Chapter 1

The intruders entered through her window, high as it was above the waters of the lake. Not understanding what was happening at first, Leanna Arlington blinked, realizing with a start her bedchamber was filling with dark forms and that what had actually woken her was a gloved hand pressed firmly across her mouth.

“Don’t.” The order was firm, terse.

And she fully understood, as something in that masculine warning told her that the man bending over her in the darkness meant what he said. Eyes widening, she obediently fought the urge to scream, her heart beginning to race, her body rigid beneath the thin sheet. It was very warm and she was wearing her sheerest nightdress, which had seemed logical when she prepared for bed, but not such a good choice now, especially when the sheet covering her body was ripped back and she was unceremoniously lifted and bound. Her arms were pulled behind her back, the unrelenting hand still over her mouth, and she felt bonds wrapped tight around her ankles and wrists, several men working at once. A piece of cloth was shoved into her mouth and secured with a strip around her head.

To her horror, the tall man who had awakened her tossed her over his shoulder and headed back for the window. Outside, the velvet dark sky showed vague stars.

Lord help her, it was hundreds of feet to the water. Her heart, already slamming against her ribs, began to hurt and she started to struggle for the first time, whimpering through the gag.

“No noise, my lady.” His words were lethally soft. “Relax; I won’t drop you.”

Relax . . . well, yes, that is easy to do under the circumstances, she thought hysterically, almost wanting to laugh. When he slid over the sill, she realized they had stepped into some sort of basket—wide enough for the two of them—that suddenly began a jerky but secure descent on a system of ropes and pulleys. All around them, men on ropes rapelled downward like flitting shadows in a stealthy and well-managed operation.

When Baron Frankton found her gone, he would be livid.

Once they were almost to the water, Leanna saw a giant skiff waiting, undoubtedly the one used to cross the water. She was swiftly removed from the basket, laid in one corner of the boat like so much firewood, and with impressive precision her abductors propelled the craft forward. The night was as eerily silent as her captors were efficient. Cooperating, the clouds obscured the light, floating in, making the summer air close and even more oppressive.

Feeling the tip and sway of the clumsy vessel, seeing the gleam of firearms and swords in the hands of the men around her, Leanna silently counted the company, coming up with at least fifteen in her line of vision. But when they reached the opposite end of the lake what felt like hours later, she observed with terrified amazement a host of horses and men waiting—a hundred strong, maybe more.

What had happened, she wondered numbly, to precipitate such a contrived and well-planned kidnapping?

“Got her?” a soft voice called from the gathered force. One man, large and burly, urged his horse forward a pace. “No trouble?”

“The stupid Sassenach slept like the dead. We had no trouble.”

The boat touched shore, rocking lightly. Uncomfortable, bewildered, Leanna tilted her head, straining against the hazy light, watching the ensuing activity. The burly man said, “Aye, well, is what they say true? Is she worth it?”

The tall man—the one who had carried her out the window—said, “How do I know? It was dark and I could barely see the lass. But then again, they are all the same in the dark, aren’t they?”

“Don’t say that in front of my wife.” A gruff laugh rang out, quickly smothered. “Come, we need to ride. Bring her, Ian.”

Ian tried to ignore the imploring eyes of the girl in his arms, the river of her loose, pale hair streaming over his chest and face as they rode, the curls like stray silk as they brushed his cheek. Bound and gagged, she could hardly be comfortable, and the soft weight of her body against his elicited a predictable physical reaction. In fact, his shaft was rigid inside his breeches, the sensation of her rounded bottom pressed against his crotch invoking a sexual response that had him shifting in the saddle.

She was the betrothed of his most hated enemy, Ian reminded himself. Pledged to a man without honor and bereft of any moral fiber or code. Her beauty aside, she was now simply an instrument of revenge and he intended to use her as such.

However, he acknowledged wryly, despite the warmth of the night, it would have been better if he had wrapped her in a cloak or a blanket before carrying her off on his horse and racing through the countryside. As it was, she wore nothing but a thin gown. In fact, in the moonlight, he could see not only the fear in her wide dark eyes, but the tempting thrust of her nipples through the sheer fabric, the fullness of her breasts apparent, as was the graceful curve of her throat and the pale perfection of her skin. Their speed whipped her filmy skirts up to her knees, showing her slim, shapely ankles, bound together with a sturdy cord.

No wonder the lascivious Frankton wanted her. With her long, fair hair and delicate features, she was exquisite. Ian speculated on just what kind of hold the baron had over her father to persuade him to pledge the most beautiful woman in northern England to such a ruthless and power-hungry bastard. The stories were varied, but almost all of them intimated Frankton had done no less than purchase his bride-to-be.

They rode on, the noise of more than a hundred horses filling the road, the company not stopping until they were certain there were enough miles between them and any rescue attempt. Trotting into a clearing next to a rushing stream, Ian pulled up his horse and told his men, “Rest your mounts for a few minutes. We aren’t camping until we set foot on Scottish soil, but I think we’re safe enough to stop.”

He slid to the ground, carried the girl to where a fallen log lay next to the stream, set her on it, and squatted down on his haunches to look into her eyes. He said with lethal sincerity, “If I remove the gag, you will not scream, you will not beg or cry, or cause trouble of any kind. I am already furious, tired, and hungry. I haven’t slept in two days or had more than a single shot of whiskey. My patience does not even exist at this point. Do not test me, lass. Understand?”

The girl managed a nod, her lush lashes lowering a fraction.

Obligingly, he reached behind her head and loosened the knot on the gag, pulling the cloth from her mouth. Her chest heaved as she took a shuddering breath, her breasts, uplifted and high from having her hands bound behind her back, quivering in a tantalizing display. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“I imagine you would like a drink of water.” Ian tore his gaze away from the outline of those full mounds only barely shielded by thin linen, and went to get a cup from his pack, filling it from the cool stream and bringing it back to where she sat. “I’ll untie you, but if you annoy me in any way, you’ll be trussed like a chicken for the rest of the journey.”

“I understand.” Her voice was submissive, but her gaze straightforward.

Loosening the bonds on her ankles first, he couldn’t help but notice how dainty and feminine her feet were, and how warm and smooth her skin. He untied her hands, slipped the cords from her fragile wrists, and handed her the cup. She drank with obvious thirst, and he felt a little guilty at his less than humane treatment of such a lovely, delicate creature. He then squelched that unwanted emotion easily enough when he thought of his uncle, already infirm and suffering from gout, locked in some squalid pile of rock that passed for an English jail. Uncle Thomas should have known better than to venture into business with anyone who lived on English soil, for the vermin were not to be trusted. Had he been consulted, Ian would have warned him about the despicable baron.

“Damn Frankton to hell,” he said out loud, staring down at her graceful drooping form.

Her head came up at the sound of the baron’s name, the cup suspended in her fingers, her eyes dark and wide.

“You can thank your future husband for your little Scottish sojourn, my lovely captive,” he told her with a humorless smile. “His habit of having people arrested on ridiculous charges so he can take possession of their property has been a thorn in my side for a long time, but I have done nothing because he has left me and mine alone. Did you realize your intended bribes officials and claims fraud on a regular basis? There is fraud in all the cases he drags into court, but he fails to mention it is on his side. Since he coerces the magistrates and makes the charge first, his victims are all too often taken unawares.”

She shook her head, golden hair brushing her shoulders.

“I am afraid he recently stepped over the line I tolerate and I can no longer ignore his venal dishonesty. ’Tis a fact,” he added truthfully, “I cannot ever remember being quite so . . . irritated.”

Whether she was responding to his warning to remain silent, or just horrified to learn of her betrothed’s immoral activities, he wasn’t sure, but she still said nothing. Ian told her, “You may get up and stretch your limbs a little, lass, but stay right here.”

Turning and walking back to the circle of horses and men, he saw that he wasn’t the only man there to notice the considerable charms of their female guest. Most of them openly stared, and when she stood up and the dappled moonlight flowed over the shimmering, almost transparent gown, he heard someone groan out loud.

“Now, that,” an amused voice spoke at his elbow, “is a bonny, bonny lass, boy.”

With a glance at his friend Angus, Ian lifted a brow as he pulled a flask from his saddlebag. “Aye, I certainly hope so, considering the trouble we’ve gone to take her. I wish I could be there when that greedy, lustful bastard realizes his enticing bride-to-be is no longer locked in her tower, waiting for the wedding, but is instead enjoying a protracted stay at my castle.”

“He’ll be livid.” Sounding delighted, Angus chuckled. “Here, give me a drink and let me just imagine it. What a delight to foil the English rodent. When do we send the ransom note demanding the charges be dropped?”

Ian passed the flask after a deep drink, wiping his mouth and narrowing his eyes. “I’ve changed my mind. I have thought it over. He might agree, take back the girl, and then protest duress in court, reinstating the charges, the treacherous bastard. Anyone else would honor the agreement, but since he has no honor . . . he needs killing, really. Even from our distance, his antics have become too much to be tolerated.”

Angus lifted his bushy brows. “Then why don’t you simply hunt him down and kill him, boy? We took the girl for nothing.”

“Nay.” Looking over at where she stood, like a ghostly promise of paradise, all warm curves and alluring beauty, Ian said softly, “Her abduction has a twofold purpose. The first, of course, is that I will not have to hunt him down. He will come to me to retrieve his prize.”

“And the second?” Angus asked, taking another swig, his black eyes bright with interest.

Ian’s smile was dark and dangerous. “The second is that when he realizes where she is, and who has her, he can torture himself as he imagines me between those lovely legs, fucking her whenever I wish, enjoying her delectable body.”

Angus roared with laughter, clapping him on the shoulder so hard, Ian almost winced. “Excellent, my friend, excellent. I have never met a woman yet who could resist your pretty face.”

“It isn’t my face,” Ian countered dryly, “that they can’t resist.”

