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They were a band of brothers, their loyalty to one another forged by hardship and battle, the bond between these Highland warriors, rugged colonials, and fierce Native Americans stronger even than blood ties.

Iain MacKinnon had been forced to serve the British crown, but compassion urged him to save the lovely lass facing certain death at the hands of the Abenaki. He’d defied his orders, endangered his brothers, his men and his mission, all for a woman. But when he held Annie’s sweet body in his arms, he could feel no regret. Though he sensed she was hiding something from him, it was too late to hold back his heart. In love and war, there are times when the only course of action is … Surrender.

Be swept away by the other sexy MacKinnon’s Rangers in Untamed and Defiant. Or take a wildly romantic ride with Pamela Clare’s I-Team in: Extreme Exposure, Hard Evidence, Unlawful Contact, Naked Edge, Breaking Point, Striking Distance.
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PROLOGUE

July 28, 1755

Albany on the Hudson River

The Colony of New York

If Lord William Wentworth needed proof that he had come to the outermost edge of civilization, he need only look out his window. In the dusty street below, a man who looked as if he’d never bathed rutted with an even filthier whore, pounding into her from behind with the mindfulness of an animal. A dog relieved itself in the dirt a few feet away. Two painted Indians strode by, seemed not to notice the tupping pair.

William supposed he ought to find the display below revolting. Instead, he felt mild amusement. He’d been in the colonies for four months now, and thus far the inhabitants had not ceased to provide diversion—nor the vastness and beauty of the land to stir his blood.

Behind him, Lieutenant Cooke, the young officer assigned to him, struggled to excuse Braddock’s recent devastating defeat. “The general had no experience fighting in such dense forest against so ruthless a foe, my lord. He expected the French and their allies to fight with honor, not shoot from the shadows like brigands.”

“Did he not have Indian scouts and provincials of his own to advise him?” William spoke without turning from the window, his gaze fixed on the coarse activity below. The man had come and was tucking himself back into his breeches.

“Aye, my lord.” Lieutenant Cooke fell into an uncomfortable silence.

They had come to the unpleasant truth of it.

“Why did Braddock fail?”

The whore smoothed her tattered skirts, then turned to the man and held out a grimy hand for her fee.

“Please, my lord, the general is but weeks in the grave. It hardly seems polite—”

“I did not call you here to eulogize General Braddock but to analyze his defeat. If you wish to advance in rank and one day lead men into battle, you must learn from the strategic errors of others. Is that understood, Lieutenant?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“Tell me, then. Why did Braddock fail?”

“He chose not to heed the advice of his provincials, and he offended his Indian fighters, many of whom abandoned him.”

The man in the street, having eased the ache in his groin, apparently didn’t wish to pay. He struck the whore across the face, knocking her to the ground.

“In sum, the general failed to recognize his own limitations.” It was a mistake William was determined not to make. “Braddock was an arrogant fool who paid for his hubris with his life—and the lives of his men.”

“Y-yes, my lord.”

The whore struggled to her feet, a sagging breast threatening to fall free of her low bodice. She leapt for the man, teeth and claws bared.

“What must be done if His Majesty is to prevail in the struggle for this continent, Lieutenant?”

The man struck the whore again, and a knife appeared in his hand.

“W-we must learn to fight as the heathen fight, my lord.”

“Or take into His Majesty’s service those who do.” William was so caught up in the tasteless little drama below that he scarce heard himself speak.

The man’s arm cut an arc through the air. The whore jumped back, stepped on her hems, fell backward with a shriek.

William was about to shout through the open window to interrupt imminent bloodshed, when a tall man—a trapper or frontiersman by the look of him—appeared out of nowhere. In the time it took William to blink, the trapper had subdued the man, dropped him to the ground, and ripped the knife from his grasp.

William had never seen any man move that quickly. Was the trapper part Indian perhaps? His dark hair hung well past his shoulders. His skin was brown from the sun, and Indian designs decorated his forearms, but he was dressed like a European in leather breeches and a simple shirt of homespun. Well over six feet, he carried a bundle of furs and what appeared to be a broadsword on his back. Around its handle was bound a strip of plaid.

An exiled Highlander.

In one hand, he held a rifle. A knife rested in its sheath at his left hip, a pistol at his right. A powder horn hung from his left shoulder, and around his waist was a leather pouch for flints and shot.

William watched as the Highlander—who had been joined by two other men so like him in dress and appearance they could only be his brothers—sorted out the dispute and forced the man to pay.

Enraged, the man tossed a coin into the dirt.

The whore grabbed it, bit it, then fled.

Lieutenant Cooke appeared at William’s side. “Is ought amiss, my lord? I’ll have those miscreants driven beyond the palisade, if you wish.”

William shook his head, smiled at the look of disgust on Cooke’s youthful face. “Are you familiar with the Ranger Corps, Lieutenant?”

“Most certainly, my lord. The ranging companies served His Majesty well during Governor Shirley’s War. Just the other day, General Johnson spoke of the need to outfit more such companies for this conflict.”

In the street below, the Highlander helped the man he’d bested to his feet, handed him back his knife. But outraged, the man lunged as if to plant his blade in the Highlander’s heart. The Highlander neatly sidestepped the blow, a grin on his face, then kicked the man’s legs out from under him, sending him sprawling.

“I’m in agreement with Johnson and have been charged with raising a company of Rangers to serve under my command at Fort Edward. If I am to succeed, it is men like those I must persuade to join me.”

Lieutenant Cooke frowned. “They look like a troublesome lot, ill-suited to British military discipline, my lord. Good heavens, are those clan colors?”

William smiled. “I want to know who they are and what they’re doing here in Albany. Track their every move, Lieutenant, but take care lest they discover you. Hire someone if you must, but come dawn, I would know all there is to know about those three Scots.”

“I am your humble servant, my lord.” The lieutenant bowed his head respectfully.

 “You are dismissed.” William turned away from the window and back toward his chessboard.

The pieces were set. It was time for a new game.

Iain MacKinnon fought to rein in his rage and followed the redcoat officer up the stairs, his movements made awkward by the heavy fetters around his ankles and wrists. Their shackles clinking, Morgan and Connor walked behind him, five soldiers with bayonets at their backs.

“We didna do it.”

Connor sounded like a lad about to feel the sting of his father’s belt strap. But the charge was murder. ’Twas far more than a beating they’d be in for if they failed to prove their innocence.

Iain and his brothers had been on their way out of town when a dozen redcoats had fallen on them and arrested them. Morgan and Connor had drawn their blades, ready to fight their way free, but Iain had stayed their hands.

“There’s no sense dyin’ over what is surely a mistake, lads,” he’d told his younger brothers as the redcoats had shackled his wrists.

They’d been arrested before a mob of gawking townsfolk and then taken to the fort that stood on the hill. There they’d been made to wait in a dank cell, where they’d had plenty of time to discuss the charge and make certain none of them had killed anyone. After all, they’d each had more than a gill or two of whiskey, and the night’s events were a wee bit foggy.

Connor’d said he’d spent his night between the thighs of bonnie Kally Vandall, consoling her over the loss of her much-older husband. Iain and Morgan had whiled their hours away at Oldiah Cooper’s tavern. Morgan had played at draughts and fondled the alewife’s plump daughter until lust overcame him and he’d taken her upstairs for a good tupping. Iain had sat alone with his ale and thought of Jeannie, with her long, honey-brown hair and big brown eyes.

When they got home again, Iain was going to wash, shave, put on his clean shirt, and ride to Jeannie’s father’s farm to ask his permission to wed his daughter. Old Master Grant favored him above her other suitors, Iain knew. The MacKinnon farm was fruitful, the larder well stocked with corn, smoked turkey, and venison, proving Iain’s skill with plow and hunting rifle. Only the formalities stood in the way of his taking Jeannie to wife. With any luck, they’d be sharing a marriage bed by summer’s end.

That’s why he and his brothers had come to Albany. Iain had paid the gunsmith a visit in hopes that the smithy could make his mother’s gold wedding band fit Jeannie’s smaller hand. Iain had measured her finger with a bit of string and brought the string with him. The gunsmith had been happy to oblige and had taken in fee the small bit of gold he’d cut from the ring.

It was thoughts of Jeannie that had kept Iain from fighting when the redcoats had taken them. The last thing Grant would want for his daughter was a man in trouble with the accursed English. Iain would settle this misunderstanding. Then he’d get his brothers out of Albany and back to the farm.

The redcoat officer reached the top of the stairs and led them down a short hallway to the right. Why they’d been brought here and not to some kind of court Iain knew not, but he didn’t like it. Something didn’t feel right.

The officer stopped and knocked on the only door.

A voice from within—imperious and very English—bade them enter.

Iain found himself being shoved with his brothers into a large room filled with foppish chairs, silver candelabra, and a great writing table of dark, gleaming wood. Portraits in gilded frames lined the walls. Toward the center of the room sat a young bewigged Englishman, his fingertips pressed together as he contemplated the figures on a marble chessboard with furrowed brow. The bronze gorget at his throat proclaimed him an officer, while the glittering ring on his finger bespoke nobility.

Iain bit back the instinctive loathing that swelled inside him, shot a warning glance to his brothers. ’Twas not the time for an airing of their grievances with the Sassenach.

The young officer who’d let them into the room gave a respectful bow. “They are here, my lord.”

So he was a lord. And arrogant. He raised a finger for silence and continued to stare at the chessboard. After what seemed an eternity, he picked up a black pawn and moved it forward one space. Then he stood.

He was almost as tall as Iain, though of a lesser build. His skin was pale like that of a gentleman who disdained the sun, but his features were manly, even strong. His brows were dark, a sharp contrast to his white wig. Through cold gray eyes he gazed first at Connor, then Morgan. Then at last his gaze met Iain’s, and he seemed to measure Iain as if weighing his soul.

Impatience whipped through Iain’s belly. “I am Iain MacKinnon. These are my—”

The butt of a rifle slammed into his gut, drove the air from his lungs.

“You’ll speak when spoken to!” The younger officer shouted in Iain’s face.

“That’s enough, Lieutenant.” The lordling gave a dismissive flick of his wrist, then turned toward his writing table and poured himself a brandy. “I know much about you, Iain MacKinnon. These two men beside you are your brothers, Morgan and Connor. You arrived in New York as boys and grew up on the frontier, where you spent time amongst the heathen and learnt to speak several Indian tongues. Your father, Lachlan MacKinnon, died three winters past, and your mother, Elasaid Cameron, several years earlier. Your grandsire was Iain Og MacKinnon, barbarian lord of the MacKinnon Clan and the Catholic traitor who helped the Young Pretender escape justice after my uncle’s victory at Culloden.”

My uncle’s victory at Culloden.

Those final words struck Iain like a fist, made his gorge rise. MacKinnon blood had stained the moor red that terrible spring day, a mere foretaste of weeks of slaughter that had followed, slaughter ordered by one man: the Butcher of Cumberland, son of the Sassenach king.

Iain tried to picture Jeannie’s face, fought to keep the hatred from his voice. “Then you are—”

The lordling turned to face him again, brandy in hand, an arrogant smile on his face. “Lord William Wentworth, third son of Robert Wentworth, Marquess of Rockingham, who is husband to Her Royal Highness Princess Amelia Sophia. My grandsire—well, no doubt you can deduce who he is.”

Iain could.

Bloody King George.

A thousand curses passed through his mind—and with them a thousand questions. But only one mattered. “Why have you brought us here?”

Wentworth swirled his brandy, took a sip, swallowed. “From what I understand, you’re soon to be convicted of murder and hanged.”

Iain glanced over at his brothers, saw the look of disbelief on their faces. “We’ve no’ been convicted, nor has there yet been a trial. The accusation is false. There’s been some kind of mistake.”

Connor’s voice dripped with contempt. “What evidence do you have against us?”

Wentworth set his drink down, glared at Connor. “Sometime during the night, the three of you encountered and killed Henry Walsh—the man you grappled with yesterday afternoon outside my window.”

“That’s a bloody lie! We didna—” Connor’s words became a grunt as a rifle butt struck his ribs once, twice.

Fists clenched, Iain took a step toward Wentworth. “Your men will no’ strike him again, or I’ll show you just how much barbarian blood runs in my veins!”

Wentworth nodded to the redcoat, who backed away from Connor. “I’ve already seen you fight. In fact, it’s because of your barbarian blood, as you put it, that I’m prepared to offer you an … arrangement.”

Iain felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. “What kind of arrangement?”

“I’ll see to it personally that all charges against you and your brothers are suspended. In exchange, you’ll take up the leadership of a Ranger unit under my command and fight for your sovereign against the French and their Indian allies.”

The idea was so absurd it almost made Iain laugh. “You’re daft.”

“Am I? His Majesty needs men who know the land and the ways of the Indians if he is to successfully pursue his interests on this continent. And without my help, you and your brothers will surely be hanged.”

Iain felt his teeth grind. “What proof do you have against us?”

Wentworth gave a shrug. “Why, in addition to the dead body, any I choose to offer, of course.”

And then Iain understood. Unless he agreed to fight for the British against the French, fellow Catholics and traditional allies of the Highland clans, the three of them would die for a crime they did not commit. No Englishman’s court would take the word of a traitorous Catholic Highlander over that of their king’s bloody grandson.

Blood rushed to Iain’s head. “’Tis slavery!”

Wentworth answered in a voice as cold as winter. “’Tis your duty to serve your king, whether by your free will or not.”

The room seemed to press in on Iain. He fought to keep his voice steady. “If I accept, what will become of my brothers?”

“Your brothers will be free to go as they please, while you will be given beating orders and funds sufficient to piece together and outfit a company of one hundred fifty men such as you judge fit for ranging service. You will report to me at Fort Edward by August twenty-first and serve me until death releases you or this war is ended. If you fail to appear or abandon your post, you will be shot for desertion and your brothers will be hanged for murder.”

“Dinnae do it, Iain! Curse him!” Morgan then did exactly that, letting loose a stream of Gaelic that would have shocked Satan himself.

“I’m no’ afraid to die.” Connor’s voice held quiet resignation. “Let them hang us! We willna be the first Highlanders murdered by English lies, nor the last.”

Scarce able to breathe, Iain considered the unbearable choice that had been thrust upon him—kill Frenchmen for the hated English or die with his brothers in shame and agony.

But there was more at stake than that.

Jeannie. Sweet Jeannie.

Grant would not let his daughter wed a soldier. He wanted to settle her with a farmer, a man whose mind was bent on tilling the soil and raising a family, not fighting a war. If Iain took up his rifle and sword, she would surely be lost to him.

There was also the farm. It had been his father’s dream to see it thrive and become the foundation for a revived MacKinnon Clan in the Americas. ’Twas unending, backbreaking labor, demanding both sweat and soul. If he fought for the English, his brothers would have to plant and harvest and fend off the forest without his help.

And then there was the matter of honor. If he served the British king, slayer of his kin, he would have none. What was a man without honor?

“What say you?” Wentworth watched him with that measuring gaze.

“Bugger him, Iain!”

“Dinnae do it! Let them hang us!”

Iain looked over at Morgan and Connor, felt the weight of his brothers’ lives in his hands.

Then he closed his eyes, and sent a silent prayer skyward.

God forgi’e me.


Chapter 1

Inveraray, Scotland

September 14, 1757

Lady Anne Burness Campbell huddled in the corner of the dank gaol cell, shivering. Tears streamed down her already tearstained cheeks, though she did not notice them. Her eyes stared unseeing into the darkness, and she paid little heed to the rats that poked about in the stale straw. What did rats matter now?

Any moment the sheriff’s men would come for her. They would drag her into the town square. Then they would brand her on the thumb, mark her for the rest of her life as a thief. Then they would send her over the sea in shame.

But she had stolen nothing. Nothing.

“O, Mamaidh!” Mother!

Her mother could not help her now. She’d died three weeks past, the breath choked from her body, her spirit shattered. Uncle Bain had claimed it was an accident, a terrible tragedy, but Annie had known better. She’d overheard the whisperings of servants, heard them speak of his unnatural appetites, his liking for the pain of others. She’d remembered the handful of people who’d died over the years, most of them young servant lads and lasses, their deaths explained away in like fashion. And then there was her mother’s warning.

If aught should happen to me, tarry not, but take my jewels and what coin I have and flee this place. Make your way to Glasgow and seek out your father’s old solicitor, Argus Seton. Dinnae trust your uncle Bain. I know you love him, but you cannae trust him. Do you understand, Annie?

Annie hadn’t understood. Not then. Not yet.

If only she’d known. If only her mother had told her. She’d have gotten them both away from him somehow. But her mother hadn’t been able to bear the shame of Annie knowing, and now it was too late. Her mother was gone.

Annie’s heart seemed to burst under the crushing weight of her grief, and she fought back a sob. How she longed to hear her mother’s voice, to feel her mother’s hand upon her hair, to see her sweet smile—simple tokens of a mother’s love. Annie hadn’t understood how precious they were until they had passed forever beyond her reach. How could she live without them?

She was alone.

Now she was to be branded and sent on a ship to a strange land—all at the hands of a man she’d loved and respected as a father.

’Twas like being swallowed by a nightmare.

Fear spread like a sickening poison through her belly. How badly would the hot iron hurt? Would she survive the journey? What sort of people would she be forced to serve?

Be brave, lass. Dinnae let your fear rattle you.

Her father’s voice, words he’d spoken so long ago, came suddenly into her mind. She’d been five, and he’d been teaching her to ride her pony. But the pony had seemed so high from the ground, and she’d been sore afraid. Only the sound of his voice and the reassurance of his smile had kept her in the saddle that long hour. And when she’d learnt to ride with skill and confidence, his praise had seemed like sunshine. It had been the happiest summer of her life.

Within the year, her father had died fighting for King George at Prestonpans, cleaved in two by a Jacobite claymore, her brothers cut down without mercy beside him—Robert, William, and Charles. Uncle Bain had fought beside them and, despite his own injuries, had protected their bodies with his claymore, spilling his own blood to spare them despoilment and earning a hero’s honor for himself.

Annie had been six.

For a time, she and her mother had remained in their home. But her father, though an earl, had not been wealthy. Pressed by creditors, overwhelmed by grief, her mother had been forced to sell the estate and live with Uncle Bain, her brother-by-marriage. A marquess and widower with one grown son who spent his time in London, Uncle Bain had seemed to welcome them at his nearby estate with open arms. Only after her mother’s death had Annie realized her uncle hadn’t taken them in out of the kindness of his heart.

If only her father or brothers had lived. Everything would have been different. If her father had lived—

Footsteps.

They were coming.

Annie tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. Her heart beat painfully in her breast. If she’d had anything in her belly, she might have been sick.

Be brave, lass.

She forced herself to stand on trembling legs, smoothed her skirts. Then she wiped the tears from her face. No matter what they did to her, she was still Lady Anne Burness Campbell.

The clanking of iron keys. The tumbling of the lock. The creaking of hinges.

A shaft of flickering light spilled into the cell, spread across both rats and straw as the door was pushed open wide and her two tormentors appeared. For three weeks she’d suffered their leering glances, listened to their vile blether, done her best to escape their grasping hands.

“Did ye miss me, lass?” The taller of the two, Fergus, gave her a repulsive smile and laughed. “Time tae come wi’ us.”

Wat, the shorter one, grabbed her roughly by the arm. “There’s a gentleman come tae see ye.”

“A gentleman?” Annie felt a spark of hope. Perhaps the sheriff had sent her letter to Argus Seton after all. Perhaps her father’s old friend had come to prove that she was, indeed, Lady Anne Campbell and not some thieving servant wench as her uncle claimed. “Take me to him.”

“‘Tak’ me tae him.’” Fergus mimicked her words, held out a pair of shackles. “She’s up and spake tae us as if we was her servant laddies come tae dae her biddin’.”

“Can we no’ humble her a bit wi’ a fast tup in the straw? She’ll no’ speak thus tae us efter we’ve had her on her back.”

Annie pretended their words did not touch her, as much for her own sake as to discourage them. She’d learnt quickly that acting like a frightened virgin only fed their wickedness. She held out her wrists, felt the dreaded touch of cold iron against her skin as Fergus locked the shackles in place.

“We’ve no time for that just now, Wat.” Fergus looked at her breasts, grinned. “Sorry tae disappoint ye, lass.”

The two men pushed her out the door of her cell and down a narrow arched hallway where fat yellow candles flickered in iron sconces against walls of crumbling gray stone. From behind a dozen small arched doors like hers came sounds of human misery—moans, murmurs, a woman’s wailing, curses, mad laughter—and Annie found herself wanting to run from this place, from the stench and the loneliness and the terror of it.

But perhaps she was leaving. She prayed with all her heart it was so. She tried to imagine who the gentleman might be, felt her heart lift. It had to be Master Seton. She’d written no one else. There was no one else.

A kindly man bowed from years of working over his ledgers, he would see to it she was set free and the jewels restored to her, together with all the belongings she’d left behind in her uncle’s hall when she’d fled. And then, when they were safely away from Inveraray, the first thing she would ask for was a hot bath and a soft bed. For three long weeks, she’d had neither.

They came to another hallway, but instead of going up the stairs as they’d done when she’d been taken before the judge, they turned left toward stairs that descended into darkness.

Annie stopped, stared down the dark stone stairway, alarm creeping up her spine. “Wh-where are you takin’ me?”

Fergus gave her a shove, almost sent her toppling. “Ye’ll see soon enough, lassie.”

With each step, Annie’s doubt and dread grew. The public rooms of the gaol were upstairs, not below stairs. If her father’s solicitor had come for her, surely he’d have been left to wait upon her above.

Be brave, lass.

But she didn’t feel brave. By the time they reached the doorway at the bottom of the stairs, she was trembling again.

Fergus grabbed the iron handle, pushed the door open.

Uncle Bain.

Annie felt the blood rush from her head, felt herself sway on unsteady legs, her last hope shattered.

The man she’d once loved as a father stood before the fire in the middle of a room that was filled with devices the purpose of which could only be cruelty. Wearing no wig and dressed only in his shirtsleeves, he looked disheveled, his face lined with fatigue as if he had been unable to sleep. His gaze was hard upon her, but he spoke to the guards. “Leave us.”

Chuckling, Fergus and Wat forced her through the door, shut it behind her.

“I trust they haven’t laid hands upon you, lass. I’ve paid them well.” He looked so like her father—the same blue eyes, the same smile, the same square jaw. It had been easy to love him, easy to trust him. But he was nothing like her father. “Those stupid little men. They think I’ve come to ravish you. Is that what you think? Aye, I can see that it is. Would I do that to my brother’s dear child, my own blood?”

Annie lifted her chin. “W-why have you come here?”

“Why, to give you one last chance, lamb. You need but say the word, and I’ll have my carriage brought round. You’ll be home by midday in your own chamber, sittin’ in a hot bath before the fire with a warm cup of chocolate. I’ll have cook make your favorite meal—partridge with sage stuffing, glazed pears, cakes—and tonight you’ll sleep in your own bed.”

The thought of her chamber with its treasures and comforts brought fresh tears to her eyes. Her books. The porcelain doll her father had given her for Christmas. The silver-handled brush that had belonged to her grandmother. The portrait of her parents newly wed. Her feather-soft bed. She could almost feel the hot water of the bath, smell the rose-scented soap, taste the partridge. She longed for home, longed to leave this place, longed for the nightmare to end.

Perhaps she could go with him. He would drop the charge against her, and she could act the part of the contrite and loving niece until another chance to escape came along. Aye, she could do that. There’d be no more rats, no brand, no ship carrying her across the sea.

A part of her longed to throw herself into his arms, to beg his forgiveness, to love him with all her heart, just as she once had. She longed to believe him, to forget her mother’s words, to retreat into the life she knew.

Dinnae trust your uncle Bain. I know you love him, but you cannae trust him.

She forced herself to meet his gaze. “W-what promise can you give me that you willna harm me or seek out my bed?”

A look of revulsion crossed his face. “Who put such notions into your head, Annie? I have loved you, raised you as my own, treated you as a daughter. Have I ever harmed you?”

A lifetime of happy memories flashed through her mind. Uncle Bain bouncing her on his knee and telling her tales of ancient Scottish history. Uncle Bain buying her a blooded mare for her birthday. Uncle Bain teaching her to dance a quadrille.

Annie had taken a step toward him when another image came into her mind: her mother lying dead, her cheeks stained with tears, deep purple bruises round her throat.

She looked into her uncle’s face, a face she’d once held dear, and saw the animal that lurked beneath his skin. Then she heard herself laughing. “Have you ever harmed me? I am here, am I no’? Is it no’ because of your lies that I am locked in wi’ rats and filth and men who have more hands than wits and cannae keep a decent tongue in their mouths?”

“Och, Annie, forgive me! I was angry. After all I’ve done for you, I couldna bear it to know you’d left my home like a thief in secret. It willna happen again. If you wish to go to Glasgow, we shall go to Glasgow.”

And Annie understood. She would never have another chance to escape him. He would guard her every step, watch her day and night. Where she went, he would go. She would be every bit as much a prisoner under his roof as she was here. It would only be a matter of time until she shared her mother’s fate.

Horrified at the choice she must make, she could scarce speak. “Oh, Uncle!”

A victorious grin spread across his face. “That’s my Annie. You’ve learnt your lesson, so let’s be off home.”

She shook her head, backed away from him. “Nay, I willna go wi’ you.”

For a moment he gaped at her, as if astonished. Then his face grew cold. “You prefer to stay here and face what awaits you?”

Then she spoke the words she knew would seal her fate, words that terrified her, words she’d longed to hurl against him for three long weeks. “I—I saw you wi’ my mother the night she died. Y-you killed her like you killed the others—for the sake of your own twisted pleasure!”

His nostrils flared, and a look of rage such as she’d never seen came over his face. He walked toward her slowly, menacingly. He reached out, took a lock of her hair, rubbed it between his fingers, his blue eyes cold. Then he laughed. “What would a prim little virgin know of pleasure?”

He stepped back from her and clapped his hands to bring Fergus and Wat back through the door. Then he strode to the fire and pulled out a branding iron Annie had not noticed before. “Bind her to the table. Bare her legs.”

Panic surged through her, made her heart beat so hard she thought it might come apart. “Nay, please! Uncle, you cannae do this! I’m to be branded in public! In public!”

But her cries were drowned out by men’s laughter.

Rough hands grabbed her, pulled her over to a wooden table. Despite her desperate struggles and screams, the men soon had her on her back, her skirts lifted to her hips, her legs held apart and bound fast, her drawers torn aside.

Her uncle approached the table, a queer look on his face. In his hand was the hot iron, the letter T at its end glowing orange.

“Nay, Uncle, please! For the love of your brother, dinnae—”

“You have no idea how much this pains me, Annie, but I cannae have you here spreadin’ lies.” Then he stroked the sensitive flesh of her naked inner thigh. “Here, I think. It willna mar your beauty, but any man you try to love shall find it—and discard you.”

“Nay, please!”

A hiss against her thigh.

Terrible, searing pain.

The sound of her own screams.
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