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      Duncan’s duty was clear—steal Heather away from Dunrobin Castle. What he didn’t expect, was to be charmed by her spirit and rocked by her fiery kiss. Now, he doesn’t want deliver her to those who hired him, instead he wants to keep her all to himself.
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        Dingwall Castle, 1277

        Highlands, Scotland

      

      

      Screams echoed off the walls, bouncing from one end of the castle to the other like banshees in the throes of a haunt. Young Duncan MacKay huddled beneath the altar in the family chapel tucked behind the great hall, frightened beyond measure.

      Today was his day of birth. Seven years. But from the sound of it, there would be no celebration this evening.

      Nightmares were supposed to happen only at night, awakening one in a cold sweat with tears streaming on heated cheeks. Duncan was not asleep. Nay, he was very much awake. And ’twas not entirely dark. A few candles were lit, causing shadows to bump in and out of their glowing light.

      ’Twas about an hour after dawn, and he’d come down as he was supposed to for morning Mass before his family would break their fast. The only thing was, he was the only one who’d arrived. None of his sisters, brothers, parents, nor his aunt and uncle who’d been visiting with their four children. He had none of them to comfort him in this terror that did not disappear no matter how many times he squeezed his eyes shut or blocked out the noise with his hands. The only one present was their family priest, his tutor, Father Bernard.

      A loud crash from somewhere in the castle made him jump, and he bumped his head on the wooden crossbeams of the altar. But he didn’t whimper. Warriors never cried. He would prove to them all that he was worthy of such a title.

      “Dinna move,” Father Bernard whispered, pressing a small but thick silver crucifix into Duncan’s hand. “I’ll be back before ye can recite Ezekiel 33.”

      Duncan wanted to grab onto Father Bernard’s hand, tell him not to leave, that he didn’t want to be alone. But that would have been cowardly, and he’d already caused enough of a stir today.

      The screams of pain were his fault.

      “Son of man, speak to the children of thy people, and say unto them, When I bring the sword upon a land, if the people of the land take a man of their coasts, and set him for their watchman: If when he seeth the sword come upon the land, he blow the trumpet, and warn the people…” Duncan frantically repeated the verses from the Bible, praying all the while that Father Bernard would be back before he finished.

      He’d only wanted to pick the most beautiful gillyflowers for Mother. Today was her birthday, too. A crown of gillyflowers would have looked so beautiful on his mother’s soft, golden hair, for the evening celebration Da had planned. Now that he was seven, he would be fostered out next year, and he had to make sure his mother’s celebration was extra special. He’d woken early, before the whole of the house, to go and find them.

      But now it was ruined.

      A bloodcurdling scream made Duncan squeeze his eyes shut so tight that pain seared down the middle of his forehead.

      He clutched the cross, pressed it to his lips as he continued to recite, “Then whosoever heareth the sound of the trumpet, and taketh not warning; if the sword come, and take him away, his blood shall be upon his own head. He heard the sound of the trumpet, and took not warning; his blood shall be upon him. But he that taketh warning shall deliver his soul.”

      If only Duncan hadn’t sneaked out the side gate, leaving it propped open with a rock so he could slip back in unseen. At dawn, the men changed shifts, and Duncan had noticed the guards who stood by the side gate would disappear for a quarter hour. Just enough time to gather the flowers.

      And apparently enough time for a stealthy enemy to lay siege. The sound of Da bellowing from the great hall made Duncan tremble. Da would fix this, and then tan his hide, but Duncan would gladly take a beating.

      Beyond the chapel door, Da shouted something about bastards stabbing him in the back.

      Duncan wasn’t sure what a bastard was, but it sounded awful coming from his da’s lips, and if the noise coming from all around was any indication, they really were horrible monsters. If only they’d stayed home at Castle Varrich like Mother had wanted. But Da had said this meeting with the Sutherland clan was important, could strengthen their own clan. They’d met here with a brother of the Sutherland laird.

      “But if the watchman see the sword come, and blow not the trumpet, and the people be not warned; if the sword come, and take any person from among them, he is taken away in his iniquity; but his blood will I require at the watchman’s hand. So thou, O son of man, I have set thee a watchman unto the house of Israel; therefore thou shalt hear the word at my mouth, and warn them from me.”

      The battle sounds raged closer. Duncan tucked his knees up toward his chin, his face buried. He tried to slow his breathing, to calm himself with the reassuring thought that Da would make everything better. That his mother wasn’t screaming. That he wasn’t all alone. Oh, what a coward he was, hiding when people were dying all around him. Dying! He may have been young, but he wasn’t stupid, and the sounds he heard were of people in agony, people vanishing from this life into the next.

      “When I say unto the wicked, O wicked man, thou shalt surely die; if thou dost not speak to warn the wicked from his way, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity; but his blood—”

      The door to the chapel creaked slowly open, and with each screech of the iron hinges’ protest, gooseflesh rippled from his ankles to the top of his head. Boot heels clicked ominously on the stone cobbles, echoing inside Duncan’s head. Not the shuffling steps of Father Bernard. Not his mother’s reassuring movements, nor the steady, measured footfalls of his father. These were the footsteps of an enemy. If they’d come inside the chapel, then they must have finished with everyone in Dingwall.

      Da hadn’t won.

      Da was— Nay. He couldn’t even think it.

      Duncan slipped the crucifix into his left boot and reached for the handle of the sgian dubh his father had given him, stashed in his right boot. He gripped it tight, the hilt digging into his palm, a palm his father had promised would grow as big as his. Duncan held his breath, praying whoever walked toward him couldn’t hear the sound of his heartbeat, for it boomed loud in his own ears.

      A screeching sound pierced the air, like a sword being scraped deliberately across the stones, making Duncan’s teeth chatter. He clenched his jaw tight, refusing to let this nightmare rule him. The screeching lasted for several seconds, drowning out the sounds of footsteps, and stopped just before the altar.

      Definitely not a friend. Did he know Duncan hid in here, hoping for sanctuary? He gripped the little knife harder, swearing that he’d use it if the enemy discovered him. Only seven summers, he was still a warrior, a true warrior, and he’d protect his family’s honor, even if he was the only one left.

      Duncan’s lungs felt on fire from holding his breath. He wouldn’t be able to hold it much longer.

      The door to the chapel burst open, crashing against the wall, just as his breath rushed out, and he gulped in another.

      “Ye dinna belong in here.” Father Bernard’s voice was calm but loud as he spoke.

      “Get out of here, Priest. Dinna make me murder a man of the cloth.” A man. Sounded much like the Sutherland contact his parents had supped with the night before.

      “Ye wouldn’t do that. Such an act would only damn ye forever,” Father Bernard protested, his voice still tranquil.

      A chilling laugh came from the warrior who stood only a foot or so away. “Och, Priest, my own chaplain forgave me for all sins committed today.”

      “I sincerely doubt he meant for ye to commit such a sin today.” Father Bernard’s tone took on an edge Duncan had never heard before.

      “Doesna matter what he meant. Ye’re a part of Clan MacKay. All MacKays die today.”

      “Was this your chief’s plan all along?”

      The warrior laughed cruelly. The Sutherlands had betrayed them. Duncan pressed his lips together to keep from making any sound. If he made it out alive today, he would not rest until he’d sought revenge on them.

      “There was never going to be an alliance.” Father Bernard sounded dejected.

      Moments later, the whistling sound of a sword slicing through the air was followed by a guttural, choking grunt and the thud of a body hitting the ground. Without looking, Duncan knew exactly what had happened. The warrior had felled his tutor. Father Bernard was dead.

      Gripping the sgian dubh so tight his knuckles whitened, Duncan jumped from behind the altar, letting out a battle cry he copied from his father.

      The warrior whirled, his sword still dripping from the blood of the priest. Crumpled on the floor behind the warrior was Father Bernard. Tears stung Duncan’s eyes; he blinked them away and forced himself to stare at the warrior who smiled cruelly down at him. He seemed tall as a mountain and cruel as the devil.

      “Why did ye kill him?” Duncan asked.

      The man didn’t answer. He was indeed the Sutherland relation. Hair dark and cut short, with a long beard sprinkled with gray. His eyes were dark as a nightmare, shirt and plaid covered in blood.

      “Did ye kill…?” But he couldn’t finish his question, didn’t want to know for certain if Ma and Da were lying dead on the floor of the great hall.

      “Are ye MacKay’s son?” the warrior asked, flipping his sword around in one hand, making a wide circle. Droplets of blood splattered Duncan’s cheek.

      A chill skated over Duncan’s skin. He knew that if he told this man he was the son of Chief MacKay, he would die, and yet, he wanted the chance to look this man in the eye and say who he was before he stabbed his thick neck with the sgian dubh.

      “I’ll take your silence as an aye.” The warrior drew out the y in aye, his fingers flexing on the hilt.

      Duncan mirrored his movements, clenching the sgian dubh.

      “Will ye fight me, wee lad?”

      Duncan bared his teeth, but was still unable to find his voice.

      The warrior tossed his sword from hand to hand, taunting Duncan. “Come on, laddie, try to jab me with that wee blade.”

      Anger speared through Duncan, but the man in front of him was easily five times his size. How could he win against such a giant?

      “Look, here,” the warrior said with a laugh. “I’ll even set down my sword and let ye have a go while I’m unarmed.” He tossed his sword to the ground behind him, the metal clattering as it skidded away.

      Duncan’s chances were slightly higher. And yet, still slim.

      “Come on now. Ye’re the last of your line. Dinna ye want to at least go down fighting as your ma and da did?”

      That was the last straw, confirmation that his parents were indeed gone, his entire family annihilated. He couldn’t let this bastard get away with it.

      Duncan lunged at the large warrior, jerking his arm forward. The warrior grabbed him around the middle and knocked the sgian dubh from his hand.

      “A good effort,” the man said with a cruel laugh.

      “Ye’re evil,” Duncan said.

      “Nay, just loyal, and now—” But his sentence was finished with a grunt as he doubled forward and dropped Duncan to the ground.

      Behind the warrior, Father Bernard had managed to stand. Blood soaked the front of his lustrous gray robes and his hands. He held the sword hilt, its tip buried in the warrior’s back.

      Father Bernard nodded to Duncan, sadness surrounding his eyes.

      “Go,” he urged Duncan in raspy tones. “Go to Pluscarden Abbey, lad. Seek sanctuary with my brothers.”

      Duncan nodded, his throat tight and eyes stinging from unshed tears. He ran toward the door to the great hall, but the last words of Father Bernard, spoken to the dying warrior, burned into his ears.

      “And I will execute great vengeance upon them with furious rebukes; and they shall know that I am the Lord, when I shall lay my vengeance upon them.”
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        Dunrobin Castle, Scottish Highlands

        Summer, 1300

      

      

      Stone cobbles were certainly the most uncomfortable place for knees to rest. Lady Heather, youngest sister to the powerful Earl of Sutherland, knelt before the altar in the family’s chapel. Even with the protection of layers of fabric between her bones and the flooring, she could feel bruises forming beneath the calluses on her knees.

      The castle’s drafts had yet to reach this corner of space within the towers, and as a result, sweat dripped in unladylike fashion down her temples and spine. What she wouldn’t give to at least be able to fan herself, but she dared not move her hands from their place firmly pressed together in prayer.

      Today would prove to be sweltering if the heat before dawn was any indication. And since Heather had an aversion to heat, she was more than likely going to be in a sour mood. The heaviness of the many layers she wore didn’t help the situation. Nor what she was about to do.

      The chapel was dark, save the four candles she’d lit. The sun had yet to rise, and the three narrow windows, newly fixed with stained glass, let in none of the moon’s silver light.

      Heather came to pray each morning, every morning, before the family rose. Typically because she had a lot more to confess than most. She was the first to admit she was not easy on her older brother, Magnus. Nor her aunts, any of her siblings, cousins and the staff in general. She might even be willing to admit that she single-handedly provided for their chaplain’s wealth, given that she was constantly slipping coins into his purse as penance or to buy an extra blessing.

      But today was different.

      On this day, she was going to change her future, forever.

      The Scottish rebellion still raged on, despite the horrendous loss at the Battle of Falkirk. Heather wanted to be a part of it. Why should her brothers and cousins have all the fun? Before the rest of the household woke to say prayers, Heather planned to be well on her way to finding William Wallace. The man had taken a step back in the war for freedom. After their great loss, the warrior must have felt downtrodden, for he simply handed the reins of battle over to another. She was going to persuade him to rise up once more, to fight for what he thought was right, what she knew was right.

      Robert the Bruce was not yet king—and though he was rumored to have sided with the English, Heather just couldn’t believe it. After all, Bruce and Red Comyn were now overseeing the resistance, but they lacked the heart of Wallace. The way Heather saw it, Wallace could turn a sheepherder into a seasoned warrior, and might even have the power to turn Englishmen into Scots—the latter was a bit of a reach, but just went to prove how much she believed in him.

      A scraping to her left jolted Heather from her prayer. She sat back on her heels, hand falling to her hip where a twelve-inch dagger was slipped into its sheath.

      “Who’s there?” Her voice echoed through the chapel.

      A shadowy figure lurked just beyond the benches in the corner where their chaplain’s chamber was. Looked like a hulk of black. If she’d been more superstitious, she might have thought the devil was coming to pay her a visit like Aunt Fiona always threatened.

      “Father Hurley?” She swiped a drip of sweat from her eyes. “Is that ye? Come away from the shadows.”

      A shiver of fear skittered over her spine, settling like a solid stone in her belly.

      The figure didn’t move.

      Heather swallowed her fear and stood up, straightening her shoulders as much as she could, squaring her jaw. “Come into the light at once,” she ordered.

      The shadow moved along the wall toward the front of the chapel. Heather followed him with her eyes. ’Twas not the devil but a man. Most definitely not Father Hurley. He was taller by at least a foot—and wide by about the same. His black robes billowed around his form, swishing around his ankles with each step, and sending whispers of fear with every move. The silver chain around his neck swung the large crucifix it held like a pendulum. Back and forth.

      A man of the cloth? Her hair prickled. He looked like death come to take her.

      Heather stared at the cross, at the man in robes, hypnotized by his stealthy, calculated movements, her eyes wide and immobilized. She finally blinked when they stung with dryness.

      “Are ye new to Dunrobin?” she asked, refusing to believe he might be the reaper and wondering why no one had told her there was a new priest.

      He stopped a few feet away, just outside the line of light from the candles.

      “Nay.” His voice was deep, dark, and slid over her body shamefully, in a way that made her want to hear him speak again.

      Lord, help her impetuous nature.

      Heather made a sign of the cross. “I’ve not seen ye before now.” The slight quiver in her tone made her angry.

      He didn’t answer. A long pause of silence ensued, making her uncomfortable. Her skin prickled.

      “Where is Father Hurley? What are ye doing in here?” The questions tumbled from her tongue.

      The man pointed toward the chaplain’s chamber. “He is there. Sleeping.”

      Again that voice. Why did she like it so much? “And ye? What are ye doing out here? I’m…I’m praying. I want privacy.” She lifted her chin another notch, hoping the odd priest would leave her be, that he hadn’t noticed the slight stutter of her words. When she saw her brother Magnus, she was going to tell him about this odd priest and how uncomfortable he made her. Zounds! She wouldn’t get the chance before she left… The dawn of her new life would begin today. A note then. She would tell Magnus in a note.

      “I’m afraid ye won’t be getting any privacy, my lady.” Confidence dripped from his words and slid over her skin in a way that felt wicked.

      “Ye are not to talk to me in such a manner.” No matter how hard she tried, she sounded petulant rather than in control.

      “And ye need to hold your tongue, ye saucy wench.”

      Heather gasped, blanched. Pressed a hand to her chest and took a step back in shock. “What?”

      “Ye heard me.” An underlying tone of amusement captured his voice.

      Indeed she had, but no one had ever, ever, talked to her like that before.

      “How dare ye?” She seethed, gripped her fingers around her dagger, though what she’d do with it, she had no clue. Killing a man of the cloth was a sin she’d never be able to pay her way out of.

      “Enough bluster, my lady. I need ye to come with me.”

      “Come with ye? I’ll be doing no such thing.” She shook her head vehemently and took another step back. Only about a dozen more, and she could bolt for the door.

      Perhaps today was not a day to run away. Outside dangers had never been a consideration before now. She’d just assumed she’d be able to reach Wallace’s camp unharmed. With her dagger, a bow and arrows, she could protect herself. Keep hidden in the bushes and not get caught.

      But that was before being confronted by this man who made her feel…scared and hot all over. Now she just wanted the safety and tranquility of her bedchamber. How naïve she’d been to think her plan was solid.

      “My lady,” he said in his calm, smooth voice. “Ye must. There is no choice in this matter.”

      “Or what?”

      Slowly, he opened one side of his robe, and she squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see what he revealed.

      “Open your eyes,” he demanded.

      She shook her head, bit her lip. But when she heard the click of his boot heels on the floor, her eyes flew open. He stopped moving, maybe a dozen paces away and removed the hood from his head. Beneath his robe, he was cloaked in a white leine, leather jerkin and tightly pleated plaid of dark colors. But what she couldn’t take her gaze off of, was the cruel-looking battle ax strapped to his chest with a leather belt of sorts. The ax glittered where it caught the light. Silver carved on its handle. It wasn’t a regular ax blade either, but elongated, curved and hooked where it should have been flat and triangular.

      Heather raised her eyes to his. He’d stepped far enough forward that the candles lit what parts of his face weren’t hidden by the hood of his cloak. Strong chin and nose. And his eyes, they flashed out at her like blue lightning, ready to snuff out her life with one blink. His hair was pulled back in a queue, but shaved along the sides, making him resemble a savage.

      Her hand involuntary rose to her chest as she pressed against her quickly beating heart. Realizing what she’d done, Heather forced her hand back to her side, not wanting the stranger to know how much he was affecting her.

      He touched a strong-looking hand to the handle of the ax. “Dinna make me use it, lass. I’d hate to mar your pretty face.”

      He thought her pretty? She almost cocked her head and gave him a coy smile, until reality struck and she again realized who he was. A stranger who was attempting to abduct her. A savage-looking warrior priest who threatened to cut her with that horrid-looking blade.

      “My family will be here any moment. My brother Magnus, the earl, will not be pleased with what you’re attempting to do. I suggest ye leave now, and I’ll not scream. Ye can get away, and this will all be a figment of both of our imaginations.” Heather thought her terms quite reasonable and was more than shocked when the strange man shook his head nay.

      A cruel smile edged up his lips, his eyes brightening. “Och, your brother.” He tugged on the ax. “I hope he comes. I hope he comes right now. Will ye scream for me? Hurry him along?”

      The chill of fear that made her tremble turned to an icy knot of terror. This man wanted to kill her brother. Hoped that she’d alert the household and send Magnus rushing in here so he could plant his disgusting ax in her brother’s chest.

      “What do ye want?” she asked, no longer caring about the tremble in her voice. She just wanted him to go away.

      Magnus had taken care of her for as long as she could remember. She’d only been a few summers when their parents had been murdered. Now at nineteen, she still looked up to him, even if she was planning to disobey him once more by joining the rebellion. Heather would not be the cause of her brother’s death.

      “’Tis as I’ve said. I want ye. I need ye to come with me.”

      Heather shook her head in confusion. “But why me?”

      “Dinna ask questions ye dinna want the answers to.”

      Words that chilled her. “But I do want the answer.”

      The man took a few steps closer. He was easily a foot taller than she, and Heather found herself tilting her head back to stare up into his face. If he hadn’t been so wicked, she would have thought him to be incredibly handsome in a rugged, dangerous sort of way. Heart-throbbing, finger-tingling handsome.

      She sucked in a breath as he moved forward another step, until his feet were within inches of hers. His size was overwhelming. Never one to faint, Heather was actually feeling on the verge of doing so.

      The man closed his priest’s robes, covering the frightening ax. He took hold of her upper arms and probed, looking at her oddly. No doubt he could feel how many layers she was wearing. Heather squared her shoulders more and looked him in the eye.

      “Get your hands off me,” she said through gritted teeth.

      That only made the man’s grin widen. “Ye’re a feisty one, I see.” He tugged her closer, her breasts bumping into his chest.

      She gasped and wriggled, but he had an iron grip on her arms and hauled her flush against him. Alarmingly, a warm sensation spread into her belly from where her breasts were crushed to his chest.

      “I did not give ye permission to touch me.” Her struggles seemed futile to this hulk of muscle.

      “I dinna need permission. I’m taking ye away from here, and I’ll do whatever I like to ye. I just need to make sure I deliver ye alive.”

      “Deliver me?” Where and to whom was he to deliver her? Dear God… “Ye’re a—”

      “Never mind what I am. All ye need know is, if ye do what I tell ye, then ye’ll arrive unscathed.”

      Heather bit her lip. “And… with my honor intact?”

      The man chuckled. “That I canna promise.”

      Dread, cold and heavy, sank into her belly. Why did the thought of this wicked man taking her innocence send a thrill of excitement thrumming through her veins? “My brother will pay ye double whatever ye’ve been paid.”

      “No doubt he would.”

      “Aye!” She nodded empathetically. “He will. I promise.”

      “’Tis not just about the money, lass.” He pressed his nose to the hair above her temple and breathed in deeply.

      Heather held her breath. She’d never been embraced like this by a man before. Never had one breathe in the scent of her hair. There’d been men to dance with at feasts, even a couple who had stolen quick kisses, but never crushed her to them.

      This man was her captor. She should have wanted to vomit in his tight hold, but instead, her body betrayed that notion, warming and tingling. This would simply not do. She couldn’t allow him to treat her this way, and she couldn’t allow herself to like it. ’Twas absurd. She shoved against him, her moves futile against his hold.

      “What is it about?” she asked, instead of demanding he unhand her. The man struck her as someone who didn’t do so well when being issued orders.

      “Nothing to get your pretty little head wrapped up in.”

      Heather chose to ignore his condescending answer. Being called pretty at the same time as describing her head as little—in essence, calling her stupid—didn’t go over well with her.

      “I assure ye, my pretty little head is truly concerned.”

      Whatever his answer was, she had no choice in going with him. If she refused, he’d slice her up with that gruesome battle ax. At least alive she had a chance to escape. Besides, she’d planned to leave today anyway. At least leaving with him, she’d have protection against the would-be outside threats.

      “Och, lass, we’ll discuss it on the way. We’d best be leaving. As ye said, your family will be here any moment—and your chaplain is bound to wake.”

      “How did ye sneak in here?” she asked, glancing around.

      “The same way we’ll be leaving.” He tugged at her to follow him, but Heather rooted her feet to the ground, refusing to leave. ’Twas taking a chance, aye, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t slice her up just yet.

      The man turned on his heel and gave her a warning glance—one that said if she didn’t move her arse, he’d sever it from her body.

      Hmm. Maybe he wouldn’t have any qualms about it. Still she forged on.

      “I will not leave until ye tell me your name.” She was stalling, and he probably knew it, but she couldn’t just run off with him without having a chance to leave her family a note or know where she was headed so she could somehow figure out a way to leave a clue.

      “Priest.”

      “Priest?”

      He nodded, his mouth in a long, grim line. “Dinna ye see the robes?”

      “Men of God dinna take ladies as their hostages.”

      “’Haps I’m not a man of God.” His expression was unreadable.

      Heather’s brows wrinkled with bewilderment. “But ye are a priest.”

      “Aye,” he drawled out.

      “I dinna understand.”

      “Good thing for ye, understanding was not part of the plan. Let’s go.” He tugged on her hand, his overlarge palm engulfing hers, but Heather yanked back.

      “Where are ye taking me?” she demanded.

      “South.”

      “Where south?” Lord, he was infuriating.

      Instead of trying to keep tugging on her, the man swiveled, his face an inch from hers and his warm breath washing over her skin. He smelled of mint and the earth.

      “If ye dinna move your feet and shut your mouth, I will tie ye up and gag ye.”

      He did not sound as though he were bluffing. Heather nodded in answer.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      She inched forward, finding it hard to walk in all the layers of clothes.

      “Wait,” she said, stopping.

      Priest turned, growling under his breath. “I warned ye.” He pulled rope from somewhere beneath his cloak.

      “Nay!” She held out her hands in a motion for him to stop. “There is no need, I’m not trying to stop ye, I will go with ye. ’Tis simply that I’ve forgotten my bag.”

      Priest laughed as though she’d just told some genius joke. “How stupid do ye think I am, lass? I’ll not allow ye time to go and pack for our journey. Do ye nay understand? I am abducting ye.”

      Heather shook her head and pressed a hand to his arm, feeling flashes of interest fly over her fingertips. His muscles were bunched beneath his shirt and cloak, and she had the insane urge to pull back his layers and lay her palm flat on his muscled flesh. “I’ve already packed. My bag is just there.”

      Heather pointed toward a bench beside the altar where her leather satchel sat, filled with a pouch of coins and a few provisions.

      “Nay,” he said, studying the satchel like she’d asked to take a week’s worth of manure with them.

      “Please, I need it.”

      He shook his head. “Nay. And I’ll not hear another word on it.”

      Heather chewed the inside of her cheek. The priest settled his expression grimly. “Time to go.”

      “If my family sees my satchel filled, they’ll know I planned to run away but was not able to do it on my own. They will know as soon as they arrive here for morning Mass that I’ve been taken. We’ll barely make it a mile before they’re on our tail.”

      The priest growled again, and beneath her fingertips, Heather felt the frustration ripple through his muscles.

      “All right. But I’ll be holding onto it. No need for ye to try to stab me in the back.” As he said the words, he dragged her to the bench, took the satchel, and then whipped the dagger from her hip and shoved it into the bag. “Let us be on our way. One more word out of ye, and ye’ll be tied and gagged.”

      Heather nodded, not wanting to answer him and test his resolve. Truly, she had no choice in the matter.

      Maybe it would be better this way. She’d have an escort of a sort. Though he was her captor, he wouldn’t allow anyone else to take her away. A secret part of her was excited. This was the adventure she’d been looking for. Aye, ’twas dangerous, the man was half-mad for certain, and his weapons were frightening. But, she’d be getting away from Dunrobin and her family. Setting out on her own—never mind she’d be with a deranged priest. There would be ample opportunity to escape, and if she ran into the men of the resistance camp along the way, all the better.

      Because there was no way in hell she was going to end up wherever this wayward Highlander intended, or sliced up by his blade.
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      Duncan regarded the lass with ill ease. She’d simply nodded. Hadn’t uttered a word. Up until that moment, she’d been full of things to say. What had changed? Certainly not his threat to tie her up and gag her—hell, he’d threatened her more than once.

      Heather Sutherland was up to something. Given who her family was, he wouldn’t be in the least surprised. Sutherlands were all liars. They betrayed anyone who laid their trust in them, no matter how much they tried to appear good on the outside. Hadn’t several of them married English wenches?

      Heather’s outward appearance wasn’t exactly as he’d been informed. Although her attitude was precisely as he’d been warned. Headstrong, stubborn and spoiled.

      Those who’d paid him to take her away had warned him of her wild beauty and lithe form. This lass was wildly beautiful with untamed blond curls, peaches-and-cream skin, haughty arched brows and pouty pink lips. Her eyes were the color of heather—a fitting name for her. But lithe was not entirely correct. Though the line of her jaw, the length of her neck gave way to a trimmer body, she was poufy in the middle, with arms as thick as a squire’s—only not as firm.

      At first, he’d not been sure it was her. The chapel had been dark. The closer he’d gotten, the more his gut had told him it was she. When she’d opened her mouth, all doubt disappeared.

      No matter. He couldn’t care less what she looked like, as long as he completed his mission and delivered her into the hand of his employers and walked away with a pouch full of silver.

      Typically, he actually liked a woman with sass. Meant she could hold her own. Had confidence. Wasn’t afraid to put up a fight. The only exception to that rule was when he was attempting to abduct them. Then they needed to comply. Everyone was better off when they did what he told them. Cooperate and live, he often repeated. Fight me and die.

      So why did her compliance bother him so much?

      “Priest, will ye take me away?” She held out her arms, wrists together as though she expected him to cart her off to the dungeon.

      “Aye.” Duncan grabbed hold of her hand, soft and warm and petite. He tightened his grasp in an attempt to dull the sensations of holding her hand.

      “When?” she asked, a brow raised.

      Ballocks! He couldn’t think around her.

      “Didna I tell ye to keep your mouth closed?” he growled.

      Heather shrugged and with exaggerated movements pressed her lips tightly together. Duncan had to keep himself from groaning. She was spirited to be sure. He shook his head. The woman who’d hired him to take her would have her hands full. And in two days’ time, he’d be richer and free of the Sutherland chit.

      Duncan led Heather past the priest’s chambers, the door slightly ajar. He glanced inside to make sure the chaplain had not roused. The lass gasped, and he turned to see her peering over his shoulder. The man still lay collapsed on his back upon the small cot. Mouth open, he snored like a hundred hammers in a quarry.

      “Did ye kill him?”

      “Are ye serious?” He eyed her like she’d grown a second head. “He is snoring. I simply subdued him with a little tap on his temple.”

      Heather shrugged. “I…uh…hadn’t noticed. Never mind that.” She waved her hand in the air. “He’s a kind man and did not deserve ye bashing him on the head.”

      “He’ll wake with a headache. Nothing more.”

      She frowned at Duncan, her eyes squinting as she assessed him. Lord, her lashes were long. And why should he notice such a detail?

      “Are ye a cruel man?”

      “Some would say,” his voice came out harsher than he’d intended, but all the better to keep him from getting distracted by the angles of her mesmerizing face. Besides, there was no use in lying to her. Those who died at the end of his sword would say he was cruel, unmerciful. But he always had a reason behind taking on each task he was hired to. And he never killed innocents. As a plus, he gave them all the last rites before he sliced into them.

      “Are ye going to kill me?” It was the first time he’d sensed true fear in her. Candlelight flicked in her lavender gaze which was trained on his, and he had the distinct feeling she could read behind the lies in his eyes.

      “Nay.”

      “Are they going to kill me?” she whispered.

      Duncan hesitated and decided to tell her the truth. “I dinna know.”

      “Ye would abduct me and deliver me into evil’s hands without knowing their plans?”

      “I dinna care.”

      Heather looked stunned at his admission. ’Twas the truth he’d never cared about such things before. But for some reason, with her, there was a tiny flare of concern inching its way into his heart. He quashed it.

      “Enough talking.” The bells would soon toll for the family to come to morning Mass before they broke their fast. They needed to hurry, else his entire plan would go awry.

      Duncan tugged a tripping Heather along the wall to the corner where a door led to a slim circular stairwell in the belfry tower. Up the stairs was a sleeping boy who’d soon wake to ring the bell. Down was the way out.

      “Shh,” he warned. If she woke that boy, he could toll out a warning and soldiers would meet them at the base of the stairwell.

      Heather nodded, a little too compliant for his liking.

      “Careful descending,” Duncan warned, not that he needed to, but the stairs were especially narrow, and the lass seemed to be having trouble walking as it was.

      “My skirts are giving me trouble,” she grumbled.

      “I’d be happy to remove them if it helps us to move with more speed,” he offered.

      She gasped, and he held in a laugh. “Ye would not dare!”

      “Och, lass, dinna dare me to do anything. I’m always up for a challenge, and seeing a lass without her skirt would be a delight to a man in the morn.” It was hard to tell what she would look like skirtless. There seemed to be a tremendous amount of cloth covering her lower extremities.

      “Scoundrel.”

      Duncan chuckled. Teasing her about her skirts seemed to have distracted her enough that she made it down the stairs without incident.

      He lifted the wooden bar slowly, making sure that he caused no sound to echo through the tower. Placing the bar on the ground, he opened the door an inch to stare outside. The door led to the gardens of the castle and, given that it was just now dawn, no one was about picking herbs or taking a stroll. He shoved the door all the way open and tugged her just outside into the darkened morning. He nudged the door quietly closed.

      “Stay put,” he murmured. Glancing around, he found a stone bench a few feet away. He lifted the heavy bench, upending it to hold the door in place.

      “What are ye doing?” she whispered.

      “Slowing down anyone who would try to rescue ye.”

      He didn’t wait for her to respond, but instead walked right up to her, grabbed her about the waist and tossed her over his shoulder, surprised that she didn’t weigh as much as she appeared to.

      “Put me down! I can walk,” she ground out breathlessly.

      “Aye, but ye canna run as fast as I need ye to. And we’ve a need to make haste. Now hush else ye draw any of your precious brother’s men to their death.” He slapped her on the bottom and was rewarded with an outraged gasp.

      Duncan ran with her to the end of the garden and stopped at the twenty-foot-high stone wall where he set her down. A cursory glance showed him that no one appeared to be watching them. The guards on the tower closest to them had their eyes on the sea. There had been four guards standing watch beyond this wall, but he’d taken care they would no longer be an issue when he’d climbed the wall just after three in the morning. No one had yet to miss them. Duncan was in the clear.

      “Hold on to my back,” he instructed, turning around and glancing at her over his shoulder. “Wrap your legs around my waist and your arms around my neck.”

      She gave him an incredulous look, which he ignored. Turning back toward the wall, he tested the rope he’d used to climb down. Still secure. Good.

      “What?” she whispered harshly. “Ye canna possibly—”

      He cut her off, flicked her another annoyed gaze over his shoulder. “I assure ye, ’tis possible, and I do intend to.” Duncan again presented her with his back. “Grab hold. Now.”

      Heather didn’t hesitate, thank goodness, but touched her hands to his shoulders and jumped, wrapping her legs around his waist and a death grip around his neck. Duncan swallowed and tugged at her arms. If he hadn’t known better, he might have thought she was trying to kill him.

      “Not so tight, else I lose my breath and we both fall.”

      Heather loosened her grip on his neck, but tightened her thighs around his hips. Duncan had to force himself not to groan. The lass had yanked up her skirts a little to allow enough flexibility in her clothing to grip him. A smooth calf brushed his elbow.

      Mo chreach… he might just drop her. It had been much better when he’d imagined her legs to be as burly as his own.

      “Where are the guards?” she asked.

      “Gone.” He didn’t expound but began to climb.

      Hand over hand, feet gripping the rope. He pulled them up at a steady pace, his muscles working with the added weight. Sweat trickled over his back, his arms. His palms grew damp but didn’t hinder his progress. Heather clung tight to him. Whispered prayers, begged forgiveness for her sins, and wished not to die. Duncan held in his laughter, and at last they reached the ledge.

      “Let go of my neck and pull yourself up onto the top.” Pushing off the wall gently with his foot, he twisted his body around so Heather’s back was against the stone.

      “I dinna know if I can.” Fear ebbed around the edges of her words.

      “Aye, lass, ye can,” Duncan spoke with knowing authority. “Go on. Do it now.”

      Heather blew out a breath, warm against his neck, then let go with one hand.

      “That’s it, Heather. Grip the wall.” Letting go of the rope with one hand, he slid it under her thigh—gritting his teeth at the suppleness of her flesh. He didn’t know which was more painful—holding up their weight on the rope with a single hand or touching the softness of her thigh. “I’ve got hold of ye. Ye can do it.”

      She seemed to gain some measure of safety from his grip on her thigh and took off her other hand, hoisting herself up onto the wall walk of the battlements.

      Duncan made quick work of hoisting himself onto the stone floor and pulling up his rope. The sun was quickly rising. It wouldn’t be long before guards came to relieve those Duncan had dispatched of. He tied off the rope on a crenellation, preparing for them to go down the other side.

      “Get on.” He crouched down, and Heather climbed onto his back again.

      “Do ye make it a habit of having women ride ye?” she asked.

      Duncan choked on his tongue. Holy Mother, did she realize what she’d just asked? With a wicked grin, he turned to glance over his shoulder. “Aye, lass, as often as I can.”

      Even in the dusky morning, he could see her face color red as a berry. Just to make her glow redder, he winked, satisfied when she let out a little gasp.

      After making sure that the area below the wall was clear, he gripped the rope tight and climbed over the side. With measured movements, he walked them down the wall. The climb down was always easier than up. Once they were on solid ground, Heather dropped to her feet. He turned to see her smoothing out her skirts.

      “Dinna be modest on my account, I’ve had your legs wrapped around me, your bare thigh under my fingers.”

      She let out an outraged snarl. “Only because if ye didna, I’d have ended up dead.”

      He snickered. “’Haps. Or maybe I just wanted the privilege.”

      “Ye’re a brute.”

      Duncan bowed low. “I thank ye.”

      “’Twas not a compliment.”

      “Enough chatter. We must be away.”

      Dunrobin’s beach was a hundred feet away, the waves lapping lazily at the shore, completely unaware that one of the ladies of its mighty castle had been so easily taken away.

      “What will ye do? Sail away with me?” she quipped.

      He shook his head and again tossed her onto his shoulder. “Nay, lass. Nothing so romantic as that.”

      Duncan ran toward the trees, careful to keep his eyes on the guards of Dunrobin. Once inside the cover of the forest, he found his horse, Blade, just where he’d left him, and set Heather on her feet.

      “Where is my horse?” Heather asked.

      “Och, such a spoiled lass ye are.” Duncan gave her a pointed look. “This is an abduction, in case ye dinna recall. There will be no horse for ye. No way for ye to escape. Ye’ll ride with me.”

      Heather crossed her arms over her chest, tilted her chin at a haughty angle and shook her head. “Nay. ’Tis indecent.”

      Duncan let out a surprised laugh. “Truly? Ye think I care for decency and your honor? I am abducting ye.”

      Was the lass daft? Did she not understand the concept of abduction? And for that matter, was he truly indulging her act? At that moment, he wished he had tied her up and stuffed her mouth with a rag. Then at least he wouldn’t have to hear this nonsense. It was a stalling tactic. Had to be.

      “I know,” she said, her voice softer, as though she were thinking about something else entirely.

      He glanced over at her, studying her. She was looking toward the ground, her hands wringing one another.

      “What is it?” he asked harshly, disbelieving himself that he even asked. He wasn’t supposed to care.

      “Nothing,” she said too quickly, glancing up at him with widened eyes.

      “I doubt it,” he mumbled. With the way she’d so openly run her mouth since the moment they’d met, she was certain to give him grief about something fairly soon.

      But he wasn’t going to wait to find out what it was. He was surprised that there weren’t shouts coming from the castle already.

      As if on cue, a loud whistle sounded from that direction. ’Haps the switching guards would have now found the bodies of the four he’d disposed of—or just found them missing. Didn’t matter. He had little time now.

      Heather heard the whistle, too. She whirled her head around sharply, staring back at the castle, her lower lip sucked into her mouth.

      “Get on the horse,” he ordered.

      Heather turned away from the castle and approached Blade. Too easy.

      “What are ye about, lass?” he asked, stepping closer, the air around them filled with tension. Would she bolt?

      “Ye keep asking me that. There is nothing.”

      He doubted her. Narrowing his eyes, he studied her all the more. Her face was innocent enough, but lurking behind the beauty of her heather-colored eyes was a keen intelligence that had he seen it in a man it would have made him fearful.

      Heather planted her hands on her hips and glared at him fiercely. “Maybe I should ask what’s bothering ye? But ye’re my captor, so I’m not supposed to ask ye questions.”

      How easily she’d taken the reins. “If ye must know, I think ye’re up to something. No woman who’s being abducted goes so willingly.”

      The lass had the audacity to shrug. “If ye want me to fight, I will. But I’d rather go without the bindings or a gag.”

      “Ye’d run if ye got the chance?”

      “Should I nay want to?”

      “Aye. But there’ve been many chances for ye to run, to scream, and ye’ve not used any of them.”

      “Maybe I want to leave Dunrobin.”

      That made him laugh. Hard. “A princess in her castle, spoiled rotten, the boss of everyone, and ye’d want to leave?”

      “Believe it or not, I am more than a spoiled child as ye seem to think.” Her words were spoken calmly, with a cool edge that made him pause.

      “Run then. I should like to catch ye.”

      Heather didn’t hesitate. She ran—but not back toward the castle. She ran in the opposite direction.

      “What in bloody hell?” Duncan stammered.

      The woman lifted her skirts, revealing creamy, sculpted calves—athletic legs—and hauled her arse up the densely foliaged hill.

      Not at all what he’d expected. Grabbing hold of Blade’s reins, he flung himself into the saddle and gave chase. He couldn’t very well leave the horse, especially since she was running in the direction he wanted to go, and Sutherland warriors would be after them soon. Duncan leaned low over his warhorse’s withers, gaining on the lass. She didn’t look behind her, but kept a steady pace forward. A pace any normal male would have found daunting. She sprinted full force, without a falter in her footing, as though this were an action she enjoyed and practiced often.
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