist. "It had better be."


When he was halfway decently clad, he glanced back at his bride whose hungry eyes still devoured him. A brief laugh escaped. "Ye might want to pull up the sheets, my bonny, or the rest of the castle will discover just why I'm smiling this morning."


Her blush intensified as she realized she was bare-breasted. What a sight she made with her firm, round bosom uncovered and that mane of russet hair flowing around her shoulders.


Callum didn't linger to watch her scramble to cover herself. Looking at her was fatal to his willpower. He swung toward the door and opened it to reveal Duff waiting on the landing.


"What in God's name is the matter?" he growled, running his hand through his untidy hair. "It had better be something that cannae wait."


Duff to do him justice only cast one quick glance past Callum to where Mhairi sat in bed. "Och, Mackinnon, unless it was an emergency, I’d leave ye and your lady in peace. But Brian has just ridden in from Bruard to say that the Drummond is setting out at the head of an army to lay siege to Achnasheen. And according to him, he’s no’ far ahead of them."


Hell.


The news wasn’t unexpected, but he’d hoped to have at least a few days’ reprieve. When Callum met Mhairi's eyes, that beguiling dreamy haze had vanished. She knew just what this meant.


He looked back at Duff. "Get the word out to the crofters. The ones nearest the castle will want to take shelter with us. The ones further out can probably stay where they are or hide in the hills. Tell them to bring any supplies they can carry. I dinnae imagine the Drummond will be able to maintain a long siege, but he may decide to lay waste to the glen." Since before he’d abducted Mhairi, Callum had been preparing for an armed response from the man who was now his father-in-law.


"Aye, Mackinnon."


"Set watchmen along the road to Bruard."


"I've sent them out already."


"You're a braw laddie, Duff."


"I've got the women collecting water from the burn, too."


"Good." There was a reliable well at Achnasheen, but if they needed to douse fires, extra barrels of water would come in handy.


"I've also got the laddies clearing the area in front of the drawbridge of anything that might prove useful to the Drummonds."


"Thank ye." Callum clapped Duff on the shoulder. "I'll be down the moment I can put on some clothes."


"I'll see ye then." Duff turned to leave, but Callum had one more question. "Did Brian say if the Drummond got my message about the wedding?"


Duff gave an unamused snort. "Aye, Mackinnon. The old man flung it in the fire and cursed your name."


Callum shouldn't have expected anything more, although he'd included a letter from Mhairi that he hoped might reconcile her father to the fait accompli. Now he suspected the news of the marriage had only added fuel to the Drummond’s hatred for anyone called Mackinnon.


"Thanks, Duff." He let the other man go.


Shutting the door, he turned to face his bride of one night. He prayed to heaven she wouldn’t be a widow within the week.


"He didnae care for my letter," Mhairi said sadly.


"I have my doubts he even read it. John would have gone back with a bad enough report of how you've been treated."


"John is a disappointed suitor."


"Aye," Callum said grimly.


There was another knock at the door. When he opened it, Jean stood outside with two ewers of steaming hot water. "I thought ye and your lady might like to wash before ye come downstairs."


"Thank ye." Callum stepped back. "What's the mood in the keep?"


His old nurse curtsied to Mhairi, then crossed to pour some water into a bowl and lay out towels and soaps. "Och, nobody is that afeared. Achnasheen has never fallen. The castle is well provisioned. Willie Drummond will get over his tantrum soon enough and go home, especially now the weather has broken."


"I hope so. A string of deaths isnae the best way to begin a marriage, especially as now my lady and I are married, we’re kin to all the men who fall on either side."


"Shall I stay to help my lady dress?" Jean asked.


From the bed, Mhairi spoke with an easy authority that made Callum devilish proud. No weeping or panic for his gallant bride. "Jean, I'd like a moment with Callum. And you'll have enough to do downstairs. I'll come down and help in a few minutes."


Jean curtsied. "Aye, my lady."


Once they were alone again, Callum turned to Mhairi. "I'm sorry, my love, I have to go. Duff will have everything in hand, but…"


Her lush pink lips curved in a rueful smile. "But you're the laird. I ken."


"I hoped we'd have a little more time to…" He made a gesture that encompassed his thwarted plans to devote the day to her sensual education.


Their life together had started with a night of unforgettable bliss. He'd hoped to travel further along the way of true intimacy before the outside world and its brutal demands intruded.


"We've got the rest of our lives."


He hated that concern had replaced the rosy joy glowing in her face when she woke. He never underestimated what it had cost her to abandon a lifetime's prejudice and throw her lot in with the Mackinnons. Now with the prospect of bloodshed, she must feel torn in two.


He washed quickly, shaved, and tied back his hair, all under his bride’s curious gaze. "You're making me feel self-conscious."


She laughed, although he saw it took more effort than it would have before Duff arrived with his unwelcome tidings. "I never realized the view from the tower room was so spectacular."


He crossed the room to kiss her. She'd tugged on the nightdress again. "I'll have Jean bring up some breakfast. You've had a long night."


She kissed him back with all the desperation she’d tried to conceal from him. They were both all too conscious of the dangers gathering around them. "So have ye. I'll wash and dress and do as I said I would, help my people prepare for this trouble."


Moved, he caught her face between his hands and despite the urgency stared into her delicate features. "Do ye mean that, beloved?"


She frowned. "About helping? Of course I do."


"No, I mean about the people here being yours."


"I pledged my loyalty to ye and yours yesterday, Callum. I dinnae make promises lightly."


"I love ye, Mhairi." Deep emotion turned his voice into a subterranean rumble.


He kissed her with all the adoration in his heart. For a long time, he forgot everything but the woman in his arms. Until she wriggled free and regarded him with dazed eyes.


"Ye have to go. We'll have time later."


"Aye, I pray so."


Callum also prayed that his bride didn't hear the grim note underlying his answer. He buckled on his sword and dagger and strode out of the room.






Chapter 25

 


"No, absolutely not." Mhairi’s hands formed fists in her lap. "I willnae have it."


She, Callum, Duff, and Brian, the spy from the Drummond stronghold, held a council of war in the solar at the top of the north tower. It was a small jewel box of a room that usually offered a view of Skye. Today thick cloud hid the spectacular panorama.


From where Mhairi perched on the window seat, she had no attention to spare for the misty scenery. Instead she was fighting a rearguard action to save her husband’s life.


"It's the only way to avoid bloodshed," Callum said in a decisive tone that told her it would take an earthquake to change his mind. As he stood tall in the center of the room, she'd never seen him look more the Laird of Achnasheen.


 Through this long, arduous day, they’d only managed to snatch a few minutes together. But she'd been constantly aware of his presence in the castle. She couldn't mistake how he bolstered his people’s spirits, and he did it all with a quiet strength she applauded. There was no panic or rush. A mere word here or there coordinated the keep’s defenses and ensured his kin were prepared for attack.


In her time at Achnasheen, she'd come to admire Callum. At this moment, she realized he was the most remarkable man she'd ever met.


The glorious truth was this remarkable man was hers.


If she could manage to keep him safe from her kin’s malice.


A couple of hours ago, the Drummonds had set up camp on the flat ground, newly cleared of any vegetation they could use for cover or fuel, before the castle. Her father had just sent an ultimatum. Callum must return Mhairi to her family or await the consequences.


"The keep’s never been taken, and we’re well provisioned, Mackinnon," Brian said from where he stood near the blazing hearth. "We could sit it out."


Mhairi had been shocked when she learned one of her father's personal guards was in fact a Mackinnon spy. Brian had looked uncomfortable when she walked into the solar holding the Mackinnon’s arm.


"The Drummond has brought his cannons," Callum said sharply. "How long do ye think we can withstand artillery?"


"We've got cannons, too," Duff said from where he leaned against the opposite windowsill.


"Aye, and all that means is that even more men will die."


"Drummonds," Duff said.


"Ye forget my wife is a Drummond, Duff," Callum said coldly. "And that makes me one, too, by marriage."


Duff shot her a quick apologetic glance. "Your pardon, my lady."


"The only solution is for me to go to William Drummond under a flag of parley and try and talk him into seeing reason," Callum said.


This was what they'd been arguing about since the Drummond messenger had delivered her father's demand. By now, Mhairi was ready to slam her husband’s handsome dark head against the wall to beat some sense into him.


"He willnae listen, Callum," she said. "For the love of heaven, pay heed to what I say. I know him better than anyone. He's convinced himself you're the devil incarnate and murdering ye is the best thing no’ only for William Drummond, but for the world in general."


"If he breaks the rules of parley, his name will be disgraced throughout the Highlands. I’ll be there as a herald. He's honor-bound to see I return safely to Achnasheen."


"Ye stole his dearest treasure, and he wants revenge," she said acidly. "He willnae give a fig for the conventions of warfare. If he gets his hands on ye, you willnae come back alive. Send someone else to offer your terms."


"He willnae give anyone else an ounce of regard—or respect. And letters are a waste of time. I’ve tried writing to him before. He just ignores the messages. If I take the unprecedented step of bearding him in his den, it might shock him into changing his mind."


"Or it might give him the chance to get out his claymore and cut off your head. I dinnae want to be a widow. I've only just come to terms with being a wife."


"Mackinnon, I wouldnae give a farthing for your chances in the Drummond camp," Duff said. "Let me go. If someone sticks a dirk between my ribs, the clan only loses a one-eyed wreck."


"And a loyal friend, no’ to mention the best strategic brain in Achnasheen." Callum summoned a smile and clapped his friend on the back. "No, this is something only I can do."


Callum's doggedness shouldn't come as any surprise. Hadn’t Mhairi slammed herself against his obduracy over and over again when he'd first stolen her?


But she hadn't cared for him then. She hadn't laughed and quarreled with him. She hadn't wed him. She hadn't welcomed him into her body.


The great, gallant loon acted as if he was immortal, as though the rest of the world shared his calm good sense. When she was agonizingly aware of how easy it would be for her father to snuff out the bright flame of his life.


Mhairi stared in a fury of frustration across to where he stood, straight and strong and sure of himself. She rose and marched up to her husband. "If you're going, so am I."


"What the devil idiocy is this?" It was Callum's turn to respond with baffled outrage. "Of course ye cannae come, mo chridhe."


"Why?" she asked with a sweet reasonableness that she knew cut him on the raw. She meant it to.


"Because the minute your father gets within ten feet of ye, he'll snatch you back to Bruard."


"That would at least prevent bloodshed."


Callum grabbed her arms. She suspected he was an inch from giving her a good shake. Well, welcome to how I've been feeling for the last half hour, my braw laddie.


"I'm no’ giving ye up." His voice lowered to a whisper for her ears alone. "I cannae live without ye, lassie. Dinnae ask me to."


"Do ye think I want to live without you?"


The question lashed at him like a whip. She blushed as she realized Duff and Brian observed them with undisguised interest.


Straightening, she pulled away from Callum. "You're no’ going alone into my father's camp. If I'm there, I may be able to blunt the Drummond’s anger. At the very least I can counter whatever reports John has taken back about my mistreatment. It's pretty clear from Da’s letter that he thinks ye forced me into marrying you."


The message from the Drummond camp had seethed with violent language and bitter insults. Many men would have considered it a killing matter. Mhairi had cause yet again to be grateful for her husband’s equable temper.


"I'm no’ taking ye, Mhairi," Callum said in a hard voice.


She narrowed her eyes on him, although she maintained her tone of gentle persuasion. "How do ye intend to stop me, sir?"


As if the words were written on the air in flame, she saw him consider saying he'd lock her up again. She braced for the threat, and wondered what she'd do if he made it. He must know that if he imprisoned her, he'd shatter every ounce of trust they’d built up after their difficult beginning.


Callum sighed with frustration and ran his hand through his hair. Relief flooded her as she sucked in a shaky breath. She won that small battle at least, and it boded well for their future. Physically he was stronger than she was, but at that moment, she believed he'd never again turn that strength against her.


"She's right, Mackinnon," Brian said. "I saw the Drummond with her. He worships the ground the lady walks on. I never saw him refuse her anything."


Callum raised a mocking eyebrow. "It's clear she's had her own way all her life."


He was angry, Mhairi could see. She didn't like it, but she’d cope. She couldn't let him venture into that lions’ den with no protection but his honorable heart.


"If my father sees I'm unharmed and happy to be your wife, he might relent."


"He might decide he wants to kill ye as well," Callum snapped.


"Och, I’m no’ pretending that he willnae be furious about our marriage, but he'll forgive me."


"A plea for an end to the feud from your lady might offer the Drummond a chance to withdraw without sacrificing his pride. Once he thinks about it, he willnae want to bombard a castle that houses his only child, Mackinnon," Duff said. "If ye corner him and give him nae way out without stepping down, who kens what he'll do?"


Mhairi held one hand out in appeal. She prayed this wasn't blind optimism speaking. "He's old and stubborn and he has nae reason to love the Mackinnons, but he loves me. If I'm there with you, he might put his affection for his daughter above his hatred for ye."


When Callum stepped away without taking her hand, she tried not to feel the sting. "I swore yesterday that I’d cherish ye, Mhairi. Taking ye into a war camp makes me a liar."


She muffled a frustrated growl. "You're thinking with your heart no’ your head, Mackinnon."


"Aye, lassie, I am." The impressive jaw set like granite. "Because my heart would break if anything happened to ye."


Oh, dear Lord above, what did he expect her to say to that? Poignant emotion jammed in her throat and something else that felt like pride. Not only that he loved her, but that he was prepared to make an unashamed declaration of his feelings in front of witnesses.


Which didn't mean he was right about leaving her behind.


As the anger leached away from her, she sucked in another breath. She knew when she agreed to marry him that he was obstinate and determined. She also knew that, despite the bad first impression the kidnapping had made, he had a protective streak a mile wide. She only had to remember how he’d blamed himself for Sheena’s treachery, to the point where he’d been willing to release her.


"Callum, listen to me, please." She spoke softly as she came up to curl her hand around his brawny arm. His muscles were tight beneath her hold, and the glance he cast her told her he didn't trust this sudden conciliatory attitude.


Mhairi kept her voice low and coaxing. "The most sensible way forward is for ye to stay here and prepare to defend Achnasheen while I go to talk to my father. He’ll listen to me, and I’m the only person at Achnasheen who isnae at any physical risk from him."


"Hell, Mhairi!" He broke away and stared at her as if she’d gone mad. "If ye set foot in that camp, you’ll be back in Bruard before you have time to blink."


"Is that so bad?" Brian asked. "Begging your pardon, my lady, but your father is old. Once John Drummond takes over, there's a chance for all of us to find a new way in the glens. He’s always spoken in favor of ending the feud."


"John Drummond hates my guts," Callum snapped. "And he's got a notion to stealing my wife."


"She’s married to ye. He cannae marry her while you live."


"Which means we’ll need to start watching for assassins," Callum spat out.


"I wouldnae have thought of John as a sneaking murderer." Mhairi wished she could give a more ringing endorsement to her cousin’s principles.


Callum bared his teeth at her. "Ye didnae ken he had his eye on you either. John Drummond left here wanting to skin me alive."


"Perhaps," she said. "But I've known him all my life. He’s a sensible man." She paused, remembering his behavior when they’d danced at the feast. Honesty made her add, "Most of the time."


"So you're saying you'll happily go back to Bruard and stay there for the rest of your father's life?"


Callum’s savage question made her wince. "Happily has nothing to do with it," she snapped back. "It's no’ ideal, but it’s still better than my father murdering my husband in cold blood and giving me to my cousin."


"Och it sounds like an old ballad," Duff said and received two glares, one brown, one blue, in response to his attempt at levity.


"It's nae marriage," Callum growled.


"Are ye saying you willnae wait for me?"


"I'm saying, mo chridhe, that I married a wife yesterday and her place is by my side, not pining for me ten glens away. And if ye imagine your father is going to leave you free to roam the way ye used to, you're completely addled. He'll lock ye up tighter than you were ever confined at Achnasheen. He willnae take the risk of ye running back to me or me stealing you away again. If ye go back to Bruard, you go back as a prisoner."


She had a sinking feeling he was right. "Callum, ye said my place is by your side. I agree. Bring me with ye, if you must take this daft risk of meeting face-to-face with my father. He willnae hurt me. Ye know he willnae. And if he sees us together, he may relent. I'm no’ in danger in the Drummond camp. Ye are."


"Mo chridhe, I cannae lose ye…"


His glittering eyes burned into hers, and his fists opened and closed at his sides. She knew he battled the urge to bundle her away to the tower room and put her under guard.


Mhairi made herself smile, although she was equally aware of the risks of venturing into Drummond territory. "Ye willnae lose me. I promised myself to ye yesterday. I'm no’ so fickle that I already wish to take back my vows, Mackinnon."


Duff ventured to interrupt the fraught silence. "Mackinnon, your lady's brave and true. Trust her to guide ye through this. One thing is sure, if ye walk into the Drummond's tent without her, ye willnae come out again. Then the feud will flare up worse than ever and turn both glens red. That's the last outcome ye want."


Callum frowned at her. "You're a troublesome woman, Mhairi Drummond."


Now she knew she’d won, Mhairi could bear his resentment. Relief tinged with a large measure of trepidation rushed through her and made her knees wobbly. "Och, it's Mackinnon now, no’ Drummond."


"Just remember that," her husband muttered and turned away as if he could hardly bear to look at her anymore.






Chapter 26

 


Mhairi walked at Callum’s side as they crossed the Drummond camp toward her father's tent. A cold steady rain fell about them, and the grass beneath her feet was wet and slippery. The dreich weather turned the night dark and reflected her grim mood. She was deathly afraid, not for herself, but for the man she’d married.


She and Callum were swathed in heavy cloaks, as were the four Mackinnon men-at-arms who accompanied them. She kept her head down, as did her husband. Both of them tried to keep their identity secret as long as they could. There was an uneasy atmosphere in the camp, and she feared if they were discovered too soon, it could mean disaster. A nervous guard could stick a sword through Callum and bustle her off to her father before she had a chance to stop him.


"The messengers from the Mackinnon keep, Drummond," the gruff old soldier who escorted them said, lifting the flap and ushering them in.


Mhairi had known Angus since she was a wean. He was one of her father's most trusted retainers. She'd be surprised if he hadn’t guessed that the smallest member of the Mackinnon party was the chieftain’s daughter. But to her relief, he didn’t say anything.


After the darkness outside, the lamplight inside the tent dazzled her. When her vision cleared, she saw her father and half a dozen of her kinsmen, including John, poring over some drawings on the table. Plans of Achnasheen, she'd guess.


When her father glanced up at the interruption, she bit back a gasp of dismay. He looked like he'd aged ten years in the days she'd been gone. Deep lines scored his face, dark circles ringed his eyes, and he looked old and defeated in a way she'd never seen him. She'd hated hearing Brian speak about her father's death as a looming event, but right now, she couldn't help recognizing that he was over seventy and not in the best of health.


She said a silent prayer that the dangerous gamble of coming here paid off. She loved her father. He deserved a peaceful old age with a brood of grandchildren around him. Perhaps after Callum's glorious efforts last night, she already carried a child whose bloodline would unite the Drummonds and Mackinnons.


The Drummond stepped away from the table. "Have they been searched?"


He'd always been lean and spare. Now he was skeletal. Guilt stabbed Mhairi. She hated how her absence had preyed on him. Her absence, and now her apparent betrayal of everything she’d been brought up to believe.


"No’ yet," Angus said.


"We are unarmed, in accordance with custom," Callum said in an expressionless voice as he slid back his heavy black hood.


In the reverberant silence, Callum tugged his sodden cloak from his shoulders and flung it away with a defiant gesture. Beneath it, he wore his black velvet coat and the red and black Mackinnon plaid. The colors looked almost offensively vivid against the drab Drummond green.


"Ye, here!" John  gasped in loathing and reached for his sword. There was an audible scrape of metal as every other Drummond except Angus and the laird drew their weapons.


Callum didn't retreat, and his expression remained stony, but Mhairi could see he was as alert as a lion facing a hunter. With shaking hands, she pushed back her own hood. More gasps of surprise and concern and anger.


She let her cloak slip to the ground. She was dressed in the magnificent silk gown that Callum had given her before the feast. Her hair was tied up with ribbons and pearls. The heavy topaz necklace circled her throat. She was dressed for a royal court, not an army tent in an obscure corner of the Highlands.


She'd chosen her clothing deliberately. She hoped to show her father that her husband treated her as a great lady, but she also hoped that her once-despised beauty might prove an advantage here in this tent full of dangerous men.


Mhairi intended to wield her beauty as a weapon. It seemed to be working. Looking around, she saw she had the undivided attention of every man present.


"We’re here under the conditions of parley, Father. If ye harm my husband, you'll stain the proud Drummond name forever."


"Husband," her father spat, his lips thin with rage. "Rapist, more like."


Callum shifted, but she reached out to take his arm. His life was poised on a knife edge. If he made one false move, he was doomed. And if he was doomed, so was her every hope of happiness.


"I was treated with care and respect at Achnasheen," she said clearly.


It was mostly true.


"No’ from what I heard," John snarled, without lowering his blade.


"Ye heard what you wanted to hear," she said coldly. She still hadn't forgiven her cousin for settling her future with her father without consulting her. "I went to my husband's bed a virgin. I’ll swear that on the Bible. I’ll swear that on my dead mother's life."


There was a rustle of astonishment at her blunt announcement. But now wasn’t the time to try and save her modesty.


"He still forced ye into a wedding," her father said.


Mhairi released Callum’s arm and stood up straight. She continued in that cool, clear voice. "I willingly accepted the Mackinnon as my husband. I'm proud to take my place as the Lady of Achnasheen."


Her father paled and staggered back. "Nae daughter of mine would say that."


Hurt sliced through her, although there had always been a chance that her father might disown her for her disloyalty. She raised her chin to hide the quivering mass of fear and misery inside her. One hint of weakness and all was lost.


"I'm your daughter, Da. I'm also the Mackinnon's wife. The discord between our clans has to end. Too much blood has already been spilled, with nae gain to either side."


Her father scowled. "Ye dare to lecture me on strategy, daughter?"


"She has the right. Bonny Mhairi is both Drummond and Mackinnon now." Callum's voice was deep and steady. He didn’t spare a glance for the weaponry arrayed before him. "This marriage unites the two glens and will bring peace."


By all that was holy, he was a brave laddie. A husband to make any lass proud. Mhairi just hoped to heaven she managed to bring him out of this alive so she could tell him that.


"My daughter is coming back to Bruard, where she’ll wed her cousin and follow Drummond ways," her father snarled.


"No’ while she's married to me."


John raised his sword. "That's easily fixed."


"Da, do ye count your honor for nothing?" Panic clawed at Mhairi as she looked around the tent and realized everything was coming undone.


Her arrival hadn’t allayed the Drummond’s fury. Her kinsmen intended Callum's death, then her father would snatch her back to Bruard, a widow after a mere day as a wife. Better she and Callum had stayed behind Achnasheen's stout walls and defied a thousand Drummond cannons.


"This man kidnapped ye and made you his whore," her father said, drawing his sword. "I willnae let his filthy hands defile ye again."


"He’s unarmed," she protested, as the Drummonds edged closer to her husband.


Nobody yet struck out. It was clear they saved the prize of killing the Mackinnon laird for her father. Beside her, Callum did not move. She realized with a shock that he'd always understood that there was a good chance he wouldn’t leave this camp alive. He'd thought the risk worthwhile.


By God, she didn't.


"So were ye when he snatched you," her father growled.


"I had my knife, and I cut him," she said, although at this stage, it hardly mattered.


Her father's smile was so ruthless, it turned her blood to ice. She’d hoped the sight of her might soften his opposition to her wedding. It turned out she was a sentimental fool. Her presence made everything worse. If she'd stayed in the castle, perhaps Callum could have used her safety as a bargaining counter to ensure his return to the keep.


Too late for regrets. She beat back waves of crippling fear and frantically struggled to come up with a way to retrieve the situation. At least Callum was wise enough to stay silent. A word from him at this stage would spell his death.


"Och, nice to hear there’s still a wee drop of Drummond blood left in ye, lass."


"I'm all Drummond," she snapped back.


"Aye, ye are." Her father's grip on his weapon tightened as he glowered at Callum. "Dinnae think that hiding behind my lass’s petticoats will save ye, Mackinnon. I'll no’ hesitate to slit your throat. I'll kill ye with no more feeling than I’d have killing a weasel or a fox or a stoat. You’re vermin."


"No, Da," she said in horror. Nausea and disbelief curdled in her stomach. This couldn’t be happening. She wouldn’t let it happen.


"Stay out of it, Mhairi," John said. "This is a matter for men."


His dismissal sparked her fury and banished her shaking dread. Ignoring the ominous circle of swords, she deliberately stepped between her father and Callum.


"No, it's no’ a matter for men. No’ when it's a matter for women to weep over dead sons and brothers and husbands. It's a matter for women to tend the graves of kinsmen who died too young and to nae purpose. Father, it's time this feud ended. It's time ye looked beyond petty revenge and thought about what's best for your clan."


"Girl, ye have nae right to speak to the chieftain like that," John protested.


"Aye, I have. More than most, given I now belong to both the Drummonds and the Mackinnons."


Her father paled. "What's yon bastard done to ye, lass? You used to ken who ye are."


She looked directly at her father. She loved him. She always would. But he was right. Her time at Achnasheen had changed her, made her see her world more clearly. What she observed now was an aging man clinging vainly to tired old ways that had lost any benefit they'd ever had.


When she spoke, her words emerged with a certainty that even an hour ago she hadn’t felt. "I ken exactly who I am. I’ve always been proud to be William Drummond's daughter. But I'm also Callum Mackinnon's wife, and I'm nae less proud of that."


Her father's lips drew back from his teeth in a snarl. "You'll soon forget this miserable worm when he’s planted ten feet deep in the ground."


"Never!" she said.


"We'll see about that," her father said, lurching toward Callum.


"Mackinnon, watch out!" one of the Mackinnon men cried, as Callum jumped to the side and grabbed up a tall candlestick to defend himself. The rest of the Drummonds stepped back to give their chieftain room.


"Have a thought to what you’re doing, man," he said, still sounding calm. "Ye break every rule of chivalry if you kill me."


"I don’t give a rat’s arse for chivalry," her father said, lunging after his enemy once more. This time, the blade barely missed its target. "Ye stole my bairn away. Now you’ll pay."


On a jagged scream, Mhairi flung herself between the two men. "Da, dinnae hurt him. I beg ye. He came here tonight in good faith."


"God’s wounds, Mhairi, get out of the blasted way," her father growled. "You'll get hurt."


She stood her ground, shaking but immovable. "If ye want to stab him, you'll have to stab me first."


Callum's hand fell on her shoulder. "Step aside, mo chridhe. I willnae have ye injured."


She turned her desperate gaze up to him, standing just behind her. Only at that moment did she realize that her face was drenched in tears. "Dinnae be a fool, Callum. If I shift, he’ll kill ye."


Callum looked across at her father. "Send my men home safely."


"Ye have my word, Mackinnon."


"Your word is worth nothing," Mhairi snapped. "I’m fair shamed to call myself a Drummond."


"Whisht, girl," her father hissed.


“I willnae be quiet!”


Her father ignored her. "Your men can carry your body back, Mackinnon."


"No! Dinnae kill him, Da." Mhairi backed closer to Callum. Her belligerence drained away, and her voice emerged cracked with anguish. "If ye kill him, I cannae go on. I love him. I love him, Da. If ye kill him, you may as well kill me as well."


"Mhairi, ye…" Callum no longer sounded composed and prepared for his fate. He sounded stricken and at a loss, although surely he must already know she loved him.


She couldn't risk shifting her gaze from her father. The power of her eyes alone stopped him from slaughtering her husband.


A thorny silence crashed down, and her father lowered his sword as he turned to her. "How can ye love this bastard?"


He sounded baffled rather than angry. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her kinsmen regarding her in disbelieving horror.


"How could I no’? If ye knew him, you'd understand." She raised a shaking hand to wipe her tears away. Her voice turned pleading. "Da, I beg of ye, if you love me at all, dinnae kill the man I chose as my husband, the man I hope will be the father of my children. Please, Da. You've always been so good to me. Will ye break my heart now?"


"I'm here to rescue ye, child," he said, still sounding bewildered.


A choked laugh escaped her. "I dinnae need rescuing, Da. Instead, I need the two men I love to make friends."


At last she turned away from her father. Unable to bear standing so close to Callum without touching him, she threw her arms around him and clutched him close. When his arm curled around her, strong and reassuring, she buried her head in his side and sobbed like the world was ending.






Chapter 27

 


Callum tenderly embraced the woman who risked so much for his sake and settled an unwavering stare on the Drummond. As he watched his distraught daughter in the arms of his enemy, the old man look tired and drawn and devastated.


Every Drummond eye in the tent focused on Mhairi with a mixture of amazement and disapproval. The only sound was the patter of rain on the canvas and Mhairi's desperate weeping.


"Och, my bonny, dinnae cry," her father said, stepping closer and reaching out an unsteady hand to touch her shoulder. "Ye ken I cannae stand to see you cry."


When she jerked away from his hand, Callum caught a flash of hurt in the old man's eyes.


Without shifting from Callum’s embrace, she raised her head to look at her father. "If ye kill my husband, I'll cry until there isn’t a single tear left in all Scotland," she said in a voice shaking with distress.


The Drummond looked troubled. "John told me ye were mistreated and unhappy, wee Mhairi. He said ye were bravely standing up to your travails, but we needed to get ye out."


Callum watched John shift in discomfort. He suspected his rival might have exaggerated Mhairi's miseries to stir up the Drummond's outrage. After all, John had an ulterior motive for wanting Mhairi a widow and home at Bruard.


"Did ye no’ read my letter about how happy I was to marry Callum, and how I hoped you'd find it in ye to forgive me for wedding a Mackinnon, and how I wanted to bring my husband to Bruard as an honored guest and a kinsman?"


The old man's unhappiness didn't ease. "I thought the bastard had forced ye into writing those lies."


"They werenae lies," Mhairi said. "They’re the truth."


"But he’s a Mackinnon, lass," the Drummond said, still sounding mystified.


Callum fished in his coat pocket for a handkerchief and gave it to Mhairi. He was only just coming to terms with the miracle that had occurred. A few minutes ago, he'd been most unwillingly preparing to meet his Maker. Now that his wife at last declared her love, he had more reason than ever for wanting to live.


But danger no longer sharpened the air in the tent. Nobody here apart from Mhairi and his men wished him well, but the time had passed when William Drummond was likely to slit him from gullet to groin. John was still glowering at him like a hungry man glowered at a rat in the pantry but he doubted the man would seize the initiative from the laird and kill Callum.


He hoped he wasn’t being too optimistic.


"Thank you," Mhairi said in a muffled voice. She blew her nose and when she spoke her voice was clearer, if still raw. "I'm a Mackinnon now, Da. The children I have will be Mackinnons."


"And Drummonds," Callum said, but the old man had attention to spare for nobody but his daughter.


"Och, do ye no’ want to come back to Bruard, lass? The place is awfu’ quiet and sad without ye."


Mhairi eased her frantic grip on Callum, although she remained in his arms. "I'd love to come back, Da."


"Then…" The Drummond looked brighter, but she went on before he could respond.


"I'd love to come back for a feast to celebrate my wedding. I'd love ye to welcome the Laird and Lady of Achnasheen to your home and your clan."


The old man stiffened. "A Mackinnon at my table."


Mhairi's voice was firm. "Aye, Da. And your attendance when my weans are christened. And your frequent presence at Achnasheen as a visitor yourself."


"Our forebears will rise from the grave," John protested, raising his sword. "The blood of a thousand Drummonds cries out for revenge."


Mhairi cast her cousin a darkling look. "There’s been more than enough revenge over the centuries. Or that’s what ye always said until I married the Mackinnon."


Her father frowned at John, and Callum saw that he only now connected John’s ill reports of Mhairi’s treatment in Achnasheen with his status as a rejected suitor. "John Drummond, I’ll thank ye to leave respecting of the forefathers to me until you’re sitting in my chair at the head table at Bruard."


John gave an audible hiss at the reprimand but when he looked around his kinsmen, he must have seen that any insubordination would receive little support. It was clear that William Drummond, despite his age, still held the power at Castle Bruard.


"I hope that’s not for many years yet, Da," Mhairi said, as John lowered his blade with visible reluctance.


"Och, so do I, lass," her father said, still eying John with displeasure. "Although I’d hoped to have ye sitting beside me for a good while yet."


"I’ll sit beside ye when I visit."


"It’s no’ enough."


"Da, it has to be. My place is with my husband now." She went on before the old man could summon another protest over her marriage. "It’s time to mend the rift between our clans."


"Ye ask too much," he said in sudden anger.


She edged closer to Callum. "Perhaps for tonight," she said gently.


"I should banish ye from my sight."


"That would do ye more harm than you deserve, sir," Callum said. "Is there nae way we can reconcile, given we both love this fair lassie and it seems she loves us both?"


The Drummond's glare was murderous. He was still a long way from content with the choices his daughter had made. "And if I cannae stomach a Mackinnon son-in-law?"


Mhairi finally stepped away from Callum, giving him a glimpse of her face. In less fraught circumstances, he would have smiled. Bonny Mhairi even managed to look picturesque after crying an ocean of tears.


"I’ll have nae other, Da," she said softly. "Even if ye murder him."


The Drummonds in the tent drew in an audible breath at her effrontery. For a moment, the old man scowled at her. Then he sighed and sheathed his sword. At this sign of capitulation from their chieftain, his men lowered their weapons, too.


"Och, lass, if ye love him, how can I kill him?" Mhairi’s father said wearily. "Even if the bastard deserves it."


Callum sucked in his first full breath since he'd entered the tent. It seemed certain that he was going to survive after all. He caught his kinsmen's eyes on him and nodded briefly.


The Drummond opened his arms to her. "Come and make peace with your old father, lass."


Mhairi didn't immediately move. "So you'll give me your blessing and welcome Callum to the family?"


The old man's frown for Callum was inimical but no longer promised violence. "That might be too much to ask just now. But ye ken I hate to be at odds with you."


"Aye, Da," she said with a docility Callum had never heard from her before.


She embraced her father with a sincere affection that he couldn’t mistake. Callum was a long way from liking his new kin, but as he said, a mutual love for Mhairi was a good place for any rapprochement to start.


Mhairi drew away, sniffing.


"Och, what are ye crying for now, ye daft lassie?" the Drummond asked with a rough fondness that made her lips stretch in a shaky smile.


"I've missed ye so much. And I hate that you're angry and disappointed in me."


Her father shook his head and spoke with more of that gruff tenderness. "Ye were always inclined to go your own way. Why should I expect ye to do anything different when it comes to the laddie you set your heart on? Now kiss your old da and let's stop all this brangling."


She kissed her father's cheek and gave him another long hug. "So you'll accept Callum as the husband of my choice?"


The eyes the Drummond focused on Callum were sharper than he'd expected, given his softness with his daughter. "At the very least, I'll let him walk free and alive out of my camp tonight."


"And you'll let me go with him?" Mhairi asked.


The silence probably only lasted a few seconds, but to Callum it seemed an eternity. "Och, lassie…"


"I'll fight for her," he said. “I’ll fight ye until there isn’t a Drummond standing to stop me from getting her back.”


"What about peace in the glens?" the Drummond jeered.


"She's my wife, and I love her. Ye willnae take her from me, Drummond."


"Perhaps ye do love her." Callum felt the old man striving to see through to his soul. "You’d damn well better. If ye treat her badly, I'll be back with my guns to pound Achnasheen to dust."


Heady relief crashed down. In the end, his gamble had paid off. The Drummonds weren't going to kill him, at least tonight. His men would leave safely, too. They'd all walk out of here with Bonny Mhairi, and the siege would end. Even better, Mhairi and her father had reconciled. He wasn't so hopeful about whether the old man would ever accept him as a kinsman. But all in all, it had been a good night.


Better than good. Mhairi had said she loved him. Elation made his heart leap against his ribs. She loved him. Soon he'd have her back at Achnasheen and he’d get her to tell him in private, instead of in front of the world at large.


But that was for later. Right now, he needed to lay the foundations for what he'd worked so long and hard to achieve. An end to the feud between the Drummonds and the Mackinnons.


He bowed his head. "She's the wife of my heart, sir, and I promise to devote every drop of my blood to making her happy."


The old man didn't smile. "See that ye do." He paused. "It was a brave thing ye did, coming to me tonight. Ye knew you werenae likely to emerge from my tent alive. I dinnae like ye, Mackinnon, and you're no’ the man I’d have chosen for my daughter's husband. I'll never forgive ye for stealing her away from me, even if it's clear she’s willing to overlook how your courtship started. But I can see ye love her."


"I do."


"And she loves ye."


"Aye, Da, more than I can say," Mhairi said, crossing to take Callum's hand.


He swallowed the emotion jamming his throat. He wasn’t yet used to hearing her proclaim her feelings. The simple statement still had the power to turn his heart to caramel.


"So perhaps it's time the families came together to mend the wounds of the past."


"Thank ye, Drummond," Callum said with a bow.


The old man even managed a strained smile. Callum appreciated the effort.


The Drummond swept his hand through the air in a comprehensive gesture that included everyone in the tent. His good humor was only slightly less strained than his smile. "I hope ye and your kinsmen will join me in a wee dram before you go back to Achnasheen. Then it’s time to pack up the camp and get my fine men back to their own beds."


***


It was late when Callum and Mhairi and their escort rode back through the gates of Achnasheen. The rain had stopped, so he wasn't surprised to see the courtyard lit with flaming torches and crammed with what looked like every one of his kinsfolk currently sheltering in the castle. He hadn’t been convinced he’d make it back from visiting William Drummond. It seemed his clan had been equally uncertain of his fate.


But thanks to the magnificent woman he'd married, he lived to return to his home. He'd even managed to toast an end to the feud with his former enemies without getting a knife in the belly or poison in his whisky.


The atmosphere when he, Mhairi, his escort, and the Drummonds had shared a dram hadn’t been warm. William still hadn’t forgiven him for the abduction and John had scowled throughout, but it was a start. Callum had always believed the rift would truly start to heal when grandchildren arrived. Grandchildren who mixed Drummond and Mackinnon blood and promised a united future.


Heaven had been merciful enough to spare his life. Now he looked forward to taking his bonny, brave wife to bed and making a start on the new generation.


As a resounding cheer broke out at their appearance, his arms tightened around the woman sitting across his saddle bow. He raised his hand for silence.


"Thank you, my kinsmen and kinswomen, for this hearty welcome. The siege is over and God willing, so is the feud. There will be peace, and the promise of prosperity and long lives for us all."


Cheering rose again.


"Long life and happiness to the Mackinnon!"


"God bless our Lady Mhairi!"


Through the continuing racket, he felt Mhairi stiffen in surprise. She twisted to look at him. "They’re cheering me, too."


He smiled down at her, knowing he looked dazzled and adoring and not caring a farthing if he did. "Aye, mo chridhe. So they should. This night wouldnae have ended near so well if ye hadnae persuaded your father to listen to ye. If there’s peace in the glens tonight, it's because of ye."


Her lips quirked with the familiar humor he loved. "Och, I couldnae let Da murder ye, Mackinnon. I've got used to having ye around."


"Pleased to hear it," he said with equal dryness.


He addressed the crowd over the jubilation. "The Drummond and his retinue are coming here in three days for a feast to mark the accord between our clans. I want ye to welcome him as befits my kinsman and the father of your lady."


"Nae hemlock in his porridge then, Mackinnon?" a man asked jovially from the crowd.


Callum laughed, although not long ago, that might have been a serious question. He wasn’t such an optimist that he expected unalloyed amity, but at least if all went well, everybody would survive the gathering. "Och, the man's my new father-in-law. It would upset my bride if we hurt her old da. And I’m gey careful about upsetting my bride, laddie."


There was laughter and more good-natured jeering. Callum spoke over the noise. "As ye all know, the siege was a rude interruption to my honeymoon. I'll thank ye kindly to seek your beds and allow me and my bonny wife to seek ours."



"We wish ye joy!"


"And a castle full of bairns!"


"Let's no’ get ahead of ourselves," Mhairi said to general laughter.


The air was still alive with feverish excitement, fed by earlier fear, but everyone here had slaved all day to prepare for the siege. His people were overjoyed that everything had ended well, but it was late and they were tired.


Callum swung off Kelpie's back and held his arms up for Mhairi. "Time for bed, my bonny."


She caught his shoulders as he lifted her down. Around them, the crowd dispersed, with people stopping to clap him on the back and express their gratitude to Mhairi. With the way gossip spread around the castle, Mhairi’s spirited defense of her husband would soon reach everyone’s ears, he had no doubt.


When she raised her blue eyes to his, he saw tears glittering in the torchlight. "I feel…I feel like I belong here."


"Och, my lady, ye do."


A misty smile curved her full lips. "I thought I'd always feel like an intruder."


"Yet still ye decided to stay?"


When she cupped his jaw in one tender hand, he felt the contact to the soles of his feet. "Ye know why."


"Aye," he said softly. She'd declared her love proudly to her father. He longed for her to declare it to him, but not in the middle of a bustling courtyard. "Come upstairs, mo chridhe. I have a powerful hunger to be alone with ye."


Hand in hand, they walked toward the steps leading up to the main doors. Behind him, he knew the last few stragglers retired and grooms rushed out to take the horses. But his attention was all for the woman he'd married.


Mhairi was quiet as they crossed the great hall and climbed the stairs to the tower room. Callum’s head swam with sweet memories and anticipation of what awaited him, once he closed the door on the clamorous world and took his darling in his arms.


The last time they’d come up here together was after their wedding feast. Since then, he'd lived through a lifetime. And faced the possibility of his own death. He’d known the rapture of finally claiming his wife as his own, and he’d received the fraught news about the siege.


Not to mention hearing Mhairi confess she loved him.


He knew she must be exhausted. After all, she’d experienced the same whirlwind of emotions as he had. Callum wasn't exactly tired. The drama of the last hours left him on edge.


Jean and Flossie had greeted them downstairs so the tower chamber was empty when he and Mhairi set foot inside. A vast relief flooded him. At this moment, he only wanted to be with Mhairi. With a weary sigh, he dropped his damp cloak across a chair.


"Well, ye did it," she said softly. "Ye brought peace to the glens."


He smiled as he drew away her cloak and tossed it on top of his. "Ye did it, mo chridhe. Without ye there, my meeting with your father would have had a verra different ending."


Callum came up behind her and slid his arms around her waist. When she snuggled against him, his heart missed a beat. It wasn't so long since he'd feared that she'd hate him forever. He couldn't yet take her welcome for granted. He bent to kiss the place where her shoulder met her neck.


Her hands dropped to cover his where they rested on her stomach. "I'm awfu’ glad he didnae kill ye."


Callum muffled a laugh at her wry understatement. Although the actual moment when he’d faced the Drummond’s sword hadn't been funny at all. "Och, so am I. I have plans for the next fifty years. A blade between the ribs would spoil them."


A silence fell. He guessed that she, like he, was thinking how close they'd veered toward disaster tonight.


"Are ye no’ going to say it?" he asked gently.


"Och, you'll be unbearable if I do," she murmured.


"Ye said it to your father."


"It was an emergency."


He smiled into her elaborately curled auburn hair, already imagining the moment when he unpinned it and let it float around her shoulders. "Must I place myself in peril of my life before ye admit that you…care for me?"


The shudder that passed through her told him she recalled the events in the Drummond’s tent. "We've had enough brushes with death for the moment. And that goes for both of us," she said firmly. "My plans for the next fifty years involve a quiet life."


"Och, lassie, you'll get awfu’ bored."


Mhairi turned in his arms and stared up into his eyes, her features alight with tender laughter. "When I have to keep a handsome Highland rogue on the straight and narrow? Never."


He caught her hips in a loose clasp and smiled down at her as she slid her hands up his chest and linked them behind his neck. "I promise I’ll only be roguish with ye, my bonny."


Callum bent his head to kiss her. Her lips were warm and eager, and she kissed him back with an enthusiasm that made his head spin. But beneath the fervent passion lurked something deeper. They’d come through, prevailing against all the powerful forces ranged against them. Now they would build a life together.


When he raised his head, she opened hazy blue eyes. Her kiss had told him that she loved him. He was so blessed. After all the conflict and hatred and danger, he could hardly believe that he and Mhairi had reached this point.


"I love ye, Callum." The profundity of the vow made her voice shake. "I'll love ye every day of my life and beyond that too, if God grants me a place in heaven."


Piercing emotion stole his ability to speak. "Mhairi…"


She stretched up to kiss him gently on the lips. "I love ye, and I'm proud to be your wife and the Lady of Achnasheen. The day ye snatched me from Bruard was the luckiest day of my life."


He swallowed to shift the jagged boulder clogging his throat. "My beloved wife…"


"I love ye, I love ye, I love ye," she said with a sudden surge of happiness. "You'll get sick of hearing me say it."


"No, my darling, that I will no’." He swept her up for another kiss. When he raised his head, her eyes sparkled like the stars that shone over the loch on a clear winter’s night. He'd never seen her look so beautiful. "I love ye, too, mo leannan."


Her lips curved in an irresistible invitation. "In that case, is it no’ time ye took me to bed, my braw laddie?"


As an invincible tide of joy rushed through him, Callum started to laugh. "That would be my pleasure, my lady."


"And mine," she murmured, taking his hand and leading him toward the big bed in the corner.






Epilogue


 


Achnasheen, April 1704

 


As they stepped out of the chapel at Achnasheen, Mhairi took Callum's arm. Behind them, her father carried newborn William Mackinnon. A few feet behind that, Grainne, their three-year-old daughter, toddled along holding Flossie's hand. As the rest of the Mackinnons lined up to leave after the christening, the organ played triumphantly in the loft.


"That went well," she said under her breath to her tall, handsome husband who looked particularly distinguished in his formal kilt and with his shining hair tied back in a queue.


"Aye, the old man even smiled," Callum whispered back, sending her a mocking glance. "Who knew he had it in him?"


"Deciding to call our son William hit the right note. Thank ye."


They emerged into the light of a beautiful spring day. Last week it had been snowing, but for their son’s christening, everything was sunshine and blue skies.


Mhairi went on. "And choosing John Drummond and his wife as godparents was a good strategic move, too."


"Och, ye know me, mo chridhe, always thinking."


"No’ always," she said with a reminiscent smile.


"Ye always turned my brain to porridge, lassie, right from the first."


Mhairi and Callum paused halfway up the stone steps to survey the cheerful crowd gathering in the courtyard. She took a moment to note the changes nearly five years of marriage had wrought in her world. Changes? No, gifts, every one of them.


A wonderful husband she loved more with every day. A beautiful home. A pretty, spirited, dark-haired daughter. A new baby, also dark-haired like his father. The Drummond looking better than he had in years.


He'd reached a grudging acceptance of his son-in-law, even if friendship was still too much to ask. But as Callum had hoped, when any truce between the clans had seemed mere fantasy, the birth of grandchildren had gone a long way toward reconciling the Drummond to his daughter's marriage. More than she'd ever imagined possible in the days when he'd believed Mackinnons were fit only for killing. He'd instantly fallen under Grainne's spell. Given his expression now, he was equally in thrall to his first grandson.


She and Callum went to Bruard regularly. The first few visits, old habits died hard. The men from both clans carried weapons, and the atmosphere was wary. But Callum soon made it clear he’d brook no revival of the feud and anyone causing trouble would face punishment.


These days the clans mingled with a harmony Mhairi would never have expected five years ago. As she looked around, she saw a number of Drummonds who had married Mackinnons. Just as there were now Mackinnons living at peace in Bruard as wives and husbands.


She and Callum seemed to have set an example of marriage between the clans. Duff sidled up to kiss Flossie's cheek. Flossie was round with her first child and glowed with the same contentment Mhairi saw in her own eyes when she sat before the mirror up in the tower room.


"Life is good," Callum said softly from beside her. "Thank ye for my son."


"Och, he was nae trouble." That wasn't quite true, but William’s arrival four days ago had been much easier than Grainne's.


"Kiss me, beloved," Callum said.


She glanced up at him, shocked. "In front of everybody?"


His rich brown eyes were bright with devilry familiar since he'd abducted her. "Aye."


Mhairi smiled back with a touch of devilry of her own. She rose on her toes and placed a quick peck on his lips. "There."


"Och, is that the best ye can do?"


"Ye ken the answer to that."


He laughed and twined one arm around her much reduced waist. She’d felt like a whale by the time William decided to arrive. "I need reminding, lassie."


This kiss lasted longer, and she was blushing by the time he released her. "For shame, Callum."


"Grandda, why do Mamma and Da kiss all the time?" Grainne asked in a penetrating voice.


The question provoked a ripple of laughter from the crowd, a crowd observing the laird and his lady with fond indulgence.


William Drummond gave his granddaughter a doting smile that reminded Mhairi of her girlhood. "Because they love each other, my bonny."


Mhairi regarded her father in shock. Good heavens. Had he really said that? Perhaps there might be a chance that he could learn to like Callum.


"Love makes people silly," Grainne said in disgust.


Callum released Mhairi and held out his arms for his daughter. "Och, sweetheart, that would be a pity when I love ye more than I love our Jean's shortbread. Now come and give your old da a kiss, and we'll go inside and have a party."


Grainne giggled and darted up the steps where her father picked her up. "I love ye, too, Da," she said, pressing her lips to his cheek. "Will ye dance with me at the party?"


"Och, ye will be my first partner, my wee bluebell."


"And then he’s all mine," Mhairi said, her voice thick with overpowering love.


Callum was right. Life was good, and love lay at the root of all their blessings. She loved her kin and her father, and she adored her children. And overarching all those other powerful loves was her abiding love for the remarkable man she'd married.


Callum looked over their daughter’s ruffled dark head and gave her a smile that told her she was his darling. "Aye, all yours forever, mo chridhe. You're the Lady of Achnasheen and the lady of my heart. I praise the day ye agreed to wed me."


"I fought ye so hard." These days, she had difficulty remembering why.


"Och, ye were just making me work to win you." A hint of teasing touched his smile. "The greatest prizes dinnae fall into a laddie's lap just for the asking."


"I’m verra glad ye did ask, my braw Highlander."


"And I’m verra glad ye said yes," he murmured for her ears alone. "Because you’re the answer to all my dearest dreams, Bonny Mhairi Mackinnon."


***


I hope you’ve had a wonderful time visiting the world of The Lairds Most Likely. If you’ve missed out on them, the first three books in the series are The Laird’s Willful Lass, The Laird’s Christmas Kiss, and The Highlander’s Lost Lady. Continue reading for an introduction to all three stories, and a short excerpt from The Highlander’s Lost Lady.

    



The Laird's Willful Lass: The Lairds Most Likely Book One
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An untamed man as immovable as a Highland mountain…


 


Fergus Mackinnon, autocratic Laird of Achnasheen, likes to be in charge. When he was little more than a lad, he became master of his Scottish estate, and he’s learned to rely on his unfailing judgment. So has everyone else in his corner of the world. He sees no reason for his bride—when he finds her—to be any different.


 


A headstrong woman from the warm and passionate south…


 


Marina Lucchetti knows all about fighting her way through a wall of masculine arrogance. In her native Florence, she’s become a successful artist, no easy feat for a woman. Now a commission to paint a series of Highland scenes promises to spread her fame far and wide. When a carriage accident strands her at Achnasheen for a few weeks, it’s a mixed blessing. The magnificent landscape offers everything her artistic soul could desire. If only she can resist the impulse to smash her easel across the laird’s obstinate head.


 


When two fiery souls come together, a conflagration flares.


 


Marina is Fergus’s worst nightmare—a woman who defies a man’s guidance. Fergus challenges everything Marina believes about a woman’s right to choose her path. No two people could be less suited. But when irresistible passion enters the equation, good sense soon jumps into the loch.


 


Will the desire between Fergus and Marina blaze hot, then fade to ashes? Or will the imperious laird and his willful lass discover that their differences aren’t insurmountable after all, but the spice that will flavor a lifetime of happiness?


 


Buy from Smashwords here!






The Laird's Christmas Kiss: The Lairds Most Likely Book Two
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Down with love!

 


Ever since she was fifteen, shy wallflower Elspeth Douglas has pined in vain for the attentions of dashing Brody Girvan, Laird of Invermackie. But the rakish Highlander doesn’t even know she’s alive. Now she’s twenty, she realizes that she’ll never be happy until she stops loving her brother’s handsome friend. When family and friends gather at Achnasheen Castle for Christmas, she intends to show the world that’s she’s all grown up, and grown out of silly crushes on gorgeous Scotsmen. So take that, my gallant laddie!

 


Girls just want to have fun…

 


Except it turns out that Brody isn’t singing from the same Christmas carol sheet. Elspeth decides she’s not interested in him anymore, just as he decides he’s very interested indeed. In fact, now he looks more closely, his friend Hamish’s sister is pretty and funny and forthright – and just the lassie to share his Highland estate. Convincing his little wren of his romantic intentions is difficult enough, even before she undergoes a makeover and becomes the belle of Achnasheen. For once in his life, dissolute Brody is burdened with honorable intentions, while the lady he pursues is set on flirtation with no strings attached.

 


Deck the halls with mistletoe!

 


With interfering friends and a crate of imported mistletoe thrown into the mix, the stage is set for a house party rife with secrets, clandestine kisses, misunderstandings, heartache, scandal, and love triumphant.



 


Buy from Smashwords  here!






The Highlander's Lost Lady: The Lairds Most Likely Book Three
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A Highlander as brave and strong as a knight of old…

 


When Diarmid Mactavish, Laird of Invertavey, discovers a mysterious woman washed up on his land after a wild storm, he takes her in and tries to find her family. But even as forbidden dreams of sensual fulfillment torment him, he’s convinced that this beautiful lassie isn’t what she seems. And if there’s one thing Diarmid despises, it’s a liar.

 


A mother willing to do anything to save her daughter…

 


Widow Fiona Grant has risked everything to break free of her clan and rescue her adolescent daughter from a forced marriage. But before her quest has barely begun, disaster strikes. She escapes her brutish kinsmen, only to be shipwrecked on Mactavish territory where she falls into her enemies’ hands. For centuries, a murderous feud has raged between the Mactavishes and the Grants, so how can she trust her darkly handsome host?



Now a twisted Highland road leads to danger and passion…and irresistible love. But is love strong enough to banish the past’s long shadows and offer these wary allies all that their hearts desire?



 

Chapter One

 

Invertavey, Scottish Highlands, July 1819

 


For Diarmid Mactavish, Laird of Invertavey, a gallop along Canmara Beach was his usual way to start the day. Less usual was the discovery of two waterlogged bodies washed up on the silver sands above the high tide mark.


“What the devil,” he muttered under his breath, spurring his white mare Sigurn down the dunes so fast that the sand flew up behind them.


After last night’s wild storm, debris littered the beach, including, now he looked, what appeared to be the remnants of a wooden boat. Amongst the chaos, the two motionless bodies were a cruel reminder of the dangerous waters around Scotland’s west coast. Stark proof of that lay in Invertavey’s small, pretty graveyard which contained too many headstones dedicated to sailors known only unto God.


Diarmid drew Sigurn to a rearing halt near the first body, an old, bearded man whose eyes opened milky onto the sky. He flung himself from the saddle and kneeled at the man’s side, although it was obvious the stranger was past saving. With regret for the curtailed life and what must have been a terrifying death, he reached across to close the old man’s eyes.


The other body sprawled on the wet sand about ten yards away. When Diarmid realized it was a fair-haired woman, horror cramped his heart.


Most of the dead washed up on this curve of beach were sailors or fishermen. It was rare to bury a female, although in his childhood, a passenger ship had foundered on a reef near Banory Head, with the loss of twenty-eight people, including women and children. He’d been an eight-year-old boy when the Catriona Rose went down, and he still recalled the sad procession as the crofters carried the victims through the dunes to the village.


When he rose and crossed to the lady, his regret became even more piercing. The woman was young, not much more than a wee lassie. Even lying still and pale on the sand, Diarmid could see that she’d been pretty.


It shouldn’t matter what she looked like. A life lost was a life lost. But as he stared down into her alabaster face with its straight, narrow nose and piquant pointed chin, he couldn’t help grieving that he’d never see her eyes flash or that beguiling mouth curve in a smile.


He came down on his heels beside her, noting the plain, good-quality clothes, even in their sandy, soaked state. The old man was dressed like a crofter. This woman was dressed like a lady.


What had made these two people set out on unreliable waters when bad weather had been a constant the last weeks? Had anyone else drowned with them? Where had they embarked? Where were they going?


Likely he’d never find out, unless family or friends managed to track the voyage to this isolated corner of Scotland. The woman looked like she came from money, so odds were someone would seek news of her fate. Beautiful women from prosperous backgrounds were rarely permitted to disappear without a trace.


The girl’s eyes were closed. In a useless gesture of sympathy, Diarmid lifted one of the slender hands that lay across her chest.


Hell…


She wore saturated gloves of lavender kid, but even through the damp material, he felt the pliability of living flesh. Now he looked more closely, her chest rose and fell with faint breath.


By God, this lady wasn’t dead after all. He hauled her unresisting body up and began to pat her pallid cheeks and rub her hands. For what felt like an eon, there was no reaction. Then his heart faltered to a relieved stop as he heard her breath catch.


How the devil had the lassie survived a night outside in these temperatures? The wet sand under his knees was freezing, and the wind whipped about his ears as a reminder of last night’s raging storm.


She was icy cold, and if he didn’t get her back to his house, the air would finish what the sea had started. It might be midsummer, but this was the Highlands, and the water she’d come out of wasn’t much above freezing.


“Miss?” He rubbed his hands over her slender body, using hard friction across her ribs and arms, and praying he wasn’t worsening any injuries. “Miss, open your eyes.”


He was about to gather her up and carry her over to Sigurn, when dark brown lashes flickered on her pale cheeks and a cracked groan escaped her. She twisted in his arms, and he found himself staring into pale blue eyes the color of the sea at dawn. Beautiful, unusual eyes, with a rim of deepest black around the iris.


“What? Who?” she forced out, before she raised a shaking hand to her lips. Mortification flooded her expression. “Going to be…sick.”


Diarmid only just managed to turn her onto her side before she started to heave, bringing up what was mostly seawater. He kept hold of her as she jerked and shuddered, expelling what seemed to be half an ocean.


Hell, it was a lucky thing she hadn’t drowned like her companion. She’d clearly come close.


By the time she’d finished, she was gasping and loose with exhaustion. Diarmid helped her sit up and settled her head on his shoulder. She lolled against him, struggling for breath.


“That will make ye feel better, lassie,” Diarmid crooned, tightening his grip on her.


She smelled of the sea, and her fair hair hung in rats’ tails about her bonny face. He dug in his pocket for a handkerchief and started to wipe her damp cheeks. Green still tinged the translucent white skin.


“No, I’ll…I’ll do it,” she said unsteadily, raising a shaking hand to take the handkerchief. He took this sign of reviving spirit as a hopeful indication that she wasn’t badly hurt.


“I’m sorry,” she said in a hoarse voice, caused partly, he guessed, from vomiting, but mostly from embarrassment.


“Are ye injured?” From what he could tell, he thought she’d suffered only bruises and scrapes, but he wanted to make sure.


A trembling hand touched her forehead. “I have a rotten headache.”


He frowned. A head injury could be serious, although she seemed perfectly lucid. The sooner he got her to shelter, the better.


“I’m sorry to hear that. It could be dehydration.”


To his surprise, her mouth quirked with unexpected humor. “I don’t feel at all dehydrated. Rather the opposite, in fact.”


He gave a grunt of amusement, as he registered her crisp Edinburgh accent. A Scotswoman, then. With her striking fairness, she could have washed in from Scandinavia.


Her dazed eyes looked past his shoulder at the windswept beach. “Where am I?”


“This is Invertavey, just south of Ullapool.” He took back the crumpled handkerchief and stuffed it in his pocket. “My name is Diarmid Mactavish.”


She stiffened against him, although he had no idea why. “Mactavish?”


“Aye. I’m laird of this estate.”


“Laird…”


“I’ll take ye back to my house and fetch the doctor.” Her increasing distraction troubled him. He had to get her off this exposed beach fast. “Then we’ll do our best to let your family know where you are.”


He waited for her to introduce herself, but instead she tried not very successfully to push away from him. “Could I…could I please have some water?”


Blast him for a thoughtless fool. Of course, she wanted something to drink. He’d already guessed she must be parched after swallowing all that saltwater.


“I’ve got a flask tied to my saddle. Can ye manage to stay sitting up while I go and get it?”


“I think so,” she said, although she was still worryingly pale, and she trembled in his arms.


With care, he slid his arm away from her midriff and edged back. Blindly she felt for the sand behind her and when she found it, she leaned back on one arm.


He surveyed her with some doubt. She looked ready to collapse again. “I could carry ye across to my horse.”


“No, no, I can manage.”


When he saw the effort she needed to sit upright, he commended her courage. With rough movements, he tugged his coat from his shoulders and wrapped it around her. Once he made sure she could sit without support, he rose and strode across to Sigurn, who was nosing at a clump of seaweed.


He returned to the woman and hunkered down beside her, offering her a leather flask. The hand she raised to take it was shaking so badly, he had to help her to drink.


After she’d taken a few sips, he pulled the flask away from her lips. “Och, gently now, lassie.”


“That’s so good,” she rasped.


Diarmid could imagine. He forced a smile. She hadn’t yet asked about her companion’s fate, and he didn’t want to tell her until he had to.


“Thank you,” she said.


He gave her a little more water. “Do ye want to rinse your face and hands?”


“Yes, please.”


He dribbled water on her hands and studied her with a worried frown as she wiped her cheeks. “Can ye walk?”


“I think so.”


A quick survey of her pale face told him that was either optimism or bravado speaking. Her trembling had turned into full-on shivering. So much for a Scottish summer.


“If you’ll let me, I’ll help ye over to my horse and get you up to the house,” he said. “I could go and fetch the villagers with a litter, but it would take too long and you need to warm up.”


Despite her obvious exhaustion, she looked a bit better after a drink and the cat wash. “Let’s try.”


Diarmid rose and held his hand out to her. Her grip was weak, and he did most of the lifting as she stumbled to her feet. It turned out she was a tall woman. He was a couple of inches over six feet. When she stood, that disheveled blond head reached past his shoulder.


She staggered as her legs took her weight, and he caught her by the waist. “Hold on to me.”


She made a smothered sound and lifted her face. The wide, beautiful eyes turned glassy and to his horror, he realized she was close to falling. He wasn’t even sure she could see him anymore.


With a muttered imprecation, he caught her behind the knees and swung her up. The body in his arms was rail thin. Her sodden garments accounted for most of the weight he carried.


“I’m sorry I’m so much trouble,” she mumbled, closing her eyes.


Like a flower too heavy for its stem, her tousled head drooped to rest on his shoulder. She was as cold and wet as a salmon. With her cuddled up against his chest, he was soon nearly as waterlogged as she was.


Diarmid couldn’t control a shiver. The wind whistling around them cut like a knife, and since giving her his coat, he was only in his shirtsleeves.


“It’s no’ far to the house. We’ll soon have ye in dry clothes and a warm bed.”


“That sounds good,” she muttered without opening her eyes.


“Can ye manage to sit on my horse for a wee moment? I promise you’ll be safe on Sigurn. She’s well trained and as gentle as a lamb.”


“I like horses,” she said, then broke off on a gasp. Green tinged her complexion again.


“Do ye need to be sick?”


Her slender throat moved as she swallowed. Even as she shook her head with what he thought was an excess of foolish pride, he helped her to kneel. While she retched violently into the sand, he held her.


Poor wee lassie. After the shipwreck, her body was in such a parlous state that she couldn’t even keep down a few drops of water.


Diarmid waited for her gasping to ease and watched her fumble in a pocket for her handkerchief. It was sure to be wet, but it was probably the best she could do.


“Was I alone in the wreck?” She caught Diarmid’s expression before he could hide it. “I wasn’t.”


Hell, what was this? Didn’t she know?


Diarmid frowned in confusion, but he made himself answer her. “There’s a man washed up over there. He drowned. I’m sorry.”


She looked sick again. “Can I see him?”


“It’s probably better if—”


“Please.”


Despite his better judgment, he succumbed to the appeal in those wide blue eyes. He rose and helped her up, holding tight to her elbow when her knees threatened to buckle. “He’s over here.”


Fortunately the dead man was only a few yards away. When they reached him, the girl straightened and managed to stand on her own two feet.


Diarmid studied her as she stared down at the body. In his opinion, she looked sad but not devastated. Probably not a family member then, which he’d already suspected given the difference in their clothing.


“Who was he?” Diarmid asked.


Avoiding Diarmid’s eyes, she shook her head. “I don’t know.” She raised a hand to her bloodless lips. “Poor soul.”


Diarmid bit back a flood of questions, starting with a demand for the girl’s name. She’d been through a horrible ordeal. He had no right to badger her. Once she was safe back at Invertavey House, they’d have time enough for introductions and explanations.


“Come.” He took her elbow and angled her away from the dead man. “It’s too cold for ye out here.”


Their stumbling progress toward Sigurn seemed to take forever.


“You’re so kind,” the girl said in a choked voice, and he caught the glitter of tears in her eyes as he lifted her into the saddle. When he set her astride, her sodden skirts rode up to reveal slender calves in tattered white stockings.


“Not at all. Hold tight to the saddle while I get on.”


The lass had bonny legs, shapely and with a neat ankle. He told himself that when a woman was so defenseless, he was a swine to notice such a thing. But on the other hand, the legs were very bonny indeed.


The girl was in such straits that she looked fit to slide back onto the ground. Her brief spurt of energy ebbed, leaving her even paler than before. When he found her, he’d imagined she was already as wan as a lassie could get.


He mounted behind her and curled an arm around her waist. “Lean back against me, and I’ll get ye back to the house as soon as I can.”


“There seems to be a lot of touching,” she said uncomfortably, squirming a little.


The discomfort was probably a good sign. He managed a wry smile, although in his shirtsleeves, he was as cold as a naked Eskimo stuck in a Greenland blizzard. Despite wearing his coat, the girl must be freezing, too.


“I beg your pardon.” He clicked his tongue to urge Sigurn to walk toward the dunes. “Actually, madam, I’d like to know whose pardon I’m begging. Will ye nae tell me your name?”


She wriggled weakly until she could see him. Once again, he found himself transfixed by those striking eyes. She looked pale and tense and afraid.


“Mr. Mactavish…”


His grip tightened, before he recognized that clutching her closer wasn’t likely to soothe her uncertainty. He loosened his hold and lowered his voice, hoping sincerity might overcome her trepidation. “I ken I’m a stranger, and you have nae reason to trust me, but I’m only trying to help. Surely there can be nae danger in telling me who ye are. I’d like to be able to call ye something, and if I know your name, I can contact your family and arrange for them to come and fetch you. Ye have my word as a gentleman that I mean you nae harm.”


She stared searchingly at him, as if trying to pierce through his skin to his soul. To his dismay, the fear he read in her eyes didn’t ease. He supposed he couldn’t blame her for being hesitant to confide in him—they’d known each other less than an hour after all, and she’d been through a hell of an ordeal before he found her.


After a charged silence, those thick eyelashes fluttered down and she bit her lip. “I’m sorry, Mr. Mactavish,” she said in a broken rush. “I wish I could tell you my name. But for the life of me, I can’t remember what it is.”


 

You can read the rest of the story here!
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