
  
    [image: The Highlander’s Dare]
  


  
    
      The Highlander’s Dare

    

    
      
        Eliza Knight

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2020 © Eliza Knight

      
        
        THE HIGHLANDER’S DARE © 2020 Eliza Knight. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part or the whole of this book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted or utilized (other than for reading by the intended reader) in ANY form (now known or hereafter invented) without prior written permission by the author. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal, and punishable by law.

      

        

      
        THE HIGHLANDER’S DARE is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional and or are used fictitiously and solely the product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, places, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      

      Cover Design by Dar Albert

      Edited by Quillfire

      Published by:

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            More Books by Eliza Knight

          

        

      

    

    
      The Sutherland Legacy

      
        
        The Highlander’s Gift

        The Highlander’s Quest

        The Highlander’s Stolen Bride

        The Highlander’s Hellion

        The Highlander’s Secret Vow

        The Highlander’s Enchantment — Summer, 2019

      

      

      Pirates of Britannia: Devils of the Deep

      
        
        Savage of the Sea

        The Sea Devil

        A Pirate’s Bounty

      

      

      The Stolen Bride Series

      
        
        The Highlander’s Temptation

        The Highlander’s Reward

        The Highlander’s Conquest

        The Highlander’s Lady

        The Highlander’s Warrior Bride

        The Highlander’s Triumph

        The Highlander’s Sin

        Wild Highland Mistletoe (a Stolen Bride winter novella)

        The Highlander’s Charm (a Stolen Bride novella)

        A Kilted Christmas Wish – a contemporary Holiday spin-off

        The Highlander’s Surrender

        The Highlander’s Dare

      

      

      The Conquered Bride Series

      
        
        Conquered by the Highlander

        Seduced by the Laird

        Taken by the Highlander (a Conquered bride novella)

        Claimed by the Warrior

        Stolen by the Laird

        Protected by the Laird (a Conquered bride novella)

        Guarded by the Warrior

      

      

      The MacDougall Legacy Series

      
        
        Laird of Shadows

        Laird of Twilight

        Laird of Darkness

      

      

      The Thistles and Roses Series

      
        
        Promise of a Knight

        Eternally Bound

        Breath from the Sea

      

      

      The Highland Bound Series (Erotic time-travel)

      
        
        Behind the Plaid

        Bared to the Laird

        Dark Side of the Laird

        Highlander’s Touch

        Highlander Undone

        Highlander Unraveled

      

      

      Wicked Women

      
        
        Her Desperate Gamble

        Seducing the Sheriff

        Kiss Me, Cowboy

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Historical Fiction

      
        
        Coming Soon!

      

        

      
        The Little Mayfair Bookshop

      

      

      Tales From the Tudor Court

      
        
        My Lady Viper

        Prisoner of the Queen

      

      

      Ancient Historical Fiction

      
        
        A Day of Fire: a novel of Pompeii

        A Year of Ravens: a novel of Boudica’s Rebellion

      

      

      French Revolution

      
        
        Ribbons of Scarlet: a novel of the French Revolution

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A lady determined to set her own path…

        Lady Clara de Montfort begrudgingly attends the tournament at her mother and uncle’s insistence, to meet the Scottish warrior she’s being forced her to marry. But Clara has a plan—she’s got one week to change the Baston Ross’s mind and free herself from an unwanted marriage.

      

      

      

      
        
        A warrior who can’t say no to a dare…

        Graham Sutherland accompanies his twin brother Cormac, the new Chieftain of their clan, to a tournament across the border of Scotland in England. After a failed harvest threatens the livelihood of their clan, they’ve come up with a perfect solution. The twin brothers will use the tourney to steal the wealthy English brides of rival clan Ross, thus bringing a bounty to their people.

      

      

      

      
        
        A love between them defies all the odds...

        When Clara and Graham meet at the feast, he’s all too happy to help her break her betrothal, for she’s the one he’s come to steal. In return for his help, Clara believes she’s helping Graham with revenge against an old enemy. With each trick planned and acted out, the game intensifies, until the ultimate dare just might undo them both…
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        Scottish/English Border

        Sunday, June 20, 1193

      

      

      There were really only two reasons that Graham Sutherland would ever enjoy finding himself crossing the English border from Scotland. One was if he was chasing the skirts of a buxom and deliciously tempting lass. And the second, but of equal enjoyment, would be if he was about to run his sword through the chicken-livered belly of a Sassenach.

      Now, theoretically, he was crossing the border to put his sword against some English flesh, and he was also chasing after a woman—however, neither in this case was what he would consider fun.

      If one were to be honest, he felt a bit like he was being tormented. Like the devil himself had lassoed him from hell and was dragging him down into the fiery depths to endure hours, weeks, years, an endless amount essentially of suffering. The woman he was supposed to take to wife was no doubt hideous and whiny and awful. She would put a damper on all of his fun, and the rest of his life would no doubt end up being completely miserable.

      And yet, suffer he must, because despite being hellfire, the tourney was crucial to the survival of their clan. Their people had suffered long enough. Since they were unable to get the aid they needed from neighboring allies, it was time for Graham and his twin brother Cormac—the Chieftain of Clan Sutherland—to take what some might see as drastic measures.

      And it had been Graham’s idea to come to the tournament, so he couldn’t really complain about it to his brother. Cormac wasn’t even good with ladies. Why the hell had Graham supposed he could get him to flirt with one successfully enough to steal her away from her potential husband, even if that husband was a bastard Ross? Everyone in the Highlands thought the Ross brothers—all five of them—were absolutely horrible people. Calling them people was an insult to other humans. Brodie and Baston Ross were at the tournament to gather up their brides and spill some English blood along the way, and Graham and Cormac were here to make sure the aforementioned didn’t happen.

      But those in England were unsuspecting of the Ross brothers. For outwardly, they were able to exude charm, while on the inside, they were filled with the black slime of a bog.

      Saints, how he loathed anyone of the Ross bloodline.

      Graham was of the mind that if a lass was willing to sell herself into that vile lot, then perhaps, she wasn’t worth saving. Aye, saving, for though he and Cormac planned to rob the Ross bastards of their brides, they would also be doing the foolish women a favor.

      And, in point of fact, their people—the Sutherlands—were worth saving. So, Graham and Cormac would suffer torment to save their clan. They could not watch more of their people die from hunger. Already, they’d lost too many.

      So here they were, about to sell their own souls to the devil in order to lure a couple of lasses into an un-advantageous match, and more importantly their dowries, which should help bring their clan away from the brink of starvation and destruction. Easy enough, aye?

      Graham slid his glance toward Cormac, who had the endless look of a man suffering greatly from a bout of food poisoning. Graham loved his brother to the deep marrow of his bones, but boy, did Cormac need to lighten up. Especially if he was going to gain the attention of any ladies present—specifically one intended for a Ross brother.

      Rising up before them was Rose Citadel, as snobby a name as the man who sat his throne there, Lord Yves. The towers and battlements of the massive stone structure were littered with banners and ribbons proclaiming the tournament and the long bloodline of English bastards who resided there, but Graham didn’t give a fig about the castle. He was mostly interested in the tents that dotted the fields like spilled sugar on grass, and the many flags of the various men who’d come to fight, including their most hated enemy.

      But if they were going to be successful, he was going to have to get his brother to stop his incessant frowning. Graham was tired as hell from their journey, and though he’d dried a little bit, he still felt soaked from the pounding rain they’d had to travel through. If he looked anything like his brother and the two Sutherland men that traveled with them—Lachlan and Duncan—then he’d have to step up the charm to win over any lady, let alone one betrothed to a Ross.

      Luckily for Graham, wooing ladies was his specialty. It was even easier to woo them if they were already wed, or not saving themselves for a wedding night. Virgins took a lot more persuading, and he was going to have his work cut out for him getting Baston Ross’s betrothed to take a ride on the Sutherland side—but even worse was how he was going to help his brother. That was a challenge that was likely to wear Graham out faster than any lusty wench.

      As if to prove that point, Cormac grimaced and let out a low growl at nothing in particular.

      Graham shook his head and stifled a laugh. “Lighten up, brother, else ye’ll be sending Brodie Ross’s betrothed straight into his arms rather than yours.” Brodie Ross was the eldest of the Ross brothers and the current Chieftain of Ross. It made sense that Cormac, as a Chieftain himself, would go after another Chieftain’s woman. Though they hadn’t exactly agreed on that point quite yet. For them, it would be about which woman suited better, or which of the foolish wenches chose them.

      Cormac slid an irritated glance at Graham. “This is never going to work.”

      “Especially if ye look at it that way.” Graham pounded a hand on his twin’s back, taking note of the splash of water that came off with the smack. “Think of this conquest as ye would any other conquest—the only outcome is victory.” Graham shrugged. “Or if it makes more sense to ye, think of yourself as a twelve-point stag, and some young five-pointer has come along to steal your doe. Are ye just going to let that weaker, self-righteous arsehole get your lass or are ye going to skewer him with your superior rack?”

      Cormac snickered. “By rack do ye mean his antlers, or my bride-to-be’s breasts?”

      Graham laughed. “That’s more like it, brother. Show Brodie what he’s going to miss out on.”

      Cormac scowled. “I’ll no’ be showing that bastard my wife’s breasts, brother. Nor any man.”

      Graham’s eyes widened, and he held up his hands in surrender, trying to keep from laughing once more. “That’s right, ye’ll no’, so ye’d best quit with all the scowling, else she’ll no’ be showing ye either.”

      “Point taken.” Cormac shook the water from his hair. “Let’s go find a place to set up, preferably well away from the bloody Ross bastards.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Graham grinned at the Lachlan and Duncan, who returned the gesture, all of them becoming serious again as soon as Cormac speared them with his regard.

      “Enough nonsense, brother. We are no’ here for fun.”

      “On that account, I never doubted.”

      They rode through the throng of tents, gaining glowers from some, nods from others, and what Graham liked most—being ignored—from yet another batch.

      Graham picked the best location he could find in the few empty spaces. Having entered the tournament last minute, it looked like they were nearly the last to arrive in this godforsaken country.

      Lord, he hoped there were going to be more Scots about than just them and the Ross clan. The machinations they had planned for those rotten scoundrels would more likely be noticed if they were the only Scots in attendance. And they couldn’t have that messing up what they’d come here to see done.

      Come hell or high water, they would return to Scotland with wealthy brides to save their clan from starvation—even if they literally had to steal them away. Highlanders had done so before, and they’d do so again, he was certain. Graham did, however, hope their plans at wooing worked, because stealing a wench away would make his personal future bleaker than it already appeared.

      Dismounting from his horse, Graham was immediately nudged on his thigh by the snout of a medium-sized hound. He rubbed a hand over the dog’s mud-colored head and matted spine, his palm coming away with a stain of brown.

      Seemed like Graham was not the only one in need of a bath.

      The owner of the hound looked just as worn and dirty, though he nodded at them with respect. “Are you looking for a mercenary?”

      Graham tried not to laugh. Silly Englishman, didn’t he realize that Graham and Cormac were basically mercenaries themselves?

      Cormac brushed away the man with a swift denial of their need to hire him, and the two brothers ducked into their newly built tent to prepare for the feast. They stripped out of their miserable clothes and washed, redressing in their finest garments that were mercifully dry.

      “Are ye going to meet the lass tonight?” Cormac asked, affixing the Sutherland pin to his tunic.

      “Aye, as should ye, brother. We’ve only a sennight to make the lassies fall in love and leave their intended matches. ’Tis a tall order on our parts, but also theirs.”

      “Should be easy for ye, Graham. The lassies are always dropping at your feet like flies on honey.”

      Graham raised his brow skeptically. “Aye, but what if in this instance, the flies wish for vinegar?” Lord help them if the brides actually wanted the Ross brothers instead.

      “I dinna see that happening.”

      Graham shrugged. “I didna see the Rosses giving aid to the MacDonalds and look where we are.”

      That was a sad fact. After several bad harvests and not enough food coming in, the Sutherland brothers had begged aid from the Rosses, who always seemed to have more than enough. But in a vile twist, they had refused and instead gave aid to the hated MacDonalds, who would not share. Most of the other clans in the area were either in the same boat as the Sutherlands or had only enough to feed their people.

      Cormac ran a hand through his dark hair, the same shade as Graham’s. He let out a long sigh that told of the enormity of their situation. If they didn’t win the battles they’d come here to fight, there was a lot more at stake than their pride. Lives would be lost.

      Winning even one bride would make things better, but two would put their clan back on a path to prosperity for generations to come.

      “I believe in ye, my laird.” Graham squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “To the feast, where we’ll make a lucky lass believe in ye, too.”
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      Lady Clara de Montfort had promised herself that the second day would be better than that first, which had been boring to the point of tedium and also fraught with nerves.

      She’d had to travel all the way from her family home in Normandy, where she’d lived a relatively comfortable life unaffected by the drama in England and court of her Aunt Isabella, who was married to the strange Prince John. The sailing across the Channel had been awful, and she’d been sick nearly the whole of it, only to land and find herself feeling sicker with what was to come in a sennight—a most unwanted marriage.

      Today, Sunday, everyone had started to arrive at Rose Citadel.

      With her father’s health suffering as of late, he’d not been able to attend, and her mother had stayed by his side. But remaining in Normandy did not leave Clara without her mother’s long reach wrapped around her neck. With her father, the once virile Count de Evreux, she’d often found an ally against her mother’s plots, but now, there was no buffer. And the countess had schemed with her sister and Prince John to marry Clara off to some savage in the Highlands. A brute that she was going to meet today. Baston Ross.

      Nay, thank you very much. I shall not like to take you as my husband.

      Just how was she going to work up the nerve to say it?

      Somehow in the next sennight, she had to figure out a way to get rid of the brute. She’d never met him before, but everyone knew that Highlanders were only a step above wild hogs. Clara might even go so far as to say that a wild hog had mated with a beastly bear and thus created Highlanders.

      Of course, it wasn’t ladylike for her to think this way, but neither was it ladylike of her to try and get out of the betrothal, which she wholeheartedly intended to attempt. Starting today.

      All day long, she’d paced in her chamber, trying to come up with a viable plan. And all day long, she’d tossed each idea out the window and thought about pitching herself out too.

      That hog was going to get a massive dowry from her father, given she was his only child. A veritable treasure that would raise up even the richest of nobles to infamy. And it was going to a man she’d never met, nor had she agreed to wed. The unfairness of that fact was infuriating. She growled at her fisted hands and then threw them up in the air.

      “My lady?” Her maid raised a brow. “Are you unwell?”

      That was a nice way of asking if her head was on straight. “I am fine.”

      “Suppose ’tis time for you to head to dinner before your betrothed comes to find you.”

      Clara resisted the retort prepared to roll off her tongue, and instead nodded. If Baston Ross came to claim her, she’d not have the chance to choose a seat at the feast well away from him. Even his name was stupid. Baston. So close to Bastard. Maybe that was what she’d call him by accident. Nay, nay. She was willing to work on getting rid of the boar, but not on insulting him so openly. Who knew what he might do, and she didn’t want to have to defend herself from him.

      This entire tournament was just as stupid as Baston Ross. Men pounding at each other with weapons for a prize. Didn’t they have anything better to do? And at the end, she’d be tossed over a horse and dragged away to Scotland. Clara didn’t even want to get married. What she wouldn’t give to be back home in Normandy, practicing with her arrows, and laying in the field with her pets. She’d been forced to leave behind her four hounds, two sheep, three pet rabbits, a squirrel, two cats, and her ducks who lived on the fishpond in the castle courtyard.

      The only pets her mother had allowed her to bring were her horse and her hawk. Those were considered regal and ladylike. Everything else was too much trouble, the countess had claimed.

      And Clara had cried all the way to England. There wasn’t a way she’d be able to replace the irreplaceable. Her new husband wasn’t going to allow her to have them, of that much she was certain. Baston Ross would probably eat them!

      Nay, not her new husband. She shook her head. She couldn’t think of him in such terms. Her soon-to-be-ex-betrothed.

      “My lady?” Again, her maid interrupted her thoughts. “Are you ready? Every step outside has me jumping that it is he.”

      That was enough to get Clara’s attention. She hurried to the door of her bedchamber, a special suite set up just for her, which would be the place she’d be mauled after the wedding if she wasn’t successful in getting rid of the Bastard Hog.

      If only they would allow women to participate in the games. She might have had a chance at accidentally shooting him with her arrows. Now that would have been a real treat. She didn’t have to kill him, just maim him a little, and then he certainly wouldn’t want to marry her.

      The idea had merit; however, she was fairly certain the outcome would only give her grief.

      “How do I look?” she asked her maid.

      “Beautiful, my lady.”

      “Then perhaps we should mess up my hair or rip my skirts?” She lifted the hem of her green kirtle and gave her maid a teasing smile.

      “I know what you’re about.”

      “Do you?” Clara played innocent with a cock of her shoulder.

      “I do not blame you.”

      “You’d be the only one.” Clara stepped out into the hall, plastered on a bright smile and followed several other ladies to the scaffold—or rather to the great hall.
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      The great hall at the Rose Citadel was mass chaos. There was really no other way to describe it. Men and women took up more space than air, and what air there was had been filled with the sounds of music, cackling and the overly loud voices of those pressing to be heard. Pipes and strings fought against the din of humans, and Graham could swear even a few hounds were trying to get in on the action.

      Alan, the mercenary, had loitered outside their tent while the twins dressed. Since he seemed desperate for work, Graham figured he could aid them at least for the night, as they were essentially working in the dark. They didn’t even know what the women looked like, and it wasn’t as though they’d be wearing labels. And so, Alan had agreed to lead them here, and the coin Graham gave him seemed to motivate the man as he searched the sea of faces for the two ladies in question. No need to search out the bloody Ross brothers. Baston was holding court at one table, his foot up on a bench as he waved his arms about madly, telling some great story that was no doubt a lie. He swung his dingy-looking blond hair out of his eyes in a move that was meant to woo ladies but only had Graham grimacing in disgust.

      “There is Lady Clara Galveston. Daughter to the Norman Count de Evreux.” Alan’s voice was low as he pointed to a stunning lass at Baston’s table who was rolling her eyes with the woman who sat beside her, and though she laughed with everyone else, there was something about the way she did so that had Graham grinning. She wasn’t laughing with the vile Ross lad, but at him.

      Graham couldn’t take his eyes off her. Her long chestnut hair had been pulled back at the temples but cascaded down her back in shining waves, and her green eyes flashed mirth. She sipped casually from a wine goblet with a tempting bow-shaped mouth that crooked into a smirk when she was finished. She had high cheekbones and an impertinent set to her shoulders. And her green kirtle, from this distance, hugged her curves.

      The lady was not at all what Graham expected. His blood heated with interest.

      Alan was pointing out Lady Isolde to Cormac, but Graham couldn’t even be bothered to look. He was mesmerized and terrified by Lady Clara all at once. The way she carried herself, so confident. And the way she plainly wasn’t falling for Baston’s charm was exciting.

      Ballocks…

      All those thoughts he’d had on their long journey to England, and not one of them had prepared him for the possibility that Lady Clara would be beautiful, enticing, and… cynical. Bloody hell, his heart beat faster. He wanted to walk over to her right now and ask her to dance, even though no dancing had started, and he didn’t even like dancing.

      Cormac elbowed him. “Shall I take Lady Isolde?”

      Damn right because his brother better not be trying to claim the cheeky Lady Clara. “And I’ll help myself to Lady Clara,” Graham hurried to say, with a wiggle of his brows at his brother, taking off in the lady’s direction before Cormac changed his mind.

      Along the way, he grabbed a leg of fowl off a platter and tore into it, eating hurriedly before he approached the table. He discarded the bone to a dog sniffling about, then swiped a mug of cider and washed away the meat from his mouth. Swiped a serviette to wipe his face. All the while, observing the lady in her environment as she spoke with those in her vicinity, and the way she made side glances at the others. She laughed prettily but was, at the same time, quite observant. Smart. Calculated, even. Almost as if she were playing a part. Interesting. He ran his tongue over his teeth one more time to make certain they were clean, so he didn’t present himself to her with a big hunk of meat between them. Satisfied, he moved forward.

      Just as he reached the table and her sly glance slid toward him, the room silenced, and a loud booming voice began speaking from the dais. Graham turned to see a man stand and welcome everyone to the castle. Had to be Lord Yves, the baron who was hosting the tournament.

      Graham did not give a damn about one word the man had to say. So, as he made no attempt to listen, he backed toward Lady Clara’s table, wondering if when he got close enough, Baston would try to shove him off. Only the baron’s speech seemed to have silenced Baston’s booming, irritating voice.

      At last, Graham was standing just behind her. He reached over her shoulder to grasp a jug of wine and then poured it gently into the half-empty pewter goblet she twisted in a circle, surprising her.

      Lady Clara looked over her shoulder, her green eyes wide.

      He winked at her. “Ye looked as though ye needed a refill.”

      “And you thought to do so yourself rather than allow one of the servants to help me?” One eyebrow lifted in a perfect arch as she managed to look down her nose at him.

      He bowed slightly at the waist, feeling a tingle of excitement at how she obviously thought him inferior. Bloody hell, this was going to be fun. “I am always willing to help a beautiful lady in need.”

      She rolled her eyes so far into the back of her head that the meaning could not have been clearer if she hadn’t just come out and told him to go to hell. Graham kept his smile at bay when he wanted to grin like a fool. This was almost as if he’d met his equal, but she had breasts. Mighty fine breasts too, that pushed plushily against the green gown.

      “I’m afraid you’re barking up the wrong tree,” she said with a sniff.

      He grinned then. “Are ye calling me a hound, my lady?”

      “Better than a hog.” Her eyes twinkled and flicked toward Baston, and it was all Graham could do not to burst out into a booming laugh.

      “And so, I shall take it as a compliment then.” He bowed once more, though this time it was much more mocking.

      “I would not if I were you.” She took a sip of wine, staring at him over the brim of her cup.

      “May I sit?” Graham pointed to the small amount of space beside her that was plainly not a seat, but he didn’t care—he only wanted to make it evident he was interested despite her saucy insults.

      Lady Clara looked down at the spot, and her eyes slowly rose to meet his, a sardonic brow raised and a pert smile on her very kissable pink lips. “Are you daft, by chance? In case you did not notice, there’s barely enough space for a babe to sit, let alone a man as large as yourself.”

      Graham grinned. “I’m flattered ye noticed, my lady.”

      She gave a long blink and a sigh that sounded pained. The more irritated she was, the more he was starting to like her. At least she wasn’t a high and mighty thing, or a simpering fool. What would she do if he leaned in right now and said she was going to be his wife by the end of the week?

      “Trust me, I am not noticing anything other than that I have no idea who you are.”

      Graham bowed slightly. “Allow me to introduce myself then. I’m Sir Graham—”

      “Sutherland, what the bloody hell are ye doing here?” Baston Ross’s voice rose above the din of music and chatter that had picked up right after Lord Yves’s speech ended. The obnoxiousness of his tone had more than a few eyes turning their way.

      “I was in the neighborhood,” Graham said with a straight face. “Thought I’d stop in and say hello to a few friends.”

      Baston put his meaty paw on Lady Clara’s shoulder. “She’s no’ your friend. And ye’d best no’ talk to her at all, else ye’ll find yourself in an early grave. No’ that ye willna already, given your idiot brother is starving his clan to death.”

      Fire erupted in Graham’s belly, and he saw a murderous red before his eyes. It was one thing to insult him. But to offend Cormac, when all he’d tried to do since gaining leadership of their clan was keep as many alive as he could through droughts and bad crops, was quite another, especially when they’d come to the Rosses for aid and been denied. It only made Graham want to take Lady Clara away from him all the more.

      He couldn’t even look at her, for fear of the pity he’d see in her eyes. Ballocks, but what had been getting off to a great start had quickly turned sour, and it was all this rotten bastard’s fault. What Graham wouldn’t give to pull his always-present dagger from his boot and shove it into Baston’s gut. It took every effort to restrain himself from doing just that.
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      Clara could not believe what she was hearing. She’d been a bit stunned from the moment the handsome Scotsman had leaned over her—with a devilish smile on his face, a dimple in his cheek that was making her melt, and a voice that had her sighing—and poured her wine, Of course, she couldn’t show him how much she was enjoying their conversation. Quite the opposite, in fact. She had to act tart and put out, if not just a tiny bit sarcastic, but underlying it all was a hearty curiosity and a bit of a mischief.

      Lord, he was handsome.

      For a moment, she’d pretended not to be next to Baston Ross, her dreaded betrothed, with his foot hiked up on the bench, so his nether region was inches from her face. Disgusting. She was fairly certain that had been a pre-planned move on his part, and one that made her want to punch his unmentionables repeatedly.
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