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    Chapter One


    Scotland, May 1828


    The boulder-sized fist that connected with Niall Maclaren’s temple almost took him to the ground. It was a miracle he managed to remain standing at all and not go sprawling flat on his arse. If he had, he might as well pack up and head for England.


    “Had enough yet?” his best mate and closest neighbor, Hamish MacLeod, crowed. “Do ye yield?”


    “I’ll yield when pigs fly, ye pompous, overgrown pup.”


    Niall bounced on his toes and shook his wet hair, sweat flying in all directions, as he squared off against his opponent. Hamish MacLeod—at least all three blurry versions of him at the moment—was built like a mountain. A mountain with thick sturdy legs and a powerful left hook. Niall should know—they’d been sparring partners for years, and then, as they’d grown older, more serious rivals in the ring. He should have seen the blow coming, but he’d been distracted.


    A buxom milkmaid had appeared at the edge of the crowded circle surrounding them, and he’d lost his focus and his footing for a scant second. Enough for Hamish to get in the lucky strike. The man’s brute strength was enough to knock any normal man down, but Niall wasn’t any normal man. He hadn’t trained rain or shine or in ballock-shriveling cold every day for most of his life to not know how to take a hit. Nor was he about to relinquish his title of Champion of Tarbendale three years running. Hamish would have to do more than sneak in a lucky wallop to win.


    Bare-knuckle boxing wasn’t quite sanctioned by his father, Laird Maclaren and Duke of Dunrannoch, but what Niall did on his own lands was his own business. And Tarben Castle was his, sold to him by his sister, Sorcha Montgomery, who’d had no need for the property that had been part of her tocher. Neither she nor her husband, the Duke of Glenross, had wanted it. She’d said that if Niall could turn a profit, she would sell it to him. That had been three years ago. Tarbendale was now his, along with its lucrative cairngorm mines.


    His eyes flicked to the dairymaid who’d cost him what would be a beautiful shiner by the evening meal. A healthy Scottish lass, with dark curling hair, apple-round cheeks, pink lips, and a very, very ample bosom that was a sneeze away from spilling out of her bodice, gazed back at him. Not that he was a man known for ogling women’s bosoms, but hers was truly exceptional. He’d have to be blind not to notice. And he wasn’t the only one.


    Niall sighed. He’d been without a woman for far too long if the sight of a pair of breasts could make him lose a fight to Hamish MacLeod.


    His friend noticed his stare and leered. “Tell ye what,” Hamish said in a low voice. “Let’s add her to the pot. Ten head of cattle, plus a kiss from the lass.”


    “She’s no’ mine to give. And I’m no’ interested.”


    “Ye’re laird here, are ye no’?”


    “No’ that kind of laird,” Niall said with a scowl. Though he was laird. For a fourth son, and the last of five children, being master of his own lands had been a godsend. His eldest brother, Ronan, was heir to Maclaren and the dukedom, along with the vast holdings that came with it, but the small, unentailed pocket of Tarbendale was Niall’s alone.


    Hamish grinned. “Ye seemed interested in the lass before, didnae ye? Or parts of her at least. Imagine sinking yer face into those bonny pillows.”


    “I told ye, I’m no’ interested,” Niall said with an upward jab that missed, putting him slightly off balance.


    Not one to squander an opportunity, Hamish threw a punch toward Niall’s bare midsection that connected with a loud, fleshy thud. Niall returned the blow with a combination of right fist and left elbow to his opponent’s ribs. Hamish grunted and danced out of the way. Both wearing breeches and naked from the waist up, they were covered in perspiration and dirt. A swim in the loch would be in order once the match ended.


    “Is it Fenella then?” Hamish asked with a grin. “She looks like she’s about to set that poor lass on fire.”


    Niall grunted, his eyes shifting to where Fenella, his longtime friend and more recently housekeeper, stood glowering at the unsuspecting girl. Her dark eyes met his and she stalked away, back toward the castle. She was not fond of his brawling, as she called it. But what Fenella didn’t understand was that Niall needed the fights. He needed them to keep uglier things at bay. His left arm twinged as if in response, the rounded end of the stump at his wrist covered by a snug leather glove. He’d designed the covering himself, one of many he’d worn since losing his hand more than a decade ago. But the loss had never held him back, especially in a fight.


    The crowd had grown thicker, Niall noticed, with many more females than would be expected for such an exhibition. His lips curled into a smile as he flung a wet clump of hair out of his face. Once, he’d have thought they would come just to see the one-handed son of the duke. The cripple of Maclaren. But from the rosy looks on the women’s faces as they eyed his glistening muscled chest and arms, he’d wager the last thing they were thinking about was his missing left hand. Satisfaction rolled through him, costing him another well-placed blow from Hamish before he stepped neatly out of the way of a second.


    “Lucky shot,” he said with a grunt and paid back in kind with a jab to Hamish’s thick jaw.


    “Aye,” the man said, dancing forward, sweat pouring off him in sheets. “Ye seem distracted, my friend. Mayhap some wenching is in order to cure whatever ails ye?”


    “Ye think about women far too much,” Niall replied with a punch thrown in for good measure, ducking a swift counter-blow.


    “And ye dunnae. Look at them,” he said, waving a drenched arm to the boisterous crowd. “They all want ye.”


    Niall’s eyes narrowed, seeing that look on his friend’s face and feeling his temper start to boil. “Hamish,” he said in warning.


    “Ye could have yer pick of the lasses,” Hamish went on.


    “Enough.”


    “If ye weren’t still pining over the one who—”


    The red haze Niall fought to keep contained threatened to break free of his rigid control. “I’m warning ye, Hamish, keep yer bloody mouth shut.”


    The block-headed man didn’t take the hint. “—left ye.”


    Niall didn’t pause to think, he just reacted. His knuckles and knee crashed out, connecting with flesh and bone in rapid succession. He ducked and weaved, his right fist and left elbow flying out in punishing sequences, driving Hamish back until he was nearly upon the people forming the far end of the circle. Blinded by rage, he swept Hamish’s feet from beneath him. The man’s thick arms did nothing to block the force of the blows that had been forged in the depths of hell, from years of pain and betrayal.


    “I yield, I yield!”


    It took half a dozen men to pull him off Hamish, for the bloodlust to clear, and for him to understand that his friend had fairly yielded the match. Everyone was cheering, his clansmen watching him with pride. He remained undefeated, though he took no pleasure in the fact. He’d lost control. Niall’s skill in the ring was well known, but he never lost hold of himself. Never.


    Not since…


    Hell.


    He drew a strangled breath as Hamish rose and spat a mouthful of blood to the earth. One eye was swollen shut, and his face looked like it’d been trampled by a herd of cattle. “’Twas wrong of me,” was all he said, but the pity in his friend’s good eye was impossible to ignore.


    Niall staggered back from it, panting like a wild animal. No one spoke as he reached for a nearby skin and drank deeply. He passed a second skin of whisky to Hamish, who accepted the silent peace offering. They clasped arms and moved to two tree stumps on the edge of the clearing where they sat, breathing hard. The crowd closed ranks to watch a new pair of fighters face off.


    “I almost had ye,” Hamish said with a jovial grin.


    Niall shot him an incredulous look. “In yer dreams ye almost had me. And dunnae think I didnae ken ’twas ye who invited the maid. She has the look of a MacLeod.”


    Hamish had the grace to look sheepish.


    “Aye, about the lass, I didnae mean—”


    “Think nothing of it,” Niall said.


    But Hamish had never known when to shut up, even as a boy. “Niall, I ken ye’re angry,” he lisped through swelling lips. “But do ye no’ think it’s about time ye moved on? Lady Aisla’s been gone for years, and she’s no’ coming back.”


    “Dunnae say her name,” Niall said.


    The pain surged up again, raw and fierce, as it had been the day his wife had left him. It had not diminished with time, but had grown and festered. His own personal purgatory. And he’d welcomed it. He’d used the anger to chisel himself into rock. To make himself impenetrable. He supposed he had her to thank for that. She’d taken a stripling of a lad and forced him to become a man. A hard man.


    “Tarbendale needs a lady,” Hamish went on, unmindful of the danger that simmered beneath his friend’s calm surface. “It’s been six years, and have ye heard one word from her?”


    Niall’s jaw clenched. He didn’t have to answer for Hamish to know he had not. The whole bloody clan knew as much.


    “Let her go, then,” Hamish said. “Find yerself a bride, like that young lass with the huge bubbies who’s been making calf eyes at ye for the last hour.” His voice lowered. “This thing ye carry inside ye…it’ll destroy ye.”


    Niall’s whisper was inaudible. “It’s already destroyed me.”


    But he made no protest when Hamish waved over the lush dairymaid and a handful of other giggling women to their sides. He didn’t say a word when said dairymaid plunked a generously rounded arse into his lap. Hamish laughed and waggled his bushy black eyebrows as two others climbed atop him, caressing his bruises and cooing naughty nonsense into his ears.


    “Ye fought well, laird,” the lass in Niall’s lap said shyly.


    “Thank ye. What’s yer name?”


    “Maggie MacLeod.”


    He rolled his eyes at Hamish who shot him an unapologetic look.


    Maggie smelled of warmed bread, and Niall felt something stir in his chest and not between his legs as one would hope. It wasn’t sexual, but an odd desire for comfort. He had the indescribable urge to put his head in this woman’s lap and lie there. He doubted that was what she would expect, but his beautiful, perfidious wife had done more than reject and humiliate him when she left.


    Aisla Maclaren had burned the lust right out of him.


    A memory of burnished golden tresses and slumberous eyes the color of smelted copper assaulted him. She’d sat in his lap, facing him, straddling him without shame. “Oh God, Niall, dunnae stop. I’m falling…”


    “Fall, love,” he’d gasped to her. “I’ll catch ye.”


    And he had. She’d come apart in his arms, her lithe body trembling, those singular eyes hooked on him with sated desire. For all her faults, her passion had never been false.


    The maid on his lap laughed at something Hamish said and wiggled her bottom. Niall blinked, feeling the part of him he’d long thought dead stirring. Not because of the lass, but because of his utterly unwelcome thoughts of a woman who should be dead to him.


    Perhaps this time, he might be able to exorcise his wife’s memory for good. Exchange images of small round breasts for enormous ones that would overflow in abundance. Or long, slender thighs that wrapped around his for plush ones that would cushion his every thrust. He would eradicate coppery eyes for blue ones, a wide sensuous mouth for the lips of a cherub, fair hair for dark.


    Niall felt his desire wane at the throaty giggle of his companion. It was useless. No matter how hard he tried, no matter how beautiful or willing the woman, he could not bring himself to touch another. To want another.


    Perhaps that made him pitiable to someone like Hamish. But sex made a man soft. It made him beholden.


    And he would be neither of those things ever again.


    …


    Paris, France, May 1828


    The soiree should have been just like any other. The same music, the same champagne, the same guest list, and the same explosion of soft pastels and shimmering golds that Aisla had encountered at every society function so far that season. Lady Eugenie Montpierre, the Duchess of Marchand, had gone to great lengths to make sure her annual ball not only met the Paris standard, but exceeded it. Aisla was certain the two jesters that had been greeting the guests in the front hall, one juggling apples and oranges, while the other balanced upon stilts, were evidence of Lady Montpierre’s desperation to be fashionably different.


    However, it had not been the jesters who had cast significant change over the party.


    It had been Lord Julien Leclerc.


    Aisla stopped moving halfway through a quadrille and stared, jaw unhinged, at her friend.


    “Marry ye?” she gasped. Julien released her hand and waist, and gave her a small push toward Mademoiselle Cotille, whose gloved hand was already extended and waiting to grasp Aisla’s.


    “Don’t sound so revolted,” he said in a low, amused voice as Aisla stumbled forward. She took the young lady’s hand and made the requisite half turn, straight into the arms of Mademoiselle Cotille’s paunchy dance partner, a general in the French army.


    Good Lord, how she hated group dances.


    The general spun her and passed her back to Julien. “I’m no’ revolted, ye dolt,” she hissed.


    “You’re speaking with a brogue again.”


    “Because you’ve caught me off guard,” she replied, rounding out her vowels this time.


    Julien chuckled as he passed her off to Mademoiselle Cotille again, but in another few moments, the two of them were standing to the side of the dance floor, waiting as the other two couples made their turns.


    “Why would you ask me to marry you?” she asked, careful to keep her voice low. As one of Paris’s most coveted bachelors, Julien had the eyes and ears of a fair number of women—debutantes, widows, and mothers looking to make a match for their daughters—pinned onto him at the moment.


    “Why wouldn’t I ask you?” he asked, his hand behind his straight back, his chin held high as he watched the dancers.


    Aisla, however, couldn’t tear her eyes off of his lean, aristocratic profile. She had known Julien for nearly all of the six years she had lived in France, and though they had become close friends, they had never entertained the idea that it might become something more. Well…at least she hadn’t entertained the idea. As bonny as he was, what with the luster of his blond hair falling around his ears in absurdly beautiful curls, and his even more ridiculously striking peridot eyes, Aisla hadn’t once felt that spark. That igniting of flames in her chest and stomach. A sensation she hadn’t experienced in so very long.


    “Because you don’t love me,” she said.


    “Oh, my poor provincial Scottish rose,” he murmured.


    Aisla smothered her scowl. “Don’t be an arse.”


    “I take that back. You’re more like a patch of prickly thistle.”


    She bit back a smile at his humor. That was Julien…never serious. Even when he attempted it, that ever-quirked corner of his mouth would not fall flat. It was part of his charm, and part of his armor. Beyond the smiles and witty repartees, no one ever saw the true Julien Leclerc. Not even her.


    “Tell me the truth, Jules.”


    But it was already their turn to move into the center of the dance floor. As Aisla turned and changed dance partners, again and again, she kept meeting Julien’s eyes. Each time, he’d prop one eyebrow and make a silly face at her. When the quadrille music finally ceased and the four couples bowed and curtsied to one another, Aisla was near to bursting with curiosity. And not a little bit of alarm.


    “The balcony, chérie,” Julien whispered in her ear, taking two flutes of champagne from the tray of a passing servant.


    As they exited the stuffy ballroom and made their way onto a crowded terrace, Aisla took a long sip of her champagne. And grimaced. Even after years of drinking the stuff, she couldn’t abide the sweetness or the pop of effervescence. She longed for some of the stout ale she’d known back home at Montgomery. But here in Paris there was only wine, champagne, or sherry for ladies. So, she’d learned to drink like a society lady. She’d learned to speak like one, too, though, as Julien had pointed out just now, her brogue had a way of returning when she was caught by surprise. And his casual proposal of marriage had certainly done just that.


    Julien led her to a stone balustrade, apart from the other guests milling about, and Aisla could feel his need to charm and jest fade away.


    “It’s time I marry,” he began. “I’m nearly thirty and Maman wants it done. You know I can’t deny her anything.”


    Aisla felt her shoulders relax. There it was—the truth of the matter. Julien’s mother, Lady Haverille, had grown tired of waiting for her only child to marry. And yes, Aisla did know that he had trouble denying his lovely mother whatever she wished. Lady Haverille was a fine woman, one Aisla adored beyond measure. It still didn’t explain why he’d chosen her. She hadn’t given him, or any other man for that matter, any signal that she was remotely open to marriage.


    For one very good reason.


    “Thank God,” she said, panicking slightly. “Perhaps we can find you someone else. One of those debutantes, for example.”


    He nearly choked on his sip of champagne. Coughing lightly, Julien set his glass on the wide shelf of the balustrade. “You know I don’t have the constitution for a debutante. We are much better suited, and I confess I’ve grown attached to you. I also haven’t helped but notice how you’ve remained wholly unattached these last few years.”


    Julien was right. When she’d first joined her aunt in Paris, the offers had come in abundance. And when she’d turned her back on them without hesitation, it had caused a rash of whispers and scandal, wherever she went. But as the years passed, each one tucking Aisla further and further upon the shelf, the scandal had fallen off. So had the offers. No one seemed to care much anymore that she was a ‘spinster.’


    If only they knew the truth.


    “Julien,” she said with a sudden quiver in the bottom of her stomach. “I cannot marry you.”


    She knew rejecting him would not injure his feelings, only his plans. Yet, she still wished she didn’t have to.


    “We could be friends,” he said quickly. “Married friends. To be completely honest, Aisla, I’ve not met one woman here, or anywhere, to whom I could picture tying myself for the rest of my life. Except for you.”


    Aisla felt a rush of warmth on her cheeks, and with a start, she realized she was blushing. She hadn’t blushed in ages. “You don’t understand,” she said, clasping her hands and twisting her fingers in a burst of nervousness.


    “What is there to understand?” He propped an elbow on the balustrade and leaned toward her. “I need a wife, and I’d prefer her to be a friend. We scrub along, don’t we?”


    “Of course we do, magnificently, but—”


    “Do you find me attractive?” he asked. Aisla’s eyes widened, and she forgot what she’d been about to say. “Because I find you very pretty, and it wouldn’t be troublesome at all, at least not on my end, to…produce an heir.”


    “Jules!”


    He laughed at her shocked expression. “Very well, if such a thing would be troublesome for you, I have loads of cousins in England and any one of them will do to inherit my fortune. Or we can give it to your family or to charity for all I care.”


    The last bit was said with some bitterness. He took her clasped hands and pried her fingers apart to weave them with his own. “I’ve given this a great amount of thought, and I want you to be my wife. Trust me, this will be the perfect ton marriage of convenience with a little fun thrown in for posterity. It will be a grand old laugh, and we’ll be content with our lot and each other.”


    Aisla held his gaze, feeling the warmth of his hands through their gloves, and let out a heavy sigh. For the first time in six years, she swallowed the instant rejection that had leaped onto her tongue after a proposal. To her astonishment, she could see the possible future Julien was offering: a content marriage between friends. Love and lust, and all the messy and disastrous ramifications those two emotions stirred, would never have to enter the equation. Not with Julien. She could have a future…one that allowed her a modicum of true freedom, unlike the act she’d performed for the last six years.


    Because the truth was, her freedom could end at any minute.


    And Julien was her best friend. Aisla couldn’t remember exactly how they had come to be such good friends. Her aunt, Lady Griselda Sinclair, her mother’s younger sister who had married a Frenchman, had introduced her to Julien at a ball, just like this one, and they had simply fallen in together. He had liked her Scottish brogue, and she had liked his self-deprecating humor. And she had also liked that he’d never thrown in his hat with her other luckless suitors. In fact, he’d gotten a good laugh at all the earls and dukes and counts who had continued to pursue her, only to be rebuffed. She’d never imagined that he’d now be the one standing here, proposing.


    He frowned at her. “You’re thinking much too hard about this.”


    “It’s just…” she began, though she still felt thrown off-center by the strange notion running through her mind. That maybe this could be a blessing in disguise.


    She’d become so used to the idea of growing old, alone. It had, for so long, been preferable to what she had thought was the only possible alternative: a return to Scotland, and to the world she’d left behind. But even after years of living in Paris, Aisla couldn’t leave behind the lingering knowledge that she was running away. That she was hiding. And she was suddenly exhausted. Perhaps what Julien was suggesting could fix that.


    “It’s just what?” he prompted, squeezing her fingers.


    She shoved away the sobering thought that by traveling this path, she’d be evicting the only man she’d ever loved from her heart. For good.


    Aisla shook herself. Hard. She didn’t need love—that road had only brought her heartache and misery. She needed peace. “Very well, I’ll consider it.”


    Julien’s smirk vanished. In its place appeared a broad and gleaming smile of victory. “Did you just say yes?”


    Aisla bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “Not exactly. First, there’s something I must tell you. It’s important, and a bit complicated. And it may completely reverse your good opinion of me. You may wish to retract your proposal, in fact.”


    “Now, I’m intrigued, little minx.” Julien grinned wickedly and brought her hands to his lips to kiss the back of each one. “Do you have a secret lover I don’t know about? A dark, erotic past full of scandalous secrets?”


    “Don’t joke, Jules.” She drew her hands from his. “It’s much worse.”


    He vaulted a golden eyebrow. “What can possibly be worse than a scandalous erotic past?”


    Aisla took a breath to tell him what she had kept secret since she fled Scotland: “The thing is…I already have a husband.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Aisla strolled with Julien in the lovely gardens at Parc Monceau in Paris trying to ignore the boldly curious glances he was sending her way. She hadn’t seen him since her shocking announcement that she was a married woman. He had prodded her for more information, but declaring a secret that had been zealously guarded for the better part of six years had left her more skittish than a horse surrounded by snakes. She’d departed the ball soon after, citing a megrim.


    But Julien was not one to be deterred and had relentlessly called upon her for three days until she’d finally agreed to accompany him on a walk. Though only under duress. She’d heard Julien in the foyer, announcing loudly to her hapless aunt that he intended to see for himself if Aisla was unwell, and she decided to avoid a scandalous scene of an unmarried gentleman storming into her bedchamber. She had worse scandals to worry about, like her married status and the existence of a husband she’d left behind in Scotland.


    “Chérie, you cannot make such a confession and not expect questions,” Julien said after they’d been strolling for some time and stopped at a bench overlooking a small ornamental pond.


    “I know,” she said. “I suppose I was hoping you wouldn’t ask them.”


    He shot her a jaunty grin. “Not a chance. You’re right. This is much more risqué than a dark erotic past—not by much, mind you—but you have piqued my jaded interest. Who is this husband of yours and where have you stashed him?”


    “Scotland.”


    He whistled. “A Scot, no less.”


    “I’m Scottish, ye dolt.”


    “And there’s that charming brogue. So the wee Scottish lass married the strapping Scottish lad, and then what happened?”


    Aisla pursed her lips. “Are we truly going to do this?”


    “It’s like a dislocated shoulder, chérie. The quickest way forward is to snap it back into place.”


    “Niall was the furthest thing from a dislocated shoulder,” she muttered. “More like a festering open wound.”


    “Sounds dire.”


    “It was.”


    Aisla swallowed. She knew there was no way around explaining what had happened. She had done what had been necessary to survive. She’d done everything possible to forget the man who had broken and discarded her heart. The man she’d left behind out of sheer self-preservation. And here she was about to unlock memories that had been buried for good reason. But perhaps it was time for a new start.


    Aisla clasped her hands together in her lap and stared out at the ducks splashing at the edge of the small pond. “I met him when we were fifteen,” she began. “You recall when I told you of my half brother returning to claim his rightful place as the Duke of Glenross?”


    Julien squinted, his brow creasing. “Brandt Pierce, the stable-master from Essex turned duke, if I remember correctly.”


    “Yes, well, my sister-in-law, Sorcha, invited her family to Montgomery after my brother’s claim was reinstated. That was when I met Niall. I’d been sheltered most of my life, you see. My father had planned for me to marry into the Buchanan clan, and so I was not expected to entertain any suitors besides my intended, Dougal Buchanan. Niall was the first boy outside of my own brothers and clansmen who showed any interest in me.”


    “And you? Did you fancy him?”


    Aisla paused, sorting through the rush of memories as they came one after the other. Niall’s brilliant blue eyes. His easy smile. The whispered words of devotion. She’d fallen in love almost instantly.


    “I admired him,” she said softly. “We eloped. At eighteen, we went to Inverness and married.”


    “Eloped?”


    She blushed. “I became pregnant.”


    “Naughty Aisla,” he said with a smile, and Aisla knew he was only attempting to defuse the situation with his usual lighthearted humor. “Couldn’t wait for the marriage vows?”


    “I was in love, and Niall was very persuasive,” she said, heated memories swarming like bees.


    Her first time had been seared into her brain. She had given herself to Niall willingly, and she had not regretted it once. It’d been magical. Perfect. She’d desired him so desperately, and he her. On his last visit to Montgomery, they’d hastened away to an empty crofter’s cottage whereupon he’d made his intentions clear.


    “I want to be with ye, Aisla,” he’d whispered, kissing her temples and her nape, and making her mad with desire. “I want ye as my wife. I love ye.”


    “And I love ye, Niall.”


    After two years of stolen kisses and fraught touches, all she’d wanted was him. It’d been indescribable the way he’d looked at her, those piercing blue eyes of his devouring every inch of her as they’d fumbled to remove their clothing. She’d blushed and gasped when he’d shucked out of his shirt and discarded his trousers. The love of her life was not shy, nor had he any reason to be. She’d studied him greedily, eyes roving a chest sculpted with sleek muscle, and legs that were lean and strong. Aisla had been shy, but his patience was endless as he’d coaxed each garment from her body—her dress, her stays, her shoes, her stockings and garters, her chemise.


    “Ye’re the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen, lass,” he’d told her, his voice husky, when she finally stood nude. He’d kicked off his smalls, and the temperature in the small cottage had soared. Good Lord, she’d never seen a more magnificent sight.


    “So are ye.”


    And he had been. There’d been pain when he’d breached her maidenhead, but it had soon been eclipsed by a driving, burning passion that melted her bones and turned her brain to mash. Niall had taken her to the stars, and back again.


    And she’d missed her flux shortly thereafter.


    Aisla stole a glance at Julien, who was waiting patiently for her to continue. “We thought our parents would think us too young, and my brothers would have cheerfully murdered the man who had deflowered and ruined me. Neither of us wanted our baby to be born out of wedlock, though, so we left in secret to Inverness and then returned to Montgomery as man and wife. My mother was not pleased, nor was Niall’s sister, Sorcha. But I was in love and wanted to be with Niall for the rest of my life.”


    “Sounds like a fairy tale.”


    “It might have been that way at first, or maybe I was a naive, silly girl with roses in her eyes and blinded to reality,” she said with a sad smile, staring down at her palm and curling her fingers into a fist. “You see, Niall had lost his left hand in a cruel act of violence, but he was so brave and beautiful, and uncowed by life. I could see the pain of what he’d suffered, still there, buried deep inside of him, but foolishly perhaps, I thought my love could save him from it. But when we returned to Maclaren, things changed.”


    “He was a cripple?” Julien asked.


    She jolted at the word.


    “No one who knew Niall would ever call him that,” she said with a brittle laugh. “The Marquess of Malvern chopped off his hand when he was a boy to prove a point. An eye for an eye, he’d claimed, as punishment for a fire that had been started by Niall’s two older brothers and injured Malvern’s steward. Back then, he’d practically owned the Maclarens before their lands were reinstated by King George.”


    “I’ve heard of Malvern,” Julien said. “A sorry excuse for a man who deserved his end in Newgate from all accounts. To think he would do such a thing to a boy.”


    “It was beyond cruel, but everything Niall did was in spite of that hand. He fought harder, worked longer, gave his all to prove his worth.” She licked her lips, weaving her fingers together, her voice dropping low. “It wasn’t enough, though. It was never enough. I wasn’t enough.”


    Julien reached over, his large gloved hand closing comfortingly over hers and squeezing. “How so?”


    “Despite my happiness at being his wife, I missed my mother terribly. Oh, I’d been welcomed by the Duke and Duchess of Dunrannoch, to be sure, though they, too, had expressed disappointment at the hasty nuptials. It was my husband, though, whom I missed the most. Niall became…different. I did as well, I suppose. I hadn’t expected to feel so weepy and needy all the time, but my maid explained that it was part and parcel of pregnancy.”


    She shrugged, blinking back the tears that suddenly stung her eyes at the thought of the child that had once kindled in her womb and the emptiness that had replaced it. That pain took her by surprise and she gasped, nearly doubling over.


    “Chérie,” Julien said in concern. “Are you well?”


    Aisla grasped for every ounce of inner fortitude she possessed. “Yes, I haven’t thought of this—or so much about him—in years.” She hadn’t allowed herself to. It had been the only way to escape the dull ache of the memories.


    “You don’t have to talk about it now, either. We could discuss it another time. Or never again. It’s up to you.”


    She blinked, almost desperate to take the way out he’d offered her, but a part of her knew Julien deserved to know her past before they attempted any future together. “No, you should hear it all before you decide I’m what you want.”


    Releasing her hands, he reached into his pocket and handed her a handkerchief, watching as she dabbed it to the corner of her streaming eyes. “Go on,” he told her gently.


    “Niall was a different person at Maclaren than the boy I’d known. I rarely saw him, and when I did, he stank of whisky.”


    “He was a drunk?”


    She nodded. “Apparently. He wasn’t the same boy who had wooed me at Montgomery. The clansmen at Maclaren treated Niall with a strange reverence, too, coddling him at every turn. He seemed preoccupied and spent his hours doing nothing of use, but brawling and carousing. And he drank far more than I’d ever seen him do at Montgomery during his visits. He became a stranger—a spoiled boy who didn’t care about anything but himself. I tried to fill my days with the children of Maclaren, teaching them to read while Niall filled his with everything but me.”


    Aisla bit her lip. Including one woman in particular—Fenella. The girl had been a longtime friend of Niall’s and fancied that she would one day marry him. She’d been cruel toward Aisla from the moment she’d arrived at Maclaren, and Aisla had no doubt that Fenella had been the one to drive and deepen the wedge between her and her husband.


    She folded the handkerchief into tiny squares, the old bitterness and shame boiling up inside of her. “They all hated me. It was as if I were some hurried, shameful secret. Or perhaps it was because I was from Montgomery, and not Maclaren. I was the outsider who had stolen the clan’s golden lad. They resented me for it.”


    “That wasn’t your fault,” Julien said.


    “Regardless, I thought at least with the baby, I’d have a place,” she went on. “But I was wrong.”


    Julien waited in silence for her to go on, but Aisla was suddenly daunted. Her story wasn’t anywhere near finished, but she couldn’t bring herself to explain the next bit. It still made her furious to think about it.


    “Do you remember the Buchanan betrothal I mentioned earlier?”


    “The clan with whom your father wanted to form an alliance?”


    “Yes, well, Dougal Buchanan visited me at Maclaren out of the blue one day. His father had sent him to meet with a neighboring clan of the Maclarens, the Campbells, and he decided to stop in. He had no ill feelings about the broken engagement years before, and it was good to see a friendly face. I’d been so lonely, you see. But even that was misconstrued. One of the women put a maggot into Niall’s ear that I’d been intimate with Dougal.”


    “And he listened to her?” Julien asked incredulously.


    “Why wouldn’t he?”


    “Because you were his wife and pregnant with his child.”


    “Nonetheless, he believed her lies. His drunken fog helped with that.” She shrugged, barely able to breathe but forcing the rest out. “Anyway, the tragic end of the story is that things fell apart from there, and I lost the baby. We were both drowning in grief, and instead of coming together for comfort, we drew further away from each other. In the end, Niall told me to leave and go back to Montgomery.”


    She tried to keep her voice light, but it still cracked. For six years, she hadn’t been able to think of that moment, when her husband had thrown her away, without the sensation of a stone lodging in her throat.


    “Mon Dieu, Aisla, I am so sorry.”


    She drew a deep, cleansing breath. “That part of my life is over and finished. Now you understand why I kept my past such a secret, and now that you have heard it all, you can decide whether you still desire a life with me or not.”


    Julien turned to face her, his pale eyes full of warmth and compassion. “I do, and I haven’t been entirely honest with you, either.” He paused with a wry smile. “It’s not in my nature to be so open, but in the interests of reciprocation here, you also deserve the truth of why I asked you to marry me.”


    Aisla peered at him, alarmed and curious, especially when his usual wry grin flattened into a somber line. “My mother is dying.”


    She sat back. “Oh, Julien. I’m so sorry.”


    “She’s everything to me, and her only wish is to see me wed.” He took her hands in his and raised her knuckles to his lips. “I can’t think of a better daughter-in-law for her—or a better wife for me—than you. If you’ll have me.” He grinned. “After, of course, I thrash the living hell out of your estranged bean-brained Scot.”


    She stared at him, incredulous. “You’ll come to Scotland?”


    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


    …


    Tarbendale, Scotland, July 1828


    Two months later


    Niall consulted with William, the head foreman of one of his largest cairngorm mines to the west of his property at Tarbendale. There’d been frantic reports of a collapsed section in one of the tunnels, but thankfully, none of the workers had been hurt. He took the safety of his clansmen seriously, and for more than just the simple reason that he wanted to send them home to their families in one piece. They were all working toward the same common goal—to make Tarbendale as profitable as possible. It had been Niall’s solitary objective for the past five years, and he still had a long way to go.


    He rubbed a filthy hand across his brow, accepting a cup from one of the women who brought fresh water to the mine workers. He turned back to the foreman, who was surveying the dust-covered men leaving the quarry. It would cost them a pretty penny to re-dig the section that had fallen, but they’d discovered a new vein that looked promising. He wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. They would just have to be more careful.


    “Tell Duncan to take care when he goes back into that tunnel on the morrow. I dunnae want to risk the lives of anyone if more of it caves in.”


    “Aye, m’laird.” William shifted restlessly as if he had something else to say, and Niall raised his brow. “Ye should ken that the retaining boards had just been checked a day or two ago, and there wasnae a loose one.”


    Niall frowned. The boards, put into place to stop the walls and ceilings from caving in, were checked on a regular basis. The ground shifted now and again, and the boards would loosen over time. If William said they were all tight a day ago, he believed him. There would be no reason for them to be loose so soon unless someone had deliberately tampered with them, or removed a handful altogether. “Ye suspect foul play?”


    “Mayhap. Those boards didnae loosen themselves, m’laird.”


    Niall’s frown deepened. Lately, the feud with the Campbells had been escalating, but apart from missing sheep and cattle, and a few bloody border skirmishes where their lands intersected, it hadn’t been too bad. This kind of subversion, however, was new. And dangerous. Innocent workers could have been killed.


    Things had been tense between the Maclarens and Campbells ever since Ronan had refused to wed one of the Campbells’ unmarried daughters. And rightly so. When her father had suggested the alliance to Ronan last year at a clan festival, Ronan had dismissed the proposal, along with the next two propositions by Laird Campbell. Ronan’s continued refusal to marry for a one-sided alliance had only made things more fraught between the two clans.


    “Post a few watchmen,” Niall said with a dark scowl. “At least until we get to the bottom of it. If it is the bloody Campbells, they’ll have me to answer to.”


    “Aye, m’laird.”


    “What’s this about the Campbells?” a deep voice asked.


    Niall turned to see Ronan stalking down the hillside toward him. The corner of his mouth tilted up into a grin. “About yer marriage, bràthair. Or lack of it.” He proceeded to summarize what had happened with the mine and William’s suspicion that the collapse hadn’t been an accident. “They’re growing bolder. Trying to antagonize us, so that we either go to war or give them the wedding and alliance they’ve been seeking.”


    “They have nothing of value to offer us,” Ronan said, crossing his large arms over his chest. “And I dunnae wish to marry.” His blue eyes centered on Niall, one brow hitching. “Speaking of marriage, it’s about time that ye consider the same.”


    Niall’s humor vanished at his brother’s words. First Hamish, now Ronan. The pair of them had to be in league. Though the thought of his erstwhile wife was never far from his mind, no one ever had the ballocks to speak to him about her. No one but Hamish or Ronan, clearly. His hand curled into a fist at his side as he resisted the urge to lay his brother flat on his presumptuous arse.


    “Careful, bràthair.”


    “It’s been six years, Niall,” Ronan said, and every inch of him bristled at the ugly reminder. “She’s no’ coming back. Perhaps ye should marry one of the Campbell’s daughters and save me the trouble.”


    “As far as I know, bigamy is still a crime,” Niall mumbled.


    By law and by God, Lady Aisla Maclaren was still his wife.


    The love of his life, too, if he was being honest, until he’d taken her home to Maclaren and she’d turned as icy as a loch in the dead of winter. His family and clan had been upset over the elopement, but he and Aisla had known to expect as much. Hell, he’d have wagered good coin and a barrel of whisky that he’d suffered more than she had when they’d first arrived. Ronan had given him a walloping that had left his head ringing for a day and his teeth loose for a week. Yet she brooded, day in and day out, barely speaking two words whenever they were together.


    He’d imagined she might be homesick, but her turnabout had been something else. A complete change of heart. Desire had never been lacking between them, but something had shifted, the remote look in her eyes growing more distant by the day. Niall suspected she regretted it all. Regretted the fact that she was with child. Regretted marrying him.


    Old feelings resurfaced to swamp him as he stood there, and Niall swallowed the bitter emotions. It was over…all in the past, and yet the memory of it still twisted him up in knots. No wonder he’d gone straight for the bottle.


    He glared at his brother. “I married once. I dunnae intend to make that mistake again.”


    “It willnae be a mistake, no’ if ye do it right this time. Ye should look to a clanswoman, one of yer own people. I’m sure Fenella would be more than open to the possibility.”


    Aye, Fenella would. The lass had been angling for marriage since before he’d even met Aisla. Niall felt a twinge of discomfort. It was no secret that Aisla had mistrusted Fenella, and the feeling had been mutual. But Fenella had been his friend longer than his short marriage to Aisla. She’d been there after the Marquess of Malvern had ordered his hand removed, helping her mother, a healer, to care for the gruesome stump, and making sure it didn’t turn septic. Never once had Fenella flinched at the sight of it while changing his bandages, and she’d always slip him extra sips from a whisky flask that she hid in her skirt pocket. She hadn’t pitied him, like some of the other women and men tended to do, and when, years later, he’d been at a complete loss at how to make his wife happy, Fenella had been there for him once again, as ballast.


    Aisla had even accused him of encouraging Fenella, which was absurd. Fenella was a striking lass, but he hadn’t desired her, or any other, since the day he’d met Aisla. He’d wanted his bloody wife. And he’d wanted her to want him again, the way she used to. But wanting something didn’t make it happen.


    After the loss of the bairn, Aisla had taken to sleeping in the adjoining antechamber. At first, Niall had thought she needed the space, which he had as well. The loss of the babe had devastated him, and the only way he could cope had been to drown the feelings before they suffocated him. He’d turned to drink so he wouldn’t have to think. Or feel.


    In the end, he had driven her away. Acid built in his throat. Niall remembered the day like it was yesterday, even though he’d been nearly three sheets to the wind. Dougal Buchanan had returned with his wife atop his horse from a local fair, claiming that her mare had turned up lame. Stung by jealousy and jug-bitten, Niall had speared his wife with a look of contempt after Dougal had taken his leave.


    “Ye speak with a forked tongue, lass,” he’d accused in a hard voice. “Accusing me of wanting Fenella when it’s clear ye still have feelings for yer first love.”


    “Are ye foxed?” she said.


    Niall had bared his teeth in a smile, refusing to back down. “No’ enough to miss the way he looked at ye.”


    “Well, at least someone does!” she’d snapped back.


    “Do ye want him?” he’d asked, his own anger rising. Why wouldn’t she have desired the Buchanan? He was strong. He was the eldest son of a wealthy chieftain. And most of all, he was whole and in possession of all his limbs. His words had been heedless, meant to hurt. “Did ye spread yer legs for him, Aisla?”


    Her eyes had sparked with tears and defiance. “Ye’re a useless drunk.”


    “Better a drunk than a tart. Did ye?”


    Even now, years later, Niall knew he would never forget the expression in his wife’s eyes at that moment; the hardness that had descended over the look of excruciating anguish. Her chin had wobbled and hitched, her voice as clear as a bell.


    “What if I did? Would it make any difference to ye?”


    Nor could he forget the pain that had burned through his ale-muddled mind, and his subsequent reply, “Then ye should go back to Montgomery.”


    “Ye want me to leave?”


    “Aye.”


    And proud as she was, she had. She’d left him.


    In hindsight, Niall knew his drinking had been out of hand. Perhaps things would have been different if he’d been the man then that he was now. He sighed. It was no use dwelling on what could have been. He drew in a heavy breath. Maybe Ronan was right. Maybe it was time to move on, to marry someone who actually cared about Scotland or Clan Maclaren. Or him.


    Because Lord knew Aisla Maclaren didn’t.


    Ronan cuffed him in the shoulder to capture his waning attention. “How about one of Hamish’s sisters? The MacLeods are like family anyway. Ye need to have some bairns.”


    Niall shot his older brother a sour look. “I’m no’ the one inheriting the title of the Duke of Dunrannoch and having to concern himself with miniature future dukes.”


    “But ye are laird of Tarbendale,” Ronan shot back. “And yer people want ye to be happy. Isnae it time to move on?”


    “My current wife might have someaught to say about it,” he said, scrubbing his right hand through the tangled snarls of his hair. “Wherever she is.”


    “Ye ken where she is,” Ronan said drily. “And even if ye didnae, a letter came for ye at the Maclaren keep.”


    His gaze slammed into his brother who had removed a folded piece of parchment from his pocket. “A letter?”


    “Aye, from Paris, dated seven weeks ago.”


    “What does it say?” he said dispassionately, ignoring the sudden slow throb of his treacherous, stupid heart. And his sudden desire to snatch for the paper. What did he care what the damned letter said?


    “Do ye no’ want to read it?”


    Niall growled his displeasure. “Ronan.”


    “Fine.” Ronan laughed and unfolded it. “It says yer wife wants to talk in person.”


    His surprise was immediate. “About what?”


    “She doesnae say, only that she asks for a modicum of yer time at yer convenience. At Maclaren or in Paris.”


    Niall frowned. What on earth would his wife want to talk about now? The only possibility that occurred to him was reconciliation, and he would never take her back. Not even if she got down on her knees and begged. His breath snagged.


    The picture of his wife on her knees before him—golden blond hair falling in glossy curls over bare shoulders, her deep copper-colored eyes peering up at him, desire burning in them—struck him like a caber to the head. His knees almost snapped at the hot surge of lust that swept through him.


    He swore a foul oath and turned to face his brother. “Care for a turn in the ring?”


    “With ye?” His brother shot him a knowing grin.


    Niall bared his teeth. “Aye.”


    “I hope ye ken what ye’re asking for, little bràthair.”


    Ronan would give him the bracing round he needed to thrash the useless memories swimming around inside of him. “I do.”


    Once they were in the fighting ring and armed with claymores, Niall shoved unwanted images of Aisla to the back of his mind and focused on the fight with his brother. In one-on-one combat, he’d only ever beaten Ronan twice. His brother’s skill was legendary. At first, he’d only fought Niall with his left hand, but after Niall’s own finesse became evident, Ronan had had to fight with all his own considerable expertise and without holding back.


    Niall fended off a few bone-jarring hits, countering his brother’s bearlike strength with several sleek turns of his own sword, as steel met steel in a shower of sparks. After several punishing turns, Niall shifted backward out of reach. He was panting with exertion. Ronan wasn’t holding back now. His blows were exacting. And Niall was distracted. Too distracted with thoughts of that sodding letter.


    Should he respond? It’d been nearly two months since she’d written it. Did she expect it? He had no desire to see her, here or in Paris. Nor was he amenable to whatever it was she wanted. A larger allowance? More pin money? He’d seen to it that she had more than enough to live in the lap of luxury, even while they’d been apart.


    What the bloody hell does she want?


    Ronan’s claymore slammed into his breastplate with the force of a stampeding elk, and Niall felt his feet go out from underneath him. His back met the dirt in the paddock, driving the breath straight out of his lungs. He lay on the ground, stunned, for only a second before he rolled to the side and leaped to his feet. Raucous guffaws reached him. Hamish, who had joined the small crowd watching the match, stood nearby with Fenella, doubled over in laughter.


    “How the hell did ye no’ see that one coming?” Hamish crowed, the surrounding men and women who’d been watching the match joining in his friend’s amusement. Niall’s skin flushed, the desire to crack Hamish in his meaty jaw stronger than his earlier urge to be pummeled by Ronan.


    “Go chug yerself, Hamish,” Niall said, knowing the fight was over. He was lucky he hadn’t lost his remaining good hand to Ronan’s blade with his grievous lack of focus. Niall tore off his soaked shirt and wiped his face with the soft fabric. Perhaps a swim in the ice-cold loch would be less fratricidal.


    “I dunnae ken why ye’re laughing, Hamish,” Fenella said loyally, coming to stand at Niall’s side. “’Tis no’ as though ye could have fought Ronan and remained standing.”


    Ronan grinned at her praise. He had claimed victory this time. Niall flexed his fingers, re-gripping the handle of his own sword, while the leather-covered stump of his left hand hung at his side. It tingled, and he could almost feel his missing fingers. It wasn’t the first time it felt as if his hand was still there…but invisible. He handed his claymore to Fenella and rubbed along the length of his forearm.


    “Next time, bràthair, I’ll go easy on ye,” Ronan said.


    Niall scowled. “Next time, ye’ll no’ have the advantage with news of that damned letter.”


    “Letter?” Hamish asked, curiosity lacing his tone.


    Niall sighed and turned to explain to his friend. Hamish would find out sooner or later. But the man was not focused on him. His mouth had dropped open, his question currently forgotten, his eyes fastened on something in the distance.


    “Who the bloody hell is that?”


    Following his stare, Niall turned and froze. Nothing could have prepared him for the sight that greeted him atop the small hill heading back toward Tarben Castle. Two people approached on horseback, a man and a woman. But it was the smaller figure who captured his attention. A stunning woman who made his heart drum out of time.


    Every muscle in his body tightened to the point of pain.


    She sat like a queen, back ramrod straight, her expensive silk skirts carefully arranged over the side of the horse she rode. Her flaxen hair was styled to within an inch of its life, a cluster of shining curls artfully falling at her temples. Her face, though older, was exquisitely beautiful and haughty.


    She murmured something to the stranger at her side, her chin turning regally in his direction as they guided the horses down the encampment. Glacial eyes the color of iced sherry fell to Niall and the woman beside him, her mouth tightening and that proud chin of hers jutting higher. Despite the wild conjecture of his pulse, Niall pushed a mocking smile to his lips.


    “Hell, Hamish, after all yer chatter the other day,” he drawled, his voice belying all of the emotion churning inside of him, “dunnae ye recognize my lady wife?”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Aisla darted a glance at the brooding man sitting opposite her at the head of the dining table at the Maclaren keep and tried to quell the sudden hammering of her heart. Good Lord but her husband had put on a stone of muscle since she’d last seen him, and the Scottish sun had baked his skin a glowing bronze. He radiated good health and virility. Her traitorous pulse ratcheted up a notch.


    The elaborate dinner was nearing its end and had been unexpectedly pleasant, though tension had reared its head several times. Mostly when her husband’s searching blue gaze met hers. She’d hardly recognized him in the fields near Tarben Castle, where she and Julien had been directed upon their arrival at Maclaren. Aisla had caught the tail end of his fight with his older brother, Ronan. For a big man, Niall had moved with unearthly grace and unerring lethal force.


    Before they’d approached, she remembered laughing and telling Julien that a trip to the Highlands wasn’t complete without a brawl of some sort. Only when her gaze had swung back to the ring had she taken in the details of Ronan’s opponent’s appearance. And his missing left hand.


    She had not been prepared.


    Aisla had known it would be a shock seeing Niall again. But the visceral bolt of desire at seeing him stripped to the waist, his damp, muscled chest heaving with exertion and leashed energy, had taken her completely unawares. Her heart might have bent to her will in matters of estrangement, but her body had not. His boyish beauty had been whittled into something raw. Something primal and devastatingly masculine. Something that made her body respond with emotions she’d thought long dead.


    Aisla could not reconcile the imposing man who now dominated the hall with the boy she’d married. Certainly, the facial resemblance was there, in his Maclaren blue eyes and the square slant of his jaw. But apart from the startling physical changes, his full mouth no longer held a curve of secretive mischief, and his reddish-brown hair was longer than he’d ever worn it, glinting with strands of gold and copper. A sense of danger enveloped him now, a cold, cynical glint in those eyes. She sensed that he was not a man one would want to cross, not unless one wanted to provoke the very devil.


    A soft sound escaped her as her heart squeezed painfully, and Julien’s hand reached over to press hers in a reassuring gesture beneath the table. “Are you well, chérie?” he whispered.


    “Yes, of course.” She took comfort from his familiar presence and dragged herself back to the present, and the situation at hand. She was there for a purpose. She had to secure her freedom…her future.


    Julien grinned, his voice low even though the others in the great hall would easily drown his words. “You failed to mention that my competition was a brute the size of a house who looks like he wants to tear me in half.” He chuckled. “Not, of course, that I couldn’t give him enough of a challenge. I still intend to wipe the floor with him.”


    Aisla shook her head at the declaration. Julien was not a small man, but he was not a brawler. He’d avoided several duels caused by his sly humor for years. Though she knew he boxed and fenced in Paris to stay as fit as he was, that was a far cry from the brutal sport they’d witnessed in the field at Tarben Castle earlier.


    “It won’t come to that,” she said. “Niall hasn’t wanted me in six years. I doubt he’ll put up much of a fight now.”


    “Then he’s a fool,” he replied, lifting her knuckles to his lips.


    Aisla didn’t hear the snarl, she felt it. And then the force of her soon-to-be former husband’s stare bore down on her with the heft of a battering ram, along with several other pairs of eyes at the table. She had to force herself to keep from cringing, and instead, straightened her spine. But for a registry of a hasty marriage, Niall Maclaren no longer had any claim on her. Nor did she owe the Dunrannoch heir, Ronan, whose scowl matched his brother’s in intensity, anything. He’d assumed his father’s place for the evening since the duke was bedridden, but he’d hardly said more than two words of greeting to her.


    Aisla did recoil at the wounded look on the duchess’s face, however. During Aisla’s few months at Maclaren, Lady Dunrannoch had been nothing but kind to her, when she hadn’t been busy with her charitable duties at the nearby convent. Then, Aisla had been left to fend for herself. It wasn’t the duchess’s fault. It was her son’s. He’d abandoned her to the wolves in favor of drink and tomfoolery when she’d needed him the most.


    She met Niall’s glower with cool hauteur, a look she’d practiced in Paris, and one she wielded as effectively as any weapon to deter even the most ardent of admirers. Niall simply stared back, his hard mouth curling into a blade of a smile.


    “So, my lady, to what do we owe the honor of yer visit? Yer letter did no’ say,” he finally asked, lifting his goblet, and Aisla’s eyes narrowed on the jeweled cup. Hers contained wine, his would be filled with whisky or ale. Some things hadn’t changed then. His voice, though, was the same, its husky timbre doing unwelcome things to her senses. “Surely, ye’re no’ bored of Paris or the fat purse I send to yer aunt every year.”


    Aisla flushed and then gritted her teeth. Any money he sent was part of her generous dowry from her brother, the Duke of Glenross. But she refused to argue the fact with him here, in front of everyone. “No, it’s a personal matter. I did not wish to write about it, and I had hoped for a response from you before making the journey here, in case you were not in residence.”


    “Where else would I be? This is my home.”


    It was a jab aimed at her, she knew. That she had abandoned it and him. Aisla squared her shoulders, keeping the past and its memories firmly locked away. She wasn’t there to reminisce or revisit old hurts. “I stand corrected.”


    Her husband’s eyes glinted as he lifted his cup to his lips, no doubt seeking reinforcement from its contents. He had to have guessed why she was here. It was the sole reason that would bring her back to Scotland, after all. She’d never belonged here, and a handful of hours back at Maclaren had only reminded her as much.


    “Well, then make your matters known, bhean, as some of us have responsibilities to tend to.”


    The Gaelic word for wife was delivered like an insult. Julien stiffened at her side, but it was the duchess who came to the rescue. “Niall is now laird of Tarben Castle,” she said hastily, though with some amount of pride.


    “Tarben Castle?” Aisla replied in surprise. “Doesn’t that belong to Sorcha?”


    Her sister-in-law had mentioned that the tract of land that bordered Maclaren had been part of her dowry.


    “’Tis mine now.”


    Niall was a laird. Aisla squashed the flare of pride. A part of her wasn’t surprised. When he wasn’t drunk and senseless, he’d had a fine enough brain, and was capable of accomplishing anything he set his mind to. Including his marriage to her. He’d planned it all—from the carriage to Inverness, to the tiny chapel that had been filled with purple heather and blushing lilies, to the inn where they’d consummated their vows by candlelight. He’d been so gentle, so loving, that when they’d found pleasure together, it had brought tears of happiness to her eyes.


    Aisla breathed through the sudden onset of sorrow. He was no longer that man, and she was no longer that naive girl.


    “Congratulations,” she murmured.


    “So, Lord Leclerc,” Ronan said when Niall didn’t respond and the awkward silence stretched toward incivility. “How do ye find Scotland?”


    “Fascinating in ways, boorishly savage in others.”


    Niall’s gaze snapped to Julien’s, the tension in the room going nearly solid, though an airy smile remained on Julien’s lips. He was provoking him deliberately, and Niall seemed to be seconds away from leaping over the table.


    Hoping to avoid bloodshed, Aisla addressed her husband. “May we speak privately?”


    “Whatever ye want to say can be said here, lass.” He waved a rigid arm, one that looked like it would be happier throttling the man at her side. “We’re family, after all. Well, except for yer…companion.”


    Heat flared to the tips of her ears. He might have well as said lover to all seated at the table. Still, she would rather not twist the knife into the duchess’s heart with the true reason for her visit. It was clear that her own health had suffered from tending to the illness that debilitated her husband. “I beg for your discretion, laird. It’s of a delicate nature.”


    Niall folded his arms, an amused glint appearing in his eyes at her begging for anything from him. Little did he know how far she would go to procure his agreement. Beg, plead, grovel, whatever it took to be free of him.


    “We have no secrets here,” he said.


    Aisla flushed. No, they did not. Everyone in this hall, even those who had retired from dinner, knew that she had left her husband. She didn’t want to imagine what they’d been told or assumed after her departure. That she’d betrayed her vows, that she’d abandoned Niall for greener pastures, that she’d left a trail of lovers strewn in her wake. Half a decade of buried agony burst deep inside her breast, hard and devastating, and she fought to catch her breath.


    There could be no mistake—she was the enemy here.


    Aisla reached for calm. She’d endured worse. Much worse. If she had to be the villain, then she would be. No one here could fathom the depth of her loss or what she’d suffered. They couldn’t begin to understand how much it had taken to will herself to keep breathing, to keep living. She’d run from Maclaren, run from him, and only then she’d been able to survive. She had forged strength in her sacrifice. Found a will to live after everything that meant anything was taken from her.


    She would not cower. Not now. Not ever.


    “Very well,” she said in a clear, strong voice. “I want a divorce.”


    …


    Niall fought the urge to crush the finely molded goblet in his fingers, the silence on the dais deafening once the shock had settled.


    He had not expected that.


    Around the head table where his family sat, not one person seemed to be drawing breath. Evan and Finlay, two of his older brothers, were the only exceptions. They sat shoveling in food and drinking ale, as if the tension coiling around the table wasn’t present. Their wives, seated next to one another, exchanged hesitant glances. They were too newly joined to the Maclaren clan to remember Aisla, though they’d likely heard every last detail of the story—of their ill-timed elopement leading to a fruitless marriage that had lasted less than six months before tragedy struck.


    And why his wife had left him.


    His gaze slid to his oldest brother, who had, long ago, pulled him back from the brink of self-induced hell. Ronan, at the fore of the table, sat rigidly, his manner reserved, but his eyes like twin darts as they assessed first Aisla, then Niall. Their mother, at Ronan’s side, simply appeared saddened. The duchess had been kind to Aisla; she’d accepted her when he’d brought her to Maclaren. And when Aisla had left, his mother had wept. Another spate of anger roared to life in Niall’s chest, this time for the hurt his wife had caused other people who’d cared for her.


    A divorce?


    So, legal separation from him was the only thing that had brought her back to Scotland after six years? And clearly it had something to do with the arrogant Frenchman at her side, who’d worn a constant smirk from the moment they’d arrived. Niall itched to pummel it from his face. He took an even breath, filling his lungs to capacity, and held it for several seconds. He forced his fingers to soften around the goblet. Though he felt the stirrings of emotion beneath his skin, he’d long learned to control his temper.


    Other feelings were another matter entirely. At eighteen, Aisla had been sylph-like and comely. At four and twenty, her beauty had sharpened with exquisite symmetry, fulfilling the promises of youth and then some. She was still slender, but her body had blossomed into womanhood. Niall was hard-pressed not to notice the fuller rise of her breasts, draped in gold-embroidered emerald silk, and displayed to plush perfection.


    Those coppery eyes of hers were framed by long thick, dark brown lashes. And her mouth…God, that mouth. Sensual and sinful in equal measure, its luscious curves beckoned a man’s kisses and incited dissipated thoughts of those lips descending elsewhere. A bolt of raw lust ripped straight to his groin.


    Christ.


    He had expected to feel something, but he hadn’t expected his reaction to her to be so bloody intense. She felt it, too, he knew. He saw it in the subtle flare of her eyes and the way she pinned her lips together. Whatever remained between them hadn’t lessened with time or distance.


    Yet, she was asking for a divorce.


    Niall lounged back in his seat, keeping his expression bland. “Why?”


    “Because Julien…Lord Leclerc has asked me to marry him.” Her chin rose. “I’ve every intention of accepting.”


    A flare of jealous fury burst to life deep in his center, but the rest of his body did not display it. Niall refused to look at the Frenchman, and it was in both their best interests. If he had to see the man’s gloating smirk right now, he’d lose the control that was keeping his body anchored to his seat. He maintained his stare. “Is that so? A bit premature, do ye no’ think?”


    Aisla’s fair cheeks had turned a rosy shade of pink, but she continued to keep that pert chin of hers high. “We married for the wrong reasons, you must agree with that. There is no reason either of us should not find happiness with another.”


    “Is that what ye’ve been telling yerself these last several years while ye’ve been gone? That ye deserve happiness?”


    The word itself sounded so piteously light and airy. It lacked any real substance, any real weight or definition. What did happiness mean to the woman seated across from him? Did it mean society and parties and comfort in the arms of well-bred men in well-tailored clothes, like the fop she’d brought to Maclaren? Niall felt his control beginning to slip.


    “I believe we both deserve it,” she said.


    The Frenchman cleared his throat. “If you’ll see reason, my lord, Lady Montgomery chose to come here in person, rather than include painful details in her letter requesting—”


    “Maclaren,” Niall said. “Her name is still Maclaren, and ye’ll do well to refer to her as such. And I’m a laird, not some dandified English or French lord.”


    “Of course,” Leclerc said, inclining his head. “Though, you are the son of a duke.”


    Niall kept his eyes pinned upon Aisla, refusing to acknowledge the fool, and spoke before Leclerc could utter another word. “Any letter such as that would have only fed the fire in the hearth. My wife is here in person because I can’t ignore her when she’s sitting right in front of me.”


    Aisla’s gaze narrowed, her lips flattening. “My mere presence never had that effect on ye before.”


    The slip from her cultivated, proper English made him smile. Maybe she wasn’t as calm on the inside as her expression and poise would have him believe.


    “It’s been years, wife. Ye might be surprised at all the things that have changed.”


    Including him. She couldn’t know who he was any more. He’d spent the last several years neck deep—sometimes quite literally—in the lands Sorcha had foisted upon him after his marriage had crumbled. His sister had meant well, only wanting to give him something to concentrate on, to take his mind from the pain and loss. And it had. The crown-shaped ridge of land to the west of Tarben Castle had taken everything he had left to give, and in return, it had made him whole again. And when the people had started calling him their laird, it had felt like a new beginning.


    He hadn’t done it alone. Ronan had made a substantial investment in the mines early on, the initial costs for such a serious and expensive venture more than Niall had been able to incur on his own. The day he’d turned enough of a profit to buy the lands from Sorcha had been one of the proudest days of his life, but he still had Ronan’s investment to pay back. It hung over him, even though his oldest brother had never mentioned it once.


    Niall still had a long way to go, but he owed them. He owed his brother. He owed his clansmen. To be fair to them, he should have a wife who wanted to be their lady, who wanted to live in Scotland, who wanted him. Not some flaky socialite who preferred to spend her nights in Parisian luxury.


    Niall’s gaze shifted to the woman whose eyes had not left his. Too much knowledge rested in those siren’s eyes of hers now. No, his young and not-so-naive wife would have taken Paris by storm. His mouth twisted with bitterness. He’d seen it for himself.


    “That you’re now laird?” Aisla replied with cool composure. “I imagine that is what you meant by changes?”


    “Aye, one of them.”


    “You never lacked for fortitude, Niall.” She broke off with a soft gasp at the lapse and then collected herself with the discipline of a seasoned soldier. “I beg your pardon, laird.”


    The sound of his name on her lips stirred something within him, and his desiccated heart stuttered. He’d buried what had been left of it so mercilessly that he’d never thought to feel anything again.


    “I prefer Niall.” The admission was out before he could stop it.


    Her startled gaze met his as if she hadn’t expected it either, her hand fluttering beside her plate and reaching out for something. Courage, perhaps. Niall’s jaw clenched as he saw Leclerc take her palm into his and murmur something inaudible to her. Clearly, she took comfort in both because she nodded and squeezed his hand before replacing hers in her lap.


    Niall’s chest tightened. The sudden vulnerability made him nervous; he hadn’t felt so unsettled in years. Six years to be precise.


    “Regardless, laird,” she said in an even tone, a mask of cool inscrutability descending across her features. “I am here now, and I have told you what I want.”


    “Aye, ye’ve made that clear.”


    “Then, are we in agreement?”


    Conversation at the other end of the table had ceased. For an uncomfortable moment, Niall wished he had conceded to his wife’s wish for privacy.


    Years ago, he could read every emotion written on that expressive face, know her thoughts before she voiced them. Now, he could barely discern a blasted thing. The new Aisla carried herself like an elegant queen, accustomed to her every desire being met and her every wish granted. In this case, a divorce.


    He’d give it to her, of course. She had no future here, and he would not impose an unwilling lady upon his clan. They deserved better. But first, perhaps perversely so, Niall wanted to strip that icy equanimity from her. He wanted to see how far she would go to get what she wanted. He knew it was his pride talking, but he would not make it easy for her to leave this time.


    Not if he had a damned thing to say about it.


    Lifting his goblet, he drained the contents, watching as her eyes carefully followed his movements. Niall folded his arms across his chest and curled one corner of his lips into a lazy half smile.


    “Even if I were to agree, leannan, on what grounds do ye think that divorce is even an option?”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    The way he’d drawled leannan, like it was something too delicious to be consumed, trickled down her spine. One bloody word, and inside Aisla melted like butter on a hot stone.


    She sat rigid in her chair, the temperature in the great hall oddly warm and stuffy. Then again, it might have just felt that way to her, considering her entire body was aflame. With frustration and humiliation, to be sure, but also with something else. Some other infuriating heat that she wished to God wasn’t there.


    It wasn’t because of the Gaelic endearment, either. Why did her blasted husband have to be so…bloody manly? Even while he drove her mad with his stubborn arrogance, the deepest, darkest corner of her body and mind couldn’t help but acknowledge the sultry way he looked at her, as if he were remembering the times he’d taken pleasure in her body, and given her the same, world-shaking sensations.


    Over the past few years, she’d convinced herself that she had forgotten what being tangled in bedsheets with Niall had felt like, the pure lust his mouth and hands could spin within her before they could even touch her body. And yet, mere seconds after setting eyes on him, those memories had sucked her back into their clutches. Six years hadn’t been long enough to bank the fire Niall had always been able to stoke inside of her.


    Weak. That’s what she had felt like whenever she was around him. Weak for him, for his body, and his attention, or what little of it he’d been willing to grant her when they had been first married. What was it about Maclaren that had so completely changed the young man she’d fallen in love with at Montgomery?


    The image of a pretty, dark-haired woman with a constant, disdainful stare flashed to mind. Aisla had trained her mind to jump away from any thought of Fenella over the last few years; the woman would have surely become Niall’s mistress. She’d been standing beside him earlier, with Hamish and Ronan, as if that were her place.


    Her first few months in Paris, Aisla had driven herself into a deep and bitter depression thinking of the two of them together. She’d barely been able to leave her aunt’s home on some days. But with Lady Sinclair’s coaxing, Aisla had finally joined society and met people who drew her mind from those darker thoughts. Being with others who knew nothing of her true past made pretending easy. So easy, in fact, that even when she was alone, she continued pretending.


    But now, as she stared her husband down from across the table, her food growing cold and the conversation around the hall tapering to whispers, Aisla felt the reality of her situation like a slap in the face. Grounds for divorce? They were innumerable.


    “I should think that would be clear, laird.”


    With a taunting curl of his lips, he added, “We were wedded and bedded, after all.”


    Aisla locked her eyes on his, too embarrassed to dare meet anyone else’s eyes. Was he enjoying her mortification? It certainly appeared that way.


    “I am not asking for an annulment,” she said evenly.


    “Nae, ye’re asking for something even more impossible.” The amusement began to fade from his eyes.


    It wasn’t impossible. Aisla had given it plenty of thought from Paris to Scotland, and there were indeed grounds for a divorce. Several, in fact. She only wished she didn’t have to say what they were in front of his entire family.


    “Please,” she said again, hating that she had to beg. “This is a conversation better had in private.”


    He stayed quiet a few moments, and she wondered if he might give in. She should have known better, though.


    “I’m comfortable where I am.”


    Aisla gritted her teeth. “Very well.”


    But then Ronan slid his chair back deliberately and stood, his bulky figure casting a shadow over the table. “I, alas, have lost my appetite. I bid ye good evening.”


    He left the table, and without having to say a word, several of his warriors at the other tables stood as well. Evan and Finlay’s wives immediately stood, and when their husbands continued to eat, they nudged them.


    “Quit yer pinching,” Finlay growled as he stood, taking the roasted leg of chicken he was in the middle of consuming with him.


    They bid their mother good evening, and followed their wives from the dais and out of the hall. Slowly, other clansmen and women were taking their leave, the sounds of their departure rising up to the beamed ceiling and echoing in a loud rustle of skirts and clatter of feet and benches.


    “It seems ye got yer wish,” Niall said once the noise had finally stopped, and more than three-quarters of the hall had cleared. Julien and Lady Dunrannoch remained, though. Niall’s mother would want to stay and support her youngest son. Still, Aisla’s stomach clenched at knowing how much the woman must despise her, but she couldn’t allow it to keep her silent.


    “Well?” Niall pressed. “On what possible grounds do ye think the Crown will grant ye a divorce?”


    Julien again closed his fingers over Aisla’s hand, fisted in her lap, and squeezed. Thank goodness he was there. She wasn’t certain she could have done any of this without him. Then again, if it weren’t for Julien or his proposal of marriage, she wouldn’t have even considered asking for a divorce.


    “Desertion,” she blurted, the sound of it out loud even worse than it had been inside her mind. “I abandoned our marriage.”


    Niall wasn’t quick enough to mask his surprise at the admission, though a moment later his expression had resettled into the well-worn look of apathy.


    In her seat, Lady Dunrannoch shifted her weight. “Divorces are notoriously difficult to procure,” she said in a lightly accented voice. She was an Englishwoman through and through, despite having lived in Scotland her entire adult life. “Even on grounds of desertion.”


    She was correct. Divorces were rare, though Aisla knew of many married couples who had simply dissolved their marriage by agreeing to live separately. They would be unable to marry again, but at least they would not have to endure their spouse’s company. Some believed it a price well worth paying. Aisla had, too.


    However, the solicitor she’d hired had confirmed it was possible—that divorces had been granted for desertion in Scotland for centuries now—though it would be expensive and arduous.


    “Aye,” Niall said after a minute of silence. “Although,” he went on, his eyes flicking to Julien, “grounds of adultery could be more convincing.”


    “Adultery?”


    He arched an eyebrow. “I speak of yer current association. We are still married, are we no’?”


    Her cheeks burned, and the air she breathed felt thinner. Why wouldn’t he think it? She’d shown up at Maclaren with the man she wanted to replace Niall with, after all. She would die before admitting that Niall had been her first lover and her last. She’d shrivel up and waste away before she let him know that she’d been alone all these years, while he’d no doubt enjoyed whatever female company he could get his hands on, including Fenella.


    Aisla let out a breath, and did as she had done in Paris for so long: pretended. “If that makes it easier for the courts to grant a divorce, then yes, by all means, appeal on the grounds of adultery as well. I abandoned our marriage, and you’ve accused me many a time of betraying my vows.”


    Niall spent an eternity glaring at her, the hard lines of his sculpted jaw tensing and softening, as if he was battling some skirmish inside his mind. For a moment, she thought she saw regret there as well, but it was gone too quickly. His hot stare threatened to burn past her stalwart defenses, and Aisla stiffened, bracing for whatever would come out of his mouth.


    As if breaking from a trance, Niall rose abruptly from his seat. “I’m finished with this discussion tonight. I’ll send a messenger to Edinburgh to my solicitor to see what can be done. Ye’ll have my answer as soon as he returns.”


    …


    The bruising, early morning ride had not tamed the storm whipping and railing inside of Niall. Nor had the ones he’d taken the last two nights since Aisla’s arrival, nearly breaking his own neck in the darkness. His body was exhausted, but his mind spun endlessly at the thought of her.


    God, she made him feel like a fumbling dunderheid with one look. Time had been kind to her, maturing her beauty with an artist’s touch. Her face was fuller, as was her lush, tempting figure. Knowledge and experience gave her eyes depth. He was no more immune to her than he had been at fifteen when he’d first met her, or eighteen when they’d eloped. Or now…a grown man hardened by life and circumstance.


    He’d run into Ronan the night before at the stables at Maclaren after he’d ridden his brother’s prize gelding into the ground. He’d been brushing down the lathered animal when Ronan had entered the stall.


    “He runs like a Highland storm,” Niall had said.


    “And he has a temper like one.” Ronan smiled, dragging a hand down the horse’s nose. Not one to waste time, he’d cleared his throat. “What are ye doing, bràthair?”


    “With what?”


    “Dunnae play daft. With the lass.”


    He’d shrugged. “I’ll give her what she wants, but I’ll no’ make it easy for her.”


    “Ye want a divorce?”


    Niall had hesitated. “I want what’s best for my clan,” he’d said eventually. “Ye told me to think about that, or have ye forgotten?”


    His brother had shot him a shrewd look. “I think ye still love her. And the one woman ye truly want, doesnae love ye.”


    “Are ye joking?” he’d scoffed. “If I wanted her, she wouldnae want to leave. The lass doesnae ken the new Niall Maclaren.”


    Ronan grinned. “Prove it then. Get her to change her mind about leaving ye, and I’ll forgive the debt ye owe me.”


    Niall had laughed, half in shock at the unexpected offer. By his estimation, it would take him four years at his current rate of profit at the mines to repay Ronan his initial stake. Fifty thousand pounds was a lot of blunt. “What’s in it for ye?”


    “Watching ye fall flat on yer face.” Ronan’s eyes had narrowed. “And maybe an owner’s share in yer mining holdings. Ye have a fair nose for profit.”


    It had been an easy bet to take. Ronan would lose, and the debt would be lifted from Niall’s shoulders. His brother wanted to see him fall flat on his face, did he? Watching Ronan forfeit a large sum of money rightly owed to him would provide just as much entertainment. Competition between all the Maclaren brothers had never been lacking in good-natured fun.


    But Niall had no intention of giving ownership of the mines to Ronan or anyone else. And Aisla, well, he’d make certain she would get a taste of what she had given up. Niall did not plan to rekindle anything between them in earnest, but he would do whatever it took to get her to change her mind, and then he would relish giving her the divorce. He only had to figure a way to force her to stay on long enough for him to see the wager through.


    He had shaken hands with Ronan, fed the gelding a bucket of warmed oats, and taken his leave. The truth was it was an easy bet, but not an easy task he’d set for himself. He didn’t know what he felt at the reappearance of his wife, only a confused ache in his chest and an arousal so acute it was painful. Both were things he could do without. Especially the second.


    Hence the before-dawn, breakneck-speed ride.


    Did he still love Aisla? Ronan’s question had battered him in the few hours he’d spent in bed, staring into the dark. He could still remember what it felt like to hold her, that first time at Montgomery, when they’d finally met in the old stables behind the quarry. They’d laughed at how difficult it had been for each of them to break away from the castle and sneak to their rendezvous, but the moment Niall had slid his hands around her waist and hauled her against him, their nervous laughter had vanished. He’d known, in that moment, he’d found a treasure.


    But that had all been before he’d made a mess of things.


    Now, he knew there could be no way around letting her go for good. It’s what she wanted, and the truth of it, the sense of it, was undeniable. His clan needed a lady they could depend on, someone they could trust and admire, and show true loyalty to. Aisla was not that woman.


    Niall reined in his horse and directed the mount toward the Maclaren keep in the distance. His eyes went to the upper casement windows of the chambers they had shared once a lifetime ago, it seemed. The last handful of years had also changed her in other ways. Her mannerisms were more refined, her clipped, cultivated speech more English. She wasn’t the same girl and he’d do well to remember that. And right now, he had a wager to win.


    Niall nudged his mount into a canter and reached the castle minutes later. It was still early, and while the servants were up and bustling about, his parents, and his brothers and their wives would all still be abed.


    “My wife’s chamber,” he asked a passing maid, who bobbed a fast curtsey. “Where is it?”


    The woman blinked owlishly at the curt demand. “Lady Montgomery, m’laird?”


    “Lady Maclaren,” he snapped. It seemed his darling wife couldn’t wait to cast off the lodestone that was the Maclaren name, so much so that she insisted on going by her maiden one. “Lord knew how she’d react to being called Lady Tarbendale.”


    “I believe the lady…Lady Maclaren…was given the chambers in the north tower.”


    Their old chambers, the ones his eyes had drifted toward out in the fields. He thanked the stammering maid and climbed the north tower, hoping to God that being given their old chambers had been a prick in Aisla’s side.


    He found the door easily in the gloom, despite not having been up into this part of the keep for ages, and without a moment’s hesitation, slammed his fist against the wood. The door was too thick to hear anything happening inside, so he pounded on it again. And again. Until finally the door whipped open, and staring out at him was a wide-eyed, exasperated, and somewhat alarmed Aisla.


    The picture of her, here in this place after so long, struck him again like a battle axe. With her pink cheeks, fresh from sleep, and the mussed braid she’d styled before going to bed the night before, she would have looked almost adorable, had it not been for the night rail she wore. Creamy white linen gripped her breasts in a snug embrace. The thin material might have been perfect for the humid summer night, but it was also perfect for showing Niall the luscious, rose-tipped nipples he had once had every right to touch and kiss.


    And still did.


    He must have stared at them for a beat too long, for Aisla crossed her arms over her chest and stepped back and half closed the door with one foot.


    “Niall? The sun has not even risen. What is it?” she asked, the fog of being startled awake likely the reason why she didn’t correct herself and address him as laird.


    “Ye can clearly see the sun’s up, Aisla. Or have ye forgotten how the sun rises in the Highlands? Now let me pass. We’ve a discussion to be had.”


    He pushed past her before she could slam the door in his face. His feet came to a halt as he saw the four-poster by the hearth, the wardrobe in the corner, the table and chair next to the windows overlooking the courtyard and the fields beyond. Nothing had changed. Well…none of the inanimate objects had changed. He and Aisla were two different stories completely.


    A petite, pinch-faced maid bustled in from the adjoining room wearing a rumpled robe and a white cap that sat askew on her head. “Is anything amiss, my lady?”


    “I’m well, Pauline,” Aisla said, leaving the bedchamber door open to the corridor. “Go back to bed. Laird Tarbendale won’t be long.”


    “I’ll stay here if it’s all the same to you, my lady,” she said with a frown in his direction.


    “Pauline’s right,” Aisla said. “You shouldn’t be in here.”


    He faced her. “Why? Afraid LeFrog might get himself boiled up in a lather?”


    “Leclerc,” she corrected with a scowl. Aisla glared pointedly at him as she moved toward her maid, her voice lowering. “Pauline, all will be well. Go, please.”


    “And you needn’t worry,” Aisla said, turning back to him after the maid left. “Julien isn’t a jealous man. It’s rather refreshing to be trusted.”


    Niall felt the walls of the bedchamber squeeze, pushing him toward the thoughts and memories he’d worked so hard to bury. “’Tis good to ken my initial estimation of him was right. The man’s an idiot.”


    “For trusting me, I presume,” she said, lifting a heavier linen wrapper from the bottom of the bedstead. She threw it on, cloaking the dusky nipples and plump breasts that had sung a wicked song to his groin.


    “I should ken.”


    “Why have you come, Niall?”


    He turned away from the tapestries, forcing his brutish erection under control, and speared her with a hard glare. He’d developed it in the mines over the years, when working with laborers who weren’t willing to give their best efforts, or who were lazy and ended up endangering other men, deep in the subterranean tunnels.


    “I havenae heard from the messenger I sent to Edinburgh, but ye’re right. Desertion and adultery are grounds for a divorce, and if ye’re willing to plea as such to the courts in Inverness, I will no’ contest it or ye.”


    “I…thank you, Niall. Laird. I know my coming here has—”


    “I’m no’ finished.”


    Aisla’s parted lips snapped shut. “You’re not?”


    “Did ye really think it would be that easy?” he asked. “That I’d be happy to give ye a divorce and let ye waltz off over the horizon with another man?”


    Aisla’s coppery eyes watched him closely, unblinking. He had her turned around completely. “I’d hoped you’d see that we are both wasting our time and possibilities.”


    “Funny how ye should put it like that. Time and possibility. Time is exactly what I want returned to me.”


    A wary twist touched the corner of her mouth, and her gaze narrowed in on him. “What kind of fool statement is that? No one can have time returned to them.”


    “I want one week,” he said, the leery sharpness of her gaze growing ever more skeptical.


    “One week for what?”


    He moved toward her, slowly closing the space between them. He traced her scent of honey blossom and musk—a natural perfume that had intoxicated him when they’d been younger.


    “One week for every year ye’ve been gone. That’s six weeks that ye owe me, sweet wife. Six weeks here in Scotland at my side as my wife.” Satisfaction curled low in his abdomen at her stricken expression, the pink hues draining from her cheeks. “And then, I’ll grant ye a divorce.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Aisla fought to keep her knees locked and her mind clear of the sudden burn to smack her husband across his smirking cheek. Was the man daft? Or was he so deep into his cups that he’d finally lost any sense of reason? She gave a delicate sniff, but there was no scent of whisky or any other spirits in the air.


    But then she remembered, and Aisla bit the inside of her cheek. She knew what this was. It had nothing to do with spirits, and everything to do with the conversation she had overheard between her husband and brother-in-law at the stables after dinner the first night. She had needed some fresh air after the tense dinner, and as she’d passed the stables, had heard Ronan goading Niall on. Betting him to get her to change her mind about him.


    As if such a thing were possible!


    Aisla had heard Niall laugh, and she’d moved on, laughing herself. She knew her own mind, and Niall Maclaren would never sway it. Money had been mentioned, she recalled; a debt Ronan had been willing to forget if Niall succeeded. She had brushed it off, certain her husband would not be so desperate. But evidently, her addlepated husband had agreed. Otherwise, why else would he demand such an asinine thing as this?


    “Six weeks?” she repeated. She’d planned to be gone from Maclaren in another six hours! The sole reason she’d come to Scotland without waiting for Niall’s response to her letter had been for Julien’s sake. His mother’s illness had taken a downward turn, and he wanted to marry before she died. Six weeks was far too much time.


    Aisla’s mouth opened to tell him what she’d overheard in the stables and that he could take his ridiculous wager to the devil, but her response was thwarted by a soft scuffing of feet behind Niall. They both turned, and in the entrance to Aisla’s bedchamber stood his mother, the Duchess of Dunrannoch.


    She blinked in surprise as if to see her son there, but then smiled brightly, despite the rock-solid tension in the air. “Oh, good. I am glad that you are both here. It saves me from taking a trip to Tarbendale.” She patted her son’s cheek. “Not that I need any excuse to visit you.” She cleared her throat delicately. “The messenger from Edinburgh arrived early this morning.”


    Niall frowned. “He was supposed to come to me, at Tarbendale.”


    Her mouth opened and closed, cheeks flushing red before she answered. “Don’t be cross, my love. I was out for my morning walk and saw him, so I offered to deliver Mr. Stevenson’s response to you myself.”


    “What did he say?”


    “A divorce is procurable, however, there is a slight complication. Your marriage records will have to be located in Inverness since he has no record of them. He estimates it will take a few weeks, maybe more.”


    Aisla scowled. “A few weeks?”


    “At the least. Perhaps even a month or two,” the duchess said. “Mr. Stevenson promises to sort things out, but he’s advised for you to stay in Scotland until the situation is resolved.”


    “Why?” Aisla asked, her suspicions riding high. It had to be an unlikely coincidence. The duchess would not have been part of her sons’ wager, would she?


    “It will be less complicated if he needs to reach you quickly,” Lady Dunrannoch explained in an oddly strained voice, her eyes shifting away. “And if you are both in one place.”


    Niall grinned, the rotter, and Aisla felt a renewed urge to kick him. “She can stay here at Maclaren,” he said.


    The duchess shook her head. “Not with the festival. The rooms are being cleaned and aired, and I only have one room left, so Lord Leclerc will have to stay there.” She shot him a sideways look. “Unless, of course, you wish the man to stay with you, at Tarben Castle?”


    The irked expression Niall sent his mother right then hinted to Aisla that he had not, in fact, involved the duchess in whatever ploy he and Ronan had cobbled together.


    “He is no’ my guest,” he grumbled.


    “Or perhaps they could share the room here,” Lady Dunrannoch mused. “Though it would raise a few eyebrows.”


    Niall’s expression blackened some more. “I dunnae give a damn where she sleeps.”


    “Language, Niall,” Lady Dunnranoch said, her stony expression matching her son’s. “Very well then.”


    “I do not have six weeks,” Aisla said, floundering for an excuse, but settling for the truth. “Julien’s mother is ill. He wishes to marry while she is still alive.”


    The duchess gave her a sympathetic smile, though Aisla thought she heard Niall growl again. “If a divorce is what you truly want, my dear, then you must stay put as Mr. Stevenson advises.”


    “Can this not be done via correspondence?”


    “No, I don’t believe so.” The duchess waved a hand, but did not offer anything more. Aisla sat heavily in a chair as Lady Dunrannoch took her leave. “I’ll let the two of you continue your talk.”


    Aisla didn’t want to talk. She wanted to rail and scream. She wanted to throw something, preferably at the man crowding the doorway. She had spent the first night back at Maclaren wide awake in that blasted bed, praying Niall would come to his senses and accept the idea of a divorce. She’d also spent much of that same night sinking into the mattress, recalling the first few days of their marriage here at the castle, when Niall had kept her in that same bed, making love to her until they were replete with exhaustion, and making plans for them and the baby growing within her belly.


    It had been torture, and the second night, Aisla had eventually thrown off the blankets and dragged them over to the small sofa near the hearth, where she’d spent more time dwelling on the man her husband had become. How callous and unyielding he’d seemed at dinner the other evening, how utterly unperturbed at her arrival. How disturbingly cynical…as though nothing could ever reach him.


    He’d made a show of nonchalance when she’d asked for the divorce, but his emotions had leaked out in small ways. The quiver of a frown. The tightening of his eyes. Still, he hadn’t lost his temper. It had given her hope that he would get on with things in a civil manner. But no, he wasn’t civil, and little had she known that opposition, and support for his unreasonable demands, would come from another, more practical source. She hadn’t foreseen a delay like this at all.


    “This is impossible,” she said, her eyes lifting to Niall. “It’s much too long. There’s no way I can stay here.”


    “Aye, I forgot how much ye hate the land of yer birth. If ye want a divorce so badly, a few weeks is no’ a high price to pay.” Niall’s cold glare met hers from where he still stood, radiating annoyance. “’Tis what is required, bhean.”


    “I haven’t been your wife for six years! Ye lost the right to call me that long ago in Gaelic or any other language, ye ken?”


    The corner of his full mouth quirked upward, and Aisla cringed, knowing the smirk was from the reappearance of her brogue. She struggled for composure, fisting her hands at her sides, just in case they gave into the inclination of tearing his hair out by the roots. He’d lost his bloody mind. There was no way she could stay this close to him.


    “I don’t hate Scotland,” she said in a calmer tone.


    “Then why did ye leave?”


    She blinked. “You pushed me away, Niall. You told me to leave, if you recall.”


    Anger rolled across his features. “I recall suggesting a return to Montgomery. A temporary return, ye ken. But ye decided to go to the Continent instead, and forget yer life here. Ye left me for all of Clan Maclaren to see, for me to become an object of pity once more.”


    Her mouth went slack. “Pity?”


    “Poor Niall Maclaren,” he scoffed in a derisive tone. “He cannae pleasure his wife with one hand so the lass ran off to find herself another husband with two. ’Tis the truth. I’m surprised the local bards havenae made it into a ditty yet.” His laugh was devoid of humor.


    Her gaze fell to the leather-wrapped stump that was Niall’s left hand. She’d never seen him as less of a man because of it, but Niall’s bellicose, defeated attitude toward his injury was something only he could heal for himself. “You know that never mattered to me. I loved you regardless, all of you, flawed or otherwise.”


    “Did ye?” he murmured. “Then why did ye turn to another?”


    He meant Dougal Buchanan, of course. Aisla tensed with the urge to fling up her hands and scream that she’d never done any such thing. That she’d never lied to him or broken her vows. With Dougal Buchanan or anyone else. Yet he’d never believed her when she’d claimed as much. She could only presume someone else had been telling him she was unfaithful. Someone else he did trust.


    “I’m finished trying to convince you of anything,” she said quietly. “It’s clear you only want to believe the lies that have been fed to you.”


    Aisla watched him…this proud man she’d exchanged vows with a lifetime ago, and she understood what she hadn’t then in the disaffection of his expression and the flatness of his words. He’d been scarred by pain, too. She hadn’t been the only casualty of their meteoric love. They’d been too young, consumed by the passions of youth and folly. It was a wonder they hadn’t destroyed each other. Though, in a way, they had. She could never love again. And he’d become a hard, irascible man.


    He expelled a breath, and with a brief shake of his head, glanced away. “It doesnae matter.”


    Aisla reached out an arm toward him. “It does matter. It matters because you have to see that me being here for any length of time is ludicrous. Surely your solicitor can get it done without me being underfoot? This cannot be easy for you, either.”


    He eyed her, his gaze raking hers. “What’s that?”


    “Having me here after all this time.”


    He walked toward the cold hearth, stooping to stir the warm embers. “Nae, it’s no’ convenient. But ’tis a matter of weeks, Aisla. A few weeks for the freedom that ye crave. And if ye recall, before my mother interrupted us ’twas a few weeks I asked of ye in order for me to give ye the divorce. Ye see, wife? ’Tis fate.”


    “I don’t believe in fate, husband.”


    His gaze fastened to her. “What are ye so worried about? Are ye so afraid that ye’ll succumb to me in such a short time?”


    Succumb to him?


    “I’m not afraid of that.”


    “I think ye are.”


    She thought of the wager she’d overheard, knowing it was his motivation, and felt her frustration and anger swell. “And I think you overestimate your charms.”


    His chin angled toward her over his shoulder, his sudden smile making her doubt the veracity of her own words. And her will. God, no man should have a smile that sinful and full of decadent promise. She turned and flounced back toward the bed, and instantly regretted her path. The recollection of what they’d done in that bed—tangled sheets, tangled limbs, and utterly sated bodies—tore through her.


    She spared him a glance, only to see that his eyes, too, were also locked on the bed. Her thighs felt like jelly, her pulse hammering in her veins.


    “I ken my own skill,” he drawled. “Especially where ye’re concerned.”


    “Is that so?” she replied, resenting his knowing tone and the subsequent tingle that wound its way down her spine. She cleared her suddenly dry throat and glanced to the room where Pauline slept. “There’s nothing here that I haven’t seen before. Trust me, Niall, I’ve learned that life with you doesn’t stretch beyond the boundaries of heartache and despair.”


    “I see yer tongue hasnae lost its sting.”


    Niall unfolded his long body after coaxing a small flame to life in the hearth and relaxed himself into a nearby chair. He was dressed in riding clothes, which meant he’d been awake for a while. His boots were dusty and his shirt open at the neck. Aisla didn’t recall his skin at his throat being so bronzed as if he labored outdoors on a regular basis. Idly, she wondered whether the healthy color extended past the indent of his collar.


    Niall tented a slow eyebrow, and Aisla dragged her eyes away, a blast of heat scorching her cheeks at being caught staring at him.


    “I have a life in Paris,” she snapped, her brain going blank for a second. “I can’t abandon it for weeks on end.”


    “I think ye’re lying to yerself.”


    “About what?”


    He drew two knuckles lazily across the curve of his bottom lip. Warmth prickled in her chest and shot straight to her thighs, but at least it didn’t rush to her face, alerting him of the effect his words had on her. His voice lowered into a growl so seductive that her bare toes dug into the thick pile of the Aubusson rug. “About no’ being afraid.”


    “You are wrong. I am not one of your lightskirts, Niall,” she replied, proud her voice remained calm. “Nor do I crave your attentions in that way.”


    “Ye used to love my…attentions.”


    Niall’s eyes tapered to brilliant blue slits that speared the distance with lethal precision. God, he could slay with those eyes. How could any normal-blooded woman be immune? Though he had not moved an inch from his position in the chair, Aisla felt the press of the bed on the backs of her legs as if he had leaned into her with the full length of his body. Her mouth parted on a gasp, her nipples tautening beneath her night rail and her legs trembling. Her eyes dipped to the noticeable bulge between his hips that was outlined indecently by the soft buckskin, and she swallowed convulsively before wrenching her gaze away.


    He’s doing it for a wager, you idiot.


    “A lot has changed,” she said. “Let’s not play games. I have no wish to bed you, even if you begged on your knees.”


    “Trust me, leannan, if there is to be any bedding between us, ’twill be ye who will be doing the begging.”


    The Gaelic word was so steeped in sex, his smirk so full of overconfident deviltry, that her knees turned into traitors. She wanted to throw a shoe at his head. His hot stare raked her body, and she might have well been stripped naked. Gracious, but his presence made her feel sheep-headed.


    Aisla slumped weakly against the bed, hoping he would not notice, but she didn’t miss his gleam of triumph. “’Twill be a cold day in hell before that happens, Niall Maclaren, no matter how irresistible you think you are.”


    Dimples appeared in his cheeks, making him look like the boy he’d been. “Ye think I’m irresistible?”


    “I think you’re irritating.”


    “Keep telling yerself that. I ken ye still feel the passion between us.”


    Aye, he was right. But she was no longer a naive eighteen-year-old with stars in her eyes and girlish flights of fancy between her ears. Her cocksure husband was in for a rude awakening. This silly delay was simply a means to an end, and she had to treat it as such. Aisla was also no stranger to seduction or how to use her feminine wiles to get what she wanted. One could not live in Paris, the city of everlasting love, and not become skilled in the push and pull of attraction. She needed to turn the tide, regain advantage.


    The wager!


    She knew about it, but he didn’t know that. If she had to stay here for the next few weeks, she wasn’t going to be some pawn in whatever game he was playing with Ronan.


    Aisla propped her elbows on the bed, certain she’d secured his attention, before licking her lips as if she’d consumed a particularly delicious morsel of cake. His mouth tightened, and she felt a wicked pulse of satisfaction. “Care to make a wager on that?”


    “What terms do ye offer?” he said, leaning forward in his chair, his voice husky.


    Blast, she hadn’t expected him to capitulate so easily. Then again, he was a man, one who was clearly fond of wagering.


    Aisla racked her brains. She had no intention of seducing the cad, especially when she was in the process of betrothing herself to another. It felt too sordid. But if winning the bet meant that she could teach him a lesson, she’d do what she had to.


    “If I succeed in seducing you, you’ll admit your fault in what happened to our marriage. Publically, to all of your clanspeople. And you’ll convince the duchess and Mr. Stevenson that it’s better for me to return to Paris until the divorce can be settled.”


    He shifted his jaw in contemplation. “And if I seduce ye?” he asked, his voice slathering her senses like heated honey.


    There was only one answer she could give that he’d agree to. “Then I will agree to the full six weeks you’ve proposed.” She swallowed. “At your side, as your wife.”


    Just the idea made her feel nauseous. She could not lose.


    “And Leclerc?” he drawled. “I hate to think what yer current lover would feel over such an arrangement.”


    “We do not have that kind of relationship. However, when we marry, I will honor my vows.”


    “As ye honor them now?” he asked slyly.


    “A sight better than you have.”


    Being here again, with him, feeling the bubbling of anger, desire, and frustration just beneath her skin…it was all so familiar. Now, after one conversation with Niall, she found herself right back in the position she’d been in years ago. Feeling frustrated and ready to burst with vexation. All she’d ever wanted was an apology from him; for him to admit he’d wronged her. It would have been better if it had come while she’d still been at Maclaren, when there had been the chance to save their marriage.


    At least now, if she managed to win, she would have her apology. Knowing the wager he had with Ronan, she also intended to be the coldest, thorniest woman imaginable for the next six weeks, so much so that Niall would pack her trunks himself and have them loaded into the carriage at dawn on the final day. If she managed to seduce him by winning her scandalous wager, she and Julien could be on their way from Maclaren within days. Maybe even hours.


    With newfound determination, she assessed her opponent, still leaning forward in the chair by the hearth, his thick forearms propped on his thighs, his eyes hitched onto hers. They slipped, coasting down the front of her wrapper, and Aisla saw the subtle shift of his hips as he adjusted his seat in the chair. He’d accused her of still feeling passion for him, and he wasn’t wrong. But he felt it, too. And that weakness could be to her advantage.


    The notion of seducing him shouldn’t have made guilt churn so slow and torturously in the pit of her stomach. But she had Julien and the ailing Lady Haverille to think of. While the idea of Julien taking a mistress didn’t bother her, she simply had no interest in anything physical for herself. That yearning had died six years ago, along with her heart.


    Until now…when the stirrings of desire had shocked her.


    They are memories, nothing more.


    Julien was a better choice. A safer choice. They would lead separate, fulfilling, happy lives. They might lack for passion, but Julien also wasn’t a drunken liar. The more she thought about the careless way Niall had treated their marriage vows, the more determined Aisla became. She was no longer some tender, unworldly maiden to be manipulated and maneuvered. She would beat Niall at whatever game he was playing, and leave with her head held high.


    “What is it that’s going through yer head right now?” Niall asked, standing up from the chair. Aisla’s kept her gaze level with his, though she was still able to see the swell of his arousal. Perhaps she could strike swiftly and end this now.


    “I’m only considering how we can seal this agreement,” she replied, her tone light.


    “Ye dunnae think a simple handshake would do?” He prowled closer, his eyes raking her figure, still reclined on the bed, elbows pressing into the soft down of the mattress.


    Before she could change her mind, she reached for the wrapper’s ties. The silky ribbons slipped undone with a gentle tug, and the wrapper fell open. Niall’s hungry stare went straight to her breasts, the pert peaks straining through the tight bodice of her night rail. The moment it was done, Aisla felt a mixed pulse of thrill and guilt. Guilt that she felt anything at all. Then more guilt, when she realized that the thrill outweighed her guilt by far.


    You can do this.


    It had always been so easy before, when they’d been younger. All she’d had to do was look at him and he would be leading her into an alcove to shove up her skirts. She hadn’t cared. She’d wanted him just as desperately as he’d wanted her, in any place. In any way.


    Digging deep into the well of memory, Aisla sat up a little higher, and walking her fingers down to the hip of her night rail, she began to ruche the linen. The hem rose bit by bit, exposing first her ankle, then her calf. Aisla let go of the fabric, and held out her hand to him. He stared at it, flexing his fingers before tucking them into a fist.


    “I ken what ye’re doing,” Niall rasped as his eyes followed the rising hem.


    “Afraid to touch me?” she asked, her voice husky. It wasn’t an act—her throat was thick with nerves.


    His hand reached forward, brushing the lace edges of her night rail. Aisla bit back a gasp as he leaned over her, eyes shadowed with latent passion and his lips descending toward her bodice. His mouth curled into a devastating smile when he deftly re-tied the silk ribbons with one efficient hand and pulled the knot tight with his teeth.


    “Ye’re going to have to try a lot harder than that, leannan. And we’ll seal our agreement with a kiss.”


    Without warning, he bent to touch his lips to hers, the brief kiss searing through to her bones before he abruptly pulled away, turned on his heel, and left her chamber without a second glance. Aisla sank back into the bedding, her heart thundering and her breath heaving. One chaste peck, and her entire body felt like it was on fire.


    Good Lord, what had she gotten herself into?

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Niall spent the rest of the day down in the cairngorm mines, breathing in silt and dust as he lent a hand improving the rope and pulley system near a newly discovered vein. And yet, no amount of back-breaking labor could erase the sweet taste of his wife’s lips from his. It’d been like putting a lit flame to gunpowder, and now his tortured mind could think of little else.


    What had he expected? That time would have tempered the spark between them? That his skin would not remember the silken feel of hers…if only the barest graze of her lips? If anything, he hungered for her with a desire of a man who had tasted heaven, and wanted to again.


    And her wager. The sheer boldness of it had nearly unmanned him.


    He felt the clench of those words low in his groin, yet again, as he gave the rope a solid pull. The framing for the shaft was sturdy, and he hoped it would guide load after load of cairngorm deposits to the surface of the mine. He tried to keep his mind focused on this new vein’s productivity and potential, but instead, all he could think of was his wife’s startled gasp as he’d kissed her. The look of disappointment when he’d re-tied her wrapper and left.


    His self-restraint had been Herculean.


    When he’d hatched his one-week-for-each-year plan, he’d waited to see what she would say, whether she would toss her haughty nose into the air or slap the suggestion from his mouth. But no, she’d stunned him. He’d never expected that response, especially after seeing how riled up she’d been at the news from Stevenson, that she had to stay put. For a few weeks, his mother had said. He wanted to laugh—nearly a week for every year she’d been away, just as he’d proposed. That was plenty of time to not only seduce his wife and get her to change her mind, but also flaunt everything he’d accomplished here in her absence straight into her face. He would show her that her leaving had meant nothing to any of them.


    And now, after Aisla’s bold challenge, his plan for winning Ronan’s wager had turned into a dangerous game. A duel with seduction instead of swords, one that he did not intend to lose. Even against an opponent he no longer knew. Not that Niall was worried about his chances, but with turning Tarbendale into a moneymaking estate, he hadn’t had much time for women. Though seduction was like riding a horse, he supposed. One climbed on and one galloped.


    Aisla hadn’t been immune to him…he’d felt the way she’d responded to him, seen the delicate pulse at the base of her throat flutter when he’d leaned over her. Christ, it’d taken every ounce of discipline he possessed not to press his tongue to that throbbing point and lick her velvety skin. Drag his lips down to those two tempting pearls hidden beneath the soft, transparent lawn. His mouth had watered, making him want to tear the fabric from her body and claim what was his.


    What had been his.


    Self-disgust curled within him. After all she had done, and despite her betrayal, he still wanted her with a ferocity that stumped him. Hell, he was half hard just from thinking about her, covered in grime and surrounded by his clansmen climbing from the depths of a topaz mine.


    “Well done today, lads,” he said as the men packed up and made their way topside. “Ale on me at the tavern.”


    A resounding cheer went up at his announcement.


    Niall had made it a point to work just as hard as his men did whenever he could visit the mines. It was important for them to see their laird toiling alongside them to make their lands profitable. Though he was also busy spending most of his time managing his accounts and investments, Niall still liked to make the effort to visit the mines. They were the primary source of income for his future, after all. And despite having only one hand to do physical labor with, he worked just as swiftly and diligently as the other men. Faster than he could tally ledgers, too.


    He decided to make his way down to the loch for a quick dip before heading to the village tavern with his clansmen. His plaid was filthy, as was every uncovered, sweaty inch of him. At the loch, he removed his boots and outer trappings, and plunged in, fully clothed. He cut through the cold water, feeling the dust and silt wash free from his skin and hair, and dousing both his temper and his longing. He emerged from the water a few minutes later, climbed onto his horse, and rode back up to Tarben Castle to retrieve a clean tartan and a shirt.


    “Why did ye no’ say something?” Fenella scowled when he walked past the kitchen, dripping water onto the stones.


    Fenella had taken on the role as chatelaine of the keep over the past few years, and Niall had been grateful for her help, particularly when he was busy in the mines. Her father had passed when she’d been but a child, and her mother a handful of years back. With no brothers or sisters, and no marriage prospects that she’d ever deemed acceptable, she would have been on her own. He could not have allowed a friend to be in want of a living or protection, so he’d offered her the position of housekeeper, and they’d settled into a comfortable and convenient routine that had worked well for both of them. Though in the past she’d made several overtures that she would be open to more, their relationship had never progressed beyond friendship.


    He blinked, surprised at her caustic tone as she threw her hands onto her hips with a glower. “Something about what?”


    “About yer wife’s stay.”


    “My wife’s stay?” he asked, coming to a halt.


    A vision in sapphire blue descended the stone staircase. It preceded a voice that made his ballocks and his fist tighten in tandem. “Why, of course, darling. You didn’t think I’d remain at Maclaren, did you? This is a much more convenient arrangement.”


    Aisla’s face was all innocence, though he swore he could see a gleam of challenge in her eyes as if daring him to contradict her. It disappeared however when she reached the bottom step, her composed gaze flicking briefly to Fenella.


    There was no love lost between the two women, he knew.


    But he was more focused on the predicament at hand. Tarben Castle, though habitable, was not ready to receive guests. His wife would be much more comfortable at Maclaren where the guest rooms were in abundance and well appointed with comfort in mind. His mother could have easily found a room for her daughter-in-law, and despite her remark about Aisla and the Frenchman sharing a chamber, Niall knew his proper English mother would never go beyond the bounds of decorum. The duchess had only said that to rile him.


    This was his domain. His demesne. Tarben Castle was his safe haven from all the memories at Maclaren. It bore no mark of the marriage that had almost demolished him. Damn and blast it, he needed his wife at Maclaren, where she would be far enough away so that he could stage his strategy with cold precision. When she was near, he couldn’t think.


    “And what of yer gentleman companion?” Fenella interjected. “Will he require a chamber also?”


    Aisla’s expression was unruffled, and she directed her answer to Niall. “Lord Leclerc will remain at Maclaren.”


    “Ye ken Stevenson said nothing about the peacock needing to stay. He could return to Paris.”


    “And leave my side? No, Lord Leclerc is rather devoted to me and wishes to stay for as long as I must.” She smiled and gestured with an elegant hand. “Besides, his room at Maclaren suits him far better than this. He is a French aristocrat, you know.”


    His marauding wife didn’t have the right to just stomp in and make herself at home. Unless…it was part of her strategy.


    Niall’s eyes narrowed. “Which bedchamber are ye in?”


    “Yours, of course.” She waved an airy hand. “It was the only clean and furnished one I could find, and thus, I told your…housekeeper here that it would do. The rest of my things will be moved from Maclaren later this afternoon. Unless of course, you have objections, laird.” Her smile was the devil incarnate. The vixen was thinking of their wager, no doubt.


    With a sense of foreboding, he took the stairs two at a time, past Aisla. And once inside his chamber, slumped against the wall.


    Holy hell.


    Her belongings dotted the formerly austere, simple room. It was an invasion of color. An invasion of femininity. Hell, it even smelled like her. Wildflowers stood in a vase on the mantel, while a brightly colored Montgomery plaid lay at the foot of the bed. A decorative chest stood in one corner, a handful of gowns peeking out. A gilt-edged hairbrush and mirror lay on the dressing table. And that wasn’t even the half of it. His breath fizzled.


    Aisla cleared her throat behind him. “As I’ve said, the rest will arrive later.”


    “There’s more?”


    She made a tsking noise, lowering her lashes. “A wife for six weeks I believe you said.”


    Devil take him and his stupid ideas. He should have agreed to the divorce and sent her on her way, just as she wanted. But no, he had to take it upon himself to take on his brother’s bloody wager and engage the chit in a war. Though he’d intended to do that with her ensconced at Maclaren. Not on top of his very toes in a dusty castle that catered to a man who essentially lived a bachelor’s life. It was no place for her.


    “Do you concede? We can end this right now.”


    Niall narrowed his eyes. She could not honestly believe he would crumble so swiftly. There was a wager to be won and a heavy debt paid. The stakes were too high for him to give up, just because she’d drawn first blood.


    “On the contrary, wife, I’ve nae wish to end things at all,” he said, reaching for the hem of his damp shirt, still wet from his plunge into the loch. He stripped it off, tossed it aside, and turned to face her.


    Her startled eyes lifted from the expanse of his bare chest, her lips parting in a soft intake of air. But just as Niall had quickly adjusted to the shock of Aisla’s belongings cluttering his room, she had the wherewithal to do the same. She raised her eyebrow in challenge. “That’s a nice view, but surely you didn’t think it would be that easy?”


    He faltered with a dark flush. In truth, he had. Snatching a dry plaid and a shirt from a nearby chest, he turned on his heel and nearly mowed down his grinning wife who hadn’t moved from her position in the doorway. “Where are you going, laird?”


    It’d been a long time since he’d had to answer to anyone. “To the tavern with the rest of the men.”


    He detected the barest flicker of emotion in that placid expression of hers, something so bleak that it made his stomach sour. It made him pause because of its familiarity. He’d seen that emotion one too many time in her eyes, but he’d been too much of a drunken lout to understand it then. He drew a harsh breath; it looked too much like pain. A raw, intolerable kind of pain. But then he blinked, and it was gone, replaced by a faintly amused smirk.


    “Will you be back in time for sup?”


    “Aye,” he said. “Though ’twill be at Maclaren. I’ve no’ yet found a cook. Or butler.” He stroked his bristled chin. “Or valet, though Dunkirk has done a decent job there.”


    “I’m surprised Fenella has lapsed in that regard. It always seemed like she’d expected to be mistress of the manor one day.” Aisla’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “I gather she got what she wanted.”


    He floundered for the right words. “Fenella was here…”


    When you weren’t.


    Niall trailed off without voicing the latter half of his thoughts, but his meaning was obvious, if the stricken look on Aisla’s face was any signal. As before, it was wiped away quickly, though the strain remained in her shoulders. They stood in frozen silence, tension beating between them like a trapped thing. Her chin rose infinitesimally as she inhaled an even breath. One inch more and her satin-clad breasts would be grazing his chest. One step closer and his lips could be on hers. But they stood, caught in the twist of something beyond the both of them…lost in the grip of the past.


    It was Aisla who stirred, her breath hissing through pink, parted lips.


    Niall did the smart thing.


    He stepped back and took his leave, almost running out of the keep past a sullen Fenella. He changed in the stables before pointing his horse toward the tavern. Niall did not want to think of the woman currently situated in his bedchamber, who had appeared at Tarben Castle with all the delicacy of a typhoon. He had to chuckle at the sheer cheek of it. This brash confidence she exuded was new. He suspected she’d learned it in Paris; it suited her.


    He needed to reassess.


    But first, a few laughs with his men in the tavern would be just the thing to take his mind off of his surprising mystery of a wife. However, luck was not completely in his favor.


    His men were there, but so was Leclerc.


    The smug son of a bitch had taken a whole table unto himself in the corner of the tavern. Either that, or he’d settled there and none of the other men had wanted to join him. Leclerc’s sharp eyes cut to Niall’s the moment he walked through the front door, the smoke, sweat, and earth-scented air chasing up his nose. It was clear the other miners hadn’t gone home to change out of their work clothes. It made the picture of the French nob, in his perfectly dandy trousers, white shirt, claret-colored waistcoat, and deep gold coat look even more ridiculous.


    Niall would not ignore the man, not when so many of the others were now watching him, waiting to see how their laird would treat such an unwelcome guest. To turn his back would be seen only as avoidance, and he was not a man who avoided anything. He’d meet this man head on.


    “What are ye doing here?” Niall asked as he pulled out a chair at Leclerc’s lonely table, and took a seat.


    A sly grin pulled at the man’s lips, and Niall saw him swiftly gauge the situation. Before Leclerc had even said a word in response, Niall knew he had a keen intelligence.


    “I thought I’d settle in a bit,” the Frenchman said, taking a sip of his ale. “It looks as though I’m going to be in Scotland for the foreseeable future.”


    He had a smooth, cultured voice, his French accent surprisingly light, and he was good looking. Leagues better than Dougal Buchanan—and himself, Niall thought. He was the sort of man who would have never lacked for female attention, or obvious interest from matchmaking mamas. And yet he’d had to go and propose to a woman who was already married. What did that mean? That he truly cared for Aisla? Hell, that he loved her?


    “Don’t ye have an estate around here, somewhere?” A tidbit he’d gleaned from Ronan.


    “Several days ride, but yes.” Leclerc’s coy grin stayed fixed. “Though I wouldn’t dream of taking my leave right now. Not with my future wife stuck here for an indeterminate period.”


    His future wife. Niall scowled. The man could not even pretend at penitence, or remorse, for having shown up here with Aisla. Leclerc’s lips curled in that eternally irritating smirk.


    “Ye’re amused, are ye?”


    “Ever so much.” Leclerc lifted his mug. “Can I buy you a drink?”


    Niall ground his jaw, his limbs tensed and aching. Half from the last few days’ physical labor, and half from unspent frustration. “Nae.”


    “I understand. Accepting anything from your wife’s next husband might feel a little…conflicting.”


    Not one ounce of sincerity or contrition laced his jovial tone, and Niall had a vision of reaching across the table, grabbing Leclerc by the lapels of his fancy French-milled coat, and pummeling him right in his pretty face. But he kept his body still, his arm propped on the arm of the chair, and merely grinned back at him. “I dunnae have a problem with that. If ye wanted to buy my supper, I wouldnae stop ye. I’m simply no’ here to drink.”


    Leclerc’s expression transformed only slightly, from sly to amused to moderately curious. And with every new expression, Niall’s desire to toss the man out the door—or through a window—only increased.


    “What does one do in a tavern other than drink?”


    “Buy a round for other men,” Niall replied, and with a signal to Tandry, the barkeep, indicated that the next round was on him.


    “Why, thank you,” Leclerc quipped.


    “Ye’re no’ on my payroll.”


    Leclerc laughed, unperturbed by the exclusion. “Highland hospitality is quite peculiar.”


    His sarcasm stoked Niall’s temper. “Ye expect hospitality when ye show up here, with my wife on yer arm?”


    “She put herself there quite willingly,” he replied, peering into his mug and swirling the dregs. “And for what it’s worth, I was completely unaware of your existence when I made my offer of marriage.”


    That got Niall’s back straight. He sat forward. “I thought ye and Aisla had kenned each other for some time.”


    “We have.”


    “And yet, ye didnae ken she had a husband?”


    “No one kenned,” Leclerc said, finishing his drink and setting the mug down. He peered at Niall, his expression shifting again, this time to something calculating. Though he kept his mouth sealed, patiently waiting for Niall to say something. To rise to the bait he’d dangled.


    Had Aisla pretended to be single in Paris? Her aunt had to have known, of course, but…no one else? The knowledge uncoiled low and fierce in the pit of his stomach, making him feel like a cornered animal ready to strike. Niall knew very well who its target would be. His beautiful, perfidious wife.


    “Learning she had a husband didn’t deter ye at all?” he asked, instead of reacting to the fact that Aisla had pretended he didn’t even exist.


    “Nothing much does,” Leclerc answered. “I want what I want.”


    An image, unbidden, of this man and Aisla sharing kisses…in bed…the intimacy Niall had known with her, caused a tremor to shake out into his arms. He pulled them off the tavern table so Leclerc wouldn’t see. But the man missed nothing. A blond eyebrow hiked.


    “She told me about your hand.”


    “Did she?” Niall drawled, his missing fingers aching to curl into a fist. Somehow, he still felt them there at times, like unseen spirits haunting him.


    “I admit, I would not have noticed if she hadn’t said anything,” Leclerc said. “You are a man whom someone would underestimate at their own peril. She said you never let your…infirmity stop you, and I admire that courage.”


    He wanted none of this man’s cajolery, sincere or otherwise.


    “Why her?” Niall asked. “Ye could have any woman. Why chase a married one?”


    He took no time at all to contemplate. “I’m not chasing at all. And I chose Lady Montgomery—”


    “Maclaren,” Niall growled.


    Leclerc canted his head in apology. “Forgive me. It’s only that I’ve grown used to addressing her as such the last few years. I chose Lady Maclaren for the same reasons I imagine you did. She’s quick on her feet, intelligent, funny, kind. We get on well.”


    Was that so? They got on well. What the bloody hell did that mean? Niall wasn’t sure he wanted to know, though it didn’t sound much like love. Already, he could feel the dormant anger frothing up from where he’d buried it. This Frenchman…he was greener pastures. Just like Dougal Buchanan had been. Aisla had never admitted to breaking her vows, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been with Dougal before she and Niall had eloped. It didn’t mean she hadn’t wanted to be with him.


    Niall stood from his chair, his muscles tight. Restrained. “Ye willnae be getting on so well the next several weeks, ye ken. While she’s here, on my land, she’s still my wife. And I dunnae take kindly to sharing.”


    He’d kept his voice low, but the conversation in the tavern had tapered enough to allow the other men to listen in. Niall didn’t mind. These were his clansmen, and they would, without doubt, side with him if they thought Leclerc was overstepping his boundaries.


    Leclerc bit back another smug grin, though this time, it held less amusement and more concern. “I’m not entirely sure what you expect to gain during Aisla’s forced stay here, but it isn’t going to be her heart. That I know for a fact.”


    Niall braced himself against the table, his right hand curled into a fist, knuckles digging into the pitted wood. Leclerc was only fishing for Niall to ask just who did have her heart…but Niall wouldn’t cave. He only glared at his wife’s silver-tongued lover and kept his pulse steady.


    “Ye may be welcome at Maclaren, but if ye set one foot on Tarbendale lands, I’ll have ye shot.”


    The murmuring inside the tavern went flat. Leclerc met his glare, and finally, that maddening smirk he wore disappeared. “That sounds like something I’d rather avoid.” He studied Niall with a contemplative look. “You’re not at all what I expected, Laird Tarbendale. But have a care. I may not be welcome, but if the lady feels threatened in any way, she will leave under my protection.”


    Niall had to admire the man’s sheer ballocks—he hadn’t even flinched at the threat leveled at him and had the nerve to issue a warning to him. In any other situation, he might have bought the man a pint. Leclerc stood and went to where he’d hung his hat, by the door. After the slight incline of a bow, he left.


    Silence stretched on for another handful of seconds, all eyes on Niall.


    “Another round, I think, Tandry,” he said, and it had the effect he wanted. The men cheered and got back to their conversations.


    Niall joined them, shaking his head at a mug of ale offered up every now and then. It was only polite, he supposed, and Niall was polite in return, listening to their talk and shaking off the confrontation with Leclerc.


    Niall wouldn’t shoot him, of course, but he’d needed to warn the Frenchman away. He was going to outmaneuver his clever, calculating little wife. So adroitly that she would be begging to stay. And once he’d won Ronan’s bet, then, he’d send her back on her way to Paris where she belonged.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Aisla stood at the narrow window looking out over the expansive Loch Rannoch. The glistening, reflective surface was one of the few beautiful memories she’d taken from Maclaren, and it looked much the same as it had from her bedchamber window at the Maclaren keep with the setting sun glinting off the water like dancing flames. Although Tarbendale was on the western edge of the loch, the view was still comparable. Better, even.


    Niall had been fortunate that his sister had decided to sell the land to him. Aisla had never visited Tarbendale in her short time at Maclaren, and it was strange to think that Niall was now laird of the small but lucrative estate. The Niall she’d married had been young and carefree, and careless. A spoiled, indolent lord who’d been coddled to his own detriment. He couldn’t have been less motivated to do anything beyond drinking, brawling, and wenching.


    Precisely what he might be doing now.


    Not that she cared. Niall’s behavior no longer had the power to hurt her.


    Aisla drew a reassuring breath and pushed away from the window. A satisfied smile curved her lips as she recalled the look on his face when he’d first seen her at Tarben Castle, and then took in the fact that she would be staying. Attack was the best form of defense—her sister-in-law, Sorcha, had taught her that. In hindsight, Aisla did not know if her impulsive decision to move her trunks into his home would cost her more than she was prepared to pay.


    Tarben Castle was neutral ground. It did not have the memories that the keep at Maclaren did. And while she understood that this was no more than a game, Aisla did not want to be upended by the past. But this was his space. Filled with his allies. One in particular.


    Though she’d put Fenella out of her mind, it’d been a shock to see her in the role of Niall’s housekeeper. The venomous look the woman had given her hadn’t changed, nor had her attitude.


    “’Tis ye,” she’d said with a sneer upon seeing Aisla on the doorstep.


    Aisla had smiled graciously. “Aye, it’s me. You look well, Fenella,” she’d said. “Though I’m surprised to see you here.”


    “Why?”


    “I would have thought you’d be married with a family of your own by now. You know, moved on from being the cuckoo in her master’s nest.”


    Fenella’s scowl had darkened. “Ye’re still a bitch.”


    “And you’re still a foul-mouthed parasite,” Aisla replied, all delivered with a smile.


    The woman’s mouth had opened and shut like a fish. Aisla had learned more than a thing or two in France when dealing with particularly vicious young debutantes. Bullies didn’t much like it when their victims stood up to them.


    “Niall willnae like that ye’re here,” Fenella said, changing tactics when she’d seen Aisla’s portmanteau and trunk. “We’ve nae rooms prepared.”


    “I’m certain my husband won’t mind if I share his chambers.” She waved an idle arm. “This was his idea, after all.”


    Technically, Aisla’s presence at Tarben Castle wasn’t his idea, but Fenella wouldn’t have known that. Aisla had taken great pleasure in sweeping past the gaping woman and having the groom from Maclaren ferry her things up to his chamber. It hadn’t been hard to figure out which was his, given that Fenella was of no assistance, but thankfully, it’d been the only furnished one.


    She had spent the morning redecorating the masculine and spartan space, and making sure her wifely presence was glaringly obvious. Her longtime Parisian maid, Pauline, had not been pleased with the reassignment, though she’d borne the change with her usual grace, even helping with the redesign. And when Niall had returned, Aisla could not have hoped for a more gratifying response.


    Delightful satisfaction aside, now that she was alone and evening was upon her, she couldn’t help but realize that there was only one bed. Two armchairs stood in front of the fireplace. Perhaps Niall could sleep there. Or on a pallet. Pauline had taken the tiny antechamber next door. Perhaps, if push came to shove, Aisla could make do there.


    Where did Fenella sleep? She was his housekeeper, but she wasn’t exactly a servant. And if she was more…


    Aisla glanced at the huge bed and immediately resented the direction of her thoughts, and the host of unwelcome images that followed. She did not care who slept in that bed or whether he housed a harem of women there. It was certainly large enough. Then again, her husband had matured into quite a large man—surely honed by hours of hard, outdoor labor—as she’d discerned when he’d shed his damp shirt. His chest had been chiseled, his skin bronzed by the sun.


    When he’d stood there earlier, dwarfing the entire room, Aisla had been hard pressed not to notice just how well built he was. Clad in nothing but a damp tartan, all that was missing was a claymore for him to resemble a Highlander of old. He’d always been tall, but his youthful leanness had given way to an astonishingly broad physique with thick, muscled arms that would wield a broadsword as if it were a toothpick.


    The sound of footsteps drew her out of her reveries. “Beggin’ yer pardon, milady,” a young, wide-eyed maid said with a bob. “The rest o’ yer things have arrived. And ye have a caller.”


    Aisla’s curiosity was piqued as she went down the stairs. No one apart from Lady Dunrannoch knew she’d removed herself to Tarben Castle. At the bottom of the staircase, her eyes narrowed at the sight of Fenella simpering and giving Julien an inspection worthy of a farmer looking over new steer. The woman was shameless. Then again, it was Julien. He’d always had that effect on women. At least three debutantes each Season went into a dead faint in his presence. It was a wonder that she wasn’t attracted to him, but then again, her tastes seemed to run to hard-eyed and equally hard-hearted, ruthless Scotsmen.


    “Lord Leclerc, what a charming surprise,” she said, standing on the last step. “I see you’ve already met Fenella, the laird’s housekeeper, and clearly the latest casualty of your charms.”


    Fenella glared daggers in her direction and bustled back to the kitchens, where Aisla hoped she was overseeing an evening meal that preferably did not include poison.


    “Chérie,” Julien said, coming forward to kiss her on both cheeks. “I had to see how you were faring.” His pale eyes took in the stone walls and the bare hall that was partially furnished with long eating tables and benches. A few armchairs stood in one corner near a giant hearth. Apart from the occasional maid running in and out, the great hall was deserted. “It is quite provincial, is it not? Charming in its own way, I suppose. Are you well?”


    She smiled and drew him toward the chairs. “As well as can be expected. Shall I see if I can get us some tea?” Aisla frowned in the direction of the kitchen. “Though we’re more likely to be served tea made with water from a horse trough.”


    “Your nemesis, I take it?” he said with a grin.


    Aisla grimaced. “Fenella’s welcome to Niall. If he’d only agree to the divorce, she could have him, free and in the clear. I’d walk them to the altar myself.” She sat and put her head in her hands. “Oh God, Jules, thank the heavens you’re only a short ride away. I don’t know if I can do it. I don’t know if I can survive six weeks here alone with him. It’s positively…”


    “Uncivilized?”


    “I was going to say idiotic.” She met her friend’s perceptive gaze. Telling Julien the truth about her past had been difficult, and while he’d proven understanding, she wasn’t certain he’d approve of this wager she’d made with Niall. So far as Julien knew, they were being held in place at Maclaren and Tarbendale upon orders from the family solicitor. Aisla saw no reason to alter that. “I certainly hope Mr. Stevenson comes through with the marriage record sooner rather than later.”


    He met her gaze and sharpened his own. “Before there is any danger of dredging up old feelings?”


    Aisla gaped at him. “Hardly. It’s over between us.”


    “He doesn’t seem to think so.”


    She sat forward. “What do you mean?”


    “I took a great personal risk in coming here, you know,” Julien told her, lowering his voice in a conspiratorial fashion. “I just saw your very ominous, scowling husband at the tavern. I gather he was not pleased about your new living arrangements. And honestly, Aisla, you could have warned me he has an ego to match his size.”


    “I didn’t know,” she said indignantly. “I haven’t seen him in six years! Of course he wasn’t pleased. And he’s always been arrogant.” She vaulted an eyebrow, staring at him pointedly. “Which man isn’t?”


    He gave her an affronted, over-the-top Julien look that normally made her laugh, but this time only made her want to hit him. She shook her head and groaned. Scotland brought out her Highlander blood in full force. “What did he say to you?”


    “Since we don’t have the opera or the theater, you must indulge my need for drama, chérie, particularly when my life is at stake every second that passes,” he went on. “As I was saying, I was sitting there in the tavern, minding my own business, when your husband sat down for a chat. Sadly, he did not like what I had to say. Most of the men there were well into their cups, and I barely escaped unscathed.”


    Aisla fought an eye-roll. She knew exactly the kind of provoking things Julien liked to say. “Then what happened?”


    “Nothing happened,” he said, with an infuriatingly blasé laugh. “There was a bit of cock-strutting and posturing, but beyond an empty threat to shoot me should I set foot on Tarbendale lands, it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.”


    She gasped. “He threatened to shoot you?”


    “If I set foot here,” he said solemnly and patted his heart. “Oui.”


    This time she did roll her eyes and laugh. “You’re safe. If they’re at the tavern, it will be all night before anyone returns.” Aisla signaled to a maid hurrying past. “Please ask Fenella to send in some refreshment for his lordship. Wine, ale, whisky, or whatever is available.”


    Julien smiled brightly, nearly knocking the poor girl off her feet. “Whisky, if you have it. Thank you, mignon.”


    “You’re incorrigible,” she said, feeling light for the first time in hours. “Flirting in front of your future wife.”


    He smirked. “While sitting in the heap of stones belonging to the man my future wife is currently married to.”


    “You’re the one who wanted to wed.”


    “The prize isn’t worth anything if it’s not worth fighting for.”


    They shared a grin of commiseration just as Fenella appeared with a tray. With one glass of whisky. Aisla would have sighed if it wasn’t so predictable. She nodded for Julien to take the drink. After Fenella left with a scowl, he lifted the glass high in toast. “To getting what we both want.”


    Aisla frowned thoughtfully at him, sitting there so out of place in his fashionable clothes. “Why would you want to stay when you could go back to Paris? You don’t have to be here.”


    “And miss all the fun?” He grinned and drained the whisky. “I wouldn’t leave for all the gold in Scotland. It’s like being in the middle of my own personal bawdy-house theater production. The laird seduces the maiden. The wife seduces the master. Who will win? I’m on tenterhooks.”


    “Do be serious.”


    He pressed a palm to his chest in mock horror. “I am always serious.”


    “Why stay? The truth.”


    “If you must know, Maman is on the warpath about my future bride, and I’d rather not drown in swooning virgins being tossed on the sacrificial altar à la Julien.”


    “You haven’t told her about us?”


    He shot her a look. “After you announced you were already married? No, of course not. It would break her heart, if for some reason you chose to stay married and remain in this barren wasteland.”


    “That will never happen.”


    “Lie to yourself all you want, chérie, but I have seen the way you look at that man and it makes me blush.”


    “Jules.” Mortified, Aisla bit her lips and steered the subject away from her unfortunate attraction to her husband. “I know she’s ill and you wish to make her happy, but why is she being so insistent about marriage now?”


    Julien shifted in his seat and looked into his empty glass with a frown.


    “She received a letter from her father, the Marquess of Riverley. The old toad’s dying. She’s taken the news hard, even though she hasn’t spoken to the old codger in decades. His illness has made her obsessed about her own mortality. It’s made her declining health all the more real to her, and I suspect she feels backed into a corner with the need to continue the family line.”


    “And you don’t?”


    “No. I’d much rather be here, being threatened by braw Scotsmen.”


    She couldn’t help but laugh then. “Well, then, we must do whatever we can to protect the innocent.”


    “I better leave before your beloved returns and makes good on his promise to riddle me with holes.” He tossed her an aggrieved look. “Are all Scots so barbaric?”


    She thought of her brothers with a fond smile. “No. Some are worse.”


    Aisla rose from her seat, her amusement fading as she walked Julien to the door. “He’s not my beloved,” she added. “I’ll do everything in my power to shorten the six weeks, and put this behind us so we can all move on. I’m glad you’re here, Jules.”


    Julien paused to buss a kiss on each cheek. “As am I.” In an uncharacteristic display of seriousness, his expression grew somber. “Are you sure this is truly what you want, Aisla?”


    “Of course it is. Why would you ask me that?”


    “Because it’s clear that there is still something between the two of you, even to me and my jaded sensibilities.”


    Aisla went quiet. Surely, the tension between them wasn’t that transparent? It was on the tip of her tongue to say that the only thing there was, was lust, but she bit her lips. Lust meant nothing. And if she gave in to it, if she lost one ounce of control, Niall would claim his victory.


    “No, whatever was there is long gone. I won’t change my mind, either.”


    He looked at her a long time before responding, his eyes oddly unreadable. “Very well. Send a Scottish falcon if you need me.” He grinned and winked, the momentary awkwardness disappearing. “And try not to lose your temper, chérie. I shouldn’t like to risk coming back to rescue you. This body is far too precious to be decorated with bullets.”


    “Some knight you are.”


    “I have a feeling you are more than capable of taking care of yourself, my darling. Adieu!”


    After Julien rode back to Maclaren, Aisla’s stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since breaking her fast that morning. The hour for sup at Maclaren had come and gone, and Niall had not returned. In truth, she didn’t expect him to, and she was too tired to go up to the Maclaren keep. Surely, she’d be able to find something edible here. She didn’t require much, perhaps some bread and cheese, or an oatcake.


    She spotted the young scullery maid who’d run through the hall earlier and waved her down. “What is your name?”


    “Caitlin, yer ladyship,” she said with a curtsy.


    “Might you point me in the direction of the kitchen?” she asked. “I am in need of something to eat.”


    “O’ course, milady. ’Tis this way.” She smiled shyly. “Yer caller was very bonny.”


    Aisla shook her head and laughed. “And well he knows it, too.”


    To her surprise, unlike the rest of the castle, the kitchen was large and well appointed, with shiny pots and pans hanging from various hooks near a large stone hearth. And thankfully, there was no sign of Fenella, for which Aisla was grateful. She couldn’t conceive of dealing with someone so unpleasant on an empty stomach.


    “Please sit, milady,” Caitlin said, indicating a stool near a round table.


    Aisla looked around at the clearly refurbished kitchen. “How long has the laird been living here?”


    “Going on a year now,” Caitlin said. “It took months to repair the castle enough to live in it after so much of it was burned to the ground during the fire, but the laird was busy at the quarry, ye ken.”


    “At the what?” Aisla frowned, but there was no answer. Perhaps she had misheard.


    The young maid had disappeared into a nearby larder only to emerge with a roast chicken pie. Aisla promptly forgot her question or any other sensible thought in her head. Her mouth watered and she accepted the offering with gratitude. “Bless you, Caitlin.”


    The girl smiled. “Me mam made it fer the laird, but he’s at the tavern with the other lads from the mines.”


    “Mines?”


    “Aye, the work the men do at Tarbendale,” Caitlin explained. “I’m sure the laird willnae fash.”


    Aisla wasn’t so sure about Niall not minding his dinner going missing, but wild horses couldn’t have stopped her from eating it. She sat on a stool and bit into the cold but still flaky pastry, sighing with delight. There was nothing to be said for a good, homemade Scottish pie.


    “Mmm. Divine.”


    “That good, is it?” The deep, amused voice nearly made her tumble off her seat.


    She turned, discreetly wiping the crumbs from her lips with one hand, noticing that Caitlin had made herself scarce with the laird’s arrival. Aisla chewed and swallowed her mouthful. Niall’s face was flushed as he lounged on the inside of the doorway, one booted foot propped against the doorjamb, arms folded across his broad chest. His blue eyes sparkled with laughter and he looked so relaxed, so disarmingly boyish, that she almost had an attack of sentimental yearning.


    Until he pushed off the wall to walk closer, and she smelled the ale on him.


    She sniffed, nostalgia swamped by other, not so pleasant memories. Nights much like this one when he ignored her, or didn’t come home at all. Nights when bitter fighting over his drinking had ended in insults and tears.


    “My dinner?” he asked. Before she could blink, he reached down to lift the pie to his mouth and took a bite. The bold intimacy of it made something awaken in her belly.


    “That’s mine.”


    “What’s yers is mine, leannan,” he said. “Isnae that why ye’re here in my castle?”


    “Don’t call me that.”


    He smiled, his thumb rising to graze her lower lip. “Ye have a crumb just here.” Aisla sucked in a gasp as he lifted the errant piece of pastry to his mouth, his tongue darting out to lick the flake from his finger. He didn’t take his eyes from hers.


    “Ye’re right,” he rasped. “’Tis indeed divine.”


    Aisla had to shake herself back to her senses. Hard. This was all part of the game and his way of striking back. The hungry look in his eyes that said he wanted nothing more than to devour her was no more than a farce. A persuasive, chemise-incinerating sham, but one nonetheless.


    She inhaled deeply, forcing herself to breathe in the smell of sour ale on his person, and wrinkled her nose. “You stink. Still drowning your woes, I see.”


    Niall straightened in confusion and drew away, staring down at the damp, brown stain on his shirt. His expression was earnest. “One of the men at the tavern was over enthusiastic in his toast.”


    She’d forgotten how clever he was, how convincing. She’d fallen for his excuses so many times before. But her eyes were open now, and she wasn’t the girl she’d left behind a lifetime ago it seemed. Aisla stood, pushing her plate to the side, her appetite gone.


    “Forgive me if I don’t believe you. I’ve had the benefit of too much history, you see. If it smells like a wolf and acts like a wolf, then it is one. I would be a naive fool to believe otherwise.”


    “Aisla, I—”


    She cut him off with a hand. “Save your explanations and your oaths, Niall. If we’re going to continue this absurd pretense for the next six weeks, then at least do me the civility of not lying to my face. I know you, remember?”


    “Ye dunnae ken me,” he said softly. “No’ anymore.”


    They stared at each other in combative silence, any pretense of affability gone. Aisla couldn’t quite read the expression in his eyes. If she didn’t trust him or herself where he was concerned so much, she would have thought that his eyes appeared quite lucid. But she’d believed his lies before, fell for them quite willingly because she’d wanted to believe his excuses. She’d let herself be convinced by his promises and his fervent declarations of love. She’d been gullible once, and had had her heart trampled for it.


    Once a drunk, always a drunk. How many men had she known at Montgomery like him? And in Paris, too. The only loyalty they had was to the liquor in their cups. She glanced at Niall’s sodden chest. Or on his shirt, as the case may be. She might be blinded by a few bulging muscles, but she was not stupid.


    “Find another fool,” she finally said, walking away.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    The bruising ride to Edinburgh to meet with Mr. Stevenson hadn’t begun to take the edge off Niall’s agitation. His industrious wife had more than made her presence felt at Tarbendale over the last week. She’d even gone so far as to take over his chamber, and he’d been forced to sleep elsewhere. He’d settled for an uncomfortable chair in the library after Hamish, that ungrateful bastard, got wind of why he did not want to return to Tarben Castle after the first few nights.


    “The lass is in yer chamber?” He’d guffawed, laughing until tears were running down his cheeks. “In yer bed at Tarbendale?”


    “Aye.”


    Hamish hadn’t stopped grinning. “A beautiful woman is in yer bed, and ye want to sleep in my keep?”


    “What of it?”


    “Where in God’s name are yer ballocks?”


    Hamish hadn’t seen Niall’s right hook coming, but it had shut the mouthy clotheid up for at least a quarter of an hour. Still, the ribbing had rubbed Niall raw. Why wasn’t he in his own bed? Why had he allowed some scheming woman to take up residence in his own home? And worse, allowed her to displace him? He was the damned laird.


    Niall wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but it wasn’t that he was afraid of Aisla. He was afraid of himself. His lust had only grown, until it raged like a caged monster inside his body every time she was near. The sound of her lilting voice made his chest clench, the scent of her made his brain scramble, and hell, the sight of her made walking nigh impossible.


    But he would die before letting Ronan or Aisla win, despite being caught between the two wagers. Changing Aisla’s mind about him and winning her over should have gone hand-in-hand with Aisla’s challenge to see who could seduce whom first. Seduce her, win her affections again. Win both wagers in one fell swoop.


    What Niall had not prepared himself for was just how out of control he felt whenever Aisla entered a room. He had to maintain the upper hand, but thus far, all he’d felt while in her presence was undiluted longing, irritation, and teeth-gnashing confusion.


    The ride to Edinburgh had been two fold. He would see his solicitor regarding progress on the divorce, and he would find relief with a courtesan. Anything to offset the need building inside of him like a storm tide, or else he would likely take his tempting siren of a wife and toss her skirts over her head. And lose that wager in the process.


    The thought of scrubbing his debt with Ronan had paled in comparison to the physical torture he’d subjected himself to. And that was only after one week. The real danger, however, came from the fact that outside of his sexual frustration, he was starting to like having her around. In typical Aisla fashion, she had not spent her days doing nothing, but had taken it upon herself to renovate and brighten the great hall.


    An expansive space that had once been bland and uninspiring, was now covered in tapestries and furniture she’d purloined from Maclaren, with his mother’s help, he suspected, along with sweet-scented rushes in the hearth. She’d also arranged for a cook. The scullery maid’s mother who had made the delectable roast chicken pie. The one he’d found Aisla enjoying by herself in the kitchens, a few buttery crumbs clinging to her full, lower lip.


    Niall’s groin throbbed. Hell, he couldn’t even think of sodding pie without getting aroused. The wager wasn’t the only thing at risk of being lost. He was about to lose his dashed mind.


    Leaving his horse with a groom, he entered the offices of his solicitor, also his father’s longtime advisor.


    “You’re looking well, Laird Maclaren,” the bespectacled man with a balding pate said. “Please have a seat.”


    “And ye, Stevenson.” He didn’t waste time getting to the point. “Have ye been successful in finding the documents? I cannae believe it will take six weeks. My wife is eager to return to Paris.”


    “Six weeks?” he asked with a quizzical frown.


    “Yer messenger a week ago advised that she should stay in Scotland for a few weeks to a month or so.”


    He shook his head. “No, my laird, my message said it might behoove the lady to return home until the documents are found.”


    Niall blinked. And then sighed. The duchess. What purpose could she have for wanting to keep Aisla in Scotland? She wouldn’t have known about the wager he’d made with Ronan. Surely, she did not hope for reconciliation? He and Aisla were different people, living in different worlds. The attraction might still be there, but despite his intention to use it to win the wager and erase his debt to Ronan, it was not the basis for a marriage. Not one that lasted anyway.


    “Have ye found them?”


    The man shook his head. “Not yet. The records in Inverness are in shambles, and according to the register clerk, it will take weeks to sort through.” He paused, a frown creasing his brow. “They cannot seem to find any record of your marriage.” At Niall’s expression, he rushed to continue. “Though, however, they have assured me that they are still looking.”


    “We signed a book. With witnesses.” The witness had been the vicar’s own son, if Niall recalled correctly. Or perhaps it’d been his footman. More than one person had been in their cups that night, including him.


    “Several ledgers are missing, laird.” He fumbled with the papers on his desk. “That vicar in particular had a problem with spirits.”


    Niall’s gaze narrowed. “What are ye saying?”


    “I will get to this bottom of this, but it will take time. Once we are able to locate the records, we will be able to proceed with the divorce in the courts.” He cleared his throat discreetly. “With the duke’s influence, and the uncontested grounds of desertion and adultery, it should be accomplished within months, if that is still your wish.”


    “It is.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Proceed.”


    “Laird Maclaren,” Stevenson began. “If I may be so bold, I have known your family a long time. I consider the duke a dear friend, and you are like my own son. Is there any way your marriage can be saved?” Niall’s brows contracted in warning, but Stevenson marched on. “I fear it will devastate your father, you see.”


    The Duke of Dunrannoch might have been bedridden for months, but he still enjoyed making his desires heard.


    “Has he sent word?” Niall asked. A part of him regretted that he hadn’t confided in his father, but he hadn’t wanted to add to his burdens. And more importantly, he’d been ashamed to acknowledge his failure as a husband. He shook his head, shrugging off the faint touch of guilt.


    “No, but I know he would want you to be happy. All of his children.” The solicitor paused delicately. “And while your estranged situation is singular in nature, there’s no reason for you not to take your wife in hand now that she’s returned.”


    Niall laughed drily. “If ye kenned my wife, ye would understand how ludicrous a statement that is. She wants the divorce, Stevenson, to marry another.” The man’s eyes widened, but Niall held up a staying hand. “And I owe it to my clansmen to find a Scottish lass who wants to be their lady. My father will understand that it’s best for the whole clan.”


    “But Lady Maclaren is Scottish.”


    Niall let out a gruff, flat laugh. “No’ anymore she’s no’.”


    Stevenson nodded. “I see.” He stood, and shook Niall’s hand. “Then perhaps it will be necessary to remind her of that fact.”


    Niall could see why the crafty old dodger and his father were friends. “I will take that into consideration. Thank ye for yer help.”


    Once done, he decided to make his way to Ronan’s club, hoping he’d run into his brother along with a nice, accommodating bit of muslin.


    Ronan had been at Maclaren when Aisla had arrived, but he’d been off to Edinburgh the next day for a meeting with the laird of a neighboring clan, the Campbells, after his continued refusal to marry one of the laird’s daughters for the sake of an alliance. Still, strained relations with a neighboring clan could prove jeopardous, and so this meeting in Edinburgh, taking place on mutually agreed neutral ground, would hopefully smooth the rift.


    When Niall, climbing the steps to the club, met his brother on his way out, he noticed Ronan’s face was twisted into a menacing scowl. The meeting hadn’t gone well, then. Niall stopped him with a raised hand. “The Campbell?”


    His brother’s expression relaxed, if only slightly, when he saw Niall. “Aye. And that bounder, Dougal Buchanan.”


    Niall hadn’t expected to hear that name, and the very sound of it made his insides twist. “Buchanan? He was here?”


    “Aye, the Buchanans and the Campbells are soon to be allies, ye ken, now that Dougal is betrothed to Rose Campbell, and they’re pushing for an alliance with Maclaren.” Ronan’s eyes narrowed. “What did ye do to him? Dougal.”


    “No’ a thing,” Niall said. “Why?”


    “I got the notion he hates ye.”


    Niall’s jaw clenched. The feeling was mutual. “What did he say?”


    “Nothing outright. But he made a habit of bringing up yer name, and each time he looked like he was choking on it.”


    Niall chuckled darkly. “He was supposed to marry Aisla. Her father, the Mad Montgomery, had championed the match.”


    “An alliance with the Montgomerys would have been a powerful one.” Ronan nodded, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “No’ to mention fruitful in the extreme, combining land and sheep. Far better than the one he’s about to form with the Campbells. Does he carry a grudge then?”


    “I suppose,” Niall answered, thinking of the last time he’d seen the man. “I had him thrown off our lands years ago, when he came sniffing around Aisla during the summer festival.”


    “Did ye make him angry enough to make him want to cause trouble now?” Ronan asked.


    Niall shrugged, frowning as he recalled the loosened boards at the mine and the slew of recent accidents. But it had been ages since he’d caught Dougal standing too close to Aisla at the festival, whispering in her ear and making her blush. Aye, he’d tossed him off their lands, and surprisingly, the bastard hadn’t put up a fight, though he’d smirked all the way to the Maclaren border.


    Before leaving, Dougal said something strange about feisty women with the devil’s kiss, and to watch Aisla’s back closely. At the time, Niall had been half pissed and the comment had sounded like nonsense. Later on, however, the meaning had smacked him in the head. Devil’s kiss…it was what some called a birthmark. And Aisla had a delicate, strawberry-colored mark on her lower back, right above the curve of her buttocks.


    Had he deciphered Dougal’s words immediately, he would have likely throttled him. Over the years, the fury over knowing Dougal Buchanan had seen his wife in the nude had tempered, though not by much. Still, all that was in the past.


    “If so, what does he hope to gain? If it’s Aisla, he’s welcome to the lass. But he’s already betrothed and she plans to marry another. As it stands, maybe we can just offer her up in a trade.”


    Ronan raised one of his dark brows at his thinly veiled sarcasm, and with a wide grin, waved on the men who’d accompanied him for the meeting. “Losing the wager already, bràthair? I take it yer wife has whipped things up into a froth back at Maclaren. I’m looking forward to enjoying my profits.”


    “’Tis early yet. And she’s ensconced at Tarbendale, so dunnae get yer hopes up.”


    Ronan led Niall back inside the gentleman’s club, where they sat themselves near a faro table and ordered a whisky and a coffee. Ronan sipped the first while Niall grimaced at the strong black brew of the second. The coffee left its bitter trace on the back of his tongue. Of course, that could have been from thinking about the mess he’d gotten himself into with Aisla.


    “She’s staying with ye?” Ronan finally asked. He leaned forward, true surprise lighting his usually stoic gaze. “How did ye manage that? I thought she was staying at Maclaren with that…” The muscles along Ronan’s jaw rippled, and Niall could only imagine the brutal things his brother was imagining doing to the Frenchman.


    “Jackanape?”


    “I can think of harsher names for that clinker,” Ronan muttered.


    “Dunnae forget she plans to accept his proposal,” Niall said, the bitter coffee sliding into his stomach and making it sour. “Even if I win our wager, I intend for her to leave.” He drank a gulp of coffee. “And there’s more.”


    Ronan sat back in the chair, his bright gaze receding into its usual contemplative state. Niall took a breath, and explained all that had passed since Aisla had made her own unexpected wager…to see who could seduce whom first, with the victor receiving a nod of defeat from the other.


    “Let me see if I understand,” Ronan said, his expression incredulous when Niall finished. “Ye’ve agreed to a public apology admitting yer failures as a husband, and sending her back to Paris with a divorce if she’s able to tempt ye into her bed before the next six weeks are up?”


    “Aye.”


    Ronan did something rare then. His lips parted, breaking into a wide smile, and he barked out a short, harsh laugh. “Ye’ve already lost, brother, and she kens it.”


    “How do ye mean?”


    “What are ye, some sort of milksop? Do ye really think ye’ll be able to resist the lass when she offers herself to ye? I’d heard rumors from her time in France that she’s as clever as a fox.” Ronan shook his head as he sat back and took a sip of his whisky. “Ye couldnae wait to make her yers before the vows.”


    Niall pushed his coffee aside and leaned forward. “Wait, what did ye hear about my wife in France?” he asked Ronan, frowning.


    Ronan’s amusement fell off, and he looked slightly abashed. “Ye’re my kin. My brother. Ye think I wouldnae keep an eye on the lass while she gallivanted around Paris?”


    “That wasnae yer duty.”


    It had been his. And he hadn’t done it. He’d known where she was, and he could have written to her. Could have asked any number of friends and acquaintances who’d traveled to London what they’d heard of Aisla. But asking after her would have only drawn their pity. And there was no chance that he’d make the mistake of showing up in Paris himself—not again. He’d been doltish enough to try it once, to bring her home. He still felt the burn of humiliation whenever he thought about that wasted trip, and shoved it out of his mind now, too.


    “Duty or no’, I had to make sure she wasnae in any trouble,” Ronan said.


    The spear of guilt lanced Niall again. It was something he should have done. “What did ye learn?” he forced himself to ask.


    “That she had a firm place in society. Balls, parties, friends. She was never alone, and didnae lack the attentions of male company.”


    It came as no surprise that Aisla had been popular among the men of Paris. Niall had sensed a new maturity about her, a subtle sensual awareness that only experience could provide. The French fop, clearly, had not been her only champion. The guilt eating away at him changed then, transforming into a recognizable beast: hot, knife-edged jealousy.


    Ronan tossed back the rest of his whisky and lowered his voice now that the faro game to their right had dissolved, and the clamoring around them had quieted. “Why dunnae we forget the wager? Ye’ve worked hard, Niall. To move on. To forget her. And now, I can see it burning in yer eyes again. That old anger and hurt. I ken what ye were like when she left the first time—”


    “I’m no’ the same man I was back then. And I fully intend to win the wager. Yers and hers.”


    “I ken that. But ye’re still playing with fire, bràthair. No matter who wins at this game ye’ve got going on, ye’re going to get hurt.”


    Ronan didn’t mince words. Never had. But he also didn’t truly understand, not if he thought Niall had been working hard to move on and forget it. Niall hadn’t been doing that at all. He’d been building himself, making himself into something more. And every step of the way, he’d also been dreaming of the possibility of being able to brandish it in Aisla’s face just how far he’d come. How much he’d changed.


    He’d made mistakes, too, he wouldn’t deny that. But he wasn’t the only one at fault. And now, the only reason she was back at all was to finalize what she’d set into motion years ago—that he’d never been the man for her. No. She wasn’t here to stay.


    “Where my wife is concerned, I’m no’ playing with fire,” Niall said. “I’m wielding it.”


    Ronan sat back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. He held his brother’s steady gaze. “I hope so.”


    A bubbly laugh cut through the gaming room, and Niall was grateful. He glanced up to find three scantily garbed women mingling on the floor. One looked his way, a curly haired brunette with a pair of jade eyes that might have once pinned him to the back of his chair. They were eyes that knew what they could do to a man. But they didn’t have any effect on Niall.


    He had come to the club to speak to Ronan and to slake his pent frustration with a woman, any woman. Keeping his mind sharp and his lust drained had been the reasoning behind it. But the conversation with Ronan had been enlightening. Not once in six long years had Niall allowed himself to take a woman to bed. He’d felt cravings, to be sure, but his real appetite for the company of women had been snuffed out.


    “The lass is looking over here,” Ronan said, beginning to stand. “I’ll take my leave so ye can have a chance with her.”


    “Dunnae bother,” he told Ronan. “I’m leaving as well.”


    Niall braced his hand and leather-covered stump on the tabletop to stand. The brunette’s eyes went straight to the stitched leather and hook covering there, and couldn’t mask her reaction, or her horror. She turned away. Niall only chuckled grimly. Her rejection couldn’t touch him. Not now, after building such a resistance to caring about other people’s opinions. Ronan had been right: Niall had come a long way, and he wouldn’t tumble back down into that hole he’d once lived in.


    He had two goals now—one was to teach his wife a lesson she would not soon forget, and the other was to clear his ledgers with Ronan.


    Both would allow him to move on.


    …


    Good Lord, Aisla could breathe again. With Niall gone, the constriction around her chest had loosened, like the strings of a husband-sized corset. She didn’t want to investigate that curiosity further, or admit it might have had anything to do with her residual feelings for him. Or worse, her current feelings for him. Instead, she put it down to the fact that Niall was a powerful laird, and his presence was simply everywhere. If it were up to her, she would leave and never look back. She’d done it once, and she could do it again. But she couldn’t, according to Mr. Stevenson, who was hopefully closing in on the missing marriage records.


    This is for Julien’s dying mother, she reminded herself. And your one chance for a real family and a happy future.


    A few measly weeks for a lifetime of freedom.


    Less, if she could seduce her dratted husband. A prospect that was becoming more daunting by the day.


    Aisla shook her head and continued her exploration. She’d taken the opportunity to investigate Tarben Castle in Niall’s absence. Fenella’s, too. The housekeeper had made herself scarce as if she couldn’t quite work out the new Aisla, who didn’t cower or cry, or go running at the slightest provocation. It wouldn’t have surprised Aisla if Fenella hadn’t gone to Edinburgh with her master. The sharp dig of jealousy took her by surprise.


    Damnation, she wasn’t jealous, but the thought of that woman in Niall’s bed made her want to claw something. Aisla’s awareness of him was purely physical. After all, he was the only man she’d ever been with. He had always been handsome and charismatic, but now he exuded a potent masculinity that hadn’t been there before. Aisla had to admit that such sensual confidence was intensely appealing.


    Despite being a drunk, Niall had never lacked for talent in the bedroom, though later on he’d become a bit artless in his inebriated haste. And even then, most times, she’d been well and truly satisfied. In the beginning, they’d been hardly able to keep their hands from one another, but shortly after their return to Maclaren, passion had given way to enmity.


    Aisla slid her hand over her flat stomach, feeling the usual dull reminder of loss. There wasn’t a day that went by she didn’t think of the child they would have had if she had not miscarried. If the babe had lived, she would have been all of five, with rosy cheeks and happy smiles. Would things have been different? Or worse? Would she have left? Would Niall have changed with fatherhood?


    Enough, Aisla.


    This was no time for what ifs. Niall hadn’t changed for her, and a child would have made little difference. Shaking off her maudlin thoughts, Aisla opened two heavy, gilded doors into a massive gallery. She’d never been in this wing of the keep. Like the rest of the castle, the space was covered in cobwebs and needed a good dusting, but the walls were intricately carved and painted with old murals. Cracked paintings of previous lords garnished one end, while the other opened to a handful of French doors leading out to a balcony.


    It could have been a ballroom at one point, Aisla thought as she hummed a tune under her breath and spun to the middle of the dusty floor. She did miss the excitement of all the balls and the parties in Paris. While she’d never cuckolded her husband, she had allowed herself the enjoyment of social activity. It had been the only thing that could fill the gaping hole inside of her, and fill it she had with balls, soirees, musicales. It was, Aisla supposed, how she got such a reputation as a social butterfly in the first place.


    At first, she hadn’t planned to disabuse anyone of the notion that she was married, but one person had assumed she was unmarried and then another had assumed she was a widow. Aisla simply hadn’t bothered to correct either assumption. As the years passed, she decided she was well on her way to spinsterhood, and she had been driven to enjoy life without the encumbrance of a husband who had not wanted her.


    Lifting her hands toward the painted ceiling, she spun again, imagining the sounds of an orchestra behind her, and laughed.


    “I agree,” an amused voice said. “’Twould be wonderful with music.”


    Aisla almost tripped over her own feet as she stumbled to an abrupt halt. A statuesque, flame-haired woman she had never seen before stood just inside the gallery doors. The prideful way she held herself suggested she wasn’t a servant, though she was dressed simply in a brown dress with a red and black plaid draped over her shoulders. She looked flushed, as if she’d just finished a brisk walk or ride.


    “Oh, I didn’t know anyone had arrived,” Aisla said. “I’m…” She trailed off, at a loss to introduce herself as the lady of the house, which she was most decidedly not.


    “I ken who ye are,” the woman said, ambling closer. “I’ve always thought this room could be put to better use.”


    Aisla frowned, certain they’d never met as the woman stopped an arm’s length away. “Forgive me, but I don’t think we are acquainted, and if we are, I do beg your forgiveness. I havenae been back to Scotland in some time.”


    The woman smiled. It was then Aisla noticed her striking blue eyes. Maclaren eyes. Niall’s eyes. “We havenae met. I’m Makenna, Niall’s older sister.”


    “You’re married to the Brodie laird,” Aisla said, belatedly recognizing the red and black tartan as Brodie clan colors.


    A shadow of something crossed the woman’s face before it was quickly hidden as she nodded. “Aye.” She surveyed Aisla with open curiosity. Aisla cringed, but endured the scrutiny and returned it with one of her own. Lady Makenna was a few years older than she, though the lady wasn’t by any means old. Eight and twenty at the most. And she was striking, as Aisla had noted before, with that fiery hair and uncommon height.


    “The accounts of yer beauty are true, Lady Maclaren.” She paused, her gaze speculative. “Though in truth, I am surprised to find ye here and no’ in Paris.”


    Aisla loosed a breath. “As am I, Lady Brodie.”


    “Please, call me Makenna,” she said instantly, that same pained shadow shifting across her eyes.


    “You’ve just arrived at Tarbendale, then? To see Niall?” Aisla asked while thinking of just how far Brodie lands were to the north. It would be a journey of several days, at the least.


    Makenna nodded, and after a moment’s hesitation, replied, “Aye, though I’m staying up at Maclaren.”


    “And your husband, he’s not with you?”


    “Nae.”


    She didn’t offer anything more of an explanation, and a heavy, guarded silence fell between them. It didn’t linger long, however. Makenna shook her head as if to clear it, and looped her arm through hers with a suddenly bright, wide grin.


    “And ye must tell me why ye’re here at long last, before that scoundrel of a brother of mine returns. Where is he anyway?”


    Aisla smiled, but she gently disengaged herself with the pretense of moving toward the balcony doors. “I’m only here for a few weeks, and he’s in Edinburgh,” she said, blind to the plethora of wild Scottish roses sprouting as far as the eye could see. “Seeing about procuring a divorce.”


    Makenna’s gasp was loud. “A divorce?”


    The lady had to have bypassed Maclaren all together if she had not yet heard the gossip.


    “Once this is over, I hope to marry Lord Leclerc, the Frenchman currently staying at Maclaren. You must know your brother and I have been estranged, my lady,” Aisla replied softly. “It’s the reason I was in Paris, after all.”


    “Aye.”


    The woman’s answer was so quiet and so full of understanding that Aisla turned. The look of pain on her face was impossible to decipher, but Aisla felt an instant moment of connection. Of shared accord. Aisla frowned, belatedly noticing a fading bruise at her temple. She wondered at the secrets those eyes held…and what had brought her to Maclaren lands alone. Makenna caught her stare and ducked her head, a determined smile coming to her mouth.


    “There’s only one thing to be said for it then,” Makenna announced cheerfully. “We must go shopping.”


    Now, it was Aisla’s turn to be surprised. “Shopping?”


    “If ye’re only here for a few more weeks, then we have lost time to make up for. And I have just the idea on how to do it. Let’s go spend my brother’s money and spruce up this old ballroom, shall we? Lord kens he willnae do it himself once ye’ve left. Let us throw a party with just us as guests! Or better yet, invite everyone around for miles.”


    Aisla couldn’t help the delighted grin that was spreading over her face. Nor could she shy away from the break from loneliness that Niall’s sister was offering. And a thoroughly obnoxious way to pay him back for the wager he’d agreed to with his brother while regaining the upper hand.


    “Something tells me Niall wouldn’t approve,” Aisla said, already thinking ahead to the shops in the village where he would, no doubt, hold several accounts. She well remembered his expression when he’d entered his bedchamber to find all the belongings she’d brought with her, spread out among his own things. He’d been second-guessing his strategy, Aisla was certain of it.


    “Oh, he’ll be sour for days,” Makenna replied, and though she tried to sound somber, Aisla could easily hear her amusement. For the first time in days, she felt a twinge of mirth. “But it’s no’ as though he doesnae have the blunt to afford a little splurging on his wife’s part.”


    Aisla would shop, all on her husband’s credit, until she fell from exhaustion. And if she enjoyed herself in the process with her sister-in-law, then all the better. She shoved away the sudden rush of guilt. She didn’t truly have the right to spend Niall’s hard-earned money. Then again, Makenna had said he wasn’t hurting for coin, and it would be a harmless bit of fun, with a mild dash of revenge thrown in. He’d sunk so low as to bet his brother he could change her mind about the divorce, after all.


    Movement distracted her as Fenella hurried past the entrance to the ballroom. No doubt the malicious woman had been eavesdropping, ready to ferry news back to her master. Any guilt Aisla felt disappeared.


    Aisla turned around and walked back toward Niall’s sister. “I would love that.”


    Her eyes fell to the brooch Makenna had pinned to her plaid. It was a stunningly clear topaz stone, shaped in the form of a yellow rose with intricate gold filigree work around its edges fanning into a diamond shape. It was the loveliest piece of jewelry Aisla had ever seen, the craftsmanship truly exceptional.


    “Your brooch is gorgeous.”


    Makenna glanced down and frowned, something like confusion dawning in her eyes, as if Aisla should have known something she didn’t. “Er, thank ye. ’Twas a gift.” She hesitated. “Ye’re no’ familiar with the stones? They’re cairngorm crystals.”


    Aisla shook her head. “I’ve seen several similar beautiful Scottish topaz pieces around the castle, in the hilts of dirks and such, but I’ve never seen anything like your brooch before. It’s exceedingly exquisite work.”


    Makenna’s perplexed look was replaced by one of mischief, though the expression didn’t make sense to Aisla. “Aye, the design was hand-crafted by a local artisan.”


    Aisla’s eyes widened in appreciation. “How wonderful.”


    “The craftsman of the pieces is well esteemed in this area,” Makenna added. “Perhaps we will find ye something comparable in his shop in the village.”


    “That would be splendid.”


    Something to take with her, Aisla thought. A memento. For she would be leaving soon. When Niall finally returned to Tarbendale, she fully planned to either drive him to madness by foiling his wager with Ronan—or into her bed, and winning the one of her own.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Niall opened the crate that had been plunked down upon his study desk, and the scent of roses knocked him straight in the face. Soaps. At least twenty squared blocks of them sat nestled in golden straw. He glanced up at Angus, one of the young men he employed at Tarben Castle.


    “What the devil is this?” he asked. Even though he knew. For the last few days, ever since he returned from Edinburgh, crates and packages had been arriving at the front doors to the castle. Velvet drapes, silk bedding, lacy doilies, a porcelain tea service, ivory combs and brushes, and carved jade trinkets—a dozen monkeys, peacocks, dragons, and even one well-hung bull—had been among the flood of newly purchased items.


    Angus, hands clasped behind his back, looked nervously to the crate. “I think they’re soaps, laird.”


    “Aye, I ken what they are,” Niall replied, his patience thinning by the moment. He didn’t mean to take it out on poor Angus, but hell, the boy was the only other person in the room. “Why have they been brought here, to me?”


    Angus blinked. “Because the crate was addressed to ye, laird.”


    He closed his eyes and restrained himself from shouting. “Aye, Angus, they have all been addressed to me.”


    Every last sodding package.


    The first, a box of fine linen paper from Italy, had confused him. He’d wondered if perhaps he’d ordered the stuff and forgotten all about it. But then, an hour later, the velvet drapes had come, and Niall had known for certain he had not simply forgotten about them. When the jade knick-knacks had been delivered not an hour more after that, he’d stared at the anatomically correct bull and figured out what, exactly, was happening.


    His wife.


    He had to laugh at her ingenuity, the little minx. Clearly in his absence, she’d done a little shopping, and by the looks of every package, had directed all of them to be addressed to Laird of Tarbendale. She’d wanted him to see them. Niall wasn’t lacking for coin, but he knew the purchases would have put a notable dent in his coffers.


    “Laird, should I bring this crate up to Lady Maclaren as well?”


    It was what Angus had been doing for the last two days…first bringing them to Niall, then hauling them up to wherever his wife happened to be at the moment. Usually, it was inside one of the many unused rooms inside Tarben Castle, directing maids to tidy up and taking notes on how she planned to redecorate, as if she intended to stay for longer than six weeks. He’d be a fool to believe that, though.


    Niall snatched up one dainty soap. Brought it to his nose, and gave it a sniff. It smelled like a woman, fresh from a bath, her skin still warm and dewy. Aisla had used a different soap long ago, one that smelled of honeysuckle. A flicker of heat burst through his chest before he squelched it.


    “Laird?” Angus said, interrupting the memory.


    Niall tossed the soap in with the others. “Nae. I’ll see to it.”


    He’d avoided confronting her about the purchases for long enough. She’d wanted to work a reaction out of him. Spark an argument, perhaps. She’d wanted him to rush to her, disgruntled, and let loose. She wanted his emotions charged, which they both knew would make him more susceptible to lust.


    So Niall had done the reverse. He had stayed away. He hadn’t said a word, or raised a brow, or formed a single grimace, even when Fenella had informed him that Lady Maclaren had bought three frilly white mobcaps for the housekeeper to wear. “She says it’s required of the servants,” she had fairly screeched. Fenella didn’t wear any head covering the way some of the lower maids did, and she certainly didn’t wish to put on one of the dowdy caps now.


    “Do as she says, Fenella. ’Tis only for a short while,” Niall had replied, trying not to grin as a puce flush bloomed on his housekeeper’s cheeks.


    “Where is Lady Maclaren?” he asked Angus now as he placed the cover back on the crate and lifted it.


    “Last I ken she was in the dining room, m’laird.”


    “Thank ye, Angus,” he said as he strode toward the study door. He paused a moment, thinking of something, if a bit belatedly. He grinned. “And if any more packages arrive, have them sent to Lord Leclerc’s chambers at Maclaren, with a message to the shop that the bill is to be scrubbed from my account and directed to him instead.”


    With a chuckle of satisfaction, he left the study and headed toward the dining room. It wasn’t as grand as the great hall, where there were tables and chairs and benches and tapestries, all collecting dust. Niall had no use for such a large room when he could take his meals in the smaller one, or better yet, in his study or bedchamber. He didn’t entertain except for once or twice a year, and he didn’t have a collection of men to feed the way Ronan did at the Maclaren keep.


    The last two evenings since he’d returned from Edinburgh, he and Aisla had supped together in the dining room, though it had been quick. And quiet. His wife was waiting for an outburst, a barrage of questions about the bevy of packages turning up on his doorstep. And each night, she’d worn something that was…well, a little less.


    Last evening, her breasts had practically been spilling out of the bodice of her dress. Niall had worked to keep his eyes on the stew and bread before him, though his appetite had been pushed aside, drowned by a different hunger. One that involved giving the trim of the bodice a scant tug, freeing her breasts and setting his mouth to them. He’d eventually given up on eating and withdrawn from the room. Christ, the woman was either going to drive him insane, berserk with lust, or starve him slowly.


    He took a look at the tall clock as he walked the hall toward the dining room. It was too late for the morning meal, and too early for the maids to be serving the midday one. What was Aisla doing in there?


    Niall gripped the edges of the crate he carried and let out a controlled breath when he finally stepped through the propped open doors to the room. In every corner, along each wall, there were new potted ferns, palms, and shrubbery. On the center of the table, there was a birdcage, with a pair of doves inside. And standing near two of Niall’s men, employed loosely as footmen, was Aisla. She had her back to him, as did the footmen who were attempting to position a giant painting on a wall that had, up until that morning, housed an ancient and hideous portrait of the first Maclaren laird.


    “To the left a bit,” Aisla said, and the footmen did as she instructed, adjusting the framed picture of…well… Niall wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at exactly. Upon further scrutiny, he felt his face—and other parts of him—fill with blood. He was not a prude, but the image made heat scorch every part of him like a blushing schoolboy. The footmen’s faces were red, though he couldn’t determine if it was from exhaustion or embarrassment. Niall swallowed as they centered the painting according to his wife’s demands.


    Locked in a passionate embrace with one hand settled intimately between her legs, the painting of Venus and Mars by Titian was priceless—and unapologetically scandalous. For a moment, Venus’s face morphed into Aisla’s, and his into Mars. Niall couldn’t help the growl that crawled to life in his throat, and tore his eyes away, his fingers clenching on the crate beneath his arm.


    “Oh, yes, that’s perfect,” his wife said with a small clap of her hands. The footmen stepped back, their eyes pointedly averted from the painting.


    “What have ye done with my ancestor?” Niall asked, alerting them to his presence. He saw her shoulders and spine go rigid with surprise, then almost instantly relax again. She then turned slowly, confidently.


    “Nothing that shouldn’t have been done to him ages ago,” she replied, lifting a small copper jug from the table and walking toward one of the larger palms, which practically blocked an entire window. “He was a crabby looking old man, with a pouty lip and a lazy eye.”


    “He did no’ have a lazy eye.”


    “He stared down at the dining table as if he was appalled at everything being served.”


    “What kind of fanciful rubbish is that? ’Tis a painting.”


    “So is this,” she replied, waving her hand toward the new piece while watering the palm. A burst of color warmed her cheeks, though she did not look up at her new acquisition. Evidently, she was not insusceptible to the lurid display of flesh, either.


    Niall eyed the painting, and with a nod of his head, dismissed the two uncomfortable footmen. They scurried out, fast.


    He then walked to the table and set the crate of soaps down with a crash. “Yer soaps have arrived. All fifty of them.”


    “Twenty-five, actually,” Aisla said, coming toward the crate. Niall kept his hand on the trim of the crate, and when Aisla realized she would need to come within inches of him to inspect the box, she curtailed her approach. Her apprehension wasn’t surprising—this was all a show, after all. Though she was doing a damn fine job of it.


    “Just how many baths do ye plan to take in the next few weeks?” he asked.


    “Do you object to having soap in the castle?”


    He’d already had the increasing feeling that his wife’s mind had become a labyrinth of clever twists and turns; Paris had, he figured, made her accustomed to such intrigues and schemes. It was a new side of Aisla that simply hadn’t been there years back. An astute and hot-blooded disposition. As much as he hated himself for it, it made him want her even more. Somehow, matching wits with her made him feel curiously energized, eager to see what she would do next.


    “I dunnae object to soap,” he replied, and taking a step closer to her, “In fact, I hope ye take as many baths as ye please. However, what exactly do ye think I’m to do with all this hodge podge?” His gaze slanted upward. “Including that.”


    He didn’t say “after you’ve left.” As much as he’d thought it in the last forty-eight hours as the stuff had started to arrive, his tongue wouldn’t form the actual words now.


    “You said you wanted me here so I’m simply making myself at home,” she replied sweetly, bending at the hip to water another one of the plants that now comprised his jungle of a dining room. His eyes went to her behind and trim waist, and, instantly reminded of the nude Venus in the painting, he nearly forgot his planned response. He smiled tightly.


    “Fine idea,” he said, averting his gaze. He had every intention of seducing Aisla, but it would not happen here and now. Not when she was expecting it, and he had no doubt that she was. That was what she’d intended with the painting, he realized, but desire was a double-edged sword. She would not be immune to the sting of it if he had anything to say about it.


    “Is it?” she asked, a trace of real surprise on her tone. “I’m glad you see it my way.”


    “Yes, all yer changes and additions to the castle…yer soaps and doilies and jade bulls…they’re just what Tarben Castle needs. Especially this week.”


    Aisla straightened her back, distracted away from the plants. “This week?”


    “Aye. For my annual summer feast.”


    Niall watched the news of the feast settle, her shoulders drawing higher.


    “It marks when I became laird three years ago,” he went on. “And this’ll be the first feast where my castle will indeed appear to be a home. All because of ye.”


    He wanted to chuckle as she blinked and pressed her lips tight against the praise and flattery, when she’d clearly planned for a blustering argument.


    “I see. A feast. Here, at Tarbendale?”


    Niall never liked hosting the feast to begin with. He’d grown used to being alone, and had learned not to mind it, even welcoming the peace of a drafty old home. Of an empty bed, without a woman to hold close. The rare times when Tarben Castle ran rife with revelry never failed to challenge his own feelings.


    Was he truly happy alone? Did he miss the wild times he used to have with his friends? Why shouldn’t he just be the man Aisla had despised and left? Why had he spent so much time trying so bloody hard to change?


    But change he had, and so when he opened the castle up to the men and women who worked the cairngorm mines and their families, and all those who lived and worked on Tarbendale lands, he endured the several hours’ worth of feasting, drinking, games, dancing, and music. It was simply what a good laird did.


    “Aye,” he said, and with a firm tone, added, “and ye’ll attend as the Lady of Tarbendale.”


    Aisla bristled, her pert chin lifting the way it did whenever her temper had been stoked. “Did you imagine I might hide away?”


    “I only want to be sure of it. There’s been gossip regarding your return.”


    He hadn’t heard any such thing, of course, but he was certain a number of his clan were itching to see the woman who’d left their laird high and dry years back. Chances were, they weren’t going to be overly warm with their welcome, either.


    As if she’d determined this for herself, Aisla’s skin looked a bit chalky all of a sudden. “I hardly think they need to see me. And I’m not the Lady of Tarbendale.”


    “Oh, but ye are, at least for the next few weeks by my count. And they will.”


    Niall would be sure of it. Already, his mind whirled with ideas on how to up the ante after the small fortune she’d spent on useless trinkets and unnecessary purchases.


    The soapy rose scent curled around him as he stood within an arm’s length of his wife. She seemed to be grappling with some inner conflict. Or perhaps she was only busy trying to piece together what he was up to. She chewed the corner of her bottom lip, and the motion seemed so utterly artless and unintentional that Niall felt a shove of wistfulness. It snuck up on him, reminding him of the girl he’d met at Montgomery, when he’d visited his sister’s new home and first met her young sister by marriage.


    She’d been so innocent, peering at him shyly at first, then openly curious. And once he’d snared her eyes a few times, letting it be known that he didn’t mind her staring, she’d started to tiptoe her way around flirting. He recalled being genuinely surprised that he’d managed to snag the eyes of someone so lovely, what with a useless stump of a left hand. But she’d never asked him about it. Or stared. Or flinched.


    Now, while she bit her lips in deep thought, Niall not only felt a lick of melancholy, but something more ignoble. His eyes canted to the painting where Mars sipped from Venus’s lips, and fell away. It had been so damn long since he’d tasted Aisla’s mouth. Or any other part of her body. The fast, hard press of his lips against hers the day they’d sealed their deal had been chaste. Hollow. He hadn’t allowed for anything more, knowing just how dangerous she’d already been in that night rail and wrapper, along with her attempts at luring him into bed with her and winning the wager, even before it had begun.


    “Very well,” she said at last, her lower lip damp. “How many days until the feast?”


    “Three,” he answered. Fenella and his new cook, Mrs. Wingate, and all the kitchen maids would already be well underway with preparations in the kitchens. If Aisla hadn’t been so busy up here in the upper rooms planning her clever renovations, she might have noticed.


    Aisla nodded. “Excellent. That leaves me plenty of time to finish freshening up around here.”


    Niall didn’t ask what she intended, nor did he want to know. He turned at the door, his gaze flicking to the obscene painting. His placid voice was at odds with the roaring beast in his trousers. “I admire your taste, but I do prefer Rubens to Titian.”


    Still, three days later, he was forced to bite his tongue as his clansmen and women arrived on Tarbendale grounds to find pink silky flounces draped over the front door arches, pots and pots of exotic flowers procured from God knew where, and several more ridiculous paintings hung everywhere…paintings of lanky hounds for some reason. Though he was grateful for the lack of lust-provoking nudes, he was getting sick and tired of dogs.


    “What in the name of sweet Saint Andrew happened here?”


    Niall had known he could count on Hamish to tell it like it was, and he’d been prepared. His friend stomped into the entrance hall, grimacing at all the new decor.


    “A hurricane disguised as a female,” Niall replied, the longing for something to drink—something stronger than tea or coffee or water—unexpectedly sharp. Not only did he have to endure the revelry, but he also had to weather his wife. He hadn’t seen her all morning.


    After waking from yet another uncomfortable night spent on the couch in the study, Niall had gone for a ride through the woods and fields, toward the mine on the ridge. It had been ghostly in its silence, the workers off for the day of feasting and games. By the time he’d returned to the castle, the place had been teeming and he’d retreated into his study again. The ride hadn’t worked. His stomach was still coiled tight with apprehension.


    He wanted to know what his wife was thinking this morning as she prepared to face her clansmen and women for the first time. A number had already seen her, of course, but not all, and not so formally as they would today. Again, apprehension kinked Niall’s stomach. Bloody hell. He was nervous, he realized. For her.


    The foyer wasn’t empty. Men and women were passing through, carrying trenchers to and from the great hall, and harp music filled the air.


    “Yer lady wife, I take it?” Hamish asked.


    Niall scrubbed a hand through his hair, letting down his guard some. “She’s no’ as I remember. Or as I expected.” He’d wanted her cowed and disheartened, easy to seduce and manipulate to his own ends, but instead she was like wildfire razing everything in her path. Unpredictable, and that made her dangerous. It was one of the main reasons why he’d spent his nights in the study rather than insisting on sleeping in his own bed and attempting to seduce her in the process.


    “People are curious about her. There are rumors going around that she’s causing ye grief.”


    The rumors likely referred to the upheaval at the castle over the last week as she “settled in.” He doubted anyone was thinking about the other, more indelicate side of the upheaval. The one that plagued him from dawn to dusk, and especially at night when he lay upon the study sofa, thinking of his wife sleeping in his bed. Going to her would have cost him more than his pride now; it would cost him a substantial sum in his wager with Ronan, and he was in this for the long haul. The wager with his wife should have helped his cause, but instead, it had made his own state worse. So he’d relieved himself in the darkness of his study more than once, expelling the fire in his veins, even though the embers of desire still remained.


    “’Tis nothing I cannae handle,” he told Hamish, who grabbed a goblet from one of the passing maids and ogled the lass’s backside at the same time. She batted her eyes at him, giggling, and then bustled away.


    Following Hamish, Niall made his way toward the great hall, and nearly crashed into the man’s back where he stood goggling at the painting along with several of Niall’s clansmen.


    “Och,” he said, his big face going ruddy. “That’s randy.” Niall sighed, and moved past him. “Heaps better than yer ugly grandfather, I reckon.”


    Niall ignored the guffaws of agreement and walked between the tables of food and drink, where he found the shiny new tea service Aisla had purchased. Shaking his head, he had a maid pour, and couldn’t help a chuckle as he took the small porcelain cup, with gold-painted flowers, in his big hand. He’d barely taken a sip when the raucous voices in the hall ebbed. Niall glanced up and saw the reason why.


    Aisla stood within the great hall’s entrance, her chin held high, her expression serene. But it was what she wore that made Niall’s grip tighten, threatening the fragility of the thin porcelain cup. Wound around her deep blue gown was a long length of pinned and tucked Montgomery plaid. Not Maclaren, Montgomery. It was a punch in the gut, even for Niall. Her chin was held high, her beautiful, haughty face proud. Even in his rush of anger at her boldness in rejecting his colors, he admired her daring. This Aisla was a warrior incarnate, and she was here to do battle. He steeled himself as he rose to meet her.


    “Bold choice, my lady,” he murmured, taking her hand and leading her to the chair beside him on the raised dais.


    “I am a Montgomery.”


    “Ye are a Maclaren for six more weeks.”


    “Fewer than five.” A cool smile curved her pink lips. “If you can withstand it.”


    “I can take anything ye choose to throw at me.”


    Glittering copper eyes met his. “A dance then, in honor of your feast.”


    A dance? Niall wondered at her game, the odd thought occurring to him that he could not recall dancing with her at Maclaren or at any other point. Had he been such a drunken boor that he’d never danced with his own wife? They hadn’t even had a proper wedding reception. He’d meant to have one, and then the days at Maclaren had run into each other. Niall felt a spurt of guilt, but squashed it.


    He stood and leaned over her, his voice low. “If ye want to dance, then ye will leave behind that plaid. Ye’re still my wife, and that means ye should dress like a Maclaren.”


    “It’s only a tartan,” she said primly, “and I don’t recall clothing having anything to do with our wager.”


    “Neither were soaps, trinkets, and bawdy paintings.”


    Something passed between them, a charged moment in which two duelists recognized and appreciated the skill of the other, and then she nodded graciously, unpinning the plaid from her shoulders. Niall’s throat went dry at the succulent display of creamy flesh revealed beneath the cloth. Good Lord, he almost asked her to re-pin the damned thing. Her gaze was calm, but satisfaction shone in their depths.


    She knew, the temptress. She’d known he would ask her to remove it. And that he’d then have to govern his reaction as his clansmen looked on.


    Aisla rose, regal as a queen, and took his hand. “Shall we?”


    “That dress is indecent,” he hissed, his mouth watering at the glorious expanse of bosom. Aisla had been well formed in her youth, but maturity had made her body rounder, her breasts lusher. And now, they threatened to breach the embroidered edge of her bodice. Niall fancied he could see the tantalizing pink edges of her nipples.


    “I chose it especially for you,” she said, all innocence. “Don’t you like it?”


    Niall had the savage urge to press her palm to the swelling erection between his legs and show her exactly how much he liked it. Instead, he signaled for the musicians to begin a waltz and hauled her up against him, much closer than was socially acceptable. Intimately close so she could feel the iron-hard length of him through her skirts and his kilt. Aisla gasped, her eyes going wide as everyone around them cheered.


    Niall smiled. “Aye, I like it.”


    “You are much too close,” she snapped beneath her breath, a gorgeous blush climbing the slender column of her neck. He wanted to put his lips to it, see if it was as warm as it looked. He wanted to strip that indecently clinging silk from her body and make her flush all over…trace her blush with his tongue.


    “We are dancing,” he returned, twirling her away only to pull her excruciatingly close once more. His cock throbbed at the delightful torture, but it was worth it for every time she gasped.


    “This is not dancing, you…you…lout. This is highly improper. Everyone is looking.”


    “As improper as that dress.” He spun her again as other couples joined them on the floor. “And might I remind you that we are married.”


    “Not for long!”


    He ignored her. “Everyone is looking. I’m their laird, and I’m dancing with the most beautiful woman in the room.”


    His perfectly poised wife lost her footing, her gaze darting to his and going wide as Niall caught her to him, lifting her completely off the floor. Everything slowed until the world was theirs and theirs alone. Niall lowered her and only by a miracle he kept up with the steps. They moved in unison, music and dancers drifting around them.


    Finally, she found her voice, and he was grateful for he’d lost his. “You’ve never called me that before.”


    He blinked. “What?”


    “Beautiful.”


    “Surely, I have,” he said. Aisla shook her head, and once more, he felt that reprehensible clench in his stomach. “Then I’ve been remiss,” he whispered, his fingers gripping her waist convulsively. Aisla swayed toward him, her eyes hooked to his and dilating with desire. In their depths, Niall saw a glimmer of the girl he’d loved and felt something deep inside of his breast start to burn. “Because I should have told ye so every day.”


    For an unguarded moment as her walls fell, Niall saw a heavy longing in her eyes that mirrored his. Her lips parted and he wanted to kiss her right then in front of everyone, pride and wagers be damned. She felt it, too, he knew. Then the music ended and his wife stepped away, out of the circle of his arms with an inarticulate sound, as if a spell had been broken.


    “Thank you for the dance, laird.”


    Her cool gaze regarded him, that brief glimpse of the past battened up once more, and Niall felt the small spark inside wither and die. The past was gone. And so was she. This was a game, nothing more. A means to an end…and wagers to be won.


    He’d seen her softening toward him a few moments ago, when he’d called her beautiful. Had practically heard the first crack in the wall she’d thrown up around herself. He’d surprised her with that compliment, and yet he hadn’t handled it as he should have. Instead of feeling guilty, he should have pressed forward. It would have been craven, but it also might have worked in his favor. He’d have to get it right next time, ruthless or no.


    The present—and the future of Tarbendale—were the only things that mattered.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Aisla cursed her third sleepless night in a row and bemoaned her weakness where Niall was concerned for the hundredth time. He did wicked things in her dreams that would make a hedonist blush, leaving her frustrated and unsettled.


    And those devastating Maclaren eyes of his…they’d nearly killed her. She’d been a breath away from sealing her mouth to his during that dance. The feel of his strong, muscled body had made everything inside of her turn to liquid heat.


    She had worn the dress to needle him, and needle him she had. She’d felt the evidence herself. But success had been a two-pronged demon. The feel of his thick arousal between her thighs had nearly made her throw herself at him and take what he’d been so clearly offering. If the music hadn’t stopped, bringing her to her senses, she likely would have clubbed him over the head and dragged him from the hall to have her way with him.


    A thought that still made her burn in indecent places.


    And that wasn’t even considering his heartbreaking words about calling her beautiful: I should have told ye so every day.


    That had been the moment she’d nearly lost everything.


    The wager. Her will. Her heart.


    Idiot.


    Thankfully, her husband had made himself scarce over the last two days following the feast. Aisla could not have borne seeing him, though she did wonder at his whereabouts. A tight-lipped, lace-capped Fenella had informed her that he was in the mines. It wasn’t the first time since her arrival that she’d heard the mention of them.


    “Where are these mines?” she asked.


    The woman sneered at her. “Here, o’course.”


    Aisla had realized then that the mines belonged to Niall. “What do they yield?”


    Fenella had stared at her sourly, muttering something about a month under her breath. “Cairngorm.”


    “Scottish topaz?” Aisla perked up with interest, remembering Makenna’s stunning brooch.


    “The very same.”


    “How successful are the mines?”


    Fenella glared. “Ye’ll have to ask the laird.”


    Aisla finished her breakfast and informed a hovering footman that she wanted her horse saddled. She would ride up to Maclaren and search out Julien, as she’d done for the past few days. She’d used Julien shamelessly as an excuse to avoid any interaction with Niall, spending hours on end with him, and though they were usually accompanied by Makenna, Aisla knew her behavior bordered on being cowardly. It sickened her, but she refused to lose the wager because she couldn’t control herself, or her inconvenient attraction to the dratted man.


    Such a thing had gotten her pregnant and wedlocked.


    Aisla had thought she’d well and truly weaned herself, considering that in Paris she’d felt nothing for anyone. Not even Julien. She’d taken pleasure in small things—conversations, people, food, but never in matters of the heart or of the body. The part of her that had understood the pleasures of lovemaking had simply disappeared. Until now.


    Now, it was all she could think about.


    Desire. Lovemaking. Pleasure.


    In the bath the night before, her fingers had drifted from her breasts to her aching thighs as she’d imagined Niall touching her. He had been the one to teach her about the secrets of her body, after all. Though he was different now. Even through layers of clothing, she’d felt the changes in his unyielding shoulders, his brawny arms, and his…his… She went up in flames at the thought of that unforgettable part of him. Even through the yards of fabric, his heat had branded her.


    “Stop, Aisla,” she growled harshly to her image after her maid had helped her into a forest-green riding habit and secured her hair.


    “I beg your pardon, my lady,” Pauline said. “Is anything amiss?”


    Aisla pinched her cheeks, hoping for some color to hide the fact that she looked like a corpse. Her face was gaunt, and dark shadows smudged below her eyes. “No, not you, dear. I look a fright, don’t I?”


    “Have you not been sleeping well, my lady?” the maid said with a critical look. “Your eyes are a bit swollen. Perhaps I can fix a poultice to help with the swelling?”


    “Thank you, that would be lovely, Pauline.”


    Her puffy eyes also had a slightly feverish look about them. Aisla scowled. She recognized that wild look intimately. It was the same one she’d worn early in her marriage when Niall had been too drunk to do anything but collapse on top of her after lovemaking. Only this time, she’d brought it upon herself.


    A brisk ride, she decided. That would take the edge off.


    Then she would seek Julien out and perhaps pay a visit to these mines of her husband’s. Somehow, she would have to find a way to regain control. She took her horse the long way around the loch to Maclaren through the wild Scottish countryside, letting the fresh air soothe her agitated senses and the horse’s gait rock her tense body into grateful fatigue. By the time she arrived at the castle, her legs were weak and her chest heaving from the exertion. She threw the reins to a waiting groom and took herself up to the hall.


    “Where is Lady Dunrannoch?” she asked a footman.


    “She’s in the village, my lady.”


    “And Lord Leclerc?”


    The footman bowed. “I believe his lordship is in the conservatory. I can escort ye there, if it pleases yer ladyship.”


    Aisla declined his assistance and made her way through the halls of Maclaren toward the spectacular indoor greenhouse that was Lady Dunrannoch’s pride and joy. The differences in decor were marked between Maclaren and Tarben Castle, but that was mostly due to the duchess’s lovely touches. When she’d lived here, she’d loved the keep. The warmth of it had reminded her of her own home at Montgomery. It hadn’t been enough, however. Not to combat the loneliness. Still, she had fond memories of the place.


    Pushing open the door to the conservatory, she thought she heard raised voices, and Aisla frowned. But before she could follow the sound, Makenna came hurrying around the side of a row of potted orchids, her face screwed up in anger, the threat of furious tears glistening in her eyes.


    “Makenna?” Aisla asked. “Are you well?”


    “Oh,” she said, startled. She made a visible effort to compose herself and then nodded. “Aye, of course.”


    “What is it? What has happened?”


    “Nothing. A minor disagreement.”


    Aisla’s frown deepened. “With whom?”


    But the answer to her question came striding around the same row of orchids, his face missing its customary smirk. Julien’s expression was carefully schooled into a mask of impassivity, though a muscle jerked in his jaw at the sight of her. For an instant, something like guilt flashed in his eyes.


    Aisla rounded on him, her own suppressed emotions finding a target. “What have you done, Julien?”


    His smirk reformed almost instantly, like a suit of armor. “I’ve done nothing.”


    “You’ve upset Lady Makenna.” She turned to her new friend in apology. “Please don’t mind him and whatever he has said to you. His mouth doesn’t know how to conduct itself at the best of times.”


    Makenna sniffed. “He was rather rude.”


    Aisla’s gaze narrowed on Julien. “Would it be so very difficult to be kind to my—” She broke off, reaching for the right word. Makenna was her sister by marriage. Her family. Aisla squashed the ache that rose in her throat. “My friends while we are here?”


    “I wasn’t being unkind,” Julien drawled. “She was simply not willing to listen to reason regarding her husband.”


    “What about her husband?”


    Flushing hard, Makenna shot him a panicked look, but Julien just shrugged, though Aisla couldn’t help noticing that rogue muscle leaping in his cheek again. She’d never seen Julien agitated about anything.


    “I confided in Lord Leclerc about some matters at Brodie,” Makenna explained. “’Tis naught to be concerned about.”


    “Please accept my apologies, Lady Makenna,” Julien said with an easy smile and an overly elegant bow—though he looked like he’d ingested something inedible. “I did not mean to cause offense.”


    Makenna inclined her head to indicate his apology was accepted. Clearly there was more going on, but despite her curiosity, Aisla did not want to pry, not when her sister-in-law still looked like she was on the verge of tears. She drew a breath, looking from one to the other with dubious care. “Well, now that that’s settled, who’s up for a ride?”


    It took some convincing, but eventually they were all saddled up. A strange tension remained in the air as they rode, Julien lagging a few lengths behind them. Aisla peered at her companion, and the rigid set of Makenna’s jaw. The young woman was here, riding with Aisla, but at the same time she seemed to be so very far away.


    “I’m so sorry Lord Leclerc upset you,” Aisla said. Julien could be such a thorn when he wanted to be, and clearly, he’d had a dig at Niall’s sister. Or her marriage.


    Makenna came back to herself, and breathing in deeply, forced on a wobbling smile. “Nae. I mean, aye, he did, but…’tis nothing of importance.”


    Aisla didn’t believe her. “He mentioned your husband, the Brodie laird.”


    Makenna buttoned back up again, her expression tightening, and Aisla presumed all was not well within her marriage. She also knew just how difficult speaking about such things could be. And unlike Julien, Aisla knew when to ease off.


    “When I was at Maclaren—the first time,” she said, catching Makenna’s eye. She smiled, a way of indicating that Aisla should go on, “there were so many things about my marriage that felt…flawed. And I was at a loss as how to fix anything. I thought that perhaps, with the baby…”


    That the baby would bring Niall back to her. That he’d become the person he’d been during his visits to Montgomery, when they’d been falling in love. Though even then the idea of a baby fixing anything as big as a flawed marriage had been preposterous. Now, Aisla cringed at the foolish notion.


    “What were some of the flaws?” Makenna asked, hastily adding, “If ye dunnae mind sharing them.”


    “Not at all. He was absent so often, and I was so new to his clan. I didn’t know anyone, and though I’d assumed that he’d stay by my side until I was settled, this place and his friends seemed to pull him away from me instead.” Aisla directed her mount to follow Makenna’s as it took a well-worn trail into a copse of thick whitebeams.


    “Ye felt as though he’d abandoned ye,” Makenna said.


    “You could say it that way, yes. But truly, it was the drink that may have been the largest flaw. I don’t know why he felt the need to imbibe as much as he did. It was almost as if…as if he didn’t want to take a sober look at his decision to marry me.”


    Aisla’s throat felt tight as she finally spoke the things she’d been thinking for years. The buried shame and embarrassment of wondering if Niall had regretted marrying her, or if he had seen the baby as a mistake. A blunder that had gotten him bound to a girl he’d liked well enough, a girl who he shared blood-boiling passion with…but perhaps a girl he didn’t quite want to spend the rest of his life with.


    “Well, I cannae say why the dunderheid drank as much as he did back then,” Makenna replied. “But it’s no’ something ye need to fash over any longer.”


    The cool press of the wooded path made her skin shiver over with gooseflesh as she turned to stare at Makenna. “What do you mean by that?”


    “Niall hasnae had a sip of spirits in years.”


    Aisla’s mount slowed, as if sensing her confusion. “He…are you certain?”


    She thought back just a week before, when Niall had come back to Tarben Castle, drenched in the ripe odor of ale. He’d been at a tavern, he’d said, and one of the men there had spilled on him and she hadn’t believed him. In truth, he hadn’t appeared to be drunk, but she’d known plenty of men, both growing up at Montgomery, and in Paris, who could function well when utterly foxed. Niall, himself, had convinced her of it more than once. But now, Aisla felt a bit ill to her stomach as Makenna gave an assertive nod.


    “Oh, aye, I was told he was teased mercilessly about it in the beginning, o’course. But it was soon just something about him that everyone kenned.”


    Aisla wasn’t prepared for the jab of guilt. She hadn’t believed him, and he’d been telling the truth. She spurred her horse on to catch up to Makenna’s as they climbed a small ridge in the wood, emerging from the trees a moment later. She stared at the chestnut mane of her mare, stunned.


    “Not even one sip?” she asked.


    Makenna laughed. “I’ve heard he’s taken to tea like a proper Englishman, and that Mrs. Wingate has to grind coffee beans at all hours of the day and night, but aye…no’ one sip of ale or whisky, or even cider. He wants to keep a clear head, ye ken.”


    A clear head. Her husband.


    Aisla’s thoughts came to her in a disjointed manner, her surprise was so sharp. But then, as she sat with the knowledge for a moment, she did have to admit that, other than the evening he returned doused in ale, she hadn’t smelled anything on him. He hadn’t stumbled back to the castle in a soggy haze. In fact, every time Aisla woke in the morning and broke her fast, the servants had told her that the laird had already done the same, an hour or more before her.


    She took a breath and finally looked up from the horse’s mane. They had come out of the wood onto the cleared crest of a hill, and just a ways off, she saw something she hadn’t before, not on any of her rides or walks the past week, nor from the windows of Tarben Castle: a collection of stone-built towers and shafts, and wooden huts strewn across the ridge. She realized where Makenna had led them.


    “This is the quarry?” Aisla guessed.


    “Ye see, Niall’s been hard at work here,” Makenna said with no small amount of pride in her voice. “The mines were nothing at all when he took them over. Now, he’s finally turning a profit, at least that’s what he wrote in his last letter to me.”


    Aisla directed her mount onward, toward the tall, shaft-like towers, and the miners going about their business, pushing wheelbarrows and directing yoked mules pulling carts. The place looked to be busy, and from a distance, it also looked like it was running smoothly. As she and Makenna drew closer, she noticed it wasn’t just men working, either. There were women, their workaday dresses smudged with dirt, their hands busy with any number of duties. And one man, leading a cart toward a long trough of water, where women were using sieves to drain and wash what looked like rubble and rock, had a noticeable limp.


    “All of his employees are able-bodied clansmen and women, but Niall is especially deliberate in hiring those who need the work. Men who returned from the English’s war with France injured, like Gilroy there,” Makenna said, nodding toward the older man with a limp. Upon closer inspection, Aisla saw his trouser hem partially obscured a wooden foot.


    “And the women?” she asked, noting that many of them weren’t fresh faced or young.


    “Mostly widows,” Makenna replied. “Or women who didnae marry.”


    They weren’t typical mine workers, to be sure. But Niall had taken special care to hire them.


    “Why?” she whispered, mostly to herself, though Makenna was still listening.


    “I’ve never asked him,” she answered. “Perhaps ye should.”


    Aisla drew to a stop, and a moment later, heard Julien’s horse just behind them. “There is talk at Maclaren that they’ve discovered a new vein of topaz recently.”


    She’d nearly forgotten that Julien had been trailing them with his own mount. Makenna spurred her horse forward a bit, ignoring him.


    “Whatever you did or said, Lord Leclerc, I think you have some sincere apologizing to do,” Aisla said under her breath.


    “Perhaps you’re right, though don’t get used to my telling you that.”


    “I’d never dream of it,” she replied.


    Julien let out a tight sigh. “I suppose I’m on edge for a reason. A letter arrived this morning saying Maman has not improved.” He shifted awkwardly, his voice lowering. “I hate to ask, but is your heart still in this? What we came here for?”


    Aisla felt a strange unraveling in her stomach, along with a fresh dose of guilt. “Of course I am. I made you a promise.”


    A dull flush crested his cheekbones. “You know how much Maman means to me. She’s all I have, and this is all she wants. But lately, it seems like you’re not…committed.” He sucked in a harsh breath. “You’re my best friend, and I need you, Aisla. But I’ll be honest with you. It appears your hands are tied more tightly than you believe.”


    Aisla exhaled sharply, her heart twisting at the expression on her friend’s face. Julien had volunteered to come to Scotland with her, but she’d thought getting Niall’s agreement to the divorce would be a simple matter. Not that she would have to remain here while the records were located.


    “No, you’re right. This has turned into a shambles. I’ll get it done, Jules. I promise.”


    He pushed a somewhat forced grin to his mouth. “Good, because no other woman would put up with me.”


    Aisla shook her head, reaching for her friend’s hand, sorrow filling her. “Did the letter say anything else?”


    “Only that she wishes more than anything to see me settled. I’m sorry, Aisla, that I put us both in this position.”


    “You didn’t. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my past sooner.” She squeezed his fingers. “You’ve been my dearest friend through thick and thin. I’ve never told you, but your friendship saved me. I owe you this. I’ll fix it, I promise,” she said, forming a smile just as she saw a familiar dark russet head of hair emerging from a stone shaft.


    Niall’s sleeves were rolled to the elbow, exposing his muscled forearms, and his shirt was open at the collar. The white shirt had a coating of dust and dirt, just like the other miners that had been entering and exiting the shaft. His steel blue eyes found her—and her joined hands with Julien—almost immediately. She released her hold with a blush.


    “I should ask Lady Makenna to accompany me back to Maclaren,” Julien murmured.


    “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of being shot at?” Aisla asked, recalling her husband’s threat.


    “Perhaps I only wish to give you a bit of privacy to have it out with your current husband,” he replied with an insouciant grin.


    She grimaced as her mount shifted beneath her, tracing her unease. “I hardly know what to say to him.”


    The thought that she should apologize for not believing him when he’d insisted he had not had a drink at the tavern that evening, a week before, crossed her mind. But then…it would be some sort of admission of defeat.


    “My Aisla speechless? I cannot believe it.”


    She felt an infinitesimal push of denial at that. My Aisla. If she secured the divorce from Niall, she would be Julien’s, at least in name. She didn’t expect to feel bereft at the thought. God, what was wrong with her? It was as if her brain and her foolish heart were on opposite sides of the ring.


    You owe Jules.


    She was here for a divorce, not to make calf eyes at a man who had broken her heart and would do so again without a second thought. Niall had walked toward one of the stone and wood-beamed huts near the shaft, busy conversing with several other workers. He spared her a prolonged glance, and it fairly crackled with possession. Aisla huffed a sharp breath. Odd that she did not rebel as much to his clear stake, as if this was the man she belonged to. It infuriated her as much as it thrilled her.


    “You don’t mind if I ride ahead with Lady Makenna?” Julien asked.


    She broke her husband’s gaze and turned to her friend. “Not at all. I’ll catch up in a bit.”


    Julien nodded, and with a circumspect glance at Niall, followed after Makenna. Aisla gathered her wits—and her spine—and climbed down out of the saddle. Niall was already walking toward her, the breeze on the top of the ridge rustling through his thick hair and plastering his work shirt to his chest. He’d been sweating heavily with whatever task he’d been at inside that shaft, the rivulets of perspiration along his temples and in the glistening skin in the hollow at the base of his neck drawing her attention. She was more than accustomed to a few of the inventive contraptions usually lashed to his left wrist, but right then, with the fierce set of his eyes and the stealthy, stalking look of his approach, the dagger-like lance struck her as ferocious. And unbelievably seductive.


    She clenched her trembling thighs together, suddenly feeling quite unnerved. “Is that new?”


    He glanced down. “Aye, I had it made to help with lifting the topaz.”


    “Oh, that’s clever.”


    “What are ye doing here?” Niall asked, his eyes pinning the backs of Julien and Makenna as they rode away.


    “Am I not welcome?” she countered.


    He brought his glare back to her, and it softened a little. “Of course ye are. I just didnae expect ye.”


    He brushed his right hand on the side of his thigh, probably trying to clean it. But nothing but a dunk in a hot bath would do that job well, she figured. And then the image of Niall, muscled and unclothed in a tub full of steaming water, assaulted her. She swallowed hard.


    “I didn’t expect any of this,” she said, gesturing toward the structures and the workers, most of them sneaking brief looks at her. “What you’ve created here is impressive.”


    “The mine’s still growing,” he said, shrugging off her compliment. “There’s much work to be done, and we’ve faced a few setbacks lately.”


    “Setbacks?”


    Niall hesitated as if deciding how much to tell her. “A collapsed tunnel, misplaced tools, missing cairngorm hauls. Accidents that may no’ be accidents.”


    “You suspect they are not?” she asked.


    “Things with the Campbells have no’ been calm of late.”


    Aisla blinked. “You believe they’re behind these accidents?”


    “Aye. Either them or their allies.”


    She searched her memory. “The Sinclairs are their most powerful ally.”


    Niall’s expression turned harder than before. “I havenae seen the Sinclairs with the Campbells lately, though Rose Campbell is betrothed to the Buchanan’s eldest son.”


    Dougal. He wouldn’t say his name, she noticed. It didn’t surprise Aisla that she hadn’t heard about Dougal’s upcoming nuptials. She hadn’t heard from him at all since her husband, in a jealous rage, had ordered Dougal from Maclaren, years ago. In hindsight, a part of her wondered why Dougal had come around Maclaren that time. He had never sought her out at Montgomery in the two years between the end of their unofficial betrothal and her elopement with Niall. Had he visited to purposely stoke Niall’s jealousy? Had Dougal felt scorned about the broken betrothal? It seemed ridiculous. Men didn’t feel scorned.


    “You’ve struck a new vein, I hear,” she said, changing the subject.


    Niall peered at her. “Aye. Ye heard of that?”


    She didn’t want to bring up Julien’s name so she just nodded. Niall watched her carefully, and she sensed he was thinking a great many things, though his mouth remained firmly shut.


    “I didn’t know that you’d been working so hard to make the mines successful,” she said, and then immediately heard the words she’d spoken and winced. She hadn’t known. How could she have?


    “I highly doubt word of it would have reached ye all the way in Paris,” he bit off.


    She didn’t quail, knowing she should have expected as much.


    “I’m happy for you,” she said, taking another look around. Besides the man named Gilroy, there were a few others with scarring on their faces. Burns. One man’s sleeve was pinned to his shoulder, his arm missing. “You’ve done so much.”


    And she hadn’t known. She didn’t know him, she realized with a pang of sadness. He hadn’t been sitting at Maclaren, wasting away his life the last six years drinking and carousing. He’d been building up a livelihood, for himself and his clan. He’d become a man. All it had taken was some time, and hardship. And maybe…maybe he wouldn’t have managed any of it had she stayed. Had she hindered him? Without her, he’d seemed to have thrived.


    The wind rushed over the ridgetop and it pushed Aisla to the side. She felt suddenly hollow, and reed-thin. Niall’s left arm shot out to brace her as she listed to the side, the lance turned carefully away so that it wouldn’t impale her. Aisla caught her breath at the colossal strength bracing at her back, every inch of her skin beneath that arm firing to hot attention.


    “Are ye all right?” he asked.


    She nodded, though it didn’t feel convincing, not even to her. Where had this resolve and maturity been when she and Niall had been first married? Then again, he had been so young. So careless and unprepared. Their marriage, the baby, had been too much, too soon. With a wrench of her chest, she realized how lucky his next wife would be to have such a dedicated laird.


    “Aisla?” Niall pressed, stepping closer, until she could smell the salty sweat on his skin.


    “I’m fine,” she said, and gently dislodging the pleasing weight of his arm from her waist, Aisla reached for her horse.


    She mounted, fast, determined to keep her eyes bright and clear, and free of the stinging tears threatening to show themselves. Niall stared at her with a somewhat wary, though warm, gaze. And suddenly, all of it—the mines he’d built, the revelation that he no longer drank, the pride evident in his stance—it overwhelmed her.


    “I’ll let you return to your work,” she finished, and with a slap of the reins, rode away.


    First the dance at the feast, and now this. Twice Niall had set her back on her heels, surprising her. If she wasn’t careful, she might well hand him the wager he had with Ronan.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Niall’s study at Tarben Castle had been polished and cleaned to within an inch of its life, much like everything else in the keep. The massive mahogany desk gleamed with beeswax, the carpets had been beaten, and the furniture rearranged in a way that suited the space. A vase of fresh-cut flowers graced the burnished mantel, sitting beside freshly laundered drapes that had been purloined from Maclaren, he was sure, to replace the heavy velvet ones that had been there before. Light poured into the room. Two deep armchairs upholstered in warm brown and gold brocade now sat in front of the hearth invitingly.


    Niall wanted to kick them.


    He didn’t want his study warm and welcoming, damn it. He wanted the old, dusty carpets, mismatched furniture, and ugly drapes. He wanted everything the way it’d been, dark and dismal, before she’d come and disarranged it all. His wife was a dangerous tempest, determined to leave havoc in her wake. He sighed, leaning back in his chair. Though it seemed she hadn’t brought her usual obscene flair to his study. There were no pastel flounces, no portraits of dogs, no lewd artistry. In fact, if he were in a more congenial frame of mind, he’d agree that the tasteful decor suited him.


    Niall’s gaze lifted to the Rubens that hung over the fireplace. The gruesome painting of the chained Titan, Prometheus, being devoured by an eagle, was one of the artist’s more violent works. Though clearly in untold agony, the Titan held the eagle’s stare boldly. A savage, proud grin caught Niall’s lips. No matter what she thought of him or their marriage, this composition hinted at how she saw him. It was how he saw himself, after all, as a man who had faced his demons and faced them still.


    He stared down at the worn brown leather that encased the stump of his left arm. He’d learned to live with the pain and the ignominy of not having a hand, but he’d never let that defeat him. No, he’d trained as brutally as any other soldier, worked as hard as any other man. He pulled at the metal fastenings, loosening the leather, and opened a nearby drawer. A variety of accoutrements lay there, inventions of his own design like the lance, ones made to help him perform various tasks. The hook and lance were the most useful, but there were others that served as weapons, levers, pincers, and even a wooden carving shaped like a hand…whose only purpose was vanity.


    Niall drew his fingertip down the sculpted thumb made of oak, and growled low in his throat before grabbing the pincers and slamming the drawer shut. He attached the device, refastened the leather hooks, and scowled at his neatly ordered desk. With a petulant swipe, he upended the stack of ledgers and books. There, that was better. Wasn’t it?


    Now he felt like a child throwing a tantrum.


    The faintest scent of honeysuckle blossoms wafted into the air as the papers fluttered to the floor. Her scent. The maddening thing was everywhere, in his chamber, in the corridors, in every blasted room. He closed his eyes and exhaled. Days before, when she’d visited him at the mines and nearly tumbled, he’d unthinkingly caught her around the waist. Even through the layers of her clothing, her skin had been imprinted on his. Every part of her was imprinted on him. This physical memory of her was the strangest thing. He’d been assaulted with images of her, long and lithe and lissome, in bed, in the bath, in his arms. It had taken everything inside of him not to draw her fully into his embrace then and there.


    She’d seemed surprised to learn of the mines and his success. Though why wouldn’t she have been? All he’d done during the short course of their marriage had been to brawl with Hamish and drink himself into a stupor. Niall stared at his hand…the loss of it had consumed him so much that he’d lost the entirety of who he was. It was only when Aisla had left him that he’d had the courage to find himself. In that one sense, he couldn’t regret her leaving him. If she hadn’t, he doubted he would be the man he was now.


    It was a conundrum. In truth, he owed her far more than he’d given her credit for. The man he’d been and the man he’d become were two different people. Everything he had done, every success he’d achieved, had been to prove Aisla wrong. To prove to her and to himself that he wasn’t a useless drunk. But in doing so over the past six years, he’d come to realize that maybe she’d been right to leave in the first place.


    “Laird,” a voice said with a knock at the door.


    He drew a hard breath, suddenly grateful for the distraction from his disturbing thoughts. He didn’t want to owe her a damn thing. “Enter.”


    The foul look on Fenella’s face should have been a warning, but Niall welcomed it. Anything to offset the feeling of guilt that suddenly swam in his veins.


    “A word?” she asked.


    They’d been friends for a long time. Niall knew that Fenella would have welcomed more, but he’d never acted on the invitation. She was a handsome woman, certainly, but he’d been too focused on bringing Tarbendale—and himself—back from the dead to have time for the demands of a woman. Over the years, she’d become a fixture in his keep, if not his life.


    “As ye wish,” he said, indicating the empty chair on the other side of the desk.


    She sat, her hands folded in her lap, the sour expression on her face not abating in the least. “She goes, or I go.”


    Niall froze, his slitted gaze snapping to hers. “Ye ken I dunnae like ultimatums, Fenella.”


    Her mouth flattened, but something like anxiety flickered in her eyes. She was overstepping and she knew it. The bonds of friendship would allow her certain freedoms, but he was laird here. And Aisla was still his wife, for a few weeks more at least.


    “The servants are talking,” Fenella hissed, ignoring the clear warning. “Wagering whether yer lady wife”—she spat the last two words—“will be staying on at Tarbendale…”


    “What if she does?”


    She went on without pausing, “…with her lover.”


    The three words hit their intended mark. He flinched. Cold satisfaction shone in her eyes, and Niall felt a muscle begin to tick in his jaw, though he kept his expression bland. He’d known Fenella was a stubborn, hard woman with a proud streak, and that she was protective as well. After he lost his hand, she’d glare daggers at anyone who looked at his stump a hair too long, or made disparaging comments, usually regarding his certain inability to become a Maclaren warrior one day.


    He’d known she was fierce, but he hadn’t expected her to be so vicious. It was a side of her he’d never seen. He exhaled. Or had he? Years ago, she’d been the one to whisper about Aisla’s first love sniffing around her skirts. Had she done that out of loyalty for Niall? Or out of spite for his wife? For a moment, Niall wondered how many times Aisla had been victim to this vengeful version of Fenella.


    He blinked, drawn back into a memory of yet another argument in their bedchamber.


    “Fenella hates me,” Aisla had wept. “They all hate me, yer clanspeople.”


    He’d scowled, dismissing her fears. “They dunnae ken ye, Aisla. How can they hate ye? And Fenella is my friend. She doesnae want me to be hurt.”


    “She told me ye would never love an outsider, much less a grasping t…trollop who…spreads her legs for anyone who happens by.”


    Stupefied, he had laughed at her and scoffed, “Fenella would never say such a thing.”


    Now, watching the unsmiling woman sitting across from him, he wasn’t so sure. Had Fenella treated Aisla differently all those years ago? When no one was looking? Or listening? Then again, in a drunken haze, he’d been the one to call his own wife terrible names. He’d been hurt and jealous, but that was no excuse.


    “Explain yerself.”


    Fenella had known him long enough to be wary of such a tone, but she squared her shoulders, her mouth tightening to a bloodless line. A furious, ugly emotion glinted in her dark eyes, and Niall almost recoiled from the force of it. He’d never seen Fenella look thus. Or perhaps he’d been too foxed to notice.


    “Will ye allow yerself to be cuckolded so openly, laird?” she said, her blunt words shocking him into immobility. “Will ye allow her to shame yer clanspeople, even while ye welcome this woman into yer home? A woman who fully intends to marry another once she is free of ye?”


    “I ken what she plans to do, Fenella. Ye dunnae need to remind me,” he said with clear warning.


    Fenella’s voice gentled. “Niall, I dunnae say this to hurt ye, but ye have to open yer eyes. Ye’ve been blind. While ye’re working in the mines all day, she’s off gallivanting with that Frenchman of hers. Alone.”


    Niall sank back into his chair, the tongue-lashing he’d been about to give forgotten. “Ye’ve seen this?”


    Fenella nodded. “Aye.”


    He welcomed the sudden brutal lance of pain. Christ, he was a sodding fool. He had been blind. “Where has she gone,” he bit out, “with him?”


    He did not miss the curl of triumph on Fenella’s lips, but he was too angry to care. “They’ve ridden to the ruins of the old keep, to the loch, to the village inn…”


    Rage throttled any sanity he possessed. “The inn?”


    “For hours,” she said, plunging the knife in deeper. She stood, bracing her palms on his desk. “They are lovers, Niall. She doesnae deserve ye. She never belonged here and she doesnae now.”


    “Leave me.”


    After he heard the door close, he reached blindly for the bottom drawer where he kept a bottle of whisky, for no other reason other than to keep old demons close. With a shaking hand, he poured a glass and stared at the amber liquid. The pungent fumes reached his nostrils and he inhaled deeply before taking a mouthful and spitting it back into the glass. Thanks to Ronan’s intervention, he hadn’t touched a drink in years. Six years to be precise. But hell, whisky had been wonderful at dulling the sharp edges of pain. Of making one forget how to feel.


    Niall glanced up at the Rubens, watching the eagle gouge out the bloody liver of Prometheus.


    He was no stranger to pain.


    Hurling the glass and its contents into the fireplace, he stood. He wouldn’t think of his wife riding along the loch, the wind whipping her fair curls as she smiled at another. He wouldn’t think of her limbs tangled with her lover’s while she played mistress of Tarbendale. He wouldn’t think of her caught in the throes of passion, lips parted and eyes glazed in pleasure. Or walking down the aisle with another man. With a ragged oath, he flung the entire bottle into the smoldering hearth, the stench of whisky saturating the air. The Rubens taunted him.


    He was Prometheus, and she the eagle, eating his liver. His suffering, his torture.


    Niall quit the room.


    “Where is my wife?” he demanded of a passing maid walking by with an armful of linens that smelled indecently of honeysuckle.


    “I believe her ladyship is in her chamber, laird,” she said, bobbing and paling at the black look on his face.


    He took the stairs three at a time, not bothering to knock on Aisla’s door before shoving it open and stalling mid-step. His wife was in the bath. Two faces turned to him, one fighting for composure and the other carefully blank.


    “Out,” he told the maid.


    “I am in the bath, Laird Tarbendale,” Aisla said calmly, nothing in her tone mirroring her unrest or indicating what she thought of his intrusion. “Stay, Pauline.”


    “I see that. I require a private word.”


    “Can’t it wait?”


    “Nae, it cannae.” He glared at the maid. “Leave us.”


    Aisla’s lady’s maid stared at him with no expression on her pinched face, before turning questioningly to her mistress, who nodded. Niall felt an irrational spurt of rage for all things French as she bobbed a graceful curtsy before leaving the room. He kicked the door shut behind her and prowled toward the large copper tub in which his wife was immersed. Her dark gold hair was piled high on her head and secured with pins, and the skin of her face and throat was flushed pink with the heat.


    Niall paced away before his eyes could drop past her collarbone to the translucent surface of the water. He inhaled a strangled breath, only to be assaulted by her honeysuckle scent again. He wanted to lick it from that lustrous, damp skin. He inched backward two more steps.


    “Nae roses?” he asked with a sardonic twist of his lips.


    She cleared her throat. “You didn’t come here to talk about soap, did you?”


    “Nae.” He dragged one of the sitting room chairs closer and sat.


    Aisla clenched her jaw, the only sign that she wasn’t indifferent to his presence. “Might I finish my bath in private, and then we will speak?”


    “I am yer husband,” he said, “and husbands have every right to be in the bedchambers of their wives. I also have the right to tell ye that the Frenchman is no’ welcome at Tarbendale. Or to be alone in yer company at any time.”


    “You cannot make such a demand,” she said, sitting up and sloshing the bathwater. His eyes fastened to the wet slopes of her breasts that had become visible for an instant, before she blushed and sank back down. Niall could not tear the seductive image from his brain, however, nor the urge to peruse the rest of the womanly curves that lay beneath the steam. Her scent and her proximity were as potent as the whisky fumes in his study. He wanted to drink her up. Consume her.


    “I can, and I have.”


    Her brows slammed together. “How dare you?”


    “I won’t have ye cuckolding me in front of my clan, ye ken?” he said, sitting back and folding his arms across his chest as if they could hold him back from lurching forward and snatching her from the bath.


    Her eyes widened. “Cuckolding you? Julien is my friend, and has not made one improper advance since we’ve been here. He is a gentleman.”


    Niall bristled at her loyal defense and the insinuation that he was the opposite. “Fenella said ye’d been riding with the nob, that ye’d been seen at the inn together. Alone.”


    “Fenella.” The odd note in Aisla’s voice threw him, but then she started to laugh, and for a moment, he was mesmerized at the display of her long elegant throat, thrown back in mirth. She lifted a wet palm to wipe tears from her eyes before she met his gaze once more. “Of course, it had to be her,” she murmured. “I’ve the strangest sense of history repeating itself.”


    “What do ye mean?”


    “Two words: Dougal Buchanan.”


    He half rose out of his seat, a rush anger making him shake. “Do no’ say that bloody name to me.”


    “Why?” She smiled, though like her laugh, it was humorless. “Because Fenella told you I was flirting with him? Because you listened to her lies so many times instead of trusting me, your own wife?”


    Fury and jealousy ignited within him. He’d seen her flirting first hand when he’d crept to Paris like a dog, desperate to win her back. Leclerc wasn’t the first and he wouldn’t be the last. “Didnae ye?”


    “You always believed what you wanted to believe, Niall,” she said. “It never mattered what I said, did it?”


    “It wasnae just Fenella,” he bit out. “Buchanan himself spoke of the birthmark on yer lower back. How else would he have seen such a thing?”


    Her eyes widened with surprise. “Perhaps when he spied on me bathing at the loch at Montgomery. My brothers, Callan and Patrick, thrashed him to within an inch of his life when they caught him.”


    “And I suppose he conveniently remembered such an intimate detail years later.”


    She shook her head. “Why would he even mention that to you?”


    “Why wouldn’t he?” Niall laughed, rage and pain making him ruthless. “Will ye be true to him, then? Yer Frenchman, when all this is said and done?”


    Her mouth opened and shut, her beautiful face glowering with outrage. “Will I…how dare ye? Ye were the one who I found drunk as a wheelbarrow in Fenella’s cottage.”


    “Yer brogue is back,” he taunted with no small amount of gratification.


    “You can go straight to hell.” She glared at him, resting her arms along the copper edge of the tub. “Turn around so I can get out.”


    “Nae.”


    He leaned back in his chair, reveling in her discomfort. He’d stay there all day if he had to. No doubt she would as well, as stubborn as she was, but he’d be damned if he gave in first. However, it seemed that Niall had underestimated her once again. Her mouth twisted and those eyes glittered with defiant purpose as she held his gaze—and rose. He lost his breath, and all his good sense, as she surfaced like a naiad from the waves, water sluicing down her flushed, naked body.


    Hell.


    She was Venus in the flesh.


    Anger forgotten, Niall gorged on the sight. Her breasts were round and firm, her waist small. Her legs were as long and trim as he remembered, though the luscious curve of her bottom and the womanly flare of her hips were both new. The damp tuft of gold at the juncture of her thighs sent a wave of heat and desire surging through his body, weakening him in places and hardening him painfully in others. Aisla had always been a beautiful girl, but now, the woman left him utterly speechless. Mindless with want.


    Still boldly holding his stare, though a deepening pink flush now crested her cheeks, she reached for a length of toweling and lifted one svelte limb over the side of the tub. It was followed by the other in a graceful arc that hinted briefly at the shadowed treasure lying between them. Niall gulped. He was as hard as stone, any other emotion forgotten but lust. It coursed through him like a current, erasing everything in the wake of his driving, blistering need. His fingers gripped the armrest of the chair so hard that the wood nearly splintered beneath them. An inarticulate sound escaped his throat—a growl of a predator—and Aisla stilled, watching him.


    And then he was out of his seat, and she was in his arms, his lips on hers, savage and wild. Aisla met him with the same fervor, holding nothing back, and the beast in him rejoiced. In that moment, she was his mate. Unlike their last kiss, there was nothing chaste in the joining of their mouths. It was a kiss born of suffocated desires, of anger and jealousy, of shared pain and buried hurts. It was a bridge between the past and the present, one made of thorns that pricked and burned even as it soothed.


    His mouth parted widely on hers, his tongue sinking deep. Hers met his as ferociously, as ferally, tangling and dueling, caressing and plunging. She bit at his lips, making sounds in her throat that made his desire explode. He clutched her closer, the only thing between them a flimsy length of toweling. He ground his arousal into her, and tore his lips away to bend his head to her breast. With a groan, his mouth closed over her nipple, sucking hard through the fabric. Aisla moaned, her head falling back.


    Releasing her breast, Niall climbed up the column of her neck in wet open-mouthed bites and nudges until he found her swollen lips once more. He took them almost gently, licking softly into the interior of her mouth, begging forgiveness for his earlier savagery. He wanted to sip from her body, to remember the tender sentiment that had filled him to the brim whenever he’d held her in his arms, when nothing had mattered but the two of them.


    “Aisla… Aisla…” he muttered against her sweet-scented skin, his hand wandering down to the edge of the cloth and skimming up the inside of her warm thigh. His knuckles brushed that damp place between her legs, making her gasp. “Are ye wet for me, lass?”


    She stiffened, and he paused, his hand falling away. “Niall.”


    Lost in the throes of his desire, it took him a moment to realize that though she’d responded to his kisses, her own hands had remained at her sides, gripping the toweling in place. Her ragged breaths matched his, but she was tense, not soft. His eyes met hers, and he nearly toppled back. They were dilated with desire, but there was something else there, too. A queer, untouchable remoteness that made him falter…that made sanity come rushing back.


    “Do you yield?” she whispered, her half-naked body still indecently glued to his.


    “Yield?”


    “In the wager,” she said in an aloof tone that belied her wet, bruised lips and slumberous eyes.


    It took all his effort not to shove her away from him. Releasing her, Niall staggered back, scraping his hand through his hair. Good Lord, but she was as cold as stone. No one could have responded as hotly as she had, all to win a bloody wager. And yet, she had. His wife had become a better sybarite than he ever could have fathomed. He strode to the door, cursing his body’s stiff response, and looked over his shoulder.


    She stood there, like the proud, unreachable goddess she was.


    He’d been a fool to think she could ever be mortal.


    “Do you agree to release me now that the wager has been won?” she said, chin and color high.


    “Nae,” he said, his voice hoarse. “The agreement between us still stands. Dunnae insult my intelligence, or yers, by claiming it was fairly won. Ye succumbed to what happened between us as much as I did.”


    After an interminable moment, his wife inclined her head in acknowledgment. It was a small victory, but at least she had not denied her participation in their kiss. Despite that cold shell of armor that surrounded her, she was too honest not to. They both knew her passionate arousal had matched his in force and fury.


    “You taste of whisky,” she said softly. “Imbibing again?”


    He swallowed, tasting the bite of it on his tongue. “I didnae drink it, though Lord kens I should have.”


    Her lips whitened. “You might have everyone else convinced that you’ve changed, but you can’t fool me. You forget I know you, Niall. I’ve lived you. Grant me a divorce, and let me go.”


    “Nae.”


    “Why?”


    He had no answer worth giving. Not unless he wanted to reveal how much was at stake. His debt to Ronan accounted to fifty thousand pounds. A fortune, and one he had no intention of losing. As Niall took his leave, his head was unclouded, but other parts of him remained confused. It was a long time before his erection subsided, but by the time it did, he was clear on two things.


    One, his wife was a formidable opponent.


    And two, underestimating her would be his downfall.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Aisla, are ye well?”


    The sharp whisper came from her right. Aisla glanced up from her plate into the concerned gaze of her sister-in-law. This was the third time she’d been caught lost in her thoughts…and they weren’t ordinary thoughts, either. They were lewd and lustful, and thoroughly wicked. Though Aisla kept her face composed, her fingers were knotted tightly in her lap.


    She nodded with a smile, feeling the other eyes of the dinner table’s occupants fall upon her. Gracious, she hadn’t been that caught up, had she?


    “Yes, forgive me,” she murmured, turning to the woman at her side.


    Worry clouded Makenna’s blue eyes. “Ye seem distracted. Are ye certain ye’re not ill? Did ye overexert yerself today?”


    Aisla’s gaze swept the crowded hall, filled with men and women from several neighboring clans. She had completely forgotten about the Maclaren summer festival until Makenna had reminded her the day before. Lost in her intrigues at Tarbendale and studiously hiding from her husband, she hadn’t seen or been part of the preparations at Maclaren, which meant the festival had come as a complete shock.


    “Yes, chérie, are you certain?” Across the table, Julien’s lips were curled into his usual half smirk, but he arched one eyebrow infinitesimally, making heat crawl up her neck. The scoundrel seemed to be able to read her mind at the worst of times. She flattened her lips and glared. He would know—he was the most notorious sexual dilettante on the Continent. And he’d caught her spending the better part of the day ogling a kilted laird in particular, despite Niall’s continued deceptions and refusal to concede.


    She resisted the urge to kick Julien under the table, recalling their awkward conversation about boundaries earlier that morning. At first, Aisla had been adamant in refusing Niall’s demands to not see Julien, but using Julien was a two-edged sword. She would not win the wager and cut short this farce if Fenella succeeded in driving Niall to the mines with more lies, which was where he’d been. Aisla hadn’t seen him in days. Or nights, for that matter.


    “Niall wishes for me to curtail our visits,” she’d said to Julien.


    “Niall, is it?” His smirk had been infuriating, following her stare to where the object of her disaffection sparred with a claymore against another clansman. She’d been unable to tear her eyes away from the mesmerizing masculine display of strength, particularly since those same sinewy arms had held her so tenderly. “And since when do you let anyone tell you what to do?”


    She’d ignored his jab. “I can’t flaunt another man in front of his clan.”


    “You weren’t overly concerned with that when we arrived. What has changed?” he asked.


    Aisla hated that he was right. She hadn’t cared. “It’s unseemly,” she replied, unwilling to admit anything had changed. It hadn’t. It couldn’t.


    “It’s unseemly that he’s putting you through this rigmarole.”


    “It’s a means to an end, Jules.” She sighed. “You know he can’t get the divorce unless the records are found.”


    “Is that still what you want?” he’d asked softly.


    “It’s what I promised you.”


    The question had irked her as had her imperceptible hesitation before answering. She wouldn’t even be in Scotland, pandering to her madman husband’s demands, if she didn’t. But a kernel of doubt had wriggled its way into her mind. She knew what had caused it, just as she’d known why she couldn’t stop gawking at the man. One unexpected, scorchingly hot kiss that had taken her completely by surprise…not to mention her galling response and his utterly seductive words.


    Are ye wet for me, lass?


    Hell and damnation. He’d been so close to seducing her, even though truly, it had been she who’d risen from the bathwater. Good Lord, how were they even to tell who had seduced whom?


    Aisla screwed her eyes shut and pressed her clammy fingers together in her lap, smiling ferociously at her sister-in-law. “Yes, I’m well, though I confess to having a touch of a megrim this afternoon.”


    Makenna’s eyes widened at her exuberance. “Good, then. Hopefully, ye’ll be in better spirits for the dancing later tonight. And the rest of the games tomorrow. ’Tis the archery competition.”


    “Aye, ye must compete,” Evan, her brother-in-law, chimed in from his spot at the other side of the table where he sat between his wife and Julien.


    “Ye remember, dunnae ye, Aisla?” Evan asked. “Ye took both the lasses’ archery contest and the dagger throw. Sorcha would be proud.”


    Sorcha had been the one to teach her how to throw a dagger and how to nock an arrow when she’d first come to Montgomery with Aisla’s half brother, Brandt. Aisla swallowed past the sudden knot in her throat, the memories an onslaught. The Scottish girl buried inside felt pride, but that girl was long gone. Another had taken her place, one skilled in survival instead of silly frivolous games.


    Finlay laughed. “Ye still hold the record for longest mark.”


    “She does?” Julien asked, impressed. He, for his part, had behaved for most of the day, staying away from Niall and not antagonizing the laird.


    “Aye,” Finlay said, lifting his ale with a grin. “She even trounced Niall with the dagger, and his skill is renowned.”


    Aisla’s eyes slid for a fraction of a second to the man sitting beside her, but his attention remained firmly focused on Finlay who sat to his left. Niall had greeted her upon arrival for breakfast at Maclaren, but politely so with unfailing, cool courtesy. She supposed he had the right after their interlude several days before. Today was the first time she’d seen him since then, and even so, most of it had been at a distance.


    Now at dinner, however, she remained profoundly aware of him…of every movement, every breath, every word that fell from his lips. God, she would have given anything to have been seated elsewhere, but her place was at her husband’s side. Even if everyone here knew how much of a parody it was.


    “Can ye still throw?” Evan asked.


    She opened her mouth to answer, but Niall beat her to it. “I can attest that her aim has not faltered.”


    He wasn’t at all speaking about her skill with a dagger. She felt her cheeks color. “I haven’t practiced in forever,” she said with a scowl.


    In weeks, she corrected silently. Not since she’d come to Scotland anyway. But she’d practiced daily in the attic of her aunt’s townhouse in Paris. Something about the methodical throwing of the blades had been soothing. Calming. But it’d been her secret. Not even Julien had known about her eclectic hobby.


    “Afraid?” Niall turned to her, then, meeting her with glittering eyes. A bold challenge swam in them, and something heated rose in response inside of her.


    She arched a supercilious eyebrow. “Of you?”


    “Aye.”


    “No.”


    A sly smiled curved his full mouth. “Prove it.”


    Evan stood up on wobbly feet with a laugh, which was half brought on by the pints of ale he’d consumed over the course of the day. “Shall we have a wee contest, then?”


    Aisla balked, shaking her head in immediate dissent. But Evan’s suggestion was met with a whoop from Finlay, and a chorus of approval from the other clansmen further down the table, until it was taken up by the whole gregarious hall.


    “Evan, nae,” Makenna protested.


    “’Tis no’ the time,” Ronan boomed from the head of the table, his own countenance wreathed in a scowl. “We’re in the middle of sup.”


    “Dunnae be a spoilsport, Ronan, and everyone’s done eating anyway,” Evan shouted and stared down the table to the men who remained in the hall. “Who wants to see the wee lass challenge the brave Tarbendale laird?”


    A cheer went up, and it was no surprise that a few minutes later, Aisla found herself being shepherded out of the keep into the courtyard with a grinning Julien and half of Maclaren in tow.


    “She’s in a dress,” Makenna said, making a last effort to thwart her brothers.


    “That’s never stopped her, or ye for that matter,” Finlay said drily, opening a case that a footman had brought and handing her one of the three jeweled daggers that lay within. Three throws for each of them.


    Her husband shot her a mocking smile. “Lasses first.”


    Finlay called for silence and everyone in the courtyard immediately hushed.


    Aisla hefted the weight of one dagger in her palm, her gaze narrowing at the targets. A wild rush of adrenaline coursed through her, and suddenly, the years seemed to fall away. She grinned as a laugh of pure exhilaration pushed past her lips and flung the first dagger. It lodged just to the right of center. A loud cheer rolled through the courtyard.


    Good, but not good enough.


    She lifted the second and released her breath on the throw. That one hit dead center. So did the third. Aisla bowed and stepped back while a footman ran down to retrieve the blades and also to mark her shots with white paint.


    “Oh, well done,” Makenna said from behind her.


    “Thank you.”


    Niall stepped up, dagger in hand and assessing the targets, and met her exhilarated, triumphant gaze. “Indeed.”


    Without wasting any time, he flicked his wrist and the first dagger lodged in the middle of the target. A round of raucous cheers went up as Niall smiled, reaching for the second blade. His body barely moved as the weapon whistled through the air and again sank dead center. Aisla sucked in a shallow breath. One more throw like the first two and he would be the undisputed winner. Obviously, she’d underestimated his skill—or overestimated her own.


    Dazzling blue Maclaren eyes met hers and held them, making her breath fizzle in her chest. Aisla felt tendrils unfold in the pit of her stomach and reach downward, almost as if she were the intended target in some way. Niall’s stare did not release hers as he cocked his wrist back and let the third dagger fly. With a gasp, she dragged her gaze away to see that unlike the first two, the dagger had connected slightly to the right of center.


    “I declare a tie!” Finlay shouted, and everyone shouted in agreement.


    Aisla blinked, her eyes narrowing on the target, belatedly noticing that each of the blades were lodged exactly into the painted spots she’d hit before. It wasn’t a tie at all. He’d done it on purpose. He’d well and truly bested her.


    Niall smiled in her direction. “Congratulations.”


    “You won,” she said.


    “Nae. ’Twas a tie. Ye heard Finlay.”


    “Your shots hit mine directly,” she insisted. “That was no accident, was it?”


    With a shuttered smile, he inclined his head and walked away. It was a message, Aisla realized. A retaliation for the kiss, the memory of which still left her rattled and weak. She’d fought for every inch of poise, using everything she’d learned in Paris, to hold herself cold and apart when all her insides had felt like hot, mulled wine. If he’d only known how close he’d come to nearly demolishing her with that kiss, and losing the stupid wager, the triumph would have been his.


    She’d walked through hell once…she could not afford to lose herself there again.


    After luncheon, the crowd had dispersed to the lower fields where other events were set up, and Aisla wandered aimlessly. She ambled past where the musicians were getting ready for the evening dancing in the courtyard and headed toward the largest throng of people. Julien had disappeared with Makenna to watch the jousting and she found herself alone until she came to a field where several Scots were starting to toss cabers. Lifting and hefting the giant sheared trees was a feat of colossal strength and the sport was beloved by many a Scotsman. Aisla watched for a while, cheering the competitors on while she sipped on a cup of mulled wine.


    “Aisla, is that ye?”


    At the familiar address, she turned and saw a well-muscled man standing directly behind her. It was another moment before recognition set in, followed by a sweep of anxiety as she glanced around for the Laird of Tarbendale. He would not take kindly to this particular visitor, though she did not know why she should care about Niall’s feelings. She stalled, recalling his admission that Dougal Buchanan had been the one to taunt him with intimate knowledge of her body, and felt a dark urge to kick the man now smiling at her. Why would he have done such an awful thing? No wonder Niall didn’t trust him.


    Then again, perhaps Dougal was the advantage she needed to speed things along. “Aye, it’s me. Though it’s Lady Maclaren, as you well know.”


    He grinned at her, crossing his thick arms and vaulting an eyebrow. “Yer a sight for sore eyes.”


    “Dougal,” she said cheerfully, despite the thread of unease in her belly. “You look well.” She peered around him. “Have you come with your betrothed?”


    A mixed look of regret and caution flickered over Dougal’s face. “I thought it wise for her to remain home, being how she hails from the Campbells.”


    Aisla shook her head, feigning ignorance. “I don’t understand. Are the Campbells not on good terms with the Maclarens?”


    Dougal took a circumspect glance around the festival grounds. “Aye. No’ since Ronan insulted the Campbell laird and his daughters in Edinburgh two weeks past.”


    Aisla gaped at him. “How so?”


    “By refusing, yet again, a marriage to align the two clans,” Dougal said, letting his eyes rest on her again. He paused before saying, “’Twas an insult, ye ken? A matter of honor.”


    Dougal kept his gaze on her, and seemed to be waiting for a reply. Aisla frowned. “I suppose it would be, but shouldn’t Ronan be allowed to choose whom he aligns with? And that doesn’t imply dishonor.”


    He didn’t reply for a moment, then looked away again. “It does if there’s an understanding. Alliances are made for the good of the clans, for the good of Scotland. This family”—he spat on the ground—“spits in the face of tradition. And now, the recent altercation in Edinburgh has only made the Campbell more convinced that these Maclarens need to be taught a lesson in humility.”


    Aisla bristled at the low threat in Dougal’s tone. She couldn’t help but think to what Niall had said at the mines that time, about accidents that might not have been true accidents. Taking a look around the festivities, she noticed a number of Ronan’s warriors fully armed and looking fierce in their observation of the crowds.


    “Are there any Campbells in attendance today?” she asked, wondering why Dougal had bothered to come if he despised the Maclarens so deeply.


    “Oh, aye. A few of Rose’s cousins. The Campbells were only extended an invitation to the games out of politeness, I assume. Though I dunnae ken if Ronan expected them to accept.” Dougal’s smile was thin and forced. “Or me for that matter, considering my connection.”


    As far as she knew, the Buchanans had remained in good standing with the Maclarens, even after Aisla had snubbed marriage to Dougal and married Niall instead. But that had been long ago, and Dougal was betrothed now. He’d make a good alliance for his clan with the Campbells, and was intelligent enough to know turning down the Maclaren invitation would have been an insult.


    “I’m only sorry your Rose could not attend.”


    “Dunnae fash,” he said with a shrug of his broad shoulders. Dougal took a cup of ale from a passing maid and inspected Aisla with a piercing look. “And how have ye been? I’ve heard ye’ve been gone from yer husband’s side for quite a time.”


    A rush of heat crept up Aisla’s neck, but she tamped it down and drained her wine. She had nothing to be embarrassed about. Dougal would have heard about her lengthy stay in France, and why shouldn’t he be curious? Everyone was. At least he was being plain spoken about it.


    “Yes, I’ve been in Paris.”


    He took a long draught of his ale, and then wiped his lips, a scowl transforming his expression. “I shouldnae ask, but considering I once pined over ye, I feel a duty. Why’d ye leave? Was he a bastard to ye?”


    Something about sharing what had happened with Niall felt wrong…like a betrayal. Odd that she would still be so protective over a man who hadn’t wanted her, but she didn’t have it in her to malign him. Cursing her own weakness, she shook her head. “No. It’s a long, complicated story, but I’d rather hear how your family is faring. It’s been some time since I heard news of the Buchanans.”


    It was enough to steer the conversation away from her and her presence at Maclaren. Dougal briefly told her about his brothers’ marriages and alliances with some lowland clans, and his mother’s death a handful of years back as they strolled the courtyard.


    “I’m so sorry,” she said. “How has your father been?”


    “As unyielding as ever. He remarried within the year, ye ken. Has a new bairn, and what with my brothers’ wives all begetting bairns now, he’s nearly choking on all his pride.”


    Aisla listened with an equal measure of curiosity and disappointment. It wasn’t so uncommon for a laird to take another wife after being widowed, but within the year of mourning? It seemed fast. And she must have been young to produce a bairn. But she did not know the Buchanan laird well at all, and couldn’t judge. Perhaps all he wanted was a loving spouse. Children to raise. A jolt of sorrow lanced through her. Julien wouldn’t give her children. They weren’t part of their agreement. And for the first time in a very long time, Aisla allowed herself to think about what might have been had she not miscarried. She would have remained at Maclaren. She might have seen Niall transform into a driven businessman and laird. She would have a young child racing about. Perhaps more than one.


    Then again, perhaps none of those things would have happened.


    Dougal must have sensed her distraction because he stopped walking. “Aisla? Are ye no’ well?”


    She realized she was leaning heavily against him, matching the weight in her chest. Quickly, she straightened up and blinked away the haze of her morose thoughts. “I’m sorry, I was only thinking about how time passes, I suppose. But I’m happy for your father and brothers. And you. I truly am.”


    He nodded and seemed to accept her excuse. “And I’m glad ye’re here. Come, let’s have a toast.”


    He took two goblets from a table, where maids were busy filling and refilling ale, and handed one to Aisla. She’d had a few sips of ale here and there since she’d been at Tarbendale, but after years of champagne and wine and sherry, she rather enjoyed the bitterness of the ale. She also tasted memories, of Montgomery and her life before she’d gone away.


    “To yer return, and to time passing more slowly,” he said, clinking his goblet against hers.


    She took a sip, and felt the ale push down the knot that had built up in the center of her throat. Another sip and the knot loosened a bit more. Compared to her own melancholy thoughts, the ale wasn’t bitter at all. It was chilled, from the casks’ time in the cellars she assumed, and with every sip, the ale seemed to battle the constriction in her throat and the sting of tears at the backs of her eyes.


    She and Dougal continued their stroll, stopping to watch a braemer stone toss, a dancing competition among several of the clan children, and then a bit later, to listen to a trio of pipers and a man playing the bagpipes. Aisla closed her eyes and let the music fill her. It wasn’t hard to do, especially when the blare of the bagpipes reverberated through her, straight to her bones. She took a few more draughts of ale, surprised at the warmth flowing through her arms and legs. And as she tapped her foot to the tune of the music, felt relief that the melancholy swamping her not a half an hour before had been completely consumed by a hazy kind of joy. The music, the laughter, the smiling faces all around her, and then Dougal’s solid and friendly arm underneath hers…she couldn’t help but grin. For the first time in days she didn’t feel a speck of tension under her skin. She didn’t overlook the fact that Niall wasn’t anywhere in sight.


    Aisla accepted a second goblet of ale as the bagpiper took a rest and the pipers continued on with a faster tune.


    “Do ye still dance?” Dougal asked, his own foot tapping to the music. “I remember how ye used to jig ’til ye were flushed and sweaty.”


    Aisla nearly choked on her mouthful. “Dougal! It isn’t kind to mention a lady’s sweat.”


    “Oh, aye, I suppose it isnae,” he said, a slow smile creeping over his lips as he leaned closer to her ear. “Then again, I have seen ye naked.”


    She froze, recalling what Niall had said. “As children! And you didn’t happen to mention that to anyone, did you? Like my husband?”


    “Aye. I suppose I might have hinted at it. I was jealous,” he said easily. “Ye were supposed to be mine, ye ken. I was young and stupid, remember? Why wouldnae ye want to marry the big smelly lummox. Or is that no’ what ye used to call me when ye thought I wasnae listening?”


    She did choke on her ale this time. Aisla coughed and her eyes watered as Dougal laughed and patted her on the back.


    “I can’t believe I ever called you that,” she said once she could speak again. “You’re not smelly at all.” Aisla laughed and leaned closer to him, dragging in a purposefully loud inhalation. “You smell rather clean. Have you taken up bathing, then?”


    Dougal roared with laughter, attracting a few startled glances from those around them. Then, feigning upset still, he said, “I demand compensation for that insult, Lady Maclaren…in the form of a dance.” He punctuated his statement with a gallant bow, and then held out his hand for her to accept.


    Aisla took another long sip of her ale in order to drain it, and set the goblet onto the ground before taking his hand. “Very well, I shall pay the piper accordingly.”


    They joined a few other couples dancing to the pipe music, the group dance a much livelier and infectious version of the reels she’d been subjected to in Paris. Aisla and Dougal held hands as they spun in a circle, and as she followed the beat of the music, spinning and kicking up her heels, the movements all came back to her.


    She’d danced at Montgomery at every opportunity, and Dougal hadn’t been wrong: she would dance until she was fairly glistening with sweat. It had always been so much fun to dance, unlike in Paris, where dancing wasn’t so much of an entertainment as it was a social necessity. One did not want to be a wallflower. As Dougal guided her through the reel, leaping and kicking up his own heels, and looking like he was thoroughly enjoying it, she felt lighter than she had in a long while.


    The pipes quit playing much too soon, and Aisla let out a sigh of discontent as the musicians stood up, lifting goblets of ale to wet their lips. She spun around looking for her own goblet, and felt the ground tilt beneath her feet. Dougal caught her by the elbow as the courtyard became a blurry haze of bright colors, the noises suddenly amplified.


    “Too much spinning about’s made ye dizzy,” he said, breathing harder after the dance. He put his other hand to his heaving chest. “And I have to say, I’m no’ as light on my feet as I used to be.”


    Her vision stilled a moment later, her ears became oddly muffled, and then she saw her goblet on the ground had been kicked and overturned. Dougal snatched it up for her, a wash of amusement in his eyes when he met her unsteady gaze. “How about another?”


    Good Lord, a third?


    She could hardly stay upright as it was after the mulled wine and two cups of ale. A firm hand closed around Aisla’s wrist, and on her next breath, she saw Julien sliding in between her and Dougal. “If you don’t mind, sir, I’d like to have a word with Lady Maclaren.”


    Julien’s voice was tight, and in the strange focus that seemed to be overtaking Aisla in the last handful of minutes, she could see the muscles in his neck and jaw tensing. With an odd expression that struck Aisla’s slow senses as irritation, Dougal bowed before taking his leave. Was it her imagination or did he look somewhat vexed? Surely, she wasn’t as foxed as all that?


    The rest of the courtyard was a blurred haze again when Julien faced her.


    “Chérie, I think you’ve had a bit too much to drink,” he said, a polite grin still fixed on his mouth.


    “Jules, please,” she said, her tongue feeling oddly fluffy. “I’m simply relaxing. And Dougal is an old friend.”


    “A source of contention as well, if I recall.”


    “That was long ago,” she said. Julien shot down the excuse with a haughty prop of his eyebrow.


    “In your half-sprung mind, perhaps. But there is a certain someone who hasn’t stopped grinding his jaw ever since you and your old beau started ambling, arm in arm.”


    Niall? She knew she shouldn’t twist around and search for him so openly, but the thought seemed to form itself much too slowly, and her body leaped ahead. She staggered a bit as she searched the courtyard for her husband, and she had to admit—even if only to herself—that Julien might have a point about her having imbibed a hair too much. She felt ridiculously good right then, and she wasn’t sorry for it, not one bit.


    “And, if I might add, he is firmly betrothed to one of the Campbell laird’s daughters,” Julien murmured. “Yet another source of contention.”


    “The feud…you know of it?” she asked, her words still a little loosely formed.


    Julien made a dismissive noise. “I have been living at Maclaren these weeks, my darling, and there is plenty of discussion regarding the Campbells. Though I don’t know as it’s a feud. Not yet, at least.”


    Aisla couldn’t keep her mind on the topic of the Campbells as she continued to search the grounds for Niall. Her eyes even seemed to be stumbling as they skipped over faces. But then they slammed to a halt on a smoldering blue gaze. Niall stood across the courtyard, and he didn’t look pleased in the least. But then Aisla took in who he was standing with—a crowd of men, and one woman. Fenella stood at Niall’s side, and she, too, was staring at Aisla, a sneer touching the corner of her mouth. Aisla couldn’t help noticing that her hand rested on the laird’s sleeve, as if it had every right to be there. She blinked, swaying slightly. Perhaps it did.


    It was just like before, she thought with a sour twist of her stomach, when Niall would spend the festivities with others instead of her. She’d been made to wait for Niall to notice her, to care that she was alone while everyone else enjoyed themselves. She’d been a fool, desperate for the crumbs of his attention.


    Aisla tore her eyes from Niall’s stare, and glared defiantly at Julien as she whisked a glass from a passing server. Whisky, it looked like. She didn’t care.


    “You’ll have a devil of a head in the morning,” Julien said.


    “My behavior is my business, Lord Leclerc.”


    “No need to get waspish, chérie.”


    She bit back another reply and instead, swallowed. This drink, however, didn’t have the cooling and relaxing effect on her. She tasted the sharp kick of the liquor, and the moment it was down her throat, her stomach was revolting.


    “You look a bit green around the gills,” Julien remarked.


    “Hush,” she replied, feeling a burst of relief when the pipers sat down again and began to play. “Let’s just dance.”


    She grabbed for his hand, but Julien went rigid as a block of ice. “I don’t think that would be wise. The ground is uneven here, and your sense of balance is likely skewed.”


    Aisla felt a spurt of fury and insult. “Stop coddling me. Now, I’d like to dance. If you won’t accommodate me, I’ll simply find Dougal again.”


    “Nae, ye willnae.”


    The whisper of a snarl cracked through her and she spun to see Niall standing not one arm’s length away. Aisla took far too long puzzling over how he’d reached her side so quickly. Hadn’t it only been a few seconds since she spied him across the courtyard?


    “As much as I hate to say it, Leclerc’s right,” he growled. “Ye need to rest a bit.”


    This time, it was more than fury and insult she felt at being chastised. It was embarrassment, too. Trailing closely behind Niall was Fenella, and even with her mouth twisted into a self-satisfied smirk, she still managed to look comely. Then again, at the games, Fenella wasn’t in her usual role as his housekeeper. Now, she wore an indecently tight dress and had abandoned any attempt toward deference with respect to their stations. Triumph and malice glinted in her eyes.


    Niall reached for Aisla’s palm—the one that held the snifter of whisky. “I think ye’ve had enough, lass.”


    She jerked it back, causing the contents to splash over the brim and onto her hand and wrist. “I am not drunk, and I don’t appreciate being spoken to as if I were a child.”


    Her cheeks went hot when she realized her tongue had tripped over the word “appreciate.” Fenella snorted laughter, and though Niall turned his ear, clearly hearing her, he said nothing. Something inside of Aisla broke then. A glowing hot poker felt as if it were branding the inside of her chest and stomach, and all Aisla wanted to do was scream at the pain.


    “I’m no’ treating ye like a child—”


    “No, you’re being a hypocritical boor,” she shot back, her tongue coming unhinged, loosened by ale, whisky, and a half-decade of stifled hurts. “Am I not allowed to dance? Am I not allowed to try to have fun in this place that has never given me anything other than heartache? I don’t know what I was thinking! I don’t even know why I bothered to come here at all. I shouldn’t have subjected myself to the torture of this place or its people or of you.”


    “Aisla—” Julien stepped in, the warning clear on his tone.


    But she was too far gone to stop—her fury had been six years in the making.


    “I left Maclaren for a reason, and I don’t regret it. I haven’t, not for one moment. At least in Paris, I didn’t see the same faces everywhere I turned. You’ve closed yourselves off up here in your little corner of the world, where everyone knows everyone and every newcomer is treated like a three-headed interloper simply because they aren’t the inbred cousin of a cousin of a cousin!” She swayed. “I am a Montgomery to the end.”


    Niall stepped forward and seized her arm, his voice low. “That’s enough. Ye’re insulting my clan, Aisla.”


    “You made it my clan, too, or have you forgotten that? I’ll say what I want about it. Arrogant, pretentious Maclarens. Too good for alliances. Too good for anything.”


    Makenna pushed through the throng of onlookers, and Aisla realized the pipe music had ceased. Everyone had stopped to look on.


    “Aisla?” Makenna said gently. “Why dunnae ye come with me for some air?”


    She met the eyes of several men and women, all looking at her the same way she’d just described—like she had three heads. They’d looked at her like that when she’d first arrived, too. Young, lonely, and pregnant. A pitiable outsider.


    “I don’t need your help!” she cried bitterly, suddenly feeling a wave of dizziness. She pressed a hand to her temple. “You escaped this place once. I don’t know what’s happened in your own marriage to make you come crawling back here, but I’m not like you. This prison is not my home.”


    Makenna’s eyes widened and she took a step backward, as if she’d been shoved. Aisla felt instant guilt and shame. She clammed up, sealing her lips tight. She tried to jerk her arm out of Niall’s grasp, but he only gripped her tighter.


    “Enough, Aisla,” he ground out, his breath hot against her ear. “That’s enough.”


    Aisla blinked and twisted around, looking for Julien, but when she met his eyes, knew she’d made a mistake. His constant smirk was gone, his brows pinched together. Even he, the Dionysus of Paris himself, looked shamed by her appalling conduct. He wouldn’t hold her stare. Instead, he made to follow Makenna, who had turned and walked away. Fenella moved aside to allow Makenna to pass, her usual sneer even more potent now. Aisla felt nothing but misery.


    The world tilted and spun gracelessly. Or perhaps it was she.


    “Niall, I’m—”


    “No’ another word,” he cut in, and then started walking, fast. Aisla’s feet tripped into motion, stumbling behind him. He stopped, tossed her like a sack of potatoes over his shoulder, and bore her toward the keep.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Niall could not recall the last time he’d been so spitting mad. He endured the raucous calls on the way back to the castle, weaving in between groups of celebrating Scotsmen and taking care not to jostle the screeching baggage over his shoulder. He didn’t want a back full of vomit for his efforts. He could feel her fists pounding on the small of his back above his kilt, hear her shrieking protests, but he knew that if he stopped he’d be hard pressed not to erupt in full view of everyone. He was holding on by a thin thread as it was.


    “Put me down, ye amadan,” she cried. “I’m going to be sick, do ye hear me?”


    Now, her brogue was back, fresh on a bellyful of ale and whisky. And calling him an idiot to boot.


    He’d missed the musical sound of it on her tongue, and the truth was he hated her clipped aristocratic accents. Though his own mother was English and insisted his older sister Sorcha have English-speaking tutors, hearing the lilting brogue now reminded him a bit of the girl Aisla used to be. Too bad it only resurfaced with anger, and apparently, copious amounts of liquor.


    She reeked of sweat and spirits, though the latter was likely because she’d jostled half of a glass of whisky over the two of them there at the end. He wrinkled his nose and wondered whether he used to smell as bad when he came to her bed after a night of heavy drinking. Worse, he imagined. He’d watched her, though, as she’d danced and flirted with Dougal Buchanan, drinking pint after pint and growing more animated by the second.


    A part of him had wanted to feast his eyes on her—she’d been so beautiful and uninhibited during the reel, her face wreathed in delight—but another part of him lamented that it wasn’t him that had brought that passion to her in the first place. Once more, it’d been Dougal Buchanan.


    He hadn’t missed Fenella’s pointed comment: some things never change, aye? Though he’d kept a tight rein on his emotions, her words had been like bringing a flame to tinder. Bitterness had exploded inside of him in an uncontrollable rush, making him nearly double over from the force of it. But he’d stood there and watched her make a fool of herself with a blasted smile on his face as if her antics meant nothing.


    As if he felt nothing.


    A sob burst from the flailing woman over his shoulder. “Please, Niall. I feel ill.”


    Heaving a grunt, he changed direction, heading toward the remote gardens on the western edge of the keep, situated near a stream that ran between Maclaren and Tarbendale. With any luck, it was well enough away from the revelry to be deserted. He dumped her unceremoniously to the ground, watching as she stumbled to a hedge and cast up every wretched one of her accounts. Sighing, she then leaned back against the trunk of a silver birch sapling, eyes closed.


    “Feel better?” he asked after a moment.


    “Some,” she whispered. “Thank you.”


    Niall mourned the loss of those sweet, shortened vowels.


    After several moments, she opened her eyes and looked up into the starlit sky. The moon was just rising, and the sky was twilight purple. The strains of a lone bagpipe reached their ears. “It’s so beautiful here,” she murmured. “I forgot how beautiful.”


    “Did ye?” he asked quietly.


    “Yes.”


    Her eyes met his and darted away, rising once more to study the twinkling sky above. She drew several long breaths as if gathering her courage, and Niall waited. As much as he wanted to blister her ears for her heedless words earlier, he knew she was still a trifle disguised. Not that it was an excuse, but he knew from experience what anger did to drunken senses. He’d known what it had done to his. He swallowed hard, and scrubbed the bridge of his nose with his palm.


    “This used to be our garden,” she murmured, taking belated stock of their surroundings. She leaned so far backward that she nearly toppled over. “I remember this tree,” she said, wide eyed. “We planted it the day we came to Maclaren.”


    “Aye.”


    He remembered, too. A whimsical Aisla had wanted something to be a memento of their marriage, something that would grow as they did. As their child grew, too. They’d chosen the tree together, and they’d spent many an early afternoon making love in the grass in this very copse. He stiffened, unsure whether he’d brought them here on purpose or whether it had simply been convenient at the time. Perhaps some combination of the two.


    Niall looked around. He hadn’t been here in years, but someone had maintained it. His mother’s gardener, he suspected. Sweetly scented, thick rose bushes grew around the edges of the garden. A small stone bench sat in one corner near a working fountain with two cherubs. The tree Aisla was still staring at grew in the middle of the garden; its focal point, surrounded by the white marble bench beneath her skirts. The tree had matured and filled out in the last six years.


    A look of sadness crossed her face, her full lips twisting with a bittersweet expression. He knew why. It was because it had survived when their marriage hadn’t.


    “Do you remember that day when we came here?” she asked softly, her fingers tracing the marble edge of the bench. “To Maclaren?”


    He leaned against an oak at the far end and folded his arms across his chest. “Aye.”


    “We were so happy.” Her voice caught. “We were happy, weren’t we?”


    “Sometimes.”


    Their eyes joined in a meeting of shared, fraught history. She’d been deeply unhappy toward the end, he knew. After the loss of the babe, she’d retreated into herself, turning away from any comfort he, or anyone, could have offered. In hindsight, he hadn’t known how to react, and he’d chosen to curb his own pain with ale and whisky.


    He flinched at the memory of his heedless words.


    “Ye’ll have more children someday, Aisla,” he’d told her in all his youthful arrogance.


    “It was our child, Niall,” she had sobbed. “Ours. And now she’s dead.”


    And he had wept, even with the seed of doubt that she might have played him false. He’d had no proof, of course. Except his own suspicions and insecurities, steeped in the belief that he could never be enough for someone like her. How could she ever love him? A cripple?


    And now, she’d danced with the Buchanan as if the man hadn’t been the one to drive a loch-sized wedge between them. With the tensions between the Maclarens and Campbells, he hadn’t expected to see Rose Campbell’s betrothed among the revelers. Had he only come because of the news of Aisla’s return? Or with some other nefarious purpose? Ronan’s words came back to him: I got the notion he hates ye.


    Drawing a strangled breath, he cleared his throat, ready to tell Aisla that they should head to the stables and back to Tarbendale, but then she stood and weaved her way over to the fountain where a thick rosebush with blushing pink roses stood.


    Her words were nearly inaudible as her fingers caressed one perfect bloom. “I planted this the day after I lost the baby.” He heard the broken sob there at the end, but Niall didn’t move. He couldn’t move. Pain kept his back pressed to that tree.


    “I didnae ken,” he said, though a bit stupidly, and only because he didn’t know what else to say.


    “Why would you have known? You weren’t there,” she replied, though her tone held none of the bitter challenge that he had grown so accustomed to. She was simply stating the facts. And she was correct. In the days after she miscarried, Niall had thought it best to give her time and space to grieve. So he’d stayed away. In taverns, mostly, managing his own grief with as much ale and whisky as he could. The babe had started to feel like the one thing that had been tethering them together, and once it was lost, there’d seemed to be no hope left for them. He couldn’t hold on to her, and he’d been at a loss on how to regain her.


    “I should have been,” he admitted, leaning his head back, against the tree. Closing his eyes, he could see perfectly just how much of an idiot he’d been. He saw the same behavior in a number of the young men here at Maclaren and Tarbendale. Good lads, but young, showing up for work at Tarben Castle and the mines with a splitting headache and bloodshot eyes every morning. A few of them had wives. Bairns.


    “I was a fool,” he added, sliding down the trunk of the tree to sit upon the grass. He kept one knee bent, his arm resting on it as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Ye needed me, and I wasnae there. I ken that, Aisla. I ken it now, and I should have then.”


    She was quiet as she crouched near the rose shrub, the petals of a bloom still sliding between her fingers. He’d been so selfish, so sodding drunk, all the time. At Montgomery, Aisla’s home, it had been different. No one had known him or had soft expectations of him. No one had thought of him as anything less. He’d been free…and happy. But once he’d returned with a pregnant wife to Maclaren, everything had changed. He’d felt useless and afraid that he was lacking and not what she wanted. He’d let his fears win. And he’d lost her anyway.


    “We were too young,” she whispered. “Maybe we were doomed from the start.”


    He heard her despondency in the bleak excuse. “I dunnae believe that. There are plenty of people who marry young and make a success of it. Age was no’ our only obstacle.”


    Aisla released the rose bloom and looked over her shoulder at him. “The drink, then? Because you claim you don’t drink now, and you’re…” She took a breath and averted her gaze. “You’re a completely different man.”


    He held still, recognizing her words as a doorway, one he’d been angling for. She’d finally seen the one thing he’d wished her to: that he had changed, utterly and wholly. Niall’s mind jumped to Ronan’s wager, but he couldn’t press onward. It was too tenuous a moment, and he didn’t want Aisla to pull away. She was right. His habits had been, most definitely, their largest obstacle. He could admit that now, and had been able to for some time. He smiled faintly. “Was I as sloppy a drunk as ye were just now?”


    Aisla rolled her eyes. “Worse.”


    He nodded, accepting it as truth. “Well then, in that respect, yes, I’ve changed. But some things are more difficult to adjust.”


    She straightened and turned to him, crossing her arms. “Such as?”


    She wobbled a bit, and Niall got up fast, to catch her before she lost her footing. He led her back to the tree, and when he sat down, he eased her down beside him. She felt good there, tucked in close against him. The honesty of their frank conversation had scrubbed away every lick of anger and frustration over her outburst in the courtyard. With her defenses at half mast, perhaps this was the true Aisla.


    “Such as trust. And jealousy,” he replied.


    More specifically, the lack of trust, and an abundance of jealousy. They would be enough to threaten any relationship.


    “I’m still possessive,” he whispered against the crown of her head, her soft blond curls loosened from their pins from the way she’d been carried upside down. “I cannae stand to see ye flirting with another man. No’ then and no’ now. And here ye are, showing up with Leclerc, saying ye want to marry him…knowing that the two of ye…” She stiffened beneath his arm, and he could feel her bristling to meet him in battle. He quickly redirected the conversation. “I’m sorry. But…why do ye want to marry him?”


    Aisla’s arms and shoulders relaxed again. “Because he needs me. He needs my help. His mother is dying and wants to see him wed. I want to laugh and be happy. And because he’s my friend. My best friend.”


    A friend. Well, it was true that when Leclerc looked at Aisla it wasn’t with any sort of fire. He likely saw the marriage as a pleasant and beneficial arrangement. Niall wasn’t certain how any marriage like that would inspire happiness or laughter, though.


    “Ye used to laugh with me.”


    He felt her shrug a shoulder with a soft hiccup. “I did, but there was nothing to laugh or smile about when I saw you drunk all the time with your friends. With Fenella.”


    “Aisla—”


    “You said you were possessive, that you can’t stand to see me flirt with another man. Don’t you think I felt the same? Why is it so impossible for you to understand the pain I felt when I found you in Fenella’s cottage? When I see you with her now?”


    He closed his eyes, batting away the spear of guilt that always jutted out at his chest when he remembered that whisky-soaked night. Though, truly, little of it he did actually remember. But then Niall stopped—stopped pushing back the guilt, and instead, let it come. He’d been ignoring it, shoving it away, keeping it out of sight and out of mind. Anything to move onward and upward, away from the mess that had been his marriage. What he hadn’t done, he realized, as he and Aisla sat together under the tree having their first peaceful, amiable conversation, was feel the guilt fully. And accept it for what it was.


    “I understand yer hurt. I felt it myself,” he said, thinking of Dougal Buchanan. “But I swear to ye, Aisla, I never slept with the lass.” He drew a breath and held it in his lungs for a protracted moment and then let it go. “Even if I were ape-drunk, I would never think to betray ye in that way.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” she whispered.


    But he knew it did. Niall felt Aisla shift and begin to sit up and away from him. He took her by the arms to hold her in place. “Nothing has ever happened, and it never will. She’s my housekeeper. A friend. Nothing more. I give ye my word, Aisla. The word of a sober man.”


    She stared into his eyes, as if searching for a crack in his vow. Something for her to point out and use against him. But she didn’t find it. Instead, she nodded slowly.


    “I believe you.”


    They were the sweetest three words he’d ever heard her say. Other than another three, of course. Those three words he couldn’t hope to ever hear again. I love you.


    Aisla licked her lips, her eyes glistening. “And I hope you accord me the same consideration when I tell you, once and for all, that I was never with Dougal. I gave myself only to you, I chose you, I married you.”


    There was so much pain, and yet so much hope in her eyes right then…hope that he’d believe her the way she’d believed him. Again, he felt the familiar jab of the spear. No more guilt, he’d promised himself. But he was tired of running away from it. The woman seated beside him, looking at him with so much openness and heart, baring herself in ways she hadn’t since her return. This was the girl he’d known at Montgomery. This was Aisla, before they’d snuffed out their marriage.


    He squeezed her arms gently. “I believe you, too.”


    She sucked in a breath of air and nodded, leaning forward to bury her forehead against his chest. “Do you think of her?” she whispered. “The babe?”


    He nodded solemnly. “Every single day.”


    “Me, too. I wanted her so badly. I loved her even though she and I had only known each other a few months. She was special.” She exhaled on a half sob. “She would have been loved, wouldn’t she?”


    Niall’s throat grew tight. “Aye.”


    She sat a moment, frozen and unblinking. And then the corners of her mouth tipped downward and trembled, as if it was all too much to keep buttoned up inside. Aisla sobbed, the smell of ale and whisky mixed with the fragrant roses she’d rustled on the shrub. He stroked her hair and back, until finally her sobs fell off into rhythmic breathing. Aisla’s weight against his side and chest had grown limp. Niall tucked in his chin and peered down to see her lashes splayed out against her pink cheeks.


    God, he hadn’t held her like this in years. She hadn’t trusted him to. No, she’d kept him at arm’s length and for good reason. He hadn’t deserved her trust.


    And now the tables were turned so thoroughly, it would be funny if it wasn’t so painful. She was an adorable, if furiously cantankerous, drunk. Most of what she’d said had been yelled in anger, he knew, but that much hurt could have only been born from a place of love. He would wager his entire fortune on the fact that some of that affection was still there, and he had fewer than four weeks to make her see it.


    Four weeks to win back his Highland bride for good. Not for the sake of a wager or for anything else beyond the two of them. But simply because he wanted her to stay.


    For the first time in years, he felt the hollowness in his chest ease.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Why in God-awful hell did it feel like she was on a ship?


    A sinking ship caught in the middle of the English Channel.


    The room was lurching and careening before she even cracked an eyelid. When Aisla finally managed to open her eyes, she winced against the bright sunlight streaming in through the parted curtains. At least the room was no longer whirling, though everything in it spun. She moaned as she rolled over, her mattress and pillows cradling her body and yet somehow making her feel even worse, what with her churning stomach and her throbbing head.


    Blasted ale and whisky. And her blasted loose tongue! She pressed the heels of her palms against her temples, each one pulsing in matched pain, and felt a new rush of sickness. This one sourced by guilt, and not an over indulgence of spirits.


    Good Lord, what had she said?


    Bits and pieces came back to her. Makenna’s hurt expression, and Julien’s disappointed one. Niall’s fury as he tossed her over his shoulder and carried her away to stop her from making an even worse arse out of herself.


    She tried to sit up, but the pain in her head didn’t allow her to make much progress. The door to the bedchamber opened, and in bustled Pauline. She carried a stack of linen and one of Aisla’s favorite gowns.


    The maid propped one thin brow and inspected Aisla, concern and pity in her eyes. “Ah, my lady, you are finally awake. I will ring for a bath immediately.”


    “Is it so very bad?” Aisla asked, sniffing the air. She recoiled at the stench that greeted her nostrils. “Don’t answer that question. A bath would be lovely.”


    Pauline bowed her head and set the linens on the table beside the copper tub. “You must have had an eventful afternoon at the festivities, my lady, to be asleep before dinner last night.”


    Aisla didn’t have the energy to take her maid to task for digging for gossip. “You’ve heard all about it by now, I am quite certain, so don’t pretend to be ignorant, Pauline. Tell me…how angry are they?” She’d said horrible things about Maclaren and its people. Loudly, too. Aisla then sat up a little higher as confusion descended. She peered around the bedchamber at Tarben Castle. “And how did I get here? I was at Maclaren…”


    In the garden with Niall. Curled up against him as she’d let loose the tears that had taken her by surprise. He’d believed her about Dougal. It had been such a relief to hear him say those simple words. And oddly enough, it had been a relief to tell Niall that she believed him about Fenella. She’d wanted to let go of those old hurts so desperately.


    But everything else…the awful things she’d blurted out in the courtyard before…how could she face Makenna now? Or Julien, or any of the other Maclarens? She’d behaved dreadfully. Abominably.


    “The laird brought you back here,” Pauline said, opening the window. A breeze gusted in, warm and sweet smelling. “And I’m not sure how angry the others are. They all clamp their lips shut as soon as I enter a room.” She scowled suddenly. “Except that Miss Fenella. She has a right vicious mouth on her.”


    Aisla was stunned at Pauline’s outburst. Normally, the little French maid was quite staid with a reserve that could rival Aisla’s.


    “What did she say?”


    Pauline flushed. “Nothing of note, my lady.”


    “Tell me.”


    She swallowed hard and nodded. “She said, erm, that the little hussy is getting her comeuppance, and she was glad that everyone finally got to see the real you.”


    Aisla shook her head and laughed at the woman’s spite. “It would be untoward if Fenella didn’t gloat or insult me in some asinine way. Hussy used to be one of my favorites.”


    “She is a horrid woman,” Pauline declared loyally.


    With a soft huff of laughter, Aisla sat up, letting the coverlet slip from her grip, and gasped. She was naked beneath it. A blush singed her cheeks. “Where is my night rail? Did you undress me?”


    Pauline arched a bland eyebrow. “No, my lady.”


    Oh, good God.


    That meant Niall had. Even down to her stays and chemise. Why would he have divested her of all her clothing? She searched around the room looking for any clues. It made no sense. What was even more frightening was that she did not remember coming to her chamber or being put to bed. Had she done anything untoward?


    “I should inform you that you have callers, my lady,” Pauline said, putting a clean pair of stays and a new chemise beside the gown. “Lord Leclerc and Lady Makenna arrived some time ago and are breakfasting downstairs with the laird.”


    Aisla’s mouth fell open. “What? Why?”


    “I cannot presume to know, my lady, but perhaps they wanted to see how you were faring?”


    Hell. Aisla could not face any of them. Not now. Perhaps not ever. She flung herself back onto the bedclothes and winced at the subsequent hammering of her head.


    “Please give them my regrets, Pauline,” she croaked.


    “As you wish. I have also taken your gown to be laundered, my lady, if it pleases you. The silk chemise has been ruined, however,” Pauline said, ringing the bell pull for a footman. “If you are not joining the others, I think some simple tea and toast for breakfast, non?”


    “Why has my chemise been ruined?” she whispered, looking up, almost unwilling to hear the answer, but Pauline was off to answer the scratch on the door.


    Aisla’s imaginings, in the meantime, ran wild. Had she ripped it off in a fit of passion? Had he? Dear God, what in heaven’s name had happened last night? Surely, she would know if she’d succumbed to drunken lust, wouldn’t she? With a sinking heart, she recalled Niall tumbling into bed and having no recollection of ever touching her the next day. Aisla gasped for air that wouldn’t come.


    The wager!


    Forget the wager, you bloody fool, you’ve worse things to worry about.


    “My chemise, Pauline?” she asked after the maid was finished speaking with the summoned footman.


    “It was stained, my lady, with…” Pauline cleared her throat discreetly. “With copious amounts of illness.”


    Aisla wanted to crawl under the covers and die. She remembered casting up her accounts in the garden, but she must have done so again once they returned to Tarben Castle. And if her dress had been spared enough to be laundered, then she must have been almost nude when she’d been sick the second time.


    A smile twitched at the corners of Pauline’s lips. “You, however, were quite clean.”


    Oh, the horror—he hadn’t! Niall had washed her. Her gaze slid to the emptied pitcher and folded cloths that the ever-efficient Pauline would have already refreshed.


    “His lordship refused my assistance,” Pauline added, salt settling in the wound. “At least, he is your husband, non, since he has seen you en dishabille.”


    Aisla buried her face into the pillows, groaning. Had she maintained even a quarter of an ounce of dignity? This day couldn’t get any worse. She decided she would stay abed forever. No one would miss a screaming drunken shrew, would they? She’d eke out the remaining weeks in shameful solitude.


    A timid knock on the door brought her out of her despair as the footman arrived with her breakfast tray. Pauline handed her a wrapper and laid out the tray on the small table next to the window. “Come, my lady, this will make you feel better.”


    “I cannot eat anything,” she said, her stomach giving a wild lurch.


    “You must or you will feel worse.”


    Dragging herself up and over to the chair, Aisla balked at the sight of food, but she made herself eat the dry toast and sip the strong tea. The strength of the brew made her eyes water. Though her belly remained queasy, she nibbled obediently on one piece of toast, and stared out the window to the manicured gardens below.


    She’d never indulged that much, not ever. After seeing what it had done to Niall, Aisla had only ever consumed champagne or wine on rare occasion, and ratafia or sherry in smaller doses at special dinner parties and balls. She had never drunk whisky. That had been her downfall, she knew. That and the bloody Maclaren ale that could fell an ox.


    Aisla cringed, recalling her words. But she felt more vulnerable about what she’d said in the garden alone with her husband. She’d cried about her miscarriage, about the baby they had lost. She’d wept, and talked about pains and circumstances that should have been left buried and forgotten.


    “Are you well, my lady?” Pauline said, rushing over.


    “Yes,” she choked, blinded by tears. “I must have sipped too quickly.”


    The sudden ache was too raw, too fresh. Oh, why had she reopened old injuries? It had to have been the garden. It guarded too many painful memories…the tree, the rosebush, what was left of her heart. And the drink had undermined all of her hard-won self-possession and fortitude.


    Niall had seemed quiet and different, though. They’d forgiven each other for past misunderstandings. It seemed inconceivable that they could ever be in such accord. Then again, she’d been the drunk one, while he’d been sober. Aisla couldn’t quite count on her dubious recollection of events, no matter how much she wanted to believe it.


    A second knock on the door announced the arrival of the footmen, bearing hot water to the bathing chamber. Aisla sighed. Perhaps she would drown and then she would be spared an eternity of ignominy. Though she imagined that drowning in a hip bath would be quite a feat even for the most determined of ladies.


    “Will you take your bath now, my lady?” Pauline asked, once she forced down her tea and most of the toast.


    Aisla nodded and stood, gripping the side of the table. She couldn’t hide forever. “Yes, that may be best.”


    After a good wash—all the while refusing to acknowledge the fact that Niall had done an efficient job the night before—Aisla felt marginally better. Enough to leave her chamber at least. Pauline combed and braided her damp clean hair, and she dressed in a simple muslin gown, before gingerly making her way downstairs. Her heart raced with every step. With luck, no one would be there. She did not want to see Makenna, or Julien, or Niall, or anyone for that matter.


    “Courage,” she told herself, and entered the breakfast room.


    To her relief, she did not see the broad, unmistakable form of her husband. However, her gaze was met by the other two persons in attendance. Julien rose, his face inscrutable, and her heart fell at the absence of his customary smirk. Things must indeed be dire if he hadn’t yet forgiven her. She’d already felt ill, but now another spurt of guilt and humiliation threatened to sink her.


    “Good morning, Lady Maclaren,” he said with a short bow.


    “Please, Lord Leclerc, don’t get up on my account,” she said, unconsciously mirroring his scrupulous, polite tones. “Good morning, Makenna.”


    “How are ye feeling?” Makenna asked.


    She collapsed into a nearby chair, watching with no small amount of nausea as Julien signaled to a footman to refill his heaping plate. She suspected he was doing it to torment her. The cad. “Like I’ve been dragged behind wild horses, stampeded by wild elephants, and left to rot in a field surrounded by feral hogs.”


    Makenna laughed, and Aisla winced at the sound. “That bad?”


    “Worse than you can possibly imagine.”


    “You deserve it and more,” Julien said, shoving a forkful of runny eggs into his mouth. Aisla closed her eyes.


    “Hush, Julien,” Makenna chided softly. “Ye can see that she’s miserable. I suppose such an affliction is punishment enough.”


    Aisla’s eyes flicked open, taking in Makenna’s gentle smile, and she drew a deep breath. The fact that she’d called him by his given name didn’t escape her notice, but it wasn’t worth fussing over. She owed the lady an apology. “I am sorry for what I said, Makenna. It was unforgivable in the extreme. I did not mean to imply that you were here because your marriage was inadequate in any way or that Maclaren was a hellish place…”


    Makenna lifted a palm. “Say nae more, Aisla, truly. ’Tis forgotten.”


    “And I love Maclaren,” she blurted out. “And the clansmen, most of the time. If you had been here before, I’m certain it would have been different. But I was so lonely, and Niall had his friends, and I had no one…” She trailed off helplessly. “I was angry.”


    “I understand, but ye dunnae need to explain yerself to me.” Makenna paused, a heavy look crossing her face. “Or to anyone.”


    “I do,” Aisla whispered. “I said hurtful things.”


    “Perhaps, but the people ken yer character. They will ken that ye didnae mean it.”


    “Will they?” she asked in a small voice. She didn’t understand how they could know her character when she’d been gone for so long. When she’d chosen not just to abandon her husband, but them, too. How could they possibly think well of her? And when had she started to care?


    “Aye, ye will see. Ye think my brother didnae have a loose tongue when he was a tosspot? Even before yer marriage, he had a foul mouth.” Makenna shook her head, smiling. “And if ye’re worried ye were the only one to cause some excitement yesterday, ye should ken there was a good brawl after ye quit the festivities. I suspect Maclaren will be blathering more over that than the outburst of one tipsy lady.”


    A thread of hope wound through Aisla at the idea. “A brawl?”


    “Aye, between my loutish brothers Evan and Finlay and a few Campbells.”


    Aisla recalled what Dougal had said about the tensions between the two clans. “I hope no one was injured too badly,” she said.


    Makenna waved off the concern. “The Campbells were sent on their way easily enough, and my brothers were left with but a few bruises and a tale to embellish for the ages.” She glanced over to Julien. “We were thinking of taking a stroll to the village, if ye’re interested. The fresh air might do ye some good.”


    “With Niall as well?” Aisla asked, though she hoped it wouldn’t be.


    Apologizing to Makenna and meeting her husband face to face were two different things. The latter was far too daunting, especially after he’d undressed and washed her! Would he have enjoyed it? Would his touch have lingered at the appearance of her bare skin? God above, it felt as though she were on fire. Her nipples tightened and her legs went weak.


    Get a hold of yourself. You probably smelled worse than a dung heap.


    “He was here earlier, but he’s gone off to the mines,” Makenna said. “One of his pulleys broke, and ye ken Niall—he is brilliant at inventing such devices.”


    Aisla blinked, the brief thought that it was yet another misfortune to befall the mines eclipsed by the second part of Makenna’s sentence. “He is?”


    “Oh, aye,” Makenna said with a proud smile. “He’s right talented. Ye’ve seen what he can do with his harness for his left hand? That was all his creation.”


    Aisla had seen the hook and a few others, but she hadn’t known that he had designed them. She sucked in a breath, once more surprised. Makenna noticed it.


    “I suppose yer surprise is understandable, considering he didnae ken his own talent until a handful of years ago.” She touched the corners of her lips with her napkin before pushing back her chair to stand.


    Julien saw her and stood on ceremony, his mouth still full and his napkin falling out of his lap. “Are we not finishing our meals?” he asked after swallowing his bite.


    “Ye’re the only one taking an eon to eat, my lord. We’ll meet ye in town. It looks like Aisla needs that fresh air I promised her.” Makenna flashed Aisla a mischievous grin. “Are ye ready?”


    Aisla stood up, her limbs numb and clumsy with a rush of gratitude and relief. Makenna wasn’t just saying she forgave Aisla for the terrible things she’d blurted out the day before. She truly did forgive her. Julien bid them adieu with a promise to find them in the village, and the two women set off.


    It wasn’t a long walk to the cluster of shops and businesses and even a few homes in the village. Just far enough for Tarben Castle to fall away behind a ridge, and for the towers of Maclaren to come into view to the east. Though Aisla had already been to the village, she hadn’t truly taken the time to look at it. She’d been too preoccupied rushing from shop to shop, finding items to send to Tarben Castle that might pick away at her husband’s patience and sanity. But this time, she felt calm, almost tranquil, as she and Makenna strolled along the village’s main road. She was feeling much better than she had when she’d sat down with Julien and Makenna, and with her clear head, she took the time to really glance around.


    The roads were neat, the shop fronts simple but well kept. There were women and men walking, going about their business, some attempting to keep a gaggle of children from rushing off into trouble. Aisla heard the steady clanging of a blacksmith at work and smelled the yeasty scent of bread on the air. A couple entering the nearby inn caught her attention, and she blinked with delayed recognition. It was Fenella, and from the back, the tall, broad-shouldered man who accompanied her reminded Aisla of Dougal Buchanan. They were inside before she could take another look. Though, it could not possibly be him. Dougal was betrothed. And why would he be with Fenella?


    She shook her head. It wasn’t any of her business, or concern, who either of them kept acquaintances with. Aisla turned back to her companion.


    “I don’t remember the village being this quaint,” she said as Makenna waved to a few passing women carrying full baskets of bread.


    “That’s because it wasnae always this way,” she replied. “When I was growing up, the place felt like a muddy pit most of the time.”


    “What changed?” Aisla asked.


    “A few years back, an irrigation canal was put in just north of the village to reroute flood waters that used to come down through the center of town here. Things are kept dry now.”


    “An irrigation canal? Whose idea was that?”


    But she already knew.


    Makenna looked at her, smiling slyly. “I told ye he’s talented. He has a gift for inventions.”


    Niall.


    “And what with the mines being so profitable, I suppose everyone in Maclaren and Tarbendale benefits in a way,” Makenna finished saying.


    And all because of Aisla’s husband. Niall had built up the mines and he’d improved the village. He’d changed so much. Including himself. Yet again, Aisla felt a warm fist-sized burst of pride in her chest for his accomplishments, even though she had nothing to do with them at all. Or perhaps she did. After all, he’d only discovered his many talents after she’d left. Perhaps he’d simply needed something to focus on.


    “He’s done so well for himself,” she whispered.


    “Aye,” Makenna replied, though she sounded hesitant. As if she wished to say more.


    “What is it?” Aisla pressed.


    Her sister-in-law sighed. “Only that as well as he’s done for himself, he isnae satisfied. He’s never satisfied, never at ease. I ken I only see him a few times every year, but my mother writes, and she’s always concerned Niall isnae truly happy.”


    Aisla didn’t know how to reply. She sensed the same thing about Niall now. That he worked hard, but never allowed himself any pleasure or time to enjoy what he’d accomplished. She wondered if he feared resting; if he worried he might somehow fall back into his old, disorderly ways if he stopped. She knew she’d often felt the same way in Paris—the more balls and soirees and dinners, the better to keep her mind off her regrets and the broken pieces of her past.


    “He seems content,” Aisla said, diffidently.


    Makenna gazed up at the clouds, which were white puffy blotches in front of a steel-gray horizon. She frowned, her eyes on the sky, but somehow farther away than that. “People can get rather good at pretending.”


    Aisla stopped her with a hand on her wrist. “Is there something the matter?”


    Makenna shook off the pensive expression, and smiled. “Just concerned for my baby brother. Come, here’s a shop ye might like.”


    She led Aisla across the street, into a small shop filled with glittering pieces of jewelry and trinkets. The sunlight cut through the pieces on display in the windows and set the whole shop into a kaleidoscope of warm amber colors.


    “Oh my,” Aisla whispered, her heart caught in her throat and her feet coming to an abrupt halt in the doorway. Her lips parted in awe as she took in the sheer magnificence of the shop. Practically everything on the shelves and in the display cases was topaz, the same gemstones she’d seen on various things in the castle, on swords and shields, and also on Makenna herself. The brooch her sister-in-law had worn before, the one Aisla had admired, must have come from this shop.


    There was a little of everything here; necklaces, bracelets, earrings, and all manner of trinkets.


    “These are all so gorgeous,” she said, picking up a small blown-glass paperweight cast in the shape of a hawk. Its eyes and beak and many of its feathers were carefully carved pieces of prismatic yellow topaz.


    “Thank ye, my lady,” an older gentleman said as he came out from a back room. “The gems are mined right at Tarbendale.”


    She set down the paperweight hawk and was drawn toward several bracelets. The jewels set in the bands were all different sizes and carved into different styles, and each one was a slightly different hue. One, a clear yellow; another, a marbled amber; and a third, a rum-colored jewel darker than the rest. All were stunning, the silver and gold settings carved in detailed filigree.


    “I thought ye’d like this shop,” Makenna said as she ambled around the room.


    Aisla stopped to admire a shelf of hollowed, blown-glass animals, each one with a flare of topaz. A bear with jeweled snout and claws, an elk with glittering antlers, and the most beautiful one of all, a wolf with a topaz heart set inside the animal’s clear glass chest.


    “These must have all been done by the same artist,” Aisla said, moving on to a row of silver and topaz goblets.


    “Why, yes, my lady, o’course. The l—”


    “Aisla, come have a look at these.”


    She peered back at Makenna, surprised her sister-in-law had interrupted the shopkeeper, but curious at the excitement in her voice. When she reached Makenna’s side, she understood why.


    Her hands had minds of their own, and they reached for the first in a line of several bejeweled throwing daggers. They were on display in a long wooden case, a bed of jet velvet accentuating the bright clarity of the topaz set into the handles of each dagger. No design was alike…some handles were dainty and curved, while others were more regal and solid-looking. The blades of each were polished to a high shine, the edges stone-ground to lethal sharpness, and each one had a glittering array of topaz jewels. And when she lifted the first dagger, she could feel the quality of the design. The balanced weight between the blade and the handle.


    “These are…well, they’re simply…” Aisla was at a loss for words. Beautiful wouldn’t do the daggers justice.


    “Something ye would like to purchase?” Makenna prompted.


    Aisla laughed, setting down the first dagger and selecting another one that had caught her eye. This one was polished silver, and the topaz had been inlaid into the shape of a craggy mountain. It nearly looked like the mountain that stood at the back of the Montgomery stronghold, where she grew up.


    “Yes,” she said, admiring it, and looking forward to the first chance she had to throw it. “Most definitely. The craftsmanship is exquisite. Pieces like these should be in a museum, on display. Why, in Paris, I don’t think I saw anything in any jeweler’s shop that was its equal. Pray tell, who made these?”


    “A recluse, if you would believe.” Makenna took the dagger carefully from Aisla, and with a puckish grin, extended it to the shopkeeper. “Please have this boxed and wrapped for her ladyship, and add it to the laird’s account.”


    The man looked puzzled for a moment, but then bowed and reached for the dagger.


    “Oh, no. That’s not necessary,” Aisla said, her stomach crimping at the thought of sending yet another bill to Tarben Castle. “I’ll purchase it now. And I’ll take the wolf over there.” She paused with a smile. “And that bracelet with the braided filigree.”


    Makenna frowned. “But—”


    “I insist,” she said, not wanting to explain. She wasn’t sure she knew how. Only that yesterday, Niall had forgiven her, and she him for past deeds, and she had even more apologizing to do when she saw him next for acting the way she had. She just didn’t feel right buying this dagger on his credit. And the wolf, well she’d decide what she wanted to do with that, if and when the time came. But something about it reminded her of Niall. The bracelet was purely an impulsive purchase.


    “Please have that delivered to the keep,” she said, watching as the shopkeeper wrapped the glass wolf with infinite care. Her heart felt like a bird caught in her chest. She would thank Niall, she thought. For his care. A heated blush scorched her face, and she sucked in a shaky breath, hoping Makenna would not notice her suddenly flushed countenance.


    “I’ll take the dagger and wear the bracelet, thank you.”


    After he fastened the delicate clasp around her wrist, Aisla admired the simple beauty of the jewelry. The topaz gems shone, flanked by gorgeous blue stones on either side, and the braided metal gleamed.


    “What are these stones called?”


    The shopkeeper peered down. “Apatite from the Western Isles.”


    It was truly lovely, not that the blue stones reminded her of Niall’s eyes at all. She paid the man and pocketed the dagger, and when she left the shop, she felt better. More grounded. She wasn’t sure if it was the whimsical beauty that had been inside the shop, or knowing that her husband’s mines had provided the gems, or even just having a new stunning throwing dagger in her pocket. But she liked Maclaren village, and that made the things she said the day before weigh even heavier.


    She didn’t hate this place, or the people here. Or him, for that matter. Far from it. The knowledge lodged like a stone in the pit of her stomach. Time, it seemed, was more dangerous than anything else. Not only did it heal wounds, it made one dream of possibility.


    That was something she could not fall prey to, not if she hoped to escape Scotland with her heart intact.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    The next week passed in a blur. Niall could not recall being more exhausted. They’d discovered another vein in one of the older mines that had been overlooked. It’d been purely by chance while repairing the broken pulley, but by all accounts, it was shaping up to be more profitable than anything they’d uncovered so far. The pulley itself had been another matter. While he could not prove anything, it seemed as though the ropes had been cut and not frayed due to time and use. Once more, it pointed toward foul play.


    Between working the new vein, dealing with another unlucky collapse, and keeping a watchful eye on things, it was busy. Which meant that Niall spent most of his days in the mines with his clansmen and his nights in complete, exhausted stupor. He felt somewhat guilty that he hadn’t furthered his progress with his own wife, but she seemed content to spend her days with Makenna. He wondered at his sister’s lengthy visit, but he was more than grateful that Aisla had her for company. They were as thick as thieves lately.


    “What do ye do all day with Makenna?” he’d asked Aisla one night after he’d returned, filthy and late. She’d taken one look at him and rung for a bath. In the past, he probably would have collapsed, filth and all, to bed, but it was…nice to have someone looking after his comfort.


    “Stay,” he’d told her when she made to leave after the bath had been prepared. Niall hadn’t been able to resist teasing her. “I’ve recently seen ye naked, after all. It’s only fair I return the favor.”


    Her skin had burned bright with color, but she hadn’t left. “As you wish.”


    He’d been a prize idiot for mentioning the night he’d returned Aisla to her room at Tarbendale. Not for her sake, but for his own. Because all he could think of then was her creamy skin and ruched pink nipples, and how much he’d ached to take them into his mouth…even if she’d been entirely unconscious. It had not been one of his best moments, he conceded, but the woman erased all evidence of any good sense. He’d only been able to cleanse the skin of her sumptuous upper body with the greatest of effort. He had been shaking by the time he had finished. He’d have qualified for sainthood, he reckoned.


    “Ye and Makenna, what do ye talk about?” he’d asked.


    “We talk about Tarbendale,” she had replied. “And what you’ve done here. She’s very proud of you, you know.”


    He’d been unable to hide his discomfort. “Aye, I ken.”


    “You should be as well.”


    “I am, though there’s a lot more to do,” he said. “’Twill be years before the lands start to turn a profit that doesnae go right back into the quarry. And I owe Ronan a sizeable sum. He lent me the money to buy the equipment early on.”


    Aisla had gone quiet a moment, glancing at him while biting her bottom lip. As if she wanted to say something. But then she leaped to another topic.


    “I saw the jeweler’s shop in town with all the topaz from your mines,” she’d blurted out. “The pieces there are beautiful. Enough to showcase in a Parisian gallery. I’ve written to my friends to see if they would be interested in purchasing some to show.”


    Niall had been dumbfounded. “To show?”


    “Yes, the art is quite stunning. Look at this,” she’d said, showing him the filigreed bracelet inset with topaz and apatite that she’d been wearing. “Whoever designs the pieces has uncommon talent.” She’d blushed and faltered at his expression. “I hope I haven’t overstepped.”


    He’d shaken his head, stunned by her generosity as well as the sight of the bracelet on her delicate wrist, but his valet, Dunkirk, had entered then, curtailing any more talk between them. But the admission had left him with a warm feeling for days.


    Even now as he sifted through a tray of dirt and stone in front of the mine, his thoughts couldn’t help centering back to her. The old anger that he’d felt about Dougal Buchanan had all but gone. Was that how forgiveness worked? Did it release a person so completely? He only knew that he felt lighter than he had in years.


    “Laird, laird!” a man shouted, and Niall looked up to see his head foreman running toward him, sweat pouring down his face.


    “What is it, William? Another collapse?”


    They could not bear the loss of another mine. The last collapse a few days ago had been devastating, not only in the loss of profit, but in the loss of life. He’d lost three good men that day, men he could not afford to lose. After the cut ropes from the pulley, Niall could not push away the feeling that their run of bad luck was something more. William had found more than loose boards this time; he’d found a torn piece of tartan. Campbell colors, and evidence that his recent spate of misfortune was likely not by chance at all. Someone wanted him and Tarbendale to fail. It wasn’t much, but he’d taken it to Ronan. At the very least, he’d have something to show the Campbell as proof.


    “Nae, my laird. ’Tis my wife, Fiona. The babe is coming.”


    Niall frowned, knowing the man’s bairn wasn’t supposed to be due for a few more weeks. “’Tis early, nae?”


    “Aye,” he said, the word catching on a strangled sound. “The midwife, laird, she’s visiting her sister in Inverness.”


    It was horrible timing for the midwife to be gone, but there was nothing to be done for it. “What about the midwife at Maclaren?”


    “We’ve sent for her, but she’s gone to check on the bairns for the MacLeod. ’Twill be hours before she returns, and Fiona…there’s so much pain.”


    Niall stood and dusted his hand on his kilt. He called for his horse. “I ken someone who might help.”


    He hoped.


    Niall rode like the devil was on his heels back to the keep. “Where’s my wife?” he demanded of a footman.


    “In the gallery, laird.”


    He was no time in finding her, but paused at the sight of her and her maid standing watch as two footmen hung another painting. It was a landscape, he noted with some relief. Her eyes met his, and he strode forward. “I need yer help. With a birth.”


    “A birth?”


    “My head foreman. His wife is in labor and there’s no’ a midwife on hand to assist.” He paused, noticing the sudden lack of color in her face. “Ye used to help yer mother, Lady Glenross, with births at Montgomery.”


    “I helped my mother boil water,” she said, eyes wide. “Get fresh linens, that sort of thing.”


    “Aye, and how many times did ye accompany her?”


    “I don’t know, dozens, I suppose. But Niall—”


    “We have nobody else with the kind of knowledge ye have, Aisla.” He drew a harsh breath. “Please. I need ye.”


    Niall flushed. He hadn’t meant to say it like that. He did not want to be indebted to her in any significant way, but the words had just slipped out.


    However, the transformation was instant. Squaring her slim shoulders, she nodded to her maid. “Pauline, fetch as many fresh linens as you can carry, and any other help you can gather.”


    Niall led her from the hall to his horse, and informed one of his men to accompany Pauline once she was ready. He shouldn’t have savored the feel of his wife’s arms wrapped tightly around him, but he did. The journey to the cottages was far too short.


    They entered a cottage, and instantly Aisla became someone else. She didn’t display one ounce of the anxiety she’d shown up at the keep. “It’s much too hot in here,” she said. “Open the windows for some fresh air. Heat some more water and give us some room.”


    The foreman’s wife, Fiona, was propped in bed, her face flushed red and brow furrowed. Tendrils of hair clung damply to her skin. “How long have you had birthing pains?” Aisla asked her gently.


    “Since early this morn, my lady.”


    She signaled for Pauline, who had arrived with an armful of linens. “Strip as much of the sodden bedsheets as you can.” She turned back to the woman with a soft smile. “Try to stand. Walking will ease the pressure. There’s no blood, and there’s no danger. Your babe is eager to arrive, that’s all.”


    Niall swallowed, watching her give orders, her calmness belying the fright he saw in her eyes. But she bore it bravely, doing what she could to calm the other woman and making sure she was comfortable. When the woman’s pains started coming closer together, Aisla put her back into bed, her hands gently pressing into the distended belly and peering between her spread legs. He did not miss the flash of fear that marred her exterior calm.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “He has not turned,” she whispered. “Babes are born head first. This one is feet first. His legs could break.” She sucked in a sob. “I don’t know what to do.”


    “What would yer mother do? What would Catriona do, Aisla?” He saw some reason penetrate the fog of fear.


    “She would guide it out.”


    Niall kissed her brow. “Ye can do it. I ken ye can.”


    She rose to scrub her hands thoroughly in hot water, her beautiful face white, before resuming her position at the base of the keening woman. Niall couldn’t see what she was doing beneath the sheet, but the woman’s screams were terrifying as Aisla’s hands did their work.


    “There’s one foot, and I have the other,” Aisla said. “Now push.”


    Another piercing scream split the air. “There’s one arm and the other. Now the shoulders. It won’t be easy at this angle, but you can do it. Push, Fiona, push.”


    With one final cry, Aisla cradled a bloody but squalling newborn in her arms, wrapping the babe—a girl—in swaddling from Pauline. She handed the bundled infant to her exhausted mother, who put her to her breast, and quickly took care of the remainder of the birth.


    “Oh my heavens,” the foreman’s wife crooned, “she’s so wee and bonny. Thank ye, my lady, thank ye.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    Niall met Aisla’s eyes, and she gave him a wan smile. He waited until she had finished before gathering her into his arms outside the cottage and settling her in his lap atop his horse. All her composure fled in that one instant and she collapsed against his chest, sobbing. Niall rubbed slow circles on her back, letting her cry as he rode them back to Tarben Castle. It’d been an overwhelming, emotional experience. For him, too.


    Once Pauline had finished helping her mistress with her bath and left the bathing chamber, Niall returned to hand her a glass of warmed brandy as she sat in the chairs before the fire in his room. He’d also bathed and changed. “Drink this.”


    “I don’t want any spirits.”


    “’Twill help settle yer nerves, trust me.” Obediently, she sipped. “Ye were incredible in there, Aisla.”


    “I was terrified.”


    “The Aisla I ken was never scared of anything. She was there tonight like a force of nature. Ye saved that woman and her bairn, ye ken?”


    She didn’t answer him. He crouched to his knees beside her, watching the firelight play off her face and in the drying lengths of her amber curls. She’d never looked more beautiful. Or more vulnerable. “Did you see her?” she said softly after a moment. “She was so perfect. Ten fingers, ten toes, rosebud mouth. She was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”


    “Aye,” he said.


    “Thank you for trusting me,” she said with a winsome smile. She reached for a wrapped package resting on the table beside the chair. “Oh, I forgot. I have something for you.”


    “For me?”


    “Yes, I found it in the jeweler’s shop in the village, and it reminded me of you.”


    With an odd choking sensation in his chest, he unwrapped the package with exquisite care. He recognized the piece instantly as he cradled the glass wolf in his palms. It’d been one of his favorites.


    “Do you like it?”


    “Very much.”


    “It’s truly remarkable. Makenna told me a hermit made it.”


    Niall drew a deep breath, his fingers caressing the glass flanks of the animal. As much as it troubled him to tell her the truth, it didn’t seem to be an appropriate time to keep more secrets. Moments like these were rare. He pushed a smile to his lips. “I suppose the last six years I’ve taken to being a hermit.”


    It took a minute for the revelation to sink in. Her eyes widened. “You made this?”


    “Aye.”


    “And all the other pieces?” she asked incredulously. “The jewelry? The daggers?”


    “No’ all of the rings and pendants, but the daggers, yes.”


    Her mouth fell open, and then her face went red as she reached for the wolf. “Give that back. It’s ludicrous for me to give you a gift of something you made. You’re the artist.”


    “Nae,” he said, holding it out of her reach. “’Twas a gift.”


    “I’ll get you something else.”


    “Aisla,” he said quietly. “It’s perfect. Ye could no’ have chosen something that meant more to me.”


    That she had admired the wolf enough to purchase it made him happy, but that she’d wanted to give him a gift…any gift at all…made him feel cared for, even appreciated, and that was something entirely unexpected.


    She laughed then, the sound making a feeling of joy bloom in his heart, and for a moment, he wanted to laugh, too. The starkly admiring look on her face was almost too much to bear, but soon, her lips trembled into a frown. “What is it?” he asked.


    “It feels like I don’t know you anymore,” she said after a prolonged moment. “The man I knew would not have done all you have. He would not have opened a mine or employed disabled men and widowed women. He would not have taken the time to create beautiful art like this.”


    “Ye’re right, he wouldnae have,” he said. “But I’m no’ that man anymore, Aisla. Losing ye made me want to change. I wanted to offer ye the man ye deserved.”


    And the truth was he still did.


    He stared blindly into the flames of the hearth. Everything had changed. His plans for revenge, her comeuppance, the wager, all of it. None of it mattered anymore. He did not feel the driving need to punish her, change her mind, or make her sorry for leaving him. He just felt…empty.


    He cleared his throat and made to rise, but Aisla’s slim hand on his shoulder stalled him. Her eyes were limpid. “Stay,” she whispered.


    “Why?”


    “Because I want you to.”


    …


    The bold, heartbreaking words were out before she could stop them. But Aisla knew she did not want him to leave. She did not want to lose the warmth that had made her feel more alive than she had in years. She slid off the chair to kneel in front of him, meeting those Maclaren blue eyes that gleamed like dark indigo in the firelight. She wouldn’t think about tomorrow. For now, they had this moment, and only this moment.


    She lifted her hands to cup his face. “I want to know that man.”


    “What are ye saying?”


    “You know.” She couldn’t help the blush that enveloped her.


    “Aisla…”


    “Don’t think, just feel,” she told him as she tugged on the ribbons to her night rail. Within seconds, the fabric opened over her breasts. “Please, Niall. Don’t make me beg.”


    He didn’t. His mouth was on hers in a kiss so hot she felt it in her toes. She bit at his lips and sucked on his tongue even as he devoured her with kisses that swung between sweet and savage. She grasped at his shoulders as he turned her, shifting her flat on her back on the soft carpet in front of the hearth. He propped himself up on one elbow alongside her and drew a lazy fingertip through the valley between her breasts.


    “Have ye any idea how lovely ye are?” he said hoarsely.


    “You’ve seen me before, Niall,” she said blushing.


    He shook his head. “Nae, I havenae. Aye, the promise of perfection was there, but no’ this.” With a deft movement, he removed the entire garment from her body. Aisla’s breath deserted her, but the carnal, appreciative look in his eyes as they swept her nudity more than bolstered her failing courage.


    He bent his head to capture a taut nipple with his mouth, making her back arch in a burst of pleasure. He paid homage to the second, and by then, Aisla could barely see straight. “I’ve wanted to do that for weeks. Everything about ye is perfect.”


    With her muddled senses, Aisla understood that his touch and his words were both combining to seduce her senseless. Though he hadn’t lacked as a lover, he’d never been much of a talker in bed. This was yet another improvement she liked in Niall the man.


    “What else has changed?” she gasped as his tongue found her again.


    He smiled up at her, decadently, his chin resting between her bared breasts, and had the audacity to wink. “Besides these?”


    She blushed at his obvious approval. “Yes.”


    “Well, let’s see, shall we?” Niall’s laugh was wicked. His knuckles brushed down the sensitive exposed skin of her belly, leaving cinders in their wake. “If I recall, ye were ticklish here.” His thumb grazed the bottom of her last rib, but she wasn’t of a mind to laugh when his long fingers reached lower to the rise of her hip bone. He traced the slight swell of her belly to its twin on the other side. “And sensitive here.”


    His voice had taken on a husky quality as his palm brushed over the fine, wispy curls at the juncture of her thighs. Aisla nearly leaped out of her skin.


    “You have on far too many clothes,” she said and proceeded to yank the soft lawn shirt off his body.


    Her husband obliged with a huff of laughter. “Impatient, are ye?”


    Aisla was too busy staring in wonder at the golden expanse of bare chest to respond. Good Lord, he was in prime form. Her mouth actually watered at the sight of his sleek, defined muscles and the spattering of deep russet hair that narrowed to the line she remembered. It bisected the prominent ridges of his abdomen and disappeared into his breeches. She refused to look lower…she wanted to savor every moment of discovery.


    Her fingers reached out tentatively to touch his hot skin. His muscles leaped at her touch. “You’re so much…larger than I remember.” Her tongue felt thick in her mouth.


    Niall chuckled. “That’s what laboring in the mines will do to a man.”


    Aisla touched her lips to his chest and let her open mouth trail against his skin. She heard him drag in a breath. “I appreciate your mines even more now,” she whispered, kissing and nibbling at him. She skimmed her fingers over the hard muscles of his chest, her greedy mouth following. As her thumb brushed against one taut, flat nipple, her tongue swirled over the other, the skin there smooth in comparison to the roughness of the rest of his skin.


    Niall groaned, his fingers digging into the flesh of her thighs as he fell back onto the carpet. “God, Aisla, that tongue of yers.”


    Her lips curved into a smile as she leaned over him, a jolt of lust shooting through her as her nipples brushed the coarse hair sprinkled over his chest. The rough-napped friction made her tighten her legs together against the pulse of want.


    “Do ye remember what I can do with this tongue?” she teased, one purposeful hand slipping down his stomach, toward his hips. Niall’s fevered eyes sharpened for a moment as her brogue made its appearance, and he huffed a restrained laugh.


    “The memories are what I’ve been living on, lass,” he said, though he sucked in another breath and gripped Aisla’s wrist before she could grasp him through the tented fabric. “Easy. I dunnae ken that I can withstand yer touch. It’s been some time.”


    She frowned, a spike of rejection warring with confusion. Until delayed understanding of his confession dawned on her. He hadn’t been with a woman in a while, then. How long had it been? Days? Weeks? Months? Hardly. Niall was much too virile of a man to curb his body’s needs. Still, satisfaction burned just under her skin at the knowledge.


    She nipped his lips with her teeth and wrested her wrist, attempting to free herself and reach for him again. God, she wanted to feel his shaft in her hand. Wanted to hear him breathing, hot and rapid, with the pleasure from her touch.


    “Nae, my sweet lass,” he ground out again. “I want to make this last as long as it can. And after six years…”


    Aisla stopped fighting his grip and instead, slid her bare foot up his shin, reveling in the crisp hair on his legs. She wanted to explore every inch of him all over again. Learn his magnificent body anew.


    “I know what you mean,” she whispered. “We’ve been apart for so long.”


    “Aye, but that’s no’ entirely what I meant.”


    Aisla’s foot stilled, and she lifted her lips from where she’d been nuzzling his broad shoulder. His eyes met hers, and though they were still hot with desire, she saw something else within them. Something more vulnerable and unguarded.


    “What did you mean then?” she asked.


    “That it’s been six years.”


    She laughed. “I know how long it’s been, Niall.”


    He didn’t return her grin, and Aisla understood what he meant. He wasn’t talking about the length of time they’d been apart. He meant…oh, God.


    “In all this time, you haven’t been…” she started to say, but her throat grew thick.


    “Nae, I havenae,” he whispered, his hand releasing her wrist and coming up to her face. He cupped her cheek and brushed his thumb against her skin. “There wasnae any woman I wanted. None that could take yer place, no’ by my side, no’ in my bed, no’ anywhere. I tried, mind ye, but ’twas an impossible task.”


    Her whole body felt frozen with shock. No one? Not one woman? Her eyes narrowed. He could be lying, but what reason did he have to do so? She was already giving herself to him. Aisla could barely breathe let alone form words, so she continued to stare at him, an indescribable warmth beginning to saturate her from the inside out.


    “I ken it’s no’ the same for ye, and as much as it turns me mad with jealousy, I—”


    “You don’t know,” she interrupted. She closed her eyes and tried again. “I mean, I haven’t, either.”


    His brows pinched together. “What about Leclerc?”


    Aisla shook her head, a spring of impetuous tears threatening her vision. “He’s only my friend, as I told you. Niall…there’s been no one but you.”


    He was a stone beneath her, his fingers still kneading into the back of one thigh as a tear slipped down her cheek. “All this time, I thought…”


    Aisla kissed him, so he wouldn’t have to finish his sentence. He’d thought she was taking lovers in Paris. Welcoming men to her bed. Julien, especially. And all this time, she’d thought the same thing about her husband, when the truth was, both of them had been alone in their beds for years. Yearning for what they’d lost. For comfort and warmth and another body. And not just another body. They’d yearned for each other.


    It was as if an invisible barrier shattered at that moment. Niall surged up, his mouth claiming Aisla’s with renewed vigor, the kiss even more fraught and unhindered than before. His tongue wound around hers, stroking and gliding and pulling until Aisla had to cling to him to keep herself from collapsing backward onto the carpet. He held her against him, his big hand stretching wide over her back, before rounding forward and palming one of her breasts. She moaned in helpless surrender.


    This would not be a long and languorous joining, a homecoming between them to savor and string out. Niall had said he wanted to last, but as he took her to the carpet and urged one of her legs to the side, opening her to him, Aisla knew there was nothing but primitive need coursing through her husband’s veins. There was no pretense left between them. Only feeling. She arched her back when his hand slipped between her legs and touched the heat of her.


    “Ye’re as I remember,” he whispered against her lips, his mouth nibbling down the column of her throat. His hot breath rushed against her. “Hot, sweet, and ready for me.”


    A gentle, but insistent, finger glided into her, and Aisla tilted her hips, the only desire rampaging through her mind to get closer to him. For more of him to fill her. He soothed her with a few hushed sounds against the base of her throat as he nipped and licked his way to her breast, his teeth scraping over the peak of one nipple before sucking deep. The hint of pleasure-pain made the pressure inside her, his fingers stroking slow and deep, even more exquisite. And torturous.


    “Niall, please,” she whimpered, clamping her trembling thighs around his hand as a second finger joined the first. They pushed and retracted, the wet glide of his work-roughened skin making her moan with frustration. She wanted more. She wanted him. Aisla felt the hard, hot length of his erection against her hip and reached for it again. He didn’t stop her this time, and Aisla’s fingers closed around the thick jutting length, the iron underneath the fabric of his breeches throbbing against her palm.


    “God in heaven, Aisla,” he groaned, and though he pulled his stroking hand from between her legs, she didn’t lament the loss, because she knew that in the next few moments, something more satisfying would take its place. He unfastened and kicked off his breeches, just as impatient as she.


    “You’ve tormented me long enough, my laird,” she said, loving the heavy press of his naked body as he came on top of her. He braced himself with his elbows and looked into her eyes, his own stormy with desire.


    “I’ve only begun, my lady,” he replied, and without hesitation, aligned himself at her opening, and pushed forward.


    “Oh.” Aisla gasped at the sensation of fullness, accompanied by the smallest twinge of pain.


    “Ye’re so tight, love,” he groaned, pausing and lifting his head to look down at her. “I’m sorry, lass, did I hurt ye? I should have been more careful.”


    She shook her head and rotated her hips flush against his, moaning at the burst of pleasure between her thighs. “Don’t you dare stop,” she said, and when she arched herself against him once more, Niall shifted to meet it with a shallow thrust of his own.


    This time, the sound coming out of her was a sob of undiluted pleasure. How could she have forgotten how this felt? She’d thought she’d remembered. In Paris, she’d played out their lovemaking in her memories at night while in bed, her fingers bringing her to her own release. But no memory, no matter how detailed or strong, could hold a candle to the percussion of bliss and rapture rushing through her right then.


    He seated himself fully and covered her cries with his mouth. Angling his hips, Niall retreated in a slow slide and rocked forward, filling her again. His tongue mimicked the motion, licking deeper. Again and again, he thrusted, his tongue tangling with hers in a lewd dance. She felt the carpet beneath her disappearing with every pound of his hips and every hard rasp of his chest against her breasts. He filled her everywhere, and their energetic coupling was more euphoric than Aisla could ever remember feeling. She felt alive.


    She couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything more than meet his hips, and grip his back and shoulders, her nails digging into his skin as a storm cloud of sensations built and crested within her. Finally, the storm broke, and a jagged burst of lightning lit through Aisla. It illuminated her world, blinding her as it scorched through her body. As if sparked by the current surging through her inner muscles, Niall broke their airless kiss. He threw his head back and groaned, piercing her once, twice, and a third time before lodging himself deep, shuddering with his own release. He held himself there, his breathing ragged, as the licks of lightning ebbed, leaving in their wake a numbed warmth.


    Niall collapsed onto his side, pulling her with him, cradling her in a tangle of their arms and legs. He kissed her forehead, and she felt a tremble on his lips.


    “I bloody missed ye,” he breathed, and though Aisla wanted to agree and say the same thing, she couldn’t speak. Not because she was breathless, even though she was a bit. There was an aching ball in the middle of her throat. She’d missed him, too, yes.


    Even worse, she still loved him.


    And that could only mean disaster. She’d promised Julien she’d leave Scotland, her hands untied, but now, she’d set them—and her heart—in knots.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    After a night of passionate lovemaking, Aisla had crept back to her chamber just before dawn. Niall had still been asleep, and she’d stared down at him, her trembling heart in her throat. A lock of hair curled over his temple, his wide mouth parted in sleep. She’d wanted nothing more than to remain and wake in the clasp of his embrace, but it was too dangerous to give him more of her heart than she already had.


    Oh God, what had she done?


    She’d been the one to invite him to stay. She’d told him she needed him, made what she wanted explicitly clear. She’d been vulnerable and foolish. And lonely. He had, too. But Niall didn’t love her. What had happened between them was a product of history and lust, and misplaced emotion after Fiona’s traumatic birthing.


    Comfort. That was all it had been.


    I bloody missed ye.


    His whispered confession had nearly undone her. She’d missed him, too, fiercely. Her body had welcomed his with the happy anticipation of coming home after a long absence. And she had come home.


    And what of your promise to Julien?


    Aisla groaned, sponging herself quickly with the cold water on the nightstand. She bit her tongue as the icy liquid touched her heated skin, but didn’t want to wake Pauline who slept in the small antechamber. Once dressed in a clean night rail and wrapper, she watched the sun rise on the eastern edge of the loch, heralding the birth of a new day, and felt nothing but despair.


    Everything would change.


    It couldn’t change.


    Her heart could not survive what it had endured in the past. Going back to what she’d left meant that every scrap of herself she’d fought for would be lost. She’d taken her tattered marriage and the loss of her child, and made herself into something strong. Into something unbreakable. But with one look, one touch, Niall had threatened her foundations.


    The knowledge that she still loved him cut deeply. She had thought she’d put him behind her, but all the last night had proven was how weak she still was around him. For him. She’d fallen in love with him almost at once when they were fifteen, attracted to his handsome looks and adventurous spirit. And she’d grown to love him over a sweet, prolonged courtship until they eloped at eighteen. He was her first love, and he’d always be special to her, she supposed.


    Love wasn’t always enough; she’d learned that lesson the hard way.


    He is a different man now, a voice in her head argued.


    Aye, he was. He’d changed.


    And so had she. Aisla liked who she had become in Paris. She enjoyed her independence and her newfound sense of self-worth. Here in Scotland, she felt lost and judged, whereas in Paris she’d felt none of that. Though, in all honesty, it was different at Tarbendale than it had been at Maclaren. But deep down, she still felt that sense of being suffocated as if she were being wrapped up in someone else’s identity. It frightened her.


    No, she would have to leave. She’d also made a promise to her best friend, a man who had been there for her when she’d had no one. Aisla drew a deep breath, watching as the sun’s rays danced over the surface of the loch in touches of brilliant gold. She would help him find a wife, but she would not marry Julien. She couldn’t. Even if he wanted a marriage of convenience and friendship, he still deserved a wife whose heart didn’t belong to another man. And up until last night, she had thought her heart was her own. Now, she knew it would never be so.


    She would secure the divorce and she would return to Paris. Where she belonged. The spear of sadness took her by surprise. Why was she disappointed? Did she want to stay? Oh, it was so dratted confusing.


    “My lady?” Pauline asked, waking from her slumber. “Are you well?”


    “Yes, Pauline.” She drew a deep breath. “I could not sleep.”


    Her maid sent her a pointed look, and Aisla blushed. She was not blind and would have noticed that her mistress had not slept in her own chamber for most of the night.


    “Of course, my lady,” she said.


    “I need you to do something for me,” Aisla said, walking over to the small desk for a piece of foolscap and a pen. She wrote a hasty note. “Will you please deliver this to Lord Leclerc at once? I need you to take it, please, Pauline, with the utmost discretion. I must see him, alone, as soon as possible.”


    “Are you sure that’s wise?”


    Aisla blinked at the maid’s unusual boldness, though she’d gotten used to Pauline’s directness over the years. It was part and parcel of her being passionately and unapologetically French, and it was one of the reasons Aisla treasured her. “What do you mean?”


    One eyebrow quirked upward. “The laird is a jealous man, if I recall,” she said carefully. “And he has not warmed to Lord Leclerc. I fear, my lady, if you meet with monsieur alone, especially today, that your Laird Maclaren will not look upon it with good humor.”


    Aisla flushed, understanding exactly what Pauline was suggesting. But Julien was her friend, and she needed to clear her head. She couldn’t speak to Makenna—she was the laird’s sister and too biased in her love for him to be of any objective help. Pauline, as much as Aisla loved her, was a maid. She had no one else. And if she didn’t figure out what she was going to do, she would lose her mind.


    “Perhaps,” she said. “But it is not for you to question me, Pauline.”


    A mildly chastened Pauline bobbed, though the worry remained in her eyes. “As you wish, my lady.”


    “And he’s not my lord.” Aisla paused, her skin heating for no reason. “Before you leave, my blue riding habit, please.”


    Once Pauline had left to deliver the summons, and she’d finished dressing, Aisla made her way quietly into the hallway. She paused in front of Niall’s door, noting there was no sound from within, before descending the staircase. It was still quite early, with the sun only just beginning its steep climb, but sounds in the kitchen of the staff readying for the day reached her ears. She had almost made it to the outer doors past the kitchen that led to the stables when a mocking voice stopped her in her tracks.


    “And where are ye running off to this early, pray tell?”


    Aisla’s feet stumbled to a halt as she turned to see the usual malicious scowl on the housekeeper’s face. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business, Fenella, but I feel like a stroll.”


    “At this wee hour of the morning?”


    Aisla gritted her teeth, but kept her face pleasant. She hoped the voices would not float above stairs and rouse her sleeping husband. “I could not sleep.”


    They stared at each other in awkward silence until Aisla turned away. She owed the woman nothing.


    “Enjoy yer…stroll.”


    The woman’s voice drifted behind her, but Aisla was already out the door and hustling toward the stables. She felt the housekeeper’s eyes on her even after she entered the stables. Alerting a sleepy groom to a need for a horse, she waited impatiently as one was saddled and brought forward.


    The brisk ride in the cool morning air felt inordinately good. Her mind had been on edge since she had awakened, although her body had been well and truly sated. In fact, she felt the delicious soreness between her thighs at the mare’s rolling gait, and she blushed, thinking of her husband. It’d been a long time for both of them, but that didn’t mean that Niall had forgotten how to make her body shake with pleasure. Several times, in fact.


    Aisla’s blush intensified and she urged the horse into a faster canter to cool the blooming heat in her cheeks. Her hair, which she’d secured into a loose knot without Pauline’s expert tending, came loose from its pins and tumbled down her back in a tangled mess, but Aisla didn’t care. She was too busy trying to outrun the wicked memories of her husband’s sexual skill that had burst, unprovoked, into her brain. Her thighs throbbed, the knot of tension between them brightening to the point of pain.


    Good heavens, she was going to fall off the horse if she wasn’t careful.


    She made it without incident to the folly she’d indicated in her note to Julien. It was a lovely terrace, built like a miniature castle that stood on the edge of the loch, the exact halfway point between Tarbendale and Maclaren. Its marble columns were covered in twining vines, and it looked quite mystical in the sunlight. But Aisla was too distressed to notice as she dismounted, stripping off her gloves and pressing cold hands to her hot cheeks.


    Julien was not yet there. She paced the cracked marble floor of the folly from end to end, waiting. She hoped that Pauline had not encountered any delay or couldn’t find him, though Aisla couldn’t imagine why he wouldn’t be in his chamber abed. She balked. He was a man, after all. And she hadn’t exactly been in her own bed last night, either.


    Her worries were all for naught as the sound of approaching hoof beats reached her.


    “Good God, Aisla,” said a hastily dressed Julien as he dismounted from his horse, tethering it beside hers. He hadn’t even bothered with a cravat or several of his shirt buttons over his rumpled breeches. His dark blond hair was tousled and his face unshaven, glittering with golden stubble. She’d seen him look worse after a long night of overindulgence in Paris. “What was so bloody urgent that that termagant you employ felt the need to drag me from the comfort of my bed?”


    Aisla smirked. “Long night?”


    “No.” He scowled. “What did Your Highness want?”


    No longer able to maintain any semblance of composure, she sat on the crumbling stone bench and put her face in her hands, a sob breaking from her lips. “Oh, Jules, I don’t know what to do. The most terrible thing has happened.”


    “What did that bastard do?” Julien hissed savagely. “I’ll kill him.”


    “No, no, not that.” Her blush went volcanic and she did not miss the instant narrowing of his eyes. He was nobody’s fool. She faltered on her words. “I made a wager with him.”


    “A wager?” Julien echoed.


    “I overheard him make one with his brother that he could not get me to change my mind about the divorce, and I was so enraged that I challenged him to another wager.” Her cheeks heated. “One of seduction. If I won, I would go back to Paris with you and Niall would handle the divorce proceedings without me. And if he won, I would stay here with him for the six weeks he wanted…one for every year I was gone.”


    Julien knelt to take her icy hands in his. “Wager or no wager, you don’t owe him anything, chérie.”


    She huffed a breath, tears pooling in her eyes. “Oh, Jules, I’ve been so wrong. so foolish. I thought I could brazen it out, ignore the physical attraction, but my heart…my heart…is utterly compromised.”


    “What are you saying?” he asked, rocking back to his heels but still holding her palms. She met his pale green eyes, and for once, found she could not read them.


    “That I can’t marry you.” She paused, gripping his hands. “I love you as a friend forever. And I adore you for coming with me here to face my past, but I can’t marry you. Or anyone.”


    “You still love him.”


    “I don’t know what I feel, but I would be a shell of a woman in a marriage, and you don’t deserve that. You deserve so much more.” She broke off with a sob. “God, how silly must you think I am.”


    To her surprise, he chuckled and bent so that his forehead was touching hers. “Not silly, chérie. I understand. To be honest, I expected something like this.”


    “You did?”


    “You forget I’ve known you for the past six years, and I’ve never seen you like this with anyone.”


    “It was that transparent?”


    “To the trained roué, yes,” he said with his usual smirk, though it seemed forced. “But if you change your mind, my offer still stands. In friendship.”


    Relieved, she flung her arms around his neck and drew him close. It felt as if a great weight had been removed from her shoulders. Not that the conversation had helped her decide what to do about her husband, but at least she didn’t have the pressure of Julien’s proposal hanging over her head. Or her promise to him. And she’d been truthful…she did want him to be happy. And he could never be with a thin mockery of a wife. Not even in the guise of friendship.


    Julien drew back to wipe the tears from her cheeks, and they both froze at the sudden shadow thrown across the marble pavilion in the oath of the rising sun. Aisla turned to see the starkly enraged face of her husband.


    “Well, is this no’ just bloody cozy?”


    …


    The sight that had greeted Niall had nearly made him stumble to his knees—his wife with her head on another man’s shoulder, him kneeling before her, both of them disheveled and half dressed as if they’d spent the past hour engaged in sweaty, pleasurable congress. Much like he and Aisla had been some hours ago, until he’d been rudely woken by Fenella.


    “She’s gone to meet her lover,” the housekeeper had announced. “If ye care.”


    “Enough, Fenella,” he’d groaned, resenting the intrusion. “My wife is probably in her own chamber.”


    “Yer wife is off on a tryst with her Frenchman at this very moment. Come see for yerself if ye dunnae ken it.”


    He hadn’t wanted to believe it, but the blatant certainty in Fenella’s expression had made him suddenly unsure. Aisla had not been in her chamber, and her tight-lipped maid had refused to say a word despite threats of dismissal. Suspicion had bloomed then, along with a sour, vicious spike of jealousy. Surely, she wouldn’t go to him after what they’d shared…physically and emotionally?


    “Perhaps she wanted to go for a walk,” he’d said to Fenella, struggling to convince himself and to give Aisla the benefit of the doubt.


    “If that’s what ye want to believe, then more’s the pity,” Fenella taunted. “But ask yerself this, why has yer wife gone in the direction of Maclaren?” She’d grinned, ugly and triumphant, and in that moment, Niall understood Aisla’s dislike for the woman. “And why did she send her maid there a half hour before?”


    He ignored Fenella’s repellent demeanor under the damning information. It was too coincidental. His demons rose from the past to torment him. They were unappeased, wanting only to prick and disturb. Half crazed with an ugly mix of emotions, his doubts refused to settle. With a gloating Fenella on his heels, he’d started the journey toward Maclaren on foot when he’d sighted the two horses tethered at the folly.


    Two horses.


    “I told ye,” Fenella had said softly behind him, but he hadn’t heard anything over the roaring in his ears.


    His heart had taken a battering then, though his stupid mind had still insisted that the riders could have been anyone. Hope held out for a pathetic moment, until he’d recognized that golden hair and her beautiful patrician profile. Then he’d recognized the other.


    Niall had never wanted to murder a person more than he had at that moment…and his target wasn’t either of the two lovers. It was himself—his stupid, gullible, desperate self. God, he was a bloody, blind bastard. He was a fool to believe that a leopard could ever change its spots.


    Upon seeing him, his wife scooted out of the Frenchman’s reach with a gasp, but it was too late. The damage had been done. Niall released a smothered curse as Leclerc rose, but Aisla put a brave hand on his chest and shook her head. After a silent exchange, the Frenchman bowed but remained standing close.


    “It’s not what you think, Niall,” Aisla began.


    He wiped his face of all expression, though his rage remained close to the surface. “Nae?”


    “We were talking,” she said. “I needed to talk to Jul…Lord Leclerc.”


    “At this indecent hour, when the sun’s not yet fully risen?”


    “Yes.”


    His eyes dipped lazily over her, pausing on her disheveled hair and cheeks. Her hand fluttered up as if to pat the tangled strands in place, but then faltered in midair. He arched an eyebrow, and understanding made her copper eyes widen.


    “This is not what you’re thinking,” she repeated.


    “Is it no’?” he drawled. “Ye left my bed to run to another man? We both ken what that makes ye.”


    Fury flared on Leclerc’s countenance. “Now, see here, you cannot speak to a lady in—” he began, but once more his wife’s lightest touch held him at bay. Niall felt the beast keen inside of him, half hoping that the Frenchman give him an excuse to resort to violence. Niall would welcome it. With relish.


    “Julien, please, don’t make it worse,” Aisla told the man softly. He stopped, pale eyes wintry, and turned on his heel to stalk to the end of the folly with a volley of vile French oaths.


    Aisla’s gaze drifted to the woman standing behind him, anger tightening her lips and flashing in her eyes. “You’d accuse me of infidelity now? After we’ve both forgiven one another? After we’ve both decided to trust one another? And yet, it looks as though Fenella has taken you by the ear, yet again.”


    “She came to warn me of yer tryst!”


    A look of pain flitted across her face. “And you believed her, as you always did.”


    “Aye.” His voice was bleak. “I didnae want to, but here ye are. In the flesh. With him.”


    Aisla stepped toward him, her heart in her eyes. Or was it guilt? Guilt that she’d been caught with her lover. Had she been honest with him the evening before, when she’d told him that she’d not once taken Leclerc to her bed? Or had she only been saying what he so desperately wanted to hear? To win the wager, he thought. Perhaps that’s why she’d come to meet Leclerc. To inform him it had been done.


    His anger flared again, roiling like a caged animal in his chest. He wanted to hurt her, to hurt him. But most of all, damn her eyes, he wanted to kiss those lush lips and salve his body with hers. He cursed himself for his weakness.


    “Niall,” Aisla said, her palm stretched toward him.


    “Dunnae.” The word was curt. Like a bullet, it stopped her in her tracks, her eyes going wide at the danger in it. The sense of calm taking over was like a numb paralysis. Self-preservation, perhaps. “I’m well within my rights to call yer lover out,” he said.


    He registered how she flinched after every cold word, but all the emotion on her face did was to kill the light burning inside of him. “I should have learned my lesson five years ago when I chased after yer skirts like a green lad and went to Paris.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “You…you came to Paris?”


    He swallowed his self-disgust. “Aye, to find ye. Once I’d been sober for some months, I wanted, stupidly, to win ye back. I thought I had a chance, but I was wrong, wasnae I? There ye were, young and beautiful and surrounded by yer fawning admirers. Ye had nae need of me.”


    Niall remembered the day like it was yesterday. After Ronan had forced him to get sober, and Aisla still hadn’t returned after six months, he realized that his wife wasn’t coming back. She hadn’t gone to Montgomery as he’d expected. He’d gone there, too, his tail between his legs, only to be told that she had been living in Paris with her aunt. He’d expected to find her as miserable as he’d been. Instead, he’d found her laughing and dressed in sumptuous finery, her body on lascivious display, flirting and entertaining gentleman suitors as if she were an unmarried lass.


    Everyone wanted her, panted after her like dogs in heat. And she’d reveled in it. Evidently, his wife had not missed any part of her prior life or meant to honor her marriage vows. Or him. He’d wanted to barge in there, toss her over his shoulder, and bodily cart her back to Scotland in the way of his Viking ancestors. If possible, she’d grown more beautiful than when she’d left, and his sorry heart had wanted nothing more than to feel the embrace of her arms.


    But this Aisla seemed lost to him.


    And then, as he’d stood obscured behind a silk folding screen, he’d overheard her conversing with one of her swains.


    “What do you think about all these ladies hunting for husbands, Lady Montgomery?” the man had asked.


    The name hadn’t stunned him. What came next had, though. His darling wife had laughed. “Marriage? Who would ever want to make such a ghastly mistake?”


    She was lost to him then.


    He’d left Paris without announcing his arrival, his heart nothing more than a gaping hole in his chest. But her betrayal had lit a fire within him to become someone, to prove to her, and to himself, that her absence had no effect. That he could live without her as easily as she had chosen to live without him. Thrive, even. And he had…until she’d come slithering back.


    Niall watched his wife now. She’d lain beneath him, her eyes drowned in passion, her lips and thighs parted to receive him, and it had all been a bloody lie.


    “You came back for me?” she whispered, closing the distance between them, her fingers reaching up to touch his face.


    Niall fought against leaning into the caress, giving into the fresh memories of last night, and held himself like stone. Her scent invaded his nostrils, reminding him of the smell of her heated skin as pleasure overtook her senses. And other things, like the curl of her fingers into his back as she’d cried out in ecstasy and the clench of her muscles as she’d come around him.


    Lies. All of them. And more fool he to have trusted her.


    Steeling himself, Niall stepped away from her, his expression dispassionate. “Clearly, that was a mistake. Ye dunnae belong here, Aisla. Ye never did.”


    “Niall, please—”


    Ignoring her, he glanced at Leclerc whose own face was inscrutable, though his eerily pale eyes remained sharp and perceptive. His usual smirk played about his lips, and Niall had the strongest urge to punch it off.


    He met the man’s eyes. “Ye’re welcome to her with my blessing. Now get the hell off my land.” He then turned to his wife, his heart shriveling in his chest. “Both of ye.”


    He strode away without a backward glance.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Aisla was still numb when she reached her chamber at Tarben Castle, slamming the door behind her.


    “My lady?” Pauline stood up from where she had been darning a chemise before the hearth. She took one look at Aisla and gasped, “Mon Dieu! What has happened?”


    Aisla took a few wobbling steps forward, the floor feeling more like the roiling surface of a loch. Pauline rushed to her, and guided her to sit on the bench at the foot of the bed. The moment she was still, everything she’d been holding inside since the folly broke. Aisla put her face into her hands, and sobbed, unable to answer Pauline. Unable to do anything other than feel the jagged pain ripping through her, tearing her apart.


    At the folly, the cold look in Niall’s eyes had sunken into her like lead. He hadn’t even given her the chance to explain—he’d turned on her just as quickly as he’d accused her of turning on him. It was impossible. She’d been a fanciful nitwit to believe he’d ever be able to overcome his feelings of mistrust and jealousy.


    The moment Niall had left the folly, Julien had insisted she go straight to Maclaren with him, but Aisla had refused. The excuses were paltry, thin as a length of muslin. Her things were at Tarben Castle. Her maid. She would gather them as calmly as she could and then retreat to Maclaren. It would take no more than an hour, she promised Julien, who had then insisted that he accompany her for the task.


    “No,” she’d told him, her stomach jumping and turning at the idea. Niall had ordered Julien to get off his land…he’d ordered both of them to leave…and while she didn’t fear for her own safety, she did fear for Julien’s if Niall were to catch him at the castle. She’d seen him fight with a claymore and bare knuckled. In his condition, he would not spare a thought for Julien’s welfare. Julien, who possessed a hot temper himself beneath all the layers of charm, would without a doubt rise to the occasion, and neither did she want Niall hurt.


    “One hour, Aisla,” Julien had replied, “or I will blacken his doorstep, regardless of his threats.”


    He’d gone then, back to Maclaren, unquestionably to begin packing his own things. Aisla had waited a few more minutes, so that on her ride back to Tarben Castle, she would not risk seeing Niall’s or Fenella’s backs.


    The woman made her seethe with fury, even now as she sat upon the bench in her chamber, her eyes swollen from tears. Fenella had led Niall to the folly, manipulated his penchant for jealousy, just as she’d done when they’d been newly married. Still, as malicious as Fenella was, the fact that Niall could fall for it so easily was the reason Aisla could barely stand. If he couldn’t see past Fenella’s lies now, after all this time, he never would. He’d never be able to trust her.


    Pauline bustled about the chamber, a steady barrage of French streaming from her mouth as she emptied the wardrobe and filled open valises on the bed. It wasn’t a neat or orderly packing, but neither of them cared. The objective was to leave Tarben Castle as quickly as possible, and then to depart Maclaren for good by the afternoon. The sooner she left, the better. She’d bid Makenna and Lady Dunrannoch goodbye, and then…it would be over. The divorce would be settled through solicitors and correspondence.


    Just as she’d wanted from the start.


    Only now, why did the knowledge that it was about to end in her favor feel so much like agony instead?


    “Here, my lady,” Pauline said as she stopped before Aisla, who still sat upon the cushioned bench in abject lassitude. Her arms and legs felt like ship anchors, and even taking the cool, wet cloth from Pauline was a struggle. “For your eyes,” her maid explained.


    Of course. The tears had made them puffy and red. Aisla could feel their soreness, and her maid would have guessed that she would not want to be seen departing Tarben Castle looking so defeated and wretched. She had her pride, if nothing else.


    “Thank you,” she whispered, pressing the cool cloth to her eyes. “And you were right. I should have listened to you about meeting with Julien.”


    Pauline had warned her that if Niall caught wind of the meeting, it might end badly. For the first time, Aisla wondered if it had been more than just a little intuition on her maid’s part. She lowered the cloth and looked at Pauline.


    “How did you know he would find out?”


    Pauline paused in laying a gown into one of the open valises. “I did not know, my lady, but I suspected the housekeeper would discover it, somehow, and relay the information. You must understand that she has been tasking everyone in the laird’s employ here to spy on you. To alert her to your every action, especially missives to Maclaren. I tried to leave Tarben Castle unnoticed, but I must have been seen. I apologize, my lady.”


    “No, Pauline, it isn’t your fault. None of it this is anyone’s fault but my own. I’ve been nothing but a fool to come back here. To think I could handle facing my own choices and not let them crush me.”


    She swallowed hard and pressed the cloth again to her eyes, to absorb the next rush of tears.


    “I will happily lay some of the blame upon that woman,” Pauline hissed, and Aisla knew who she referred to.


    A knock upon the bedchamber door made Aisla nearly drop the cool cloth. Her muscles seized with the idea that it might be her soon-to-be former husband. She wasn’t ready to see him. In fact, she hadn’t expected to have to face him ever again, not after his blatant order for her to get off his land as if she were some diseased cur. Had he wanted to make sure she left? To throw her out bodily?


    Aisla stood on shaky legs. Pauline put out her hand, and gestured toward the antechamber where she usually slept. “My lady,” she whispered, “perhaps you should wait in there. I will see to your visitor.”


    “No,” Aisla said, dredging up as much determination as she had left in her reserves. “I will see to it myself.” After another moment, and a deep breath, she called, “Enter.”


    The door opened, and while it was not Niall, she felt no relief at who did walk in. A gloating Fenella.


    “His lairdship ordered ye from his land, and yet here ye are, trespassing. I’ve come to see ye escorted away.”


    The woman was relentless. An open wound, refusing to heal. Aisla felt none of the rage she’d come to expect when in her presence. Just the hollow drop of defeat. Fenella had won. She’d succeeded in turning Niall against her, once and for all. “I am seeing to my things. Now please leave, so I can get on with it.”


    Fenella took a step farther inside the room. “He should have been rid of ye years ago and married someone in his own clan.”


    Aisla could only laugh at her spite. She couldn’t touch her, not any more. “And you think that’s you?”


    “Aye,” Fenella answered, either unaware of her sarcasm, or simply uncaring of it. “Ye were never wanted here. Ye should have just married Dougal as yer father wanted.”


    The mention of Dougal and her familiar use of his name made Aisla pause. She’d seen Fenella entering the inn with a man who, from the back, had looked like the Buchanan heir. Was it a coincidence? Aisla’s senses were firing on every level. Fenella was hiding something. Something to do with this man from her past, and the man who had been a thorn in her marriage bed for years.


    “What do you know of Dougal Buchanan?”


    Fenella hitched her chin and sniffed. “Everyone at Maclaren kens the gossip.”


    “But you know him personally, don’t you?” Aisla stepped closer to her, eyes narrowing on Fenella’s face. “I saw you together. He was escorting you into the inn the day after the festival.”


    Her pupils constricted, and Aisla knew she’d struck upon a secret. But Fenella quickly masked her surprise. “I made his acquaintance, aye. He confided in me all about how ye wronged him.”


    Wronged him? The admission made Aisla frown. The match had been made when they were children by her madman of a father. No one had expected it to stand once her brother became the new Duke of Glenross. And in any case, why would Dougal dally with Niall’s housekeeper, lamenting to her about ancient hurts? He was allied with the Campbells now, and happily betrothed. What could either of them achieve by swapping idle gossip?


    Unless, they weren’t just commiserating about lost chances.


    Aisla’s mind went to all the recent mishaps at the mines, and the burgeoning feud between the Maclarens and Dougal’s future clan. Had Dougal been involved somehow? He’d never held Niall in any esteem, and the timing of his arrival at Tarbendale seemed much too convenient to be discounted as chance. Not when so much was at stake, especially for Niall.


    “Fenella, what did Dougal want?” Aisla asked, frowning.


    Her mouth tightened. “Nothing but to right a wrong against him.”


    She tried to understand what “wrong” Fenella could possibly mean. Her elopement with Niall? “Dougal Buchanan is betrothed to Rose Campbell—”


    Fenella barked laughter. “Is he, now? No’ if he gets what he wants. And I hope he does, for the good of the clan, and for the good of my laird.”


    Her words were twisting around Aisla’s mind, refusing to settle. “And what exactly do you think Dougal wants?”


    “Ye, o’course, though God kens why he’s so set on ye.”


    Aisla glanced to Pauline, who was no longer pretending not to be listening in. The maid wore an expression of concern, much like the emotion chilling Aisla’s blood.


    “Fenella, surely you cannot be so blind. There’s something more going on here.”


    The housekeeper pinched her lips and clasped her hands behind her back. “’Tis nae secret I’ve wanted ye gone since the day ye set foot on Maclaren lands, and he was simply happy to help. Dunnae read more into it.”


    “Open your eyes. I’m trying to help you, you daft woman. You do realize Dougal is tied to the Campbells, and clan relations with them have been strained of late. You’d know that if you were in your laird’s confidence. I certainly hope you haven’t betrayed your clan somehow because Niall will never forgive you.”


    The woman’s eyes glittered with malice and triumph. “Dunnae fash about such things. Men are easier to manage than ye think. Just look at how easy it was to convince the laird of what ye’d done.”


    She’d known Fenella had always led Niall around with false rumors and lies, but it still maddened Aisla to hear her admit it so boldly and without care.


    “Did you manage Dougal, too?” she snapped, wanting to strike out but without any real venom. But then crimson flares pricked at Fenella’s cheeks, her triumphant expression faltering, and Aisla blinked as understanding dawned. They’d gone to an inn together, after all. Good God, the woman was shameless. Aisla shook her head. “Perhaps you should have reserved some of those names you called me for yourself.” She drew a slow breath, reason returning. “He was using you, Fenella, and you’re too blind in your hatred for me to see it.”


    “Ye’re wrong,” Fenella spluttered. “He wanted nothing more than bits of gossip, useless things, mostly about ye and Lady Makenna, to do what he could to get ye back.”


    “This is not about me, ye dunderheid,” Aisla nearly shouted, amazed at the woman’s wilful ignorance. “Where is Dougal now?”


    “As if I would tell ye.”


    “Then you are more of a fool than you realize,” Aisla said, reaching for one of her throwing daggers resting on the highboy. “Now get out before I get blood on the laird’s carpet.”


    Fenella blanched and flounced out while swearing a blue streak, the bedchamber slamming shut behind her.


    Pauline’s eyes widened, her hands rising to her mouth. “Well done, my lady,” she said, gaze hinged on the dagger. “Oh, Dieu, were you truly going to use that?”


    “No, of course not.” Aisla grinned and replaced the dagger. Her hand shook a little as she did, and with an unsteady exhale, wondered what exactly Dougal was up to. It was nothing good. She would wager her entire future upon it.


    Pauline sighed. “That woman is dangerous, but your friend Dougal sounds even more so. He has a score to settle.”


    “If he’s behind all of this, he’s no friend of mine,” Aisla said.


    “Oui, and neither is she. Not a good combination.”


    “Which means I need to find the laird and warn him.”


    Pauline lifted an eyebrow. “And risk more of his ire?”


    Aisla went to the bedside table and opened the drawer. Retrieving her own blades had reminded her that inside, lay the topaz dagger Niall had crafted. She lifted it, feeling the weight of the stunning dagger right in her heart instead of her palm, and pocketed it.


    “Ire or no, I’m worried Fenella has either wittingly, or unwittingly, helped Dougal and the Campbells somehow. And that the accidents at the mines are connected. Perhaps I’m wrong, but I have to say something before I leave.”


    It would be on her conscience if she didn’t. Aisla forced down her dread and went for the door. Her hand was on the knob when a solid knock came down on the other side. Praying it wasn’t Fenella yet again, she whipped the door wide.


    “Julien?” She took in the uneasy expression on her friend’s face, and frowned. “You said you’d give me an hour to pack my things. It’s hardly been half that. Has something more happened with Niall?”


    “No.” He entered and peered around the room, his eyes passing over Pauline. “Is Lady Makenna here?”


    Aisla closed the door, watching Julien closely and the way he paced a tight circle in the center of her room. “At this hour? I’d think she’d still be abed. Why?”


    “She isn’t there. Her maid said she never rang for assistance, and yet her bed is empty.” He came to a stop and faced Aisla, and it was then she saw the concern brimming in his eyes, before the full measure of his words hit her.


    Pauline, too, propped a thin eyebrow from where she stood near the antechamber, folding more clothing. “Pauline, will you give us a minute?”


    Her maid bobbed and disappeared into the next room. Aisla turned to Julien. “Why on earth would you go to Lady Makenna’s chamber?”


    “I didn’t go to her room at first,” he said, his gaze skating away from hers. “I rode north to the border between Maclaren and Campbell lands.”


    She peered at him, confused by the leap. “For what reason?”


    Julien looked to be grappling with an answer, his chest rising and falling as he raked a hand through his hair. “I came across Lady Makenna there one morning about a week past. Apparently, she likes to take early morning rides, and her route takes her along the border. I happened across her that morning, and considering the tensions with the Campbells, I advised her to take someone with her next time. I volunteered, but I arrived the next morning to find she had not heeded my advice, and well…she did not the following morning, either.”


    Aisla was quiet a moment. It wasn’t like Julien to worry for anyone beyond himself, though she, Aisla, was the rare exception. And things between he and Makenna had been a bit prickly not so long ago. “So you kept going with her?”


    He lifted an eyebrow at her overt dig. “You can’t fault me for seeking a diversion to pass the time. It became a game, you see, and it’s not like Makenna to not make a countermove. But her maid is in a froth, and I need to appease the dear woman.”


    “Lady Makenna, Jules.” Again, his concern struck her, as did his casual use of her first name, but just then her earlier exchange with Fenella shifted back into the front of her mind. Fenella had mentioned Makenna by name.


    “I’m sure she’s somewhere, and safe,” Aisla said, distracted by her rioting instincts. “It’s possible you missed each other.”


    Julien shook his head. “I’d hoped she would be here. I’ll return to Maclaren, and check the stables.”


    He gave Aisla’s arm a light touch as he passed by her, toward the door. His worry was palpable, and the more she thought of Fenella’s mention of Lady Makenna, the more concerned she became as well. She left the bedchamber on Julien’s heels and headed straight for the kitchens. Mrs. Wingate and a few maids were already at work, and Fenella was pouring herself a cup of tea. She saw Aisla and scowled.


    “Why are ye still here?”


    “You said you also spoke to Dougal about Lady Makenna, the laird’s sister,” Aisla said, finished with petty insults. Fenella set her cup down, splashing tea, and cut her eyes to the cook and maids. They left the kitchens without a word.


    “Aye. What of it?”


    Aisla’s eyes narrowed. “What did he wish to know about her specifically? And be honest or I go straight to the laird with what I know about the two of you.”


    “Silly things, I told ye,” she replied with a sullen look. “Her pastimes, what ladies did for enjoyment at Maclaren and at Tarbendale.”


    What felt like iron ballast settled in the pit of Aisla’s chest. “Would you have mentioned that Lady Makenna enjoys early morning rides to the border?”


    “Mayhap. Why do ye ask?”


    “Lady Makenna has not returned from her ride, and her maid hasn’t seen hide nor hair of her for hours. She’s missing, Fenella. Did Dougal have something to do with it?”


    Fenella’s posture went rigid. “He would no’ do that.”


    “If he’s allied with the Campbells, he might have.” Ice settled in Aisla’s chest, and a premonition that Makenna may be in danger. “And the accidents at the mine have claimed lives and cost Niall dearly,” Aisla went on, her mind racing. “Did you tell him about the mines?”


    For the first time, the housekeeper looked uncertain as if the gravity of the possibility seemed to settle on her. “We talked about a lot of things. He…listened.” Her shoulders lifted in a tiny shrug. “At first, he was a means to an end, but I was lonely, and he was easy to talk to. I was proud of what the laird had accomplished.” The housekeeper sat heavily down in a chair, looking flustered. “I would never put my own clansmen and women in danger.”


    “Not knowingly, I’m sure, but Dougal wasn’t acting selflessly. He could very well have been using you to hurt Niall.” Aisla knew she didn’t owe the woman anything, but she gentled her voice. “He can be quite charming when he wants.”


    Fenella shook her head, but didn’t argue this time.


    “Lord Leclerc is looking for Makenna,” Aisla said, starting away, “and I need to find Niall to tell him what I suspect.”


    Fenella leaped from the chair. “I’ll go with ye. He’d be at the mines or at Maclaren.”


    “I’ll be fine on my own.”


    “If ye’re right, if I’ve been a part of it…I owe it to him to tell him myself.”


    There wasn’t time to quibble or belabor the fact that she didn’t trust the housekeeper one inch, but more ground could be covered by two people. Aisla gave a short nod and marched down to the stables.


    “Has the laird returned yet?” she asked a stable boy.


    “Nae, milady,” he replied. Aisla wasn’t surprised. Niall might spend hours riding around, avoiding her.


    “Saddle two mounts for us, please,” she said, and within minutes she and Fenella were riding from the stables, on a route toward the mines. Aisla kept praying that meanwhile, Julien had discovered Makenna somewhere. She hoped her feeling of foreboding was nothing more than her imagination.


    The horses took them breezing through the fields and up into the woods, where Makenna had led her that time when first showing her the mines. When she and Fenella broke through the trees and onto the clearing atop the ridge, Aisla expected to see the mine workers, busy at the start of their day. But instead, the stone mining shafts and outbuildings stood quiet and tranquil on the ridge. Not a soul in sight. A flutter of unease went through her.


    “’Tis Sunday,” Fenella said, the first words uttered since leaving the keep.


    The workers would be home with their families. Aisla urged her mount onward, toward the collection of huts and tower houses on the hilltop, and brought her horse to a stop near the long troughs where the miners sifted through the rubble for chunks of topaz deposits. There was no sign of a horse, or of anyone. Perhaps Niall had gone to Maclaren. In the past, he would have been at the tavern in the village, but he wasn’t that man anymore.


    “What are ye doing here?”


    Aisla heard Fenella’s question and turned to look at her, ready to reply that it had been her idea to check the mines to begin with. But what she saw sent a spike of alarm down her spine.


    Dougal Buchanan had exited the closest tower house, a small barrel in his hands and a long length of what looked like rope. He set the barrel down carefully, but kept hold of the rope.


    “Bad timing, this,” he replied, though a grin was working its way over his lips. Though it was not one of good humor. The smile and his face both seemed harder somehow.


    Fenella dismounted and rounded on Dougal. “Is that a keg of gunpowder?”


    The length of thin rope Dougal held ran straight through the open tower-house door, and Aisla suddenly realized what it truly was. A length of fuse. Fenella didn’t wait for Dougal to answer. She charged toward him.


    “How dare ye? Ye have been using me all along—”


    “Piss off, ye shrew. Ye used me right back.”


    Aisla stayed atop her mount. “Think about what you’re doing, Dougal. You’re going to start a war between the Maclarens and the Campbells.”


    He laughed. “That’s my intention, lass. It has been, for six long years. That crippled bastard cost me my alliance with the Montgomerys. He cost me ye.” He spat on the ground. “The only reason I courted an alliance with the Campbells was to get close to the Maclaren.”


    Aisla began to comprehend, and it terrified her. “To help spark a feud.”


    A hardness wiped the mirth from Dougal’s face. “To destroy that sniveling, one-handed laird and everything he cares for.”


    Fenella made a croaking sound as she looked between Aisla and Dougal. “Harming Niall wasnae part of our agreement. Ye lied to me!”


    “Do ye think I care? Ye’re nothing but a desperate whore anyhow.”


    At that, Fenella screeched a battle cry and ran toward Dougal, fists up and ready.


    “Fenella!” Aisla cried, knowing the woman was making a mistake.


    Her eyes were still on the charging housekeeper when Aisla heard the report of a pistol. Her mount jerked and skittered back, and it was seconds more before she saw the weapon in Dougal’s hand—and Fenella sprawled face down on the ground.


    “No!” she screamed. Her horse, still agitated and jumpy, backed away. “Ye bloody bastard!”


    The man was insane. He’d shot a defenseless woman, and once sparked by flame, the black gunpowder line he’d set would likely touch off an explosion.


    “Ye shouldnae speak to yer future husband in such a manner.”


    Husband? He was most definitely insane. What in the world would ever compel her to marry this man, especially after all he’d confessed.


    Aisla jerked the reins and her mount turned and galloped away. A second pistol shot, however, had the animal lifting both front hooves from the ground as she reared up. Aisla tried to grip the reins, but she fumbled, and when her horse reared again, Aisla fell back, out of the saddle. She landed hard on the ground, but knew she could not lie there, stunned.


    A hasty check of her body told her that she had no broken bones, but her head still spun when she lurched unsteadily to her feet. At the same time, she reached into the pocket of her skirt. Her fingers closed around the cool handle of the topaz dagger as she turned and sank back into a crouch. Dougal was running toward her when she pulled the dagger free, and with breathless control, threw it.


    Aisla only stayed long enough to see him stumble back and reach for his shoulder where the topaz hilt winked in the rising sunlight. Blast it. She’d been aiming for his chest, but both her vision and balance felt off. She must have hit her head harder than she’d thought. She turned and ran, her horse having spooked and disappeared. She had but a minute at the most before Dougal came after her. The wound would not be a fatal one, and Dougal was a strong man.


    He shot Fenella.


    Panic wound through Aisla at the thought. She couldn’t go back to help her, but she could find a place to hide for the moment, and perhaps Dougal had been right. The sound of the pistol shots might have carried, and someone might come to investigate.


    Or not. It was Sunday, after all.


    Breathing heavily, her feet feeling clumsy and her head and elbow aching from being tossed from the horse, Aisla wove dizzily between the stone tower houses and wooden huts that dotted the mine site. She spied a smaller tower house and dashed inside. It was dark and cool, and there was a hole in the ground with a ladder leading down. Quickly, she descended, and when the rungs ended, she felt the soles of her boots touch down on creaky wooden boards. There wasn’t much light at all filtering down this far, and she prayed Dougal wouldn’t look for her here. Perhaps he’d rush back to the Campbells to treat his wound.


    Or set off the explosion in the mine.


    Aisla was breathing rapidly when the boards beneath her feet groaned. And then snapped. They caved beneath her, and she plummeted down into the shaft. She didn’t even have time to scream before the hard ground broke her fall with agonizing impact, shoveling the breath from her lungs.


    And then everything winked out of focus, and went black.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    A chunk of topaz crumbled beneath the sharp carving tool for the third time, and Niall swore loudly, nearing throwing both gem and tool against the wall. Normally, carving the smaller pieces of cairngorm calmed him. Being able to focus on something so small and detailed took all of his concentration. However today, he simply could not focus. And not just because he’d sent his faithless wife on her way, though that contributed to a large portion of it. No, he couldn’t focus because every other moment his mind flipped wildly between memories of the last night, when he and Aisla had come together in such honest passion and lust, and then of that morning, when he’d found her and Leclerc at the folly.


    How could she have left him to meet another man? The idea of it made him senseless with rage. He could not have gone back to sleep after he’d returned to Maclaren. No, instead, he’d ridden west to MacLeod and woken a sleepy Hamish for a bruising round of fisticuffs. Niall had wanted to be knocked unconscious so he wouldn’t have to pay attention to the void yawning inside of him and threatening to swallow him whole.


    Always one to oblige, Hamish had given him a pounding.


    “Is it the lass?” he’d asked.


    Niall had been forced to smash him in the jaw for that one. “Nae,” he’d hissed, dodging the weight of Hamish’s hammer-like fists.


    “Ye’re too spitting mad for it to be anything else.” A low, hard jab caught Niall square in the stomach, making him nearly lose his footing. “And it’s too bloody early.”


    “She’s leaving Scotland.”


    Hamish had laughed. “Came to her senses, aye? Always thought she was too good for the likes of ye.”


    The taunt had met its mark. She’d always been too good for him, clearly. So good that she’d sought satisfaction elsewhere. Or maybe all she’d wanted to do was win the wager. Get him into her bed and then call the victory. Hell, if that were the case, she’d well and truly bested him. He hadn’t even known he’d been the one being seduced. Pride and anger reared up within him, making him see red. “Shut yer gob and fight, ye sack of shite.”


    And Niall had fought with a vengeance then, like a possessed man, so much so that Hamish had yielded after several punishing bouts, his eyes wide with disbelief that Niall still wanted more. Even Hamish’s considerable pugilistic skills hadn’t been enough to flatten the demons surging to life in his brain…tormenting him, laughing at him. He ached, but they hadn’t felt a damned thing.


    After riding back to the keep, Niall had tried to throw his energies into working in his carving studio, but clearly, that had also failed, leaving one other option. Walking into his study, he reached into the drawer of his desk for the bottle of whisky that was usually there, forgetting that he’d thrown it into the fireplace. He hadn’t bothered to replace it. He sank into the chair behind the desk and kneaded his head.


    The castle had been quiet when he arrived home, and he’d been grateful Fenella had not been waiting for his return, eager to gloat about Aisla. He didn’t want to speak of her, not ever again. Had she even left yet? Would he know if she did? Taking all her light with her?


    Enough, Niall. It’s over.


    The pain roiled anew in his gut, and he nearly doubled over from the force of it. Niall doubted his body could go another round with Hamish, but if that was what it took, he would brave it. He pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger, then scrubbed a restless hand through his hair. Perhaps a swim in the loch would take the edge off. A long swim, clear to the other side. And back.


    “Laird,” a footman said. “There’s a gentleman here to see ye.”


    Niall’s eyes narrowed. A gentleman? “Show him in.”


    It took everything within him to not jump the expanse of his desk like a wild animal and lay the man who entered flat on his arse. As it was, he rose, his fingers nearly cracking the solid mahogany edge of the desk. “Ye risk a lot coming here, Leclerc,” he snarled in warning before prowling to the other side of the desk.


    “Makenna is missing.”


    About to blister the man for his familiar address, Niall halted in his tracks. “What do ye mean she’s missing?”


    Leclerc didn’t appear any more put together than he did earlier, at the folly, and now a hint of frenzied panic lit his eyes. “She takes early morning rides, and the stableboy at Maclaren just informed me that her mount returned on its own to the keep.”


    A drip of unease slipped into Niall then. “She’s a competent horsewoman, but the animal still could have thrown her. I’ll get a group of men together and set out.”


    Leclerc raised a hand to stay him. “There is more. I spoke to Pauline, Aisla’s maid. She said your housekeeper visited Aisla’s bedchamber this morning and said some concerning things.”


    Niall nearly growled. “I dunnae wish to discuss her with ye. Thank ye for yer concern over my sister, but ye can take yer leave now.”


    “Don’t be a stubborn fool.” The Frenchman had the nerve to stalk toward him, his mouth tightening into a scowl. “What your housekeeper said may involve Lady Makenna.”


    Niall forced himself to calm, and listen. If only for Makenna’s sake. He folded his arms across his chest and nodded curtly for the man to continue.


    “Apparently, the lady has had…relations with Dougal Buchanan, and during that time, shared information with him. About Aisla and Makenna among other things.”


    Fenella and Dougal? Niall hadn’t even known the two were acquainted. His ears started to ring, his body on alert as his mind turned over the things the Frenchman was saying.


    “Ye think he has something to do with Makenna’s horse coming back alone?” he asked.


    Leclerc nodded, his lips a grim line. “As you’ve said, she’s a competent horsewoman. Either she’s taken an innocent fall or something more sinister is at play here.”


    A sudden thought all but stopped Niall’s pulse. “Where is Aisla?”


    “I don’t know, Pauline said she went to find you.” Leclerc swore under his breath. “You haven’t seen her?”


    Overtaken by dread, Niall stormed toward the study door and into the corridor just as a scream rent the air. He, and Leclerc behind him, broke into a sprint, turning down the steps and toward the ruckus below. In the foyer, a handful of maids surrounded a man, his shirt stained with blood, and in his arms, a limp and bleeding Fenella.


    Niall’s feet stuck to the bottom step as the man, one of his sheep-farming tenants, saw him. “My laird! I found her crawling across my field. She’s been shot.”


    “Put her down there,” Niall ordered, gesturing to a long bench. The farmer did as he was told, lowering Fenella to the wooden seat.


    Makenna was missing. Fenella had been shot. Where the devil was Aisla?


    “Niall.” He heard Fenella’s low rasp even through the pounding panic in his ears. He went to her, kneeling at her side. Blood. It was everywhere, dampening her tartan and her ashen skin.


    “Fenella, what happened?” he asked, taking her hand, slick with her own blood, and holding it tightly. She would not live. One look at the wound, in the center of her stomach, assured him of that.


    “’Tis my fault,” she wheezed. “I’m so sorry, Niall.”


    “Nonsense, nothing is yer fault, lass,” he whispered. “But ye must tell me what’s happened. Where is Aisla? And Makenna, do ye ken what’s happened to them?”


    Fenella rolled her head to and fro. “’Twas Dougal. I didnae ken…he wants to destroy ye and everything ye’ve built.”


    “Where?” Leclerc asked.


    She coughed, blood leaking from the corner of her mouth. “The mine…he went after Lady Aisla…”


    Cold, hard terror silenced the rapid beat of his heart, his uneven breathing. Dougal had Aisla.


    “I wronged ye, Niall,” Fenella whimpered, her eyes watery with tears. “I wanted the two of ye apart. I lied about yer wife to make ye jealous when ye were first married, and the past few weeks as well, with the Frenchman. ’Twas wrong of me. I’m so sorry.”


    Niall couldn’t dredge up a lick of anger, not right then. Fenella was confessing her sins on her deathbed, and he knew he could do no more than listen.


    “Perhaps, lass, but ye’ve done right by her and me now, ye ken. Ye fought hard to come back here, to tell us what’s happened, and I thank ye, Fenella, for that.”


    She closed her eyes, tears rolling down her temples, and grimaced. It was a painful wound, no doubt, and she must have struggled at least a mile or more before the farmer had found her. Whatever she’d done in the past to drive him and Aisla apart, he’d sort it out later. He’d be angry about it later. When her grip loosened, and went light, Niall knew it was over. Her grimace smoothed out, and he felt a surge of grief. But there was no time for it right then.


    “Take care of her,” he said to the weeping maids, then turned to the solemn farmer, drenched in Fenella’s drying blood. “Go to Maclaren and inform Ronan what ye’ve just heard.”


    The man bobbed his head, but Leclerc cut in. “He’s not at Maclaren. I went to him before coming here. He’s the one who sent me to you. I believe he intends to pay a visit to the Campbell.”


    Good. Knowing Ronan and his warriors were already on the move gave him a little comfort, though not nearly enough. Niall tried to remain calm as he supplied himself with a long rifle and pistol, and plenty of shot and powder while Leclerc secured two horses. The two started out toward the mine without exchanging a single word. They maintained a fierce gallop, all the while Niall’s mind crashed and roiled with images of what could be happening to Aisla at that moment.


    Had she and Makenna been captured by Dougal or the Campbells? It wasn’t a stretch of the imagination, especially after recent tensions and Ronan’s refusal to marry one of the Campbell’s daughters. Surely, Laird Campbell wouldn’t do something as barbaric as stealing a Maclaren lady. Then again, if the Campbell wished for some kind of leverage to force an alliance, an abduction would be the way to do it. Some old Scottish ways still ran rampant through the clans. The thought filled him with mind-numbing dread.


    Leclerc and a handful of other men rode behind Niall, the sounds of pounding hooves a thunder in his ears. Ahead, another foursome of riders, led by Hamish, cleared some trees and came toward them, joining their pack without so much as a question. Word must have spread, fast as fire, Niall guessed. And here his friend was, ready to help.


    “Take yer men to the loch!” Niall shouted to Hamish. “We’re to the quarry!”


    With an answering shout, his friend wove to the left, taking his men with him. If Dougal had taken Aisla, he could have taken her anywhere by now. But the mine was the first, logical place to look. And Fenella had said they’d been there.


    Niall spurred his horse to climb the forested path, his mind refusing to leap ahead to what he might find at the quarry. What if she’d put up a fight against Dougal? God, what if he’d shot her as well? He took small comfort in the fact that the man clearly desired Aisla, and perhaps, she might still be alive.


    With a burst of speed and anger, and not a little bit of fear, Niall broke through the trees and came onto the ridge. His eyes immediately found the stone mining shafts, and just as he expected, saw the place was abandoned. Sundays were always that way.


    “M’laird!” He heard a man’s shout through his own pounding pulse. Niall twisted in his saddle and followed the direction of one farmer’s outstretched arm, pointing to a pool of browning blood soaked into a patch of grass.


    “Fenella was shot here,” he said, though needlessly.


    Niall inspected the area from his saddle, hope dimming that he would find anything of use. But then he saw a glint of light near a pile of discarded rock and rubble.


    He jumped from his saddle and went to it, crouching with his breath caught in his throat. His fingers brushed the topaz hilt of Aisla’s dagger, the blade stained red. Her blood, or Dougal’s? He picked it up, knowing in his soul that she would have defended herself. She would have hit her target, without a doubt, and perhaps it had given her a chance to get away.


    He stood, wiping and pocketing the dagger.


    “Look around!” he shouted to the other men, his own panic barely contained. “Check for anything on the ground, any marks. If she was here, she couldnae have gone far.”


    Obediently, the men spread out. Niall exhaled and tried to calm himself, but it was an impossible task. His sister was missing, too, though he hadn’t yet allowed himself to think about her. Or Fenella. No, he had to stay focused on Aisla. His wife.


    “Over here!”


    He ran to join some of his men stooping near the mouth of one of the tower houses—and froze. A small powder keg lay on its side, and looked to be empty. Nearby, a line of fuse lay on the ground. It ran straight into the tower house.


    “Careful, lads,” Niall said, his heart pounding. Dougal had been setting an explosion in the tunnels, but it looked as though his plan had been cut short. Because of Aisla?


    “Look for a blood trail,” Niall said. “Aisla might have wounded him.”


    The men scattered out again while a few carefully followed the fuse line into the tower house.


    His eyes scoured the mining shafts and huts scattered over the ridge. Would she have tried to make it back to Maclaren on foot? Or Tarben Castle?


    “Laird!”


    The shout gave him a twin burst of hope and fear. He charged in the direction of the voice, and found three of his men crowded around the opening of one of the abandoned mines. The stone tower house was squat and crumbling, and it had been years since it had been in use.


    “The boards over the shaft are gone,” a man said as soon as Niall arrived. “It looks like someone broke through.”


    He shouldered by the men and peered down the shaft. In the low light, he saw a swath of blue far below. Aisla had been wearing a blue riding habit earlier.


    “Dear God in heaven,” he murmured, and then to the men behind him, “Someone get me a rope.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    It was still dark. Aisla had opened her eyes a few times, roused out of her whirling, disorderly sleep, but each time she saw a black wall of nothingness. She could smell the minerals on the air, taste the silt on her parched tongue. Each time, she intended to move her legs and arms, but they felt solid and unwieldy. Her skull pounded like it’d been clubbed with a hammer, bright spots obscuring her vision and making her queasy. And then her eyes would drift shut again, though for how long she didn’t know.


    How long had she been at the bottom of this shaft?


    Long enough for her throat to burn from wanting a cool drench of water, her tongue feeling swollen and dry in her mouth. Her head still ached, as did her ribs and stomach, but she felt the pain changing from acute to something dull and throbbing. She’d broken through some rotted boards, and fallen. Slipped and tumbled, really. It hadn’t been a straight drop down, more like a slide. Her backside was rubbed raw, and everything ached. Bones could undoubtedly be broken, which only pushed her faint pulse into a faster clip.


    Dougal. The blasted rotter.


    Oh, God, he’d shot Fenella. Aisla could only pray that the wound had not been fatal, but it would be a stretch to assume that she would be in any condition to go for help.


    She glanced around in the shadowy gloom of her prison, lit only from the meager light filtering down from above. Was this one of the cairngorm tunnels that hadn’t yielded any topaz? The tunnel smelled musty and unused, not even the scent of oil from lamps remaining behind. Her fear ratcheted a notch. Was there a reason it had been sealed? She couldn’t see in the darkness beyond where she’d landed, but the pitch black felt oppressive. Were there other tunnels that she could not see? Other holes that went deeper? She didn’t dare move for fear of falling further. The darkness pressed in on her, and she tried to calm the panic beating in her breast.


    Someone would come, wouldn’t they? They had to.


    When her brain faintly recalled what Fenella had remarked upon earlier, that it was a Sunday, and no miners were about, Aisla let her eyelids collapse once again. She’d be lucky if anyone discovered she was missing. Even Dougal, who would have seen her fall, had left her behind, likely to save his own skin. She hoped the dagger wound turned septic, the cowardly bastard. She heaved a sob, but her eyes stayed dry. How much longer could she last like this? Each time she broke out from the odd cushion of sleep, she felt weaker. Thirstier. It wouldn’t be long before she didn’t wake up at all.


    Aisla shook off the idea, even giving her head a small toss. It fired off a shock of blinding agony, but she didn’t care. Feeling pain meant she was alive. It was what she needed. Clarity. Stubborn will. She had to stay awake; the next time she opened her eyes again she would only be weaker.


    Have ye any idea how lovely ye are?


    She gasped a breath of silty, stifled air as Niall’s voice whispered in her ear. It wasn’t him, she knew. No one was here with her. She didn’t even know why she was thinking of him of all people—he’d told her to leave, after all. But lying here alone and near death, Niall was the only thing she could think of. His rumbling laugh. Those blue, blue Maclaren eyes. The feel of his arms about her…the strength of his body lodged deep within hers.


    She was his. She’d always been his.


    The thought that she could well die without seeing him again or without telling him the truth of what she felt filled her with grief. But she wasn’t dead yet. Aye, she would fight. She’d fight now, whatever it took.


    Dunnae give up, lass.


    It was just her own imagination, but the voice was so clear and close, and Aisla knew it was exactly what he would have said to her right then. He’d want her to fight. To claw her way to freedom, even if it took every ounce of her fast-seeping strength.


    He hadn’t ever let anything defeat him. Not the loss of his hand, when he’d been but a boy. Not the loss of her, either. He’d come to Paris, wanting to bring her home. And when he’d returned to Scotland alone, he’d rebuilt his life.


    It must have felt like clawing his way to freedom, too.


    Aisla forced her eyes open and pushed up onto her elbows with a strained groan. She was already sweating from the effort, her heart racing, when she heard Niall’s voice again, calling her name.


    “I’m here, my love,” she whispered, scratching the words out of her throat. She couldn’t let it end this way.


    She waited for her pulse to slow before trying to sit up fully. It hurt, but at least the pain was real. Swinging her arm out to feel for purchase, she felt it connect with the nearest wall. Aisla groped around, and realized the wall curved down to her right and left, straight to what looked like another gaping hole. Her mind etched a mental picture of where she sat, on a narrow ledge in some kind of narrow well, and her panic soared.


    Was there even a way out, except for up? She would have to climb, but she doubted she had the strength. Already her breathing was labored, her lungs constricting painfully with every shallow breath. White spots converged on her vision again, making her eyelids feel heavy.


    Sleep would bring ease. Maybe if she just closed her eyes again…


    But then she heard Niall’s voice calling her name once again. Only this time it didn’t sound as close. It sounded distant, behind the rush of blood in her ears. Like it wasn’t coming from her own head at all. Her drooping eyes snapped open.


    “Aisla, can ye hear me, lass? I’m here.”


    No, that wasn’t just her imagination. It was her husband.


    She drew in a strangled breath of relief, and immediately choked on a few particles of dust and dirt clogged in her throat, straining to see upward. Shadows moved through the thin beam of light. Her palms dug into the hard earth where she sat, her eyes watering at last. Niall. He’d come for her.


    “Niall!” she tried to shout back, but her voice was still scratchy and dry and all that came out was a pathetic croak.


    He was here, or was her brain playing tricks on her? The light seemed strange. There one minute, and gone the next. Her brain felt fuzzy, uncooperative.


    “Niall!” she cried, but again, her throat felt like a dried husk.


    Just as her elbow collapsed out from underneath her, Aisla thought she saw a flicker of light. It brightened the rough, pitted wall beside her for an instant, and then started dimming. Retreating. Aisla tried to call out once more, but it was nothing but air.


    All fight gone, her heavy eyelids crashed down, and the darkness pulled her under.


    …


    Niall paced the length of the bedchamber at Maclaren, fury filling him. The thought of Dougal Buchanan was like a hot beacon. He took pleasure in itemizing the ways he would make the bastard bleed for what he’d done—for the woman he’d killed, and the one he’d left to die.


    His gaze returned to his unconscious wife lying in the middle of the bed. Aisla had not yet awakened, even though the family doctor had come and gone, every inch of her wounds checked and scrupulously cleaned. The blood on her person had been mostly superficial, from the deep scratches on her palms and elbows. Miraculously, she had not sustained any broken bones, though she’d scraped her chin and cheeks raw, and the flesh of her shoulders, back, and behind was one large angry-looking bruise.


    “When will she awaken?” he’d asked Doctor Stewart.


    “’Tis hard to say, m’laird. There’s a sizeable welt on the back of her head, and head injuries are notoriously difficult to predict. I’m afraid we will just have to wait and see.” He’d patted Niall’s shoulder, having known him since he was a boy. “She’s young and healthy, lad. Have faith.”


    But faith was in meager supply.


    Every time he looked over to her narrow frame, his gut folded in on itself. She’d come so close to dying. His men had lowered him down into the shaft, whereupon he’d retrieved her. It was by some miracle that she’d tumbled onto a protruding guide beam made of timber that had been built to stabilize the tunnel. If it hadn’t been there, she would have fallen to her death. Perhaps not even found.


    Niall could not categorize the rush of emotion that had filled him when he’d clasped her limp but alive body to his, and by the time they’d arrived back at Maclaren, his mother and Hamish had had to pry her out of his arms. He had not left her side in the past hour.


    The chamber door creaked open, and Ronan strode in, not stopping until he’d enfolded his brother into a bear hug. “How is the lass?”


    Niall choked back sudden tears. “Alive.”


    “That’s good.”


    “It’s no’ as easy as that,” he ground out. “She hasnae awakened. Nae broken bones, but she hit her head hard. She might no’ awaken. Ever.” His voice broke on the last word.


    “She will,” Ronan said, and took a deep breath as if he had more to say. Niall motioned for him to continue. “The Campbell laird is here, and ’tis best if ye heard what he has to say for yerself.”


    Niall’s jaw tightened. “Did they take Makenna?”


    “Nae.” He shook his head. “But I will find her, dunnae fash. I have trackers on her trail. Will ye come?”


    Niall spared Aisla one last lingering glance before following his brother out into the connecting sitting room where his mother sat with several of the women of Maclaren and Tarbendale in tearful vigil. He sucked in a ragged breath and met the duchess’s red-rimmed eyes. She had always loved Aisla from the moment she’d met her at Sorcha and Brandt’s wedding, and she’d been devastated to learn of the estrangement. On more than one occasion, she’d admonished Niall to go after his wife and bring her home, her disappointment obvious when he didn’t. He’d failed her, too.


    “Will ye sit with her?” he rasped in a hoarse voice. “So she will see a friendly face if she awakens?”


    “Of course, my darling.”


    He didn’t say any more, but traced Ronan’s steps to the hall where the Campbell laird was waiting. To Niall’s surprise, the older man was alone and without weapons. Ronan’s soldiers, however, stood guard at the entrance.


    “Laird Campbell,” Niall greeted the man, clasping his proffered hand.


    “Please, call me Gregor. How fares yer lady?” the laird asked.


    “Alive.” He gave the same answer he’d given Ronan, though with much less emotion. Even in his state, showing any weakness to another clan leader wasn’t wise, especially one as wily as Gregor Campbell. “Tell me why yer men took my sister.”


    Gregor’s face went ruddy with outrage. “We didnae take Lady Makenna.”


    “And the attacks on my mines?” Niall asked, watching him closely. “We found a strip of Campbell tartan after a deliberate collapse. Lives were lost.”


    “None of my clan would do such a thing, I swear it to ye. I want an alliance with Maclaren, but no’ one built on deceit and treachery. Ye have my word.”


    “Then tell me about Buchanan.”


    He met Niall’s eyes, his shrewd brown gaze hiding nothing. “Dougal Buchanan approached me to court my daughter a year ago. She begged me to consider it. Little did I ken that he’d been wooing her in secret for months before coming to my doorstep. But the Buchanan clan is well known, and he claimed his father was interested in an alliance with Clan Campbell.” Gregor blew out a breath. “He also claimed to have childhood ties to Lady Aisla. He said that he could mend the rift between the Maclarens and the Campbells by getting the lady to champion a match with my eldest.”


    Niall’s gaze slid to his older brother whose lips had hardened into a flat line at the mention of marriage. It was nearly comical how opposed he was to the idea. In normal circumstances, Niall would have ribbed him ruthlessly. “And ye believed him when Ronan himself had told ye nae?”


    “Aye. He was very convincing. And my Rose was taken with his charm. I had nothing to lose. Either way, I would gain an alliance, with the Buchanans or the Maclarens.”


    Niall shook his head slowly. “But that’s no’ what he planned. He killed one of my clan, a woman. Shot her in the stomach. Before she died, she said that he had baited her for information about Tarbendale, my sister, and my wife. He was behind the accidents on my lands, and it’s clear now that he planted Campbell colors so it would look like ye were behind it. He wants to cause a feud, and I suspect he’s using my sister to do it.”


    “Laird Maclaren,” a breathless voice called as one of Ronan’s men, a wiry soldier named Auley, raced into the hall. “We’ve tracked them to the south border of Maclaren lands where they’ve made camp for the night in a ravine.”


    Ronan stood so quickly his chair flew back. “And my sister?”


    “Alive and kicking.”


    The words brought heavy sighs of relief from both of them. Makenna would not have gone quietly. “Gather the rest of the men. We leave immediately.” Ronan glanced at Niall with a sympathetic look. “If ye wish to stay, I’ll understand.”


    Niall scowled. “The only man laying a finger on Dougal Buchanan is me.”


    It didn’t take long to assemble the small but fierce company that included the Campbell laird, who had a few questions of his own for Dougal Buchanan, Ronan and a handful of his strongest men, Hamish, Julien, and Niall. He wasn’t too thrilled about the presence of the Frenchman, but the man had proven himself earlier and seemed oddly adamant about finding Makenna.


    Under cover of the quickly falling darkness, they followed Auley’s trail to where he’d left Buchanan’s men, and they surrounded the small encampment where a small fire glowed. Niall felt ice enter his veins and a strange sense of calm at the sight of Makenna, tied and gagged next to a tree. Ignoring Ronan’s cautionary look, he unsheathed his claymore and walked as boldly as he pleased into the center of the camp. The look of surprise on Dougal’s face as he leaped to his feet was almost worth it.


    “Ye have something of mine, Buchanan.”


    The man’s lips peeled away from his teeth in a grimace as he reached for the pistol at his hip, but a quick shout from Ronan and his men stayed his hand. Buchanan’s gaze landed on each of the warriors closing in, his eyes widening at the sight of Laird Campbell in the ranks, and then he shrugged carelessly, even though he could see they outnumbered his men three to one. He held Niall’s stare while his men were disarmed, and Makenna retrieved and untied.


    “Are ye hurt? Did any of them touch ye?” Ronan asked. She shook her head. It didn’t miss either brother’s notice that she went straight to Leclerc, allowing him to gather her into an embrace that under normal circumstances would have earned him a thrashing. “Take her back to Maclaren,” Ronan said. “Some of my men will go with ye.”


    After they had gone and Makenna was safely out of reach, Niall strode forward until he was nearly nose to nose with the man who had murdered Fenella and nearly killed Aisla. He was barely containing the rage that burned through him.


    Buchanan grinned as if sensing his desire to slit his throat then and there. “I left someaught of yers in a shaft. Did ye find her yet?”


    “The fact that she’s alive is the only reason I didnae put a bullet in yer head.” Something crazed flickered across the man’s face, a mix of desperation and jealous loathing. “Aye, she’s alive, Buchanan, and ye left her to die, like the coward ye are.”


    “Why did ye do it?” That question came from Laird Campbell. “Seduce my Rose if ye wanted Laird Tarbendale’s woman.”


    Dougal’s jaw cinched shut as if he wasn’t going to answer, and then a sigh hissed from his lips. “My father threatened to disown me if I didnae get back the alliance I had lost. He blamed me.” His gaze snapped to Niall. “When it was ye to blame for eloping with what was no’ yers to take. She was never meant for ye. She was mine.”


    “Ye have an alliance,” Laird Campbell yelled. “With Rose.”


    Dougal sneered at him. “The Buchanans will never align with the Campbells. My father has nae need of ye. The betrothal was all for show, though yer daughter was a lovely distraction. All I wanted was what was stolen from me.”


    “I’ll kill ye.” But Ronan laid a palm on the older man’s shoulder, restraining him, and for that Niall was grateful. Dougal Buchanan was his.


    “I didnae steal anything that didnae wish to be stolen,” Niall said. “And any contract ye had with the Mad Montgomery was ended after his death. Aisla chose me.”


    “Did she now?” Dougal’s malicious glare flicked to the leather-covered stump of Niall’s left hand. “Look at ye…a useless, sodding cripple. Nae wonder she ran off to Paris, and came back to cuckold ye in yer own house. Ye’ll never be man enough for her. For any woman.”


    Ronan started forward with a snarl, but Niall stayed him with a look that said this was his fight. Tamping down his roiling emotions, he lifted the hilt of his claymore. “Then why no’ fight me to see who is the better man? Prove yer prowess in battle. Ye against me.”


    The man laughed. “One on one? With a sword?”


    “Aye.”


    “To the death?”


    Niall nodded. “Ye may try.”


    The men cleared a circle, and soon the two of them were facing off. Niall knew Dougal was strong, and a capable swordsman. He also knew the man would not fight fair. They tested each other with a few clashes of steel, and then the battle began in earnest as Dougal sent a two-handed strike toward Niall’s torso. He vaulted out of the way, but the tip of the claymore still tore through his shirt and barely missed his skin.


    “How’s yer hand?” Dougal jeered. “Shall I cut off that one, too, so ye have a matching set?”


    “Aye, I’m one-handed,” Niall said. “Yer two still willnae save ye.”


    Sweat dampened his temple as Niall hefted his sword in one hand again. He swung down, twisting his body as he did, but Dougal deflected the strike with a twist of his own. He was quick for a big man, and fit. Niall had honed his strength from hours of outdoor labor, but his lungs were already burning to take in air after several bone-shaking clashes. Swinging the claymore overhead, he lunged forward and they met in another shower of sparks. Niall dodged as the blade came toward his cheek, rolling sideways and countering with a slashing upward movement.


    It forced Dougal to retreat, though it didn’t stop his mouth from joining the fray. “Had enough, cripple?”


    The man was good, Niall noted, but he was also predictable. Sword-fighting was a little like playing cards. Men did things that gave away either their thoughts or their next move. Niall hadn’t really been fighting Dougal before. He’d been learning him. He smiled.


    “What are ye grinning for?” Buchanan snarled. “Ye’re losing.”


    Niall didn’t answer, but arched a mocking eyebrow as if to dispute the statement. It had the intended effect. With a roar, Dougal charged with deadly intent. Niall stood his ground, shifting at the last moment to land a well-placed blow down his opponent’s shoulder. Dougal screamed a foul curse as blood soaked his shirt. He gripped his shoulder with one hand as more blood poured from the wound. Niall blinked. His sword strike had been a slice not a gouge. Dougal should not be bleeding so copiously…unless he’d been injured earlier.


    By Aisla’s dagger.


    His grin widened. “I made that dagger she threw at ye, ye ken,” he said, pride in his voice. “She should have put it in yer bloody eye.”


    Dougal howled with rage and came at him again, but Niall ducked easily and deflected the blow, before landing another swipe to the man’s stomach, making him drop to his knees. It was the turning point. He had the advantage.


    But suddenly Niall felt tired. He wanted to go back home to Aisla. Nothing else mattered but her, not even vengeance. He wanted to hold her in his arms, see her open those beautiful copper-colored eyes. Tell her how much he loved her. Beg for her forgiveness every day if he had to.


    He held the point of his claymore to Dougal’s throat. “Yield,” he said. “Before I change my mind.”


    “Never.”


    Niall pressed the blade downward, watching as the point of it dented the man’s skin. It would be so easy to lean into it, to finish it then and there. But he pulled back. “Ye willnae be that lucky. A hero’s death by the blade is no’ for ye. Ye’ll be hanged for yer crimes, Dougal Buchanan.”


    Niall turned away, and was only alerted to movement by Ronan’s shout. It was by sheer luck that he angled sideways, the dirk, aimed at his back, whistling through the air, its deadly blade clipping the lobe of his ear. Niall dropped to one knee and thrust his claymore up and back, feeling it slide home through bone and muscle. He turned to see Dougal standing there in astonishment, his sword raised above his head and ready to strike, Niall’s claymore lodged in his dishonorable chest.


    He fell backward with a thump. Quite dead.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Death didn’t hurt.


    It wouldn’t hurt because, well, a person would be dead.


    However, Aisla hurt everywhere—her brain, her body, her heart. Or perhaps she was in hell and was meant to suffer an eternity of torment. She breathed in a ragged breath and shuddered. Why on earth did hell smell like fresh-baked bread?


    Confused, she fought her way to the surface of the gloom, her eyes pricking open. Light penetrated slowly, but it was light all the same. The edges of her vision were dark, but a single lamp flickered. Her aching body felt swaddled in softness. She was on a bed, she realized. In a house.


    She wasn’t fighting for her life in a mine shaft underground.


    Was she dreaming?


    Aisla lifted a hand and groaned as her fingers appeared, blurry at first. Elation broke through her and then the purest, sweetest joy. She was alive! How was this even possible? She was alive, and she had to tell Niall how she felt. She also had to tell Julien that she didn’t want to leave, not ever. Her home and her heart were here. In Scotland. With the man she loved. Everything was so startlingly clear now, even if she couldn’t see more than the gloom of a darkened room. It was nighttime, she realized. How long had she been unconscious?


    Aisla parted dry, chapped lips, uncaring of the sting and the burn that accompanied the action. “Hullo,” she croaked aloud. “I need…to tell…”


    A looming shadow filled her fogged vision, blocking the light of the lamp for a second as a cup of water was gently pressed to her mouth. She took a grateful sip before all her strength was sapped from her and she sank into the softness of the bed beneath her. Gentle fingers brushed her cheek and stroked her damp hair off her brow. Her eyes fluttered closed. But no, she meant to stay awake. She had something important to say.


    “Julien, please…” She trailed off, her words fumbling and deserting her, even though she knew exactly how she felt. “Oh, Jules, I love…I love…”


    “I’ll get him for ye,” a man’s soft voice said, the familiar sound of it making her heart leap for a moment, but it was lost in the sweet embrace of oblivion that claimed her once more.


    She dreamed of the Highlands in the throes of summer. Of the vibrant green knolls of undulating fields and hills, purple heather springing from the craggy rocks littering the land. Clear skies and sweet meadow grass that went on and on, without end. And Niall. She was with her husband and she could hear his laughter, feel his warm breath as he kissed her temple and held her close.


    When Aisla’s eyes cracked open once more, the summer scene was gone, replaced instead by a soft, sunlit bedchamber. And Niall wasn’t there. Firm fingers were prodding her ribs and moving her stiff limbs into place. She should have felt shock, but she was too relieved not to feel more pain upon waking, as she had every time she’d found consciousness.


    A man blurred into her immediate vision, including a pair of twinkling brown eyes set in a weathered face. “Welcome back, Lady Maclaren,” he said. “How are you feeling?”


    “Not dead.” Aisla gave her attention to the man in front of her. “Where am I?”


    “Safe at Maclaren.”


    A gasp made her eyes connect with Pauline’s who stood near the door, her own face fraught with emotion. She managed a weak smile, her own eyes welling at the sight of the unabashed tears pouring down her maid’s cheeks.


    “Come now, Pauline,” she said, her voice a husky rasp, her jaw a bit sore. “It’s not as bad as all that, is it?”


    “Oh, my lady,” she cried, “you had me worried to death.”


    “So it is as bad as all that,” Aisla replied, striving for a dash of levity to lift her maid’s distress, to which Pauline answered by weeping openly, dabbing at her cheeks with a handkerchief. Aisla dimly noticed the other people entering the room, hovering at the edges near the door. She recognized Julien, and behind him an unhurt Makenna. Aisla heaved a sigh of relief that she was home, and didn’t appear to have been ill treated. Lady Dunrannoch and Ronan, Niall’s eldest brother, were also there.


    The duchess stepped forward, her own eyes suspiciously wet. She indicated the man standing at Aisla’s side. “This is Doctor Stewart. He’s been tending you since…since…” Her voice broke as she covered her mouth to hide a sob.


    Ronan put a hand around his mother’s shoulders. “Since ye fell.”


    Aisla blinked, the events coming back to her in a rush. Dougal Buchanan had been behind it all. He had chased her into the tower house, and he had shot Fenella. Oh, God.


    “Where is Fenella?” she whispered. “Is she here?”


    Julien clasped her hand and squeezed. “No, chérie. She died, but not before she told the laird where you were. It was how he was able to find you. And also to learn of Dougal Buchanan’s part in it.”


    A tear slipped down her cheek. Fenella had not been a friend, but she had not deserved to die. Aisla swallowed, her throat clogged. She needed Niall. Where was he?


    “Ronan,” she said urgently. “That coward put explosives near the mines where I fell. He was behind all of it. All the accidents. You have to tell Niall at once.” Black spots filled her vision for a moment.


    “We know, Aisla,” Ronan said in a low voice. “The mines are clear, and Dougal Buchanan has been dealt with.”


    Dealt with. That sounded ominous, though not nearly enough. It was less than the man deserved after shooting a woman he’d been intimate with. If Aisla had had a pistol in her possession instead of a meager dagger, the outcome would have been much different. Instead, she’d fallen into a mine shaft, where she’d remained for an indeterminate number of hours. Miraculously, however, she’d been found, though try as she did, she couldn’t recall anything specific about the rescue. Niall had been the one to rescue her, she was sure of it. Or had she imagined him, too?


    “How long have I been here?”


    “Four days,” Makenna said, moving to stand beside Julien. “We thought ye may never wake.”


    Aisla drew a shallow breath, astounded that she’d been unconscious for so long. No wonder Pauline had been sobbing. Aisla made a brave face to the doctor, who had stepped aside when she’d been speaking to the duchess and Ronan. “Exactly how bad is it then?”


    “Not as terrible as you would expect,” he said, in softly accented English though it was clear he was a Scot. “I’ve given you some laudanum for the worst of the pain.”


    “Ah,” she said with a soft puff of laughter that made her torso ache slightly, though not unbearably. “No wonder I feel so remarkably pleasant.”


    “In addition to a worrisome head injury, you’ve sustained several bruised ribs, and a sprained ankle.” He smiled wryly at her. “Though I know it does not sound quite so minimal, you could have broken your neck with such a fall. You were lucky, my lady.”


    “Lucky,” she murmured, immediately thinking of Dougal’s pistol. If he hadn’t been such a poor shot at longer range, she would not have been so lucky. Poor Fenella. How she had managed to crawl from the mines to get help was both miracle and mystery combined.


    Doctor Stewart packed up his things into a small portmanteau. “We will have to keep an eye on the head wound, but if all goes well in the next few days, I expect you to make a full recovery. You’ll need to stay off that ankle and let it heal properly, but I foresee no complications.” He gave a short bow. “And refrain from any strenuous activity that will put unneeded pressure on your ribs. I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you.”


    “Thank you, Doctor.”


    After the doctor took his leave, Aisla’s spate of energy flagged, and she felt immediately fatigued. It did not escape her attention that her husband was not in the room. She did not want to seem ungrateful to those who were there, however, so she pasted a smile on her face.


    “What happened to you?” she said to Makenna, trying to remember beyond the past few days. “Did the Campbell’s men take you?”


    Makenna bit at her lip, her gaze sliding away. “Nae, Dougal Buchanan took me. The Campbells had naught to do with it, and did no’ know of the man’s plans.”


    Aisla gasped. “Good Lord, if I ever see that lout again, I will murder him myself.”


    “No need,” Makenna said with a wry twist of her lips. “Dougal challenged Niall’s honor, and Niall offered him a chance to prove himself by sword. He lost, and then tried to kill Niall after he’d fairly won. Dougal’s dead.”


    Aisla couldn’t even summon up a puff of remorse for the man after everything he’d done and how many people he’d hurt, manipulated, and killed. “Good. I’m glad.”


    Where was Niall?


    It had been four days, she reminded herself. Perhaps he had been here, and had needed to return to see to business at Tarbendale. He was a laird, after all, and couldn’t be expected to drop everything to mind a bedridden invalid.


    Certainly, he would care if she lived or died, but he wouldn’t have put his life on hold for a woman he probably loathed. Her throat clogged up unexpectedly with a burst of emotion. She needed to see him, and speak to him. The desire she’d felt when she’d first woke to tell him exactly how she felt, whether he wished to listen to her or not, came back to her in a rush. Aisla blinked back the useless tears that were suddenly stinging the backs of her eyes.


    “Do ye remember what happened?” The question came from Ronan, his normally booming voice quiet.


    She cleared her throat, swallowing the tears. “Not fully, no.”


    “If it’s too much, ye needn’t try to remember.”


    “No, it’s fine,” she said, knowing those in the room would all be wondering what had caused her to go missing. “The laird and I had parted ways just that morning, and it was not…exactly on good terms.” She paused, her face growing hot as she realized they all likely knew that part of the story by now. “Fenella, being Fenella, thought it best to see me out, and she said some odd things about Dougal. That he’d been fishing for information about Makenna, myself, and the mines. When I confronted her about whether she’d mentioned Makenna’s early morning rides, she admitted that she had. It was too coincidental. I had to tell Niall, and she insisted on telling him herself about her part in it. Once we’d ridden out to the mines, I noticed there was no one there.”


    “’Twas a Sunday,” Makenna murmured.


    “Yes, I realized that soon afterward,” Aisla said. “We did not find Niall, but we found Dougal with a barrel of powder and a fuse rope. He shot Fenella and then came after me. I hurled my dagger at him, and then fell through some rotted boards in the tower house. That’s the last thing I remember until I woke up.”


    “’Twas a miracle ye did no’ break yer neck, lass,” Ronan said, his tone full of compassion. “And ye got him in the shoulder with yer dagger.”


    “I aimed for his black heart.”


    Aisla’s eyelids felt heavy, her bones lethargic. It was probably the effect of the laudanum and the effort of speaking. Her throat felt somewhat raw. Soft hands held hers, and she opened her eyes to see Lady Dunrannoch sitting beside her on the bed.


    “My God, Aisla, we were so worried about you.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    Her mother-in-law smiled through her tears. “Don’t be sorry, dear. I was just glad when Niall found you. I’ve never seen my son look so crazed. You were black and blue, and he would not let you go, not to another until you were safe here in bed. Oh, my dear, had I known what sort of danger it would put you in, I never would have insisted you stay on instead of returning to France.”


    Aisla frowned. “You insist? I thought it was your solicitor…”


    Lady Dunrannoch squeezed her hands and another tear fell. “I may have meddled a bit, thinking more time together was all the two of you needed to reconcile. Oh, but it doesn’t matter now, does it?”


    She broke off after a quelling noise from Ronan, her eyes wide with horror as if she’d said something she shouldn’t. Aisla’s eyes slid to Julien and Makenna who both wore a strange expression that bore a marked familiarity to the one on Ronan’s face. Something like dread scattered in her heart.


    “Where is Niall now?” she asked finally.


    The duchess looked horrified, her lips opening and closing, but no sound came from her mouth.


    Julien stepped forward. “Perhaps, you should rest, chérie. You’re looking rather peaked. We can talk later, I promise.”


    His evasive answer had all her senses reeling with worry. Where in God’s name was Niall? Was he hurt? Had he been injured at Dougal Buchanan’s hand? She pushed up onto her elbows, grimacing at the protest of her bruised and battered body.


    Pauline rushed to her side, propping a pillow behind her. “Easy, my lady. The doctor said you should not exert yourself needlessly.”


    But Aisla would not be deterred. Her eyes met the embarrassed faces of her friend, and her in-laws. “Where is my husband?”


    Julien walked to the foot of the bed, his expression pinched.


    “Aisla, please, trust me when I say that this is perhaps not the best time for us to be discussing such things,” he began, but she lifted a shaking palm to stop him.


    “Don’t patronize me,” she said, aware of the pathetic, pleading note in her voice. “Where is he?”


    Ronan cleared his throat. “She deserves to be told.”


    Aisla felt utterly bewildered. Deserved to be told what exactly?


    “He’s no’ here, Aisla,” Ronan said, holding her in a steady and steely glare.


    She was almost afraid to ask the question hovering on her lips. “Then where is he?”


    “He received word from Edinburgh,” he answered after an interminable moment, the expression on his face inscrutable. “He’s gone to finalize yer divorce.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Niall sat in the leather grasp of his study chair, his fingers lightly closed around the tumbler of whisky. He stared into the amber liquid, thinking of how much it looked like his favorite hue of topaz. It glowed like the jewel would, too, backlit by the fire in the hearth. But beyond their similar coloring, topaz and whisky were night and day for him.


    One had brought him disaster and hell, and the other success and peace. One had helped to ruin his marriage, and the other had, at least recently, tricked him into believing he could fix it. Aisla had been genuinely impressed by his mines and his artwork; she’d seen clear through to the man he’d become, and he’d basked in her praise.


    But it had all been for naught. He hadn’t fixed anything at all.


    She didn’t want him.


    He swirled the spirits with a few motions of his wrist, watching it whirlpool and lick the sides of the glass. He’d been back from Edinburgh for a few hours, his body still stiff and sore from the brutal pace he’d kept on the ride home. He wanted this over and done with, once and for all.


    To the left of the glass of whisky was a slim black file, sealed with a toggle and tie. Inside was the marriage register his solicitor, Stevenson, had finally received from Inverness. The book, one of many poorly stashed away in the bowels of the church he and Aisla had been wed in, had been located at last by the register clerk and sent on to Stevenson. A letter from Stevenson’s clerk had arrived the morning after Niall had found Aisla in the abandoned mining shaft. And no more than an hour after Aisla had risen from unconsciousness, asking to see Leclerc, mumbling words about love and need. She hadn’t been fully awake, her words slurred, but the fact that she’d immediately asked for Leclerc had told Niall everything he needed to know: he’d lost her.


    Or perhaps he’d never had her.


    The timing of Stevenson’s letter had been fate, he supposed. Niall had left Tarben Castle, arriving in Edinburgh the next day, and had gone straight to the solicitor’s offices. Stevenson had tried to get Niall to sit and talk, go over the papers inside the register, but Niall hadn’t wanted to sit, let alone speak. He’d grabbed the register, thanked Stevenson for his time, and left.


    Now, he stared at it, sitting like a coiled viper on his desk and ready to strike.


    It was what she wanted. He’d lost both wagers. The brilliant arrangement that had turned into a race of seduction, of wits pitted against the other, had been a game neither of them were meant to win. Ronan had been right to make the bet—Niall had never had a chance. Not when her heart clearly belonged to another.


    Leclerc had been surprised when Niall had fetched him from his vigil in the sitting room at Maclaren. It had almost destroyed him to search out the other man after hearing his name fall from Aisla’s lips, when he’d been the one to find her lying limp and bloodied in that blasted mine. When he’d been the one driven practically delirious with fear and anguish that she might be lost to him for good. Niall had nearly died then. Everything else had ceased to exist…all the games and the wagers, the anger and the jealousy. He’d never prayed a day in his life, but he had prayed then. All the life had drained from his body at the sight of her, unconscious and frail. The only thing that had given him hope had been the faint rise and fall of her chest.


    And then she’d refused to awaken for days more, and the misery of waiting and worrying continued. Doctor Stewart had been non-committal in whether she would survive such a severe injury to the head…whether she would even be capable of speech or understanding if she did overcome the odds and wake. Niall had almost come to blows with the man until Ronan had intervened and sent him away to cool off. And when she’d finally awakened, she’d asked for Leclerc.


    Niall’s fingers clenched on the tumbler in his hand, and with one move, he downed the contents in a swift gulp. It burned on his tongue, in his throat, and in his stomach, the bite of it like a draught of hellfire. All he could think of was the glorious dimming sensation it would bring in its wake. The numbing oblivion. Even after so many years, his memory of the effects were sharp. With a shaking hand, he poured another, which went the same way as the first. The liquor wasn’t enough to tamp down the memories, and they surged to mind, lush and vibrant. Such beautiful demons.


    Aisla with a bow and arrow, the first time he’d seen her. Aisla in a field of purple heather, spinning and dancing like a woodland sprite. Aisla in a ball gown at Montgomery, stunning and wild and his. Aisla in his bed, caught in the throes of passion, which no ordinary words could describe. The blissful night they’d shared, when they’d held nothing back. She’d writhed in his arms, stared at him with her heart in her eyes, and come apart with all the fierceness of a falling star. So extraordinarily beautiful.


    Incomparable, they’d called her in Paris. They were right. Nothing could hold a candle to his wife. God, he’d cocked it up good and proper. Niall poured a third glass of whisky, studying the swirling liquid. It was paralysis in a bottle, and that was what he deserved. He tossed back the spirits with a bitter grunt. His just deserts.


    New images assaulted him then. Ones of Aisla sitting in the folly, Leclerc kneeling before her, his hands holding hers in her lap. He could have been a suitor proposing to the love of his life. But Leclerc had explained since then that she’d summoned him to tell him she couldn’t marry him. Had she changed her mind? Had the threat of death made her see her own heart?


    Niall had been rife with jealousy and bitterness, but he’d done the right thing. The only thing.


    “I won’t stand in yer way. I wish ye every happiness,” he’d told Leclerc, after communicating Aisla’s wish to see him. The man’s expression had been one of bewilderment, but he’d nodded and disappeared into the bedchamber.


    Then Niall had taken his leave for Edinburgh.


    The door to his study crashed open then, startling him from his thoughts. “I told ye I didnae wish to be disturbed,” he roared.


    “’Tis only me, bràthair,” Ronan said, arching an eyebrow at the bottle and the empty glass sitting in the middle of the desk. “Are ye sure that’s a good idea?”


    “’Tis better than the alternative.” In defiance, he poured another.


    Ronan moved the bottle and glass out of reach. “There are better ways for ye to deal with the things that pain ye. We’ve been down this road before, and ’tis no’ a pleasant one, if ye recall.” His eyes narrowed. “How much have ye had?”


    “Two,” Niall said. “Nae, three. I plan to finish the whole damned bottle in celebration.”


    His brother made himself comfortable in the armchair on the other side of the desk, propping one booted foot up on the other as if he intended to stay a while. Niall groaned. He wanted to be alone with his misery. He did not need saving.


    Ronan lifted the glass in a mockery of a toast. “What are we celebrating?”


    Niall slid the slim black file across the top of the desk. “My freedom. Her freedom. What she wanted from the start, only I was too stupid, too bloody proud, to let her go. And yer stupid, sodding wager.” He laughed. “How the mighty have fallen!”


    “I’ll toast to ye.” Ronan drained the whisky in one gulp, though he kept the bottle on his side of the desk.


    Niall laughed again, humorlessly. “The sorriest sack of shite this side of Hadrian’s Wall, eh?”


    “Nae,” he said. “Ye fought for what ye wanted.”


    “And lost.”


    Ronan nodded. “Perhaps, but at least ye tried.”


    The words were slow in coming, but they came. His confession.


    “I wanted to win the wager…only my schemes rebounded on me. In the end, I wanted her to stay more than I wanted anything else, even the debt forgiven.” His eyes burned with an unfamiliar pressure. God, he wouldn’t cry. Men didn’t weep like ninny-headed idiots. “We were doomed from the start. And that, dear brother, is the remnants of our youthful folly.” He eyed the file from his solicitor balefully. “A blasted divorce.”


    Ronan didn’t answer, but reached for the black case, untying the toggle, and scanning the documents within. It only took him a few minutes, but when he looked up, his expression was unreadable. “Perhaps ye should take a look, Niall.”


    “To ken what divorce on paper looks like? Nae, thank ye.”


    “Look.” Ronan shoved the open folio back toward him. Niall wanted to defy him, toss the entire sheaf of papers to the floor, but his eyes caught on the topmost sheet. He wasn’t enough in his cups not to understand what it meant.


    “What the hell is this?” he said, his narrowing. “Some kind of jest?”


    “Read for yerself,” Ronan said. “Looks like the two of ye were never married.”


    It wasn’t a jest, far from it.


    According to the testimony of his solicitor, he and Aisla had never completed a civil registration after they’d eloped to Inverness to wed. They had gotten married, Niall recalled, though the priest had been thoroughly stewed, to the point of slurring the prompted wedding vows at the time. If what he was reading was correct, technically, there was no official proof that their marriage had even happened.


    “This makes nae sense,” he muttered, reading the documents a second time, and then a third. They had a remarkable effect on his sobriety. “We were wed.”


    “No’ according to that, ye werenae.”


    He blinked. “Then…”


    “Ye dunnae need a divorce.”


    If their marriage wasn’t legal in the eyes of the Scottish courts, then that meant Aisla was free. And if she didn’t have someone who was willing to marry her, she would have been ruined. Though, he couldn’t imagine a paltry thing like ruination stopping her. His Aisla was fearless. Niall sobered. She wasn’t his Aisla. According to these documents, she’d never even been. He sucked in a breath with a rush of guilt. Yet one more thing that he could have done differently. He should have married her properly, with the presence and the blessing of both their families. He’d failed her, yet again.


    Doomed didn’t begin to cover it.


    Without a word, Ronan slid the bottle of whisky and the empty glass over to him, but Niall shook his head. “Nae, I’ve had enough, ye ken.”


    “What will ye do?” Ronan asked.


    “What I should have done from the start—let her go.”


    …


    Aisla wanted to scream her frustration at being confined to bed. She was more than recovered enough to not be coddled like a child. She wanted to go for a walk, she wanted fresh air, and most of all, she wanted to see Niall who had avoided her ever since he’d returned from Edinburgh. And Aisla had learned from the servants, and the ever-resourceful Pauline, that he had come back and retired at once to Tarben Castle.


    She eyed Makenna who was reading Romeo and Juliet to her. Aisla hadn’t heard a word of her sister-in-law’s recital, though she knew the play well. She’d loved it as a girl, but to tell the truth, now she loathed it. She hadn’t had the heart to tell that to Makenna, however. Instead, she’d let her mind wander, imagining all the ways she could stage her escape, and find out why in hell Niall had decided to finalize the divorce now, of all times.


    No one would tell her anything!


    Not even Pauline could find out, only that the laird had left in a hurry, taking only his horse and not even a change of belongings. He hadn’t returned immediately, either, spending a few days there. But now he was back, and she deserved answers. Ones, it appeared, only he could give.


    “Good night, good night!” Makenna read with a soft sigh. “Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow.”


    Aisla rolled her eyes. If she were Juliet, she’d search out Romeo and demand that he well and truly publicly ruin her. That would be the quickest way to the altar, she thought with grim humor. Secret marriages never turned out well. She’d idolized the play in her younger years, the tale of the doomed, star-crossed lovers fodder to her young, romantic heart. It’d been the reason she’d eloped with Niall, after all. But now, she was older and wiser. Betrayal didn’t always come from external forces. And the marriage bed wasn’t made of roses.


    She thought of Dougal. And Fenella. Both wanting what they could not have and coveting it to their own detriment. She thought of herself and Niall, and their shared tragedy. They had loved each other, but sometimes, it took more than love. It took grit and determination. It took fight.


    “I’ve heard he’s returned,” she said decisively, interrupting Makenna.


    Her sister-in-law shot her a blank look. “Who?”


    “Your brother.”


    Makenna closed the slim volume and folded her hands in her lap. “Oh, has he? I hadnae heard.”


    Aisla sighed. “Please don’t play games with me, Makenna.”


    “Oh, very well. Aye, he’s back, but hasnae spoken to anyone. Apparently, he’s in a devil of a mood, too. Ronan’s gone over there to talk to him, and find out if everything has been finalized.” She smiled sadly, her lips pinching. “I suppose once it’s all over, ye’ll head back to Paris.”


    Makenna’s bleakness hit her like a heavy spear to the breast. Her lungs tightened almost painfully. “No, that’s just it, I—”


    But the sound of voices in the hall downstairs—one in particular—drifted up, making her halt all conversation. Niall. She strained to listen, but there was no more forthcoming. Had it been him? She pushed herself up in bed, groaning at the pressure of her healing torso, and slid her legs over the edge.


    “What are ye doing?” Makenna gasped. “Ye cannae—”


    “I can and I will.” It was a colossal feat that she managed to get herself standing, one driven by pure determination. But she’d barely taken two steps to the door when a footman knocked, carrying a silver salver with a black file and piece of folded foolscap.


    “A note for ye, my lady.”


    Her heart hammered as she closed the distance to the doorway. “From whom?”


    “From the Laird of Tarbendale, my lady.”


    She snatched the folded paper and read the first line:


    Dearest Aisla, I’m sorry to have to write this…


    Aisla saw red. Now, that was simply outside of enough.


    Nearly shoving the poor footman aside, she rushed to the balustrade and shouted with all her might, uncaring of whether she sounded like a maniacal shrew or that there were servants and clansmen milling about. “Niall Maclaren, dunnae ye dare take the coward’s way out with a bloody note and not face me, do ye hear me?” She sucked in a breath, ready to unleash hell when she heard a low chuckle, and then a voice…his voice.


    “Aye, lass, I hear ye, and I ken everyone heard ye for at least five miles.”


    Her fingers gripped the marble railing, her legs already threatening to give out when he turned the corner at the bottom of the stairs. Oh God, he looked tired and drained, but so incredibly handsome that she wanted to weep. His russet hair was uncombed, the start of a beard on his jaw, and those blue eyes took her breath away.


    She steeled herself and shoved the offending note in his face as he came within two steps of her. “What, pray tell, is this? What are ye sorry for?”


    “Did ye read it?”


    “Nae.”


    He smiled and she nearly melted. “Yer brogue is back.”


    “I’m angry.”


    “I gather that.” He stepped closer and reached for her arm. She was close to snatching it away when he murmured, “May I? Perhaps yer room will afford us some privacy.”


    Only then did she realize that they were the center of dozens of curious stares. Including her mother-in-law, and Makenna, who stood beside the hapless footman at the entrance to her bedchamber. He still held the salver with the black file. Aisla did not know what was in there, but she had the strongest urge to see it sunk to the bottom of the loch.


    “Bràthair,” Makenna said with an anxious glance at Aisla, who smiled tightly for her sister-in-law’s benefit. “I’ll leave ye two alone.”


    Niall took the folio from the man and escorted her back into the room to her bed. She sat, clasping her hands together to keep from shaking. Or doing something rash. All she wanted to do was throw them around his neck and never let go.


    “Ye’re looking better,” he said eventually. “How are ye feeling?”


    “Fine.”


    Her husband drew a deep breath, the long fingers of his right hand drumming on the face of the black case. “I suppose I was being a coward, aye, but I could no’ face ye.” He nodded to the black file. “’Tis done as ye wanted.”


    His voice was grim. Nothing in it gave her any hope that he might feel any different. That there was something between them worth saving.


    “Is that it, then? The divorce?”


    Niall’s eyes met hers, then dropped away. “Aye and nae.” He stood and unwrapped the toggle from the slim file and set it in front of her. “Turns out our marriage was never official. There’s no’ a record of it.” He raked a hand through his tangled hair. “That bloody, sotted priest never filed it.”


    “What are you saying?” she whispered, hearing the words but unable to make sense of them.


    “That ye are free to find a husband who will make ye happy, Aisla. That ye are free to go back to Paris and have the life ye deserve. Ye have what ye came for…freedom from me and a life ye loathed.”


    “I didn’t…” She broke off, her breath coming too fast. Her body felt like it was encased in ice. “Is that what…you want?”


    “I want ye to be happy,” he said eventually, moving toward the window, his arms folded across his chest. His voice was calm and his expression gave away nothing. “I want my clansmen to be happy. Perhaps ’tis a blessing in disguise. This way we can both move on. Perhaps we’ll both have the chance to get what we want.”


    What she wanted was him.


    The strength that had been buoying her spirits suddenly flagged as delayed understanding hit her. There was no divorce. No second chances. They’d never even been married. There was nothing left between them, not even the idea of marriage that had kept them in each other’s lives. Aisla felt a keen sense of loss, that the only thing tethering them together was finally gone. But then again, she’d never had him in the first place.


    “Niall…”


    He turned, slowly. “Dunnae make this any harder than it has to be.” He stopped at the door, his eyes shuttered. “Be well, Aisla.”


    The first of her tears hit the note still clutched in her hand. The one he’d meant to leave her with. She should have listened. He’d hoped to be kind, to avoid the crippling devastation she now felt, as if her heart was being torn from her chest and minced to pieces. More tears joined the first, drenching the paper and the ink upon it.


    Dearest Aisla. Dearest Aisla. Dearest Aisla.


    The letters blurred into unrecognizable shapes.


    Aisla wept her heart out. She wept for the girl she’d been and the love she’d lost. She wept for all those years they’d spent apart and the circumstances that had brought them back together. She wept for having hoped that things could have been different. She wept for an ending equally as tragic as Shakespeare had written for Romeo and Juliet. She laughed, hollowly, through the wretched sobs at the irony.


    The scratch of a pen, or lack thereof, had ended them all.


    She wiped her tears away, crumpling the note in her fist and closing the file Niall had left. None of it mattered anyway. She would be gone soon, her connection to Maclaren well and truly severed. Perhaps he was right that the bungled-up marriage papers were a blessing in disguise.


    Their sad tale of woe was at its bitter end.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    A rotten stench woke Niall, and the second he was conscious again, he recalled the familiar, greasy sensation of having slept with a whole bottle of whisky in his body. Only he hadn’t, thank God. Though the temptation had been like a siren to his dejected state, he’d only consumed one glass when he’d returned to Tarbendale. Nothing would have been able to lift his mood, and in fact he’d known for certainty that whisky would only leave him feeling worse.


    He sniffed, wrinkling his nose at the sour odor, and recognized that none of it came from his person. It came from the two men still sleeping off the effects of a ridiculous drinking game that had taken them into the wee hours of the dawn. The alcohol permeated their every pore, every hair, every inch of their bodies. Bloody hell, they stank to high heaven. He sat up from where he’d been slumped over on the study sofa, and the rest of the room came into focus. Everything ached, but it was not because of alcohol. It was because of…her.


    Hamish sat up with a grunt, staring around, his eyes glassy and a tuft of bright red hair sticking up to one side. “Watsat?”


    Ronan jumped to his feet, looking more worse for wear than Niall had ever seen him. He wanted to smile. His brother had needed some loosening up. Being born as the heir and bred to be a duke had given him a stick up his arse for most of his life. It was gratifying to see his perfect brother looking less than perfect for once.


    Ronan rubbed a huge hand through his hair and yawned. “Ye have some catching up to do, brother, if ye plan on drinking the way ye used to.”


    Hamish grimaced at the booming voice. Ronan sat back down at Niall’s desk, propping his booted feet on the slew of papers there, acting and sounding as though he hadn’t consumed more than a bottle of whisky. Niall laughed—Ronan would never let something as middling as half a cask of whisky affect him.


    “Nae,” Niall said. “I dunnae plan to. But I plan to watch the two of ye try to drink each other under the table more often.”


    “Not even one bottle in and Hamish was snoring like a wee bairn, thumb in his mouth and all,” Ronan said.


    “Speak for yerself, old man,” Hamish groaned, trying to stand and reeling as if the floor tipped under his feet. “I’ll take ye on any time, any place.”


    “Ye could have fooled me.”


    Hamish glowered at Ronan. “What are ye even doing here? Dunnae ye have some duking to do or some such?”


    His brother had been with him the night before, when Hamish had arrived with several bottles of whisky. The news had traveled fast, it seemed. This time, Ronan had left the bottle alone, letting Niall decide for himself whether it was the answer he needed. He’d had one glass, savoring the taste of the whisky and nursing it for several hours while his brother and Hamish had decided to try to out drink each other. It had been amusing to watch and had taken his mind off the hollowness in his gut. At least for a little while.


    It had been barely a day since the revelation that he and Aisla had never been married in the first place, and Niall had returned to Tarben Castle. He’d worked tirelessly the last six years to perhaps, one day, prove to Aisla that she had made a massive mistake leaving him. And for what? Not only was she leaving again, but he’d never needed to work so hard to begin with. If he really thought about it, everything from the mines to sobriety to Tarben Castle and his own disciplined strength, had been for her. He dragged himself out of his maudlin state of mind with a sharp shrug. She might have been the catalyst, but he’d done those things for himself, too.


    He glanced at his brother. “Why are ye here?”


    “I’m here because I didnae want ye waking up in any sort of comfort, brother,” Ronan answered, taking that moment to slam his feet down onto the floor, and strike the top of the desk with his massive hands. The sounds were like cannon fire and Hamish moaned behind him, clutching his head between his hands.


    “Quit yer moaning,” Ronan said with a laugh and then turned to Niall. “’Tis practically noon, ye ken, and I’m sure yer men are wondering where the devil ye are.”


    “I’ll get there soon,” Niall said. They’d get on without him—they were well trained and loyal. It was one of the things he was proudest of, that he’d taken on people no one else would hire, that he’d given them a second chance. He’d lost his hand, but he’d never lost his spirit. No, it’d only taken a false marriage and being in love with a woman who didn’t love him in return to do that. He crossed the room, toward the windows, the bright sunlight daggering his eyes. A storm threatened on the horizon, the gray clouds rolling in swiftly.


    “They’re lucky to have ye,” Ronan said. He turned to meet his brother’s gaze, blue eyes so similar to his, and he read the sincerity in them. It was a compliment of the highest persuasion, especially coming from someone as exacting in his standards as his eldest brother. “I’m proud of ye, ye ken.”


    Niall’s throat felt tight with emotion. “I had a good advisor.”


    He looked through the paned glass. He had a view of the courtyard below, and his blood, though not sluggish thanks to any whisky, slowed instantly. There was a coach and four waiting below, a pile of luggage strapped to the back racks. He recognized the trunks and valises.


    “Laird?” came a timid voice at the door to the study.


    “What is it?” Niall answered, his eyes still following the people below as they readied the carriage and horses. The top of one head was instantly familiar. Leclerc. He stood by the carriage’s open door, his arms crossed as if waiting for something. Or someone.


    “Lady Aisla to see ye, laird.”


    Of course. And it was Lady Aisla, not Lady Maclaren. As it should be, he thought as he finally turned around. Aisla entered the study, and the sight of her leaning some of her weight on an elegantly carved walking cane made his heart catch in his chest. She still appeared rather weak, though her facial bruises had yellowed some, the cuts and scrapes having healed well. But even with the remnants of her accident, she was beautiful. Her hair had been pulled atop her head with golden ringlets framing her face, and her gown, though modestly cut, still hugged her curves, accentuating her hips and breasts, and even the slim width of her shoulders. He drank her in, every inch of her, and the sight was enough to negate all the numbing work his brain had done the night before.


    “Aisla,” Ronan said in greeting, and then with a warning glare toward Hamish, dragged the bigger man with him, and left the study.


    She gave Ronan a warm smile, touching his arm lightly as he passed her at the entrance. She wrinkled her nose slightly and arched an eyebrow, as if she, too, were stunned at Ronan’s uncharacteristic state. And then she looked back at Niall, who suddenly felt like a vagrant in desperate need of a bath. He scrubbed his bristly jaw and cheek. And a shave, too.


    “Ye look better,” he said, expecting some sarcastic remark from her regarding his own appearance, as though she would assume the worst…that he had attempted to drown himself in a bottle as well. But she remained prim and collected.


    “Thank you. Doctor Stewart agrees, and has allowed me to finally leave my room at Maclaren.”


    Niall remembered the luggage strapped to the carriage. “Ye’re not here for a visit.”


    She shook her head, her copper eyes drifting away from his. “I’ve come to say goodbye. Lord Leclerc and I are leaving. He received a summons from his maternal grandfather in England, and we plan to stop in Newcastle.”


    A drop of silence entered the study. It was so quiet, the sounds of the horses in the courtyard reached them.


    “I see. Yes, of course.” Niall wasn’t sure what more to say without ruining yet one more thing. This could be a decent and civil goodbye, or it could devolve into a roiling mess of shouting, or even tears.


    Aisla, for one, appeared to be holding herself well in check, and by God, he would do the same. He’d made an ass of himself at the folly, letting his emotions overtake him. He wouldn’t do so again. If anything, he wanted her to smile at him, if only for one more time.


    “I dunnae ken if I told ye, but I’ve started to like that painting,” he said, nodding toward the Rubens. Aisla looked at it, still rigid in her posture, her knuckles white from her grip on the walking stick.


    “I meant it to torture you,” she said.


    “It did,” he said with a short laugh. “But now I cannae stop looking at it, most of the time.”


    He knew why. The pain Prometheus was enduring…Niall felt something like it, too, even more so right then. He knew saying as much to Aisla would be a mistake, though. No more guilt.


    “Thank ye for redecorating my study,” he said instead. She peered at him, wary of the compliment. “I mean it, Aisla. Yer touches here at Tarben Castle…they’ll remain. Even the portraits of all the dogs, though perhaps no’ the ruffles.”


    He expected a smile, but instead, her brows narrowed as if she were distressed. Once again, it hadn’t been the right thing to say. End this, Niall, while ye still can with dignity.


    His eye fell to the slender hand holding the cane and the bracelet he could see peeping from her sleeve. The sight of it warmed his heart as if she were taking a piece of him with her.


    “Is that the bracelet I made?” he asked, recalling how Aisla had admired the braided band, inlaid with topaz and and two finely cut apatite gems. He remembered when she had bought it with the intent of showcasing the Tarbendale pieces in Paris.


    Her eyes followed his, a soft blush staining her cheeks. “Yes. It’s beautiful. And I wanted it to remember Tarbendale and all you’ve done here.”


    Then stay.


    It was on the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed the words.


    “Come. I’ll walk ye to the courtyard.”


    It would kill him to hand her inside the carriage and watch her ride off, out of his life, once and for all. But he would not be a coward, not again. He’d see this goodbye through.


    She moved slowly, he noticed as they left the study, her right leg seeming to be stiff.


    “Does it hurt?” he asked.


    Aisla whipped her head toward him, lips parted, as if puzzled by his question. “Does what hurt?”


    “Yer leg,” he answered. Relief transformed her face.


    “Oh. My leg. Yes, it does, a little bit. But nothing terrible.”


    “What did ye think I meant?”


    They made their way down the corridor, toward the wide stairs that would empty out into the foyer. Aisla looked suddenly bashful, and not at all composed as she’d been when she’d first appeared in his study.


    Blushing, she answered, “I thought you meant my leaving Scotland.”


    Niall’s hand shot out, as if on its own volition, and took hold of her arm, stopping her. He stared into her eyes, words thrashing around inside his mind…and regret, so much desperate regret. His chest closed tight.


    “Aisla,” he choked out, not knowing what more he should say. He wanted to apologize for the things he’d said at the folly. He wanted to confess that he’d been wrong, that he’d been a jealous bastard and he wanted just one more chance to prove to her that he’d changed. That he could trust her. That he already did trust her, and that he wouldn’t fail her again. But then, he remembered Leclerc, waiting at the carriage, and how even if he did confess and beg her to stay, it wouldn’t change anything.


    A full minute might have passed by as Niall contemplated this all in his head, and Aisla waited patiently, her eyes holding his gaze as he grappled for what to say. But then her eyes shifted, turning to look past Niall’s shoulder.


    “M’laird, the lady’s carriage is ready,” Mrs. Wingate said. Though she was his cook, she’d taken on a few of Fenella’s old duties at the keep for the time being.


    Of course it was ready. It had come from Maclaren with Aisla and Leclerc inside it, already packed and prepared for their journey. There was truly no need for her to state as much right now, and Niall felt a barb of annoyance at her for interrupting him.


    “Thank ye, Mrs. Wingate, we’ll be down in a moment,” he said.


    “Yes, laird. Will there be anything else?” she asked.


    He fought the desire to groan. “Nae.”


    Aisla looked up at him, her gaze following the cook’s departure. “We haven’t had a chance to speak, but I am sorry for your loss. I know you cared for Fenella.”


    Niall felt a twinge of pain in his breast. They’d had her funeral the day before, and despite her confession of what she’d told Dougal and the things she’d done, Niall had let his anger go. He would not carry such a burden, not when she was dead. Love sometimes drove people to madness. She’d had no one else but him, and she’d been his friend.


    “I’m sorry she was unkind to ye,” he said. “She told me what she did to break us apart then and now. I should have been…better. I should have been better at many things.”


    “Me, too,” she whispered. “I should have been as well.”


    He smiled. “We were happy some of the time, were we no’, Aisla?”


    Tears brimmed in her eyes. “Aye, more than most of the time.”


    Leclerc chose that moment to stride into the hall, halting awkwardly upon seeing the two of them as well as the obvious intimacy of the moment. He cleared his throat, stuffing his hands in his trouser pockets. “We should leave before this Scottish weather gets any worse.”


    Niall stared at Aisla, wanting more than the seconds they had left. To tell her everything he’d wanted to say in the moments before Mrs. Wingate and then Leclerc interrupted them. But there was a wall up between them now, and with Leclerc standing waiting and the front doors to the castle teeming with a barrage of servants moving Aisla’s remaining trunks to the carriage, the wall seemed impenetrable.


    Niall felt everything start to close in on him. This was it. He rubbed his hand on his coat and felt something in the pocket. He wanted to hold on to it, but it was hers.


    “Before I forget,” he said, reaching in for the dagger and handing it to her. “This is yers.”


    “My dagger! Thank you.”


    He stared at the woman he’d loved his whole life. “Thank ye, for saving Tarbendale and its people. If ye hadn’t discovered what ye did about Buchanan, more would have died.”


    Her fingers shook as she pocketed the dagger. “You’re a good laird, Niall. You’re a good man.” Her voice caught and trembled. “I wish…”


    “Ye wish?”


    Her throat worked. “That we had met at a different time.” She reached up swiftly and kissed him on the cheek, the soft touch of her lips burning an imprint there. “Good luck, but I know you won’t need it. I’m proud of you, Niall.”


    Her words stunned him. Humbled him. He loved that she was proud of him. He’d done it all for her, after all. He only wished she loved him enough to stay.


    “Niall?” he heard Ronan calling. He was grateful for the distraction. Yet all he wished to do was stare at the woman he’d always believed was his wife. Stare at her and hold her in this place, forever.


    “Your brother needs you,” Aisla said with a teary smile, and clearing her throat, looked to where Leclerc was waiting. “We should go.”


    The Frenchman inclined his head. “Tarbendale.”


    “Leclerc,” Niall said. “Take care of her.”


    “I will.”


    He took her arm and gestured toward the steps. Niall’s heart ached as she took the first few steps down, but he said nothing. It was what she wanted, he had to remind himself.


    Aisla paused, turning to look at him over her shoulder. Her lips tugged into a half-hearted smile, and then, in another blink, she was gone.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Niall climbed out of Tarbendale’s newly opened mine shaft to an outburst of raucous cheers, and nearly fell backward at the unexpected noise and commotion. He saw his laborers smiling and laughing, and felt hands clapping onto his back and shoulders, the dust from the tunnels puffing up into the air. And finally, Niall snapped out of it.


    The vein.


    His workers were cheering about the discovery, made just the day before, of a gigantic deposit of topaz in the tunnels. As if the veins they’d just found hadn’t been reward enough, now it looked as if this deposit would be enough to keep the mines in business for a decade to come.


    The men and women had reason for their joy.


    And though Niall smiled back and accepted the acknowledgment that he’d led them to this discovery, he couldn’t muster the energy to feel anything more than mild excitement. He wanted his mines to be productive, and his laborers to have work, and thus for Tarbendale and Maclaren to reap the benefits. But joy? As Niall made his way through the crowd, out of the tower house, he couldn’t feel an ounce of it landing anywhere inside of him to stick.


    As he had for weeks now, Niall felt a hollow sensation within him. Not the pain of an aching loss, as he’d felt in the days after Aisla’s departure. Or the anger, that had come after. No, now it was more of an emptiness. A restless kind of existence. He worked. He slept. He ate. He worked again. And so on and so forth.


    It would pass, he knew. In time, he’d feel…something. He hoped.


    “Ye dunnae look like ye’ve just found the largest lode of cairngorm Scotland’s ever seen,” a pleasant voice said, drawing his eyes up from where he’d had them hitched to the ground as he walked.


    Makenna sat atop her horse, smiling at him with an amused and knowing expression.


    “I didnae find it,” Niall replied as he glanced back toward the tower house. “They did. I dunnae ken why they’re cheering for me.”


    “Because ye’re their laird, and they wouldnae have found it at all if it werenae for ye, opening this mine up and digging new tunnels,” his sister answered. “Ye’re just as responsible for this windfall as they are.”


    Niall exhaled, wishing she’d cease her praise. “’Tis work. Plain and simple.”


    It wasn’t like before, when Niall had been breaking himself at the mines to prove that he could make a success of it. A success of himself. He had nothing to prove to anyone now. Aisla had come home to Tarbendale, she’d seen his improvements and successes with her own eyes, and now she was gone again. And his life was strangely empty.


    “If that’s how ye feel,” Makenna started to say, still looking down at him from her horse.


    “’Tis.”


    She let out a long sigh, and when she said nothing more, Niall finished washing up and turned to her. “Is there some reason ye’ve come to see me?”


    His sister sat a bit taller in her saddle, peering down her nose at him like an unimpressed queen. “Aye. Mother would like ye to come to sup tonight. Father’s feeling better.”


    Niall felt the weight of her relief settle inside of him. He’d ridden to Maclaren at least once a week to sit with his father. The duke’s health was on the mend for now, and the old warrior had yet to give up. However, soon, the time would come. Niall wasn’t prepared for it in the least.


    “I’ll come,” he told Makenna with a decisive nod.


    “Good,” she said, holding her horse steady as the mount grew restless. She didn’t leave, though.


    “Is there something else?” Niall asked.


    “I received a letter,” she answered, uncharacteristically quiet. “From Newcastle in England.”


    He paused in rolling down his sleeves, covered in dust and silt, and felt the reply of his heart, thudding in his chest. “Aisla?”


    “She’s staying for a time with Lord Leclerc’s grandfather. A marquess,” she answered. “She sounds…content.”


    Niall went to his own horse and rubbed its blaze, avoiding Makenna’s stare. “Good. She deserves to be happy.”


    He swung up into the saddle.


    “I did no’ say she was happy. I said she sounded content.”


    “What the difference?” Niall asked, becoming annoyed. Not with Makenna, but with the topic at hand.


    “’Tis the difference between water and wine, ye ken.”


    He peered at her, propping a brow. “I prefer water.”


    “Ye’re a bloody dunderheid!”


    “For preferring water?”


    Makenna groaned and looked skyward, as if for guidance from the heavens. “For lying to yerself! Ye’re miserable, and ye ken it. Everyone does.”


    Niall spurred his horse into a walk, ready to return to Tarben Castle and bathe before sup. Normally, he would have spent some time in his studio. But he hadn’t been through the door in weeks. On his desk, he presumed, was the unfinished topaz ring he’d been in the middle of smithing before Aisla had left with Leclerc.


    “What does it matter?” he asked Makenna, as she followed him. “I got over it before. I’ll do so again. In time.”


    The words felt weightless and meaningless, and his sister must have sensed it as well.


    “Ye never got over her before. Ye still love her.”


    “I do. But she chose to leave. Again, I might add.”


    “And ye simply let her go.” Her lips took on a sardonic turn. “And I might add that ye told her to go six years ago. Ye probably dunnae remember because ye were three sheets to the wind.”


    He twisted in his saddle to face her. “It just so happens that ye cannae force someone to stay someplace they dunnae want to stay. Ye, Makenna, should ken a thing or two about that.”


    He pressed his lips thin as soon as it was out. His sister sat back in her saddle, as if slapped. “What do ye mean by that?” she asked.


    He sighed, knowing he’d avoided talking to her about it for too long as it was. “The Brodie. Yer husband. Ye say ye’re here to visit, but ye’ve made nae mention of when ye’re going back home. And ye’ve been here for weeks.”


    “This is my home, isnae it?”


    “Ye ken what I mean.” Niall took a breath as their horses descended the ridge, into the valley below. “Makenna, tell me what’s wrong.”


    She rode in silence for a minute, concentrating, it appeared, on the horse’s descent down the ridge. When she finally answered, it was with the same guarded reluctance she’d shown every time someone mentioned the Brodie.


    “Why must something be the matter? I’m here for Father. He was deathly ill, Niall.”


    “And yer husband didnae wish to make the journey as well?”


    The Brodie laird and the duke had been on affable terms for a long while, ever since Makenna’s wedding nine years before.


    “He’s busy,” she replied.


    Their horses slowed to a trot as they rode toward Tarben Castle. Indeed, as laird, her husband would have been busy. But it had been over two months since Makenna had arrived at Maclaren.


    “Have ye heard from him at least?” he asked.


    “’Twas never like that with us,” she said, her voice barely audible over the sounds of their horses.


    “Then what is it like?” Niall asked, suddenly suspicious. Had Makenna come home to Maclaren for a reason beyond their father’s ill health? Had the Brodie done something to drive her away?


    “A marriage. An alliance,” she answered. “One that will never be blessed with an heir.”


    Niall increased his speed, to keep up with his sister, who had slapped the reins and shot off. The rest of the ride to the castle was kept at a speed that made conversation impossible. Niall mulled over his sister’s comment about not being blessed with an heir. When a handful of years had passed and no news of a Brodie heir came to Maclaren, Niall had heard whispers. It was an uncomfortable subject, but as they arrived at Niall’s stables, he figured it would be best to clear the air and get it over with.


    “Ye cannae bear children,” he said, once the mounts had been led away.


    Makenna shook her head, refusing to look at him. It wasn’t like her, this timid version of his sister. “Nor do I wish to.”


    “And the Brodie?”


    Surely the man would want an heir. Someone to pass the title of laird to. Niall fleetingly considered the fact that he himself would have no heir to pass on Tarbendale. A chasm opened inside of him, unexpectedly, threatening to swallow him. He forced it closed. No matter. Evan and Finley had bairns aplenty, and Niall could leave the holding to one of his nephews.


    Makenna slipped her arm in his as they walked toward the castle entrance. “I ken what ye’re doing. Ye’re trying to turn the conversation away from ye and Aisla.”


    “Stop, Makenna,” he said, and he prayed it was firm enough to persuade her. “No’ everything can be cured by love alone. Or by wishes or what ifs. It seems as if we both ken that.”


    She rested her head against his shoulder, and nodded. And nothing more was said on the matter, thank God.


    Niall had a quick wash while Makenna waited, though he didn’t know why she felt the need to hover, and within the hour, they rode for sup at Maclaren.


    “Yer new housekeeper is quite nice.”


    “Mrs. Barlow, yes. She’s better suited to work at the castle than she was at the mines,” he replied. “Mrs. Wingate is happy to be back in the kitchens.”


    He’d hired the widow at the mines originally, her role primarily to cook and feed the workers each day. But, in her late fifties now, making her way up to the mines every day had started to take its toll. When the position of housekeeper had needed filling at Tarben Castle, Niall had asked her if she’d be interested. Mrs. Barlow had nearly wept with joy.


    They reached the keep, and though he’d been successful in turning the tide of conversation from Aisla with his sister, the moment he took his place at the table in the Maclaren great hall, the room teeming with clansmen and women and warriors, the tide rushed back and pulled him under. His brothers Evan and Finlay didn’t help matters by jumping to the heart of it for a bit of sibling sport as they were both wont to do.


    “Ye need a wench,” Evan said, jabbing Niall with a beefy elbow. “Roll her around a bit and ye’ll forget yer wife.”


    Evan’s wife smacked him on the shoulder, but Finlay only goaded him on.


    “’Twasn’t his wife to begin with, amadan. He’s got nothing to forget,” he said, and lowering his voice, added, “Lucky bastard.”


    Finlay’s wife heard the muttered oath and glared at him, though she remained silent. Niall had the feeling she’d have plenty to say later, once they returned home. He could easily ignore Evan and Finlay, but when Niall caught Ronan eyeing him from his chair at the head of the table, he felt the close inspection to his very bones.


    “What is it?” he finally asked, setting down his fork.


    Ronan tapped his fingers against his goblet, his expression inscrutable. “Ye look like hell.”


    The voices up and down the table softened. Niall shook his head. “Thank ye. I appreciate the compliment.”


    “What are ye doing here still?” Ronan went on, as if he hadn’t heard Niall’s reply.


    “Ye invited me to sup. Or have ye forgotten?”


    “Aye, ye’re here. Ye’re eating and drinking and talking, but ye’re not truly here. Ye look bloody half asleep. Wake the hell up, bràthair.”


    Anger sparked through Niall, and he felt hot under his skin. Down the table, everyone watched cautiously, listening. Had their mother been present, she might have said something. But she was with their father, in his chambers.


    “What are ye trying to say?” he asked. “Spit it out already.”


    “She’s in England,” Ronan answered.


    Damn it. The bloody letter Makenna had received had made its way into Ronan’s hand as well? “I ken where she is.”


    “Then why are ye still here?” he asked again.


    “Do ye no’ recall the last time I went after her? What I found in Paris?”


    The memories were still vivid, though they didn’t hurt as much now.


    “Ye wouldnae find the same lass in London as ye did in Paris. She’s changed,” Ronan replied.


    “I ken that,” Niall said, getting angry again. Why couldn’t they just leave it bloody well alone? He’d bungled everything up twice now. He’d lost her twice. And if he went after her now, again, hell, he’d likely ruin that effort, too. He’d hurt her again, and God, he didn’t want to do that. He couldn’t stand the idea of holding her back or being the whetstone around her neck.


    “I want her to be happy,” he said, uncaring to who was listening. “And if she’s happiest without me, then so be it.”


    He’d endure it. For Aisla, he’d endure anything.


    No longer hungry, Niall stood and pushed back his chair. He bid them a good night, and left the great hall, feeling every last eye on his back as he went. Let them think what they would. Let them be disappointed.


    They’d get over it.


    He just wasn’t completely certain he ever would.


    …


    Rain lashed the windows of one of Bramble Park’s many luxurious parlors, and Aisla, seated on a chaise, watched as the rivulets of water coursed down the glass. She couldn’t help recalling Niall’s face on that last day. The yearning in his eyes. It would have taken only one word from him for her to fling herself into her arms.


    But he hadn’t.


    And she’d left.


    England wasn’t the same as Scotland, but this far north, it could still very well be. Until she crossed the Channel, she was certain she would feel a desperate, soul-shattering longing for what she’d left behind. Which was nothing…simply a past chapter of her life, now closed. That didn’t mean her heart was immune to the loss. She missed him. Each day felt worse than the last, not better. Time, the repairer of all wounds, wasn’t keeping its end of the bargain. Nor had distance, and now even nature had conspired against her.


    It had rained every day since they’d left Scotland. Before they had left Maclaren, Julien had received the strongly worded summons from his ailing grandfather, the Marquess of Riverley in Newcastle. His estate, Bramble Park, was a short distance away from the Scottish border. In his own haste to get back to Paris and his mother, Julien hadn’t wanted to linger, but the messenger had been adamant that his lordship was on his deathbed. Since the marquess was Julien’s mother’s father, albeit estranged, he’d acquiesced for his mother’s sake. Though, Aisla noted, it was without his usual grace.


    “Do you dislike him?” she’d asked when he’d curtly relayed the change in plans at Maclaren and asked if she would mind the short detour. In all the years she’d known Julien, he’d never spoken of any relations beyond his mother and seven-years-deceased father. “Your grandfather?”


    He didn’t have to answer the question. Cold hatred had rolled over his features, his lips going thin and his eyes glinting with a hardness that made her recoil. It was a side of Julien she had never seen.


    “He disowned my mother when she married a Frenchman who was below their glorified standards,” he’d said after several minutes. “It didn’t matter that he loved her dearly or that she loved him. They punished her for it, forcing her to choose between her family and her lover. She chose love, of course,” he added dispassionately.


    Aisla knew that Julien’s father had died from a fever some years before. “Did they never reconcile after your father passed?”


    He shook his head. “No. Why welcome such common blood into the illustrious fold?”


    “You’re not common, Jules.”


    “My father was the penniless third son of a viscount who made his living as an artist, Aisla.” He’d laughed. “Their love wasn’t enough to live on, it didn’t put food in our bellies, or keep either of them from getting sick. She survived, he didn’t.” His voice had deepened with emotion. “The man you see before you now is someone I built to keep my mother and myself safe after my father died and left us destitute. I took work as a footman and then a valet, and I listened when my employer made investments. I wouldn’t take a penny of the marquess’s money if you forced me to the gallows.”


    Aisla had gaped at the confession that he’d once been part of the working class. He’d been born into the aristocracy, and yet he’d had none of the wealth or opportunity that usually accompanied such a blessing. Julien had never told her any of this before.


    “Then why agree to go now?”


    “Because I want to tell the old man that face to face,” he’d snarled. “That he and his bloody title can go straight to hell.”


    They’d been at Bramble Park for a week now. Seven more days than Julien had intended to stay. And not because of his grandfather’s health. Aisla, in fact, had become too ill to travel. She’d convinced Julien that it was some kind of food poisoning. He’d been suspicious when no one else had become ill, and even went so far as to ask if she was only trying to draw out their stay so he that would reconcile with his grandfather. She’d denied it, and Julien had grudgingly agreed to the marquess’s offer of accommodation until Aisla felt well enough to leave.


    Of course, she’d known the true reason for her debilitating nausea. Julien had been right—it wasn’t food poisoning. However, it didn’t have anything to do with him, either. She’d started to feel ill almost as soon as she realized she had missed her courses. It had been the same with the first, so many years ago.


    She was pregnant.


    There was no question as to the timing. She’d been with Niall just once—that final night at Tarben Castle. It was a miracle she hadn’t miscarried the next morning when she’d fallen at the mines, or in the days after, when she’d been slipping in and out of consciousness and fighting for her life. But human bodies were stronger than they looked. Or maybe this baby was different.


    Pauline had known instantly, and not only because of Aisla being hunched over the chamber pot in agony most mornings, though that was a certain giveaway. No, she claimed it was because of her mistress’s bosom. Personally, Aisla could not see any increase in that particular area, but she supposed if one was constantly tightening corsets and adjusting bodices, such a change would be noticeable.


    But bodily changes aside, the thought of a baby brought with it other concerns. Aisla was unmarried, and the baby had been conceived out of wedlock. If anyone found out, she would be well and truly ruined. She was of noble birth and carrying a bastard child. However, she still had one other option open to her, and given the circumstances, it was the only thing that made any sense.


    “You wanted to see me,” Julien said, striding into the salon. His face was drawn and pale, his normally twinkling eyes dim. If a place could suck the life from a person, then this was it. Even his thick blond hair looked listless. Aisla stood, her hands clasped in front of her.


    “Did you come from visiting him?”


    He gave a brusque nod. “He’s no better. Insists on naming me as his heir presumptive. Apparently, all my cousins who could have inherited the title have all died, and I am the only one left of the old bastard’s line.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be,” he said, cutting her off and walking to the mantel where he poured himself two generous fingers of brandy. “I didn’t know any of my cousins to begin with, and I don’t care what happens to this heap now. He can rot before I claim any kinship with him.”


    “Wouldn’t it make your mother happy?” she blurted out. “For reconciliation? It’s your birthright, after all.”


    He didn’t answer, but his grinding jaw indicated that he’d heard her. “No.”


    Aisla cleared her throat. She didn’t want to broach the subject with him in such a foul mood, but his answer would determine whether she went on to Paris or back to her parent’s estate in Scotland. “You said that you would still want to marry me…if I wanted it.”


    A pair of pale eyes found hers. “Yes, of course.” Though he hadn’t hesitated to respond in the affirmative, she sensed a reticence. “Is that what you wish? I seem to recall you saying something else quite recently.” He forced a jaunty smile. “Surely, it’s not only because you hope to become a marchioness?”


    “I’m with child, Jules.” He was at her side before she could blink, but now that the admission was out, she felt somewhat faint. Her knees wobbled. “It seems I must take you up on your offer, after all.” Her temper rose as she recalled his last statement. She punched him in the shoulder. “And no, how could you possibly think I’d care about a bloody title?”


    He hadn’t been serious with the barb, of course, but Aisla had also heard a bitterness that wasn’t usually part of his usual humor.


    Julien led her back to the sofa, his face horrified. “Forgive me, Aisla. That was rather beyond the pale, wasn’t it?”


    Mollified, she accepted his apology with a laugh. “About as much as it was to ask you to be a father to another man’s child, I suppose.”


    “I do not wish for children of my own, so yours will do quite well,” he said with a grin, a hint of the old Julien returning. “And I do not wish to marry for love or ever be the victim of such horror. My feelings have not changed.” He paused, sitting beside her to hold her freezing hands in his. “Are you sure this is what you want? Honestly, deep down, I suspect it may not be.”


    She swallowed, looking at the man who’d been her best friend for as long as she could remember. No other would be as generous as he to accept another man’s baby as his own. They could be happy, she knew. Content. But Aisla didn’t want contentment. She wanted rapture and passion, and brilliant joy, and everything that made love so ungovernable.


    Sadly, she shook her head. “Oh, Jules, you know me far too well.”


    “What do you want, Aisla?” he asked gently. “If you could have anything without any consequences whatsoever, what would you choose?”


    The answer was all too easy, all too clear. And yet it was still such a mess.


    “Him.”


    “Then make it so.”


    She sucked in a breath, holding back a flood of tears that threatened to erupt. “It’s not that simple. He let me go. I can’t waltz back in there and—”


    “Why not?” Julien interrupted. “He came to find you in Paris, didn’t he? Perhaps it’s your turn now. Grand gestures are not just the domain of the men, you know.”


    Happiness leaped in her heart like a flame and spread through the rest of her limbs, centering at the place where their child grew. But she shook her head, her palms resting on her flat stomach. “But what if he doesn’t want me?”


    Julien laughed, his old warmth coming back into his eyes for an instant.


    “Are you blind?” he asked. “Trust me when I say that that man has wanted you from the day you set foot back in Scotland, and I’d wager long before that as well.” He smiled, taking her hand. “Sometimes, chérie, you have to fight for what it is you want even if it frightens the hell out of you.”


    Aisla narrowed her eyes at him. He seemed entirely comfortable and resolute on shirking the title his grandfather wished to bestow upon him. “And what is it that you want, Jules? What would you fight for?”


    “We’re not talking about me, we’re talking about you, and the father of the child you carry. I do happen to know, however, that I would make an excellent uncle.” He took her cheeks in his palms and kissed them both. “You love him, Aisla. You know you do.”


    She laughed through her tears. “You say you don’t believe in love, but look at you, such a hopeless romantic.”


    “I didn’t say I didn’t believe in love. I said it’s not for me.”


    “One day, Lord Leclerc, you will not be as immune as you are at this moment, and I will laugh myself silly at your expense.” Aisla stood, still feeling unsteady with nerves. “But until then, if he does take me back, will you stand up with me at the wedding?”


    “I would not miss it for the world.”


    Julien was right. She had to fight, just as she’d fought to live in the abandoned mine, and in the days that followed. She loved her baby’s father to distraction, and it would be up to her to win him back—for the both of them.


    She sent a footman to fetch Pauline and to gather all her belongings. Julien stopped at the bottom of the staircase, looking up to the east wing where his grandfather was being tended. His face was unreadable, but his fists opened and clenched at his side.


    “Will you ever forgive him?” Aisla asked quietly.


    A breath hissed from his lips. “It will be a cold day in hell before I ever need anything from that man, so no, it’s unlikely.”


    He signaled to the silent butler, who for a moment, wore a pained expression Aisla would have missed had she not been looking right at him at that moment. “Yes, my lord?”


    “Have my coach brought around, Higgins,” Julien said. “And inform the marquess of my departure.”


    “Of course, my lord,” the older man said, then hesitated. “And might I say what an honor it has been to see you at Bramble Park, my lord.” He paused, his voice dropping softly as if he couldn’t help himself. “Forgive my impertinence, my lord, but you remind me so much of her. Of Lady Eleanor.”


    A spasm of agony crossed Julien’s face, but it was gone in the next instant. Eleanor was his mother’s name, Aisla knew. He inclined his head with a smile for the longtime servant. “I will be sure to pass on your regards, Higgins.”


    Then Julien turned back to her, a sudden, unexpected anticipation lighting his eyes that made her wonder at its source. “Now, let’s hie back to Scotland and find you a bonny Scot to marry.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Preparations at Maclaren for Ronan’s birthday had been ongoing for a solid week and showed no signs of stopping. Lady Dunrannoch was throwing a ball in his honor that evening and everything had to be just right. Though Ronan avoided aristocratic social events like the plague, Niall knew he would not dare to disappoint their mother, especially not with their father being so ill, coupled with Aisla’s departure and the curtain of despair that hung over the clan. Lady Dunrannoch simply wanted to cheer everyone up with a grand celebration.


    The kitchens had been busy since dawn, and even Niall’s own cook was up at Maclaren, helping to prepare the enormous amount of food for such an undertaking. The ballroom had been opened and aired, the floors and chandeliers polished to a mirror shine. Invitations had been sent out far and wide. Musicians had been hired, large bouquets of hothouse flowers tendered. Lady Dunrannoch was sparing no expense.


    Ronan, of course, had been hiding at Tarben Castle for days. Now, they sat in Niall’s study, dressed for the evening’s entertainment in formal jackets, waistcoats, cravats, and dress kilts. Ronan’s cravat was already unknotted, his hair standing on end. His valet would no doubt be peeved that his excellent handiwork had been so shabbily treated.


    “I dunnae want the focus on me,” he groaned.


    Niall chuckled. “Why? ’Tis about time ye fell from yer glorified pedestal, brother.”


    “Ye do ken what Mother harps on at my every birthday?” he said, staring into a half-full glass of whisky. His third or fourth, Niall guessed. Though his brother seemed to have an incredible tolerance for spirits, Niall moved the bottle away. It would not be in his favor if their mother noticed that he smelled like a distillery. “Marriage and heirs.” Ronan hung his head into his hands. “I’m no’ ready for a wife.”


    “Ye’re the Dunrannoch heir,” Niall said. “Ye have to marry sometime.”


    “Tonight is nothing more than a meat market, ye ken that?”


    “Aye.” Niall grinned. “And dunnae let Mother hear ye say that about her fancy ball or she’ll carve the hide from ye.”


    Ronan went on, clearly uncaring of being overheard. “Every eligible maiden will be in attendance and foisted upon me like cakes on a platter.”


    “Including the Campbell lasses. Gregor hasnae given up hope for a match.”


    “Care to trade places?” he asked, looking up.


    Niall guffawed loudly. “No’ a chance, brother, no’ even for the promise of a coronet. I’m done with women.” He meant what he said. He couldn’t even imagine taking a wife now. Marrying for alliance had never settled well in him, and giving his heart to another was out of the question. It was already gone, anyhow. He straightened his jacket and called for his own valet, Dunkirk, to fix the mess of Ronan’s cravat. “Now, buck up. We dunnae want to miss yer lassie buffet.”


    “’Tis no’ funny,” Ronan growled, standing and coming around the desk, his fists raised.


    Niall deflected a friendly punch and darted out of the way. “’Tis a little. And as much as I want to bloody ye up good, I’m afraid of Mother’s ire more. Move yer arse. We’re late enough as it is.”


    Once Dunkirk was finished making the necessary repairs, they rode back to Maclaren together. Niall’s jaw couldn’t help falling open as they approached. Every inch of the castle was lit with warm lamplight, adding to the magical ambiance. The duchess had indeed gone over and beyond in her efforts. He’d never recalled Maclaren looking so magnificent. Lights lit the manicured gardens and the half dozen balcony doors leading to the ballroom were open to let in the balmy night air. The strains of a vibrant country dance reached them, and beautifully dressed people were already clustered on the terrace. After handing their horses to a groom, they approached the stairs to the terrace.


    “Ready?” Niall asked his brother.


    Ronan muttered an inaudible oath under his breath as they greeted a few people they knew and entered through the balcony doors. It would irritate their mother that they had not been properly announced or had not arrived early enough to be part of the family receiving line. They both hoped to avoid that confrontation and headed straight for the refreshments room. Hamish was already there, a whisky in one hand, and an ale in the other, his face ruddy from the heat in the room.


    “Getting a head start, mate?” Niall asked, clapping his oldest friend on a brawny shoulder.


    Hamish swore, nearly spilling his ale all over his clothing. “Och, ye bastard. Ye did that a purpose.” He scowled. “Where have the two of ye been? Yer mother is on the warpath. Christ, she’s spotted ye. Here she comes! Run, lads, if ye mean to escape.”


    It was almost amusing to watch his oldest brother try to make himself as inconspicuous as possible. Hard to do when one was the size of a small mountain, but he gave it a valiant effort nonetheless as the duchess approached. Lady Dunrannoch looked beautiful, and quite regal, in a gorgeous emerald-colored gown, trimmed in silver braid with a Maclaren sash at her waist. Niall kissed his mother on the cheek and told her so. She blushed, her anger forgotten for a moment, until she caught sight of her first-born cowering like a wee baby lamb.


    She sighed, tilting her chin for a kiss. “Now, Ronan, it’s a ball in your honor. At least pretend to enjoy it for my sake.”


    “Aye, Mother,” he said and bent to embrace her.


    He hadn’t even completed his bow before she was introducing him to a young woman she’d practically hidden behind her skirts. Niall took the opportunity to slip away, ignoring the glare Ronan shot him. He accepted a glass of whisky from a footman and sipped, letting the smoky taste of it curl over his tongue. He’d made the decision that avoiding spirits altogether wasn’t completely necessary. He knew he was capable of restraint now, as he probably had been for some time. It had been fear of falling down that old spiral of drunkenness, of disappointing those he loved, that had kept him from touching a drink for so long. But now, he trusted himself more. He would never over imbibe, but he did like savoring the flavors of an excellent batch of Dunrannoch whisky. And theirs was the best this side of Hadrian’s Wall.


    Makenna spun past him on the ballroom floor, dancing with a young buck wearing a black and yellow tartan, her eyes sparkling. Her partner was from the Mackenzie clan up north, and he looked smitten. Niall didn’t blame him. Makenna had outdone herself—she wore a pale silver gown that set off the darker auburn tones in her bright hair. He’d never seen her look lovelier. She looked entirely too pretty to be let loose on the unsuspecting puppy she was dancing with. His eyes narrowed, recalling how well she’d evaded the talk of her husband. When the ball was over, he’d get to the bottom of it.


    He almost laughed when he saw Ronan leading a lass out to the floor for the next set, a reel. One would think he was heading to the gallows from the dark, embittered expression on his face. Niall didn’t know why the man was so dead set against marriage. He was a titled laird, heir to a dukedom, filthy rich, and by all accounts, didn’t have a face that would send a maiden scurrying for cover. Yet, his brother had avoided matrimony at all cost. In addition to denying the Campbell lass, he’d refused to marry the daughter of the Sinclair laird years before, which would have been a valuable—and profitable—alliance. Lady Mairi would have been an extremely biddable wife, though with feathers for brains, she likely would have been terrified of her husband.


    “Ye’re no’ dancing?” a red-faced Hamish asked, joining him where he stood near the open balcony doors. It was cooler and afforded a quick escape route, Niall had told himself. But in truth, he was having too much fun watching Ronan get tortured. And since many people didn’t yet know about Niall’s second separation from his wife, or perhaps they did know and felt pity for him, they did not approach.


    “Nae,” he said.


    “Ye’ll dance with me,” Makenna announced in a breathless rush, arriving in a swirl of satin skirts. He tried to decline, but she was already pulling him with considerable enthusiasm to the floor for the next set. Hurriedly, he handed a footman his empty glass. “Ye know the steps, dunnae ye? ’Tis an English country dance.”


    “I learned the same as ye, lass.”


    It was not a dance conducive to conversation, so Niall concentrated on the steps, smiling as they came together and then twirled apart, changed partners, and repeated the sequence. It was entertaining, particularly to watch Hamish, who’d also been pulled into the dance, bumbling the steps beside them, and Niall was enjoying himself. On one of the quarter turns, suddenly, something prickled against the back of his neck. An instinctive awareness that filled him from head to toe—one reminiscent of danger, or what felt like danger, at least. His eyes flicked to the entrance and his breath deserted him at the woman who had just entered the ballroom.


    Aisla.


    The sight of her nearly knocked him to his knees. As it was, he went stock still. The other dancers nearly twirled into him, while others took extra steps to avoid a collision. He was blind to all but her. She stood at the top of the staircase like a vision in sapphire satin, her shoulders poised and her face as exquisitely beautiful as he remembered. A rope of diamonds twisted into her lustrous golden hair, a blush riding high on those proud cheekbones. She looked stunning and fierce. His Venus.


    Why was she here and not in England? Or was he conjuring her as he had a thousand times since the day she’d left?


    “Good God, man,” Hamish said into his ear, breaking the trance that had snared him. “Isnae that yer lady wife…I mean, yer woman…er, yer mistress.”


    He shot the man a glare. “Shut up, MacLeod.”


    Makenna turned to see what had caught his attention and also stumbled to a halt. Other dancers collided when the music came to an ungraceful pause.


    “Oh, my,” she whispered.


    But Niall didn’t hear her. The music restarted as he moved slowly toward the staircase, his eyes fastened on Aisla, as though if he blinked, she might disappear. Was she some mirage conjured up by his desperate imagination? He closed his eyes for a painful second and reopened them. She was still standing there, only now she was looking at him. He could feel the heat in that coppery gaze as it met his full on, without regret and without shame…without artifice and with complete ownership, echoing the chant his heart had taken up.


    Mine. Mine. Mine.


    A smile lit her lips as she leaned over to the majordomo. He cleared his throat, his face tinting with color, though he wore a wide smile that matched hers. “Lady Aisla Montgomery,” he intoned. “But soon to be Maclaren again, if she has anything to say about it.”


    He could hear the gasps behind him, along with the spreading whispers. One, he was sure, had been his mother’s. But Niall didn’t care. She had come.


    She had come back for him.


    Aisla held his gaze with every step she descended until she stood at the bottom of the marble staircase, one riser above him, putting them on eye level. He couldn’t breathe.


    “Apparently, I lost a wager, and I’m here to pay my debts,” she said with a tremulous smile.


    Niall was aware of all the attention. People still plowed into each other on the ballroom floor, craning their necks to get a better look, and those close by, stared unabashedly. But he only had eyes for her. Every instinct in him wanted to reach out and gather her into his arms. To hold her and never let go. But he waited, his heart in his throat, the rest of the world falling away until it was only them.


    Her smile rose to her eyes, making the amber flecks in them glow with an inner light. “I’ve thought about what I would say when I saw you, and it always comes down to this: I love you, Niall Maclaren, I always have. We might have made a mess of it the first time, and we might not have been married on paper, but in my heart, I’m your wife. And I belong here, with you.”


    It felt like he was floating on air. His hand lifted to touch her cheek and she leaned into the caress, uncaring of anyone but him. “Are ye proposing, Lady Aisla?”


    “That depends, my love,” she whispered. “Are you accepting?”


    “Aye, I think so.”


    “In that case…” Then she stunned him by stepping down and sinking into a deep, elegant curtsy worthy of royalty. “Niall Stuart Maclaren, will you be my husband?”


    If the world had exploded around him right at that moment, he would not have noticed. Every bit of his being was focused on the woman kneeling before him and asking for his hand. He laughed and joined her on bended knee, cupping his hand around her slender neck. “Only if ye do me the honor of becoming my wife.”


    He snatched the answer from her lips with his mouth, only dimly aware of the thunderous sound of cheering and raucous catcalls in the ballroom. A delicious blush covered his bride-to-be as they rose arm in arm to face a half-scandalized assembly. He met Ronan’s approving eyes, and his mother’s teary ones. Makenna, too, was dabbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief.


    “She said yes,” he announced, hauling her against him with a wicked grin. “Again.”


    “For the last time!” Hamish bellowed. “For the love of God.”


    Everyone laughed, but Niall agreed wholeheartedly. This time, he had no intention of ever letting her go.


    …


    Later that evening, an exhausted but euphoric Aisla was undressing for bed at Tarbendale. She couldn’t curb her happiness. She’d been terrified that Niall would reject her, but all of that had gone away the minute his eyes had met hers. After her solemn proposal, the rest of the evening had passed in a magical haze, full of dancing and laughter and so much love it’d felt like her heart would not be able to contain it all.


    “Did it go as you expected, my lady?” Pauline asked as she unhooked and unlaced Aisla’s dress and corset.


    “Better,” she said dreamily. “Oh, Pauline, he said yes.”


    “Mais oui,” she said. “He would have to be blind to not succumb to your beauty.”


    He’d been beautiful, too. Niall had looked so bloody handsome and desirable in his dress kilt that she’d wanted to drag him to the floor of that ballroom and have her wanton way with him. What had happened, however, was a close second. The kiss itself had been scandalous, but it was soon forgotten after Hamish got into a drunken argument with Julien about what Scotsmen wore—or didn’t wear—under their dress kilts. And then had come the proof, led of course by Niall’s unruly brothers, Finlay and Evan. Lady Dunrannoch’s ball would forever be cursed, or blessed, depending on who one spoke to, by the unveiling of three sets of bare arses.


    Aisla fought back a giggle, wondering whether Niall had forgone undergarments like his best friend and brothers. Heat pushed into her cheeks at the ribald thought. They’d danced the waltz at one point, and she’d felt his swelling erection through her skirts. Her gasp had been audible. He’d shot her a racy grin, his eyes falling to her plump décolletage. It appeared that Pauline’s predictions about her figure had been true.


    “What do ye expect looking the way ye do, lass? I’m only a man after all.” His voice had gone low and husky. “Dunnae fash, we’ll be doing a different kind of dancing later.”


    Aisla had nearly stumbled over her own two feet, as her body had instantly responded to his provocative words. Her blood had felt as if it were on fire, pounding through her veins like liquid flame. She’d become so hot that she was worried she was going to swoon, and only the firm grip of his arm about her waist kept her upright. The warm clasp of his body against hers had upended her in other indecent ways, however.


    And hours later, she tingled still with anticipation.


    Pauline pursed her lips as she lifted a gossamer night rail over Aisla’s head and then handed her a robe. “I am happy to see you smiling again.”


    “So am I.”


    With expert hands, Pauling took down her intricate coiffure, brushing the waist-length locks. “Did you tell him?”


    “No, I…”


    “Tell me what?” a voice said from the doorway.


    Niall stood there, his arms folded casually across his chest. He still wore his kilt, though his jacket was gone as was his cravat. His shirt was open at the throat, the small section of bronzed skin making Aisla inexplicably breathless. With a blush, the maid handed her the brush and bobbed a curtsy with a meaningful look in her direction, and then took her leave.


    “What was that about?” he asked coming into the room.


    “Pauline is just being Pauline,” she said as he took the brush from her and began combing her hair. “You don’t have to do that.”


    But she forgot her words as he sifted his fingers through the glossy strands and lifted a handful of her hair to his cheek. “Like the softest gold-spun silk,” he murmured and inhaled deeply. “I love yer scent. Honey blossoms and ye.”


    Placing the brush on the dresser and watching her in the looking glass, he lifted the hair off of her right shoulder and kissed her exposed nape. Aisla’s entire body trembled as gooseflesh sprung under his softly roving lips. His eyes wouldn’t release hers and she felt the burn of desire in them as clearly as she felt his hot mouth branding her skin.


    Good God, she was going to incinerate from the inside out.


    Aisla reached for the edge of the dresser to steady herself as his kisses climbed the column of her neck and then back down across the back of her nape to the other side. She could feel his arousal prodding against her back, and it made her weak kneed, reminding her of the carnal dance he’d alluded to. Her breasts ached, every part of her grew hot, and a wicked pulse started to throb between her legs.


    Niall let her hair fall, and cupped her jaw, tilting her chin back toward him and then his mouth took hers. It was nothing like the kiss in the ballroom. This kiss was explosive and possessive and raw. It took, it claimed. It scorched. Even with the awkward side angle, Aisla felt the kiss clear to her toes. And all the while, he pressed himself against her, grinding his lean hips into her buttocks in blatant imitation of the act she was beginning to crave with desperate need.


    “God, I’ve missed ye,” he said, releasing her mouth but trailing wet kisses up her cheek to her temple even as his hand wandered down her chest to undo the ties to her robe. It puddled to the floor in a pile of cream silk. His eyes greedily devoured her in the mirror, seeing her rose-pink nipples rising proudly through the thin lawn and the hint of shadow further down at the tops of her legs. One hand shaped the curve of her right breast, his eyes rising back to hold hers as he rolled her nipple lightly between his fingers. He gave the second nipple the same attention, until they were both taut and aching. Bolts of delicious heat shot from her breasts to her thighs. Aisla couldn’t help her moan of pleasure, her lips parting in helpless surrender.


    Finally, he turned her to face him. His eyes were like blue fire, blatant arousal burning in them. His lips were thick and wet from her mouth, and suddenly she needed to taste them again. Aisla wound her arms about his neck, and took what she wanted. She bit and nibbled at his mouth, loving the hot velvety feel of him, slipping her tongue inside to find and tease his. He growled in response and clutched her to him, deepening the kiss.


    “I’ve wanted this since that last time in your chamber,” she said with a blush.


    “It’s all I’ve thought of for weeks as well.”


    Emboldened by his admission, Aisla dragged him toward her, feeling his body harden with passion as she palmed his firm buttocks. “I forgot to tell you I want lots of children.”


    “Then we better get started,” he said with a lusty grin.


    “I have something else to tell you.”


    He nibbled at her earlobe, sucking it into his mouth and making her moan. “Can it no’ wait?”


    “No,” she gasped, pulling back slightly out of reach of that persuasive tongue. “That thing that Pauline mentioned earlier before she left,” she said, unable to string two coherent thoughts together while his mouth was on her. “Well, you’re going to be a father, my laird.”


    At her blurted revelation, Niall froze, his eyes going wide with delight, and then he kissed her so sweetly, so tenderly, that she couldn’t think. So she was taken completely by surprise when he lifted her and spun her around until she was quite giddy. Then he held her against him and sank to his knees, his head resting against her flat stomach.


    “I love ye, Aisla,” he said looking up at her and then grazing a kiss on her belly. Her legs trembled beneath her night rail.


    He glanced up at her, his brow creasing slightly. “How do ye feel? Are ye well?”


    “I’m perfectly fine. As is the babe.”


    “Perhaps we should wait to…ye ken…”


    Aisla laughed and tugged on his shoulders. “Niall Maclaren, if ye leave me in such an unfulfilled state, I will never forgive ye.”


    “Yer brogue is back.”


    “Aye.” She grinned. “Now pay heed, leannan.”


    With a teasing smile, he rose to take her lips again, his tongue luring her to madness as she lost her senses in a sea of pleasure. Every part of her was alive and yearning for him, and when he lifted her into his strong arms and bore her to the bed, she laughed in delight. He set her down and then stepped back, watching her. God, he was so handsome. So big and masculine, and she wanted him with a force she couldn’t quantify. He drew a shuddering breath, an odd look coming into his eyes. For a moment, Aisla frowned. Was he going to stop? She fought back the sudden knot in the pit of her stomach.


    “Might I remind you, sir, that you’ve already said yes.”


    “Aye. I am yers. I just wanted to take a moment to make sure ye were real. That I wasnae dreaming.”


    “Do you dream of me often?”


    His laugh was a half groan. “Ye’ve tormented me for weeks, lass. Every time I close my eyes, ye’re there, lush and beautiful. A figment of my fevered imagination.”


    She rose to her knees on the bed, her heart kicking against her rib cage. “Did your dream Aisla do this?”


    Slowly, she pulled on the ties to her night rail, letting the bodice drop to the tops of her nipples. She heard his indrawn breath, and let her eyes wander down his brawny body, lingering at the telltale tent in the folds of his kilt, before pulling the nightgown up and over her shoulders so that she was completely nude. She let him look his fill.


    “Christ, lass,” he breathed. “Ye’re a goddess.”


    “I’m yours.” She licked her lips and sat back on her folded legs. “Now undress for me.”


    He complied, undoing the buttons of his waistcoat and shedding it. His fingers fumbled on his shirt buttons as a popping sound ensued in his frustration, and he whisked it over his head, leaving him bare above the waist. Aisla held her breath at the magnificent expanse of his chest. She couldn’t get enough of him…not of his tight muscles, the light mat of red gold hair, or the densely compacted build of him that tapered to the waistband of his kilt. A tiny gasp escaped her lips as she clenched her thighs together. Good Lord, but he made her body feel utterly frenzied. She was on the verge of coming apart just from watching him disrobe.


    Divesting himself of his kilt, stockings, and shoes, he joined her on the bed, his long, lean body covering hers. Aisla wrapped herself around him, feeling the hair on his chest brushing her sensitive nipples and arching backward. She tangled her legs in between his, the hard length of his arousal finding glorious purchase in the notch between her thighs. Niall kissed her again, wrapping his arms about her until no space remained between them. She loved the feel of his skin plastering hers and the intense heat from his body leaching into her. God, she wanted him.


    “Now, Niall, please.”


    He lifted his hips and positioned himself between hers, but he didn’t enter her. Instead, he moved back and forth, rubbing himself into her slick channel. All the while, his mouth plundered hers, his tongue mimicking his shallow, teasing strokes. Aisla moaned her frustration, her hips driving toward his. He was going to make her crazy! Her legs hooked around his calves and with a firm buck of her hips, she had turned them to the side in a rolling motion, and then she straddled him.


    He watched her, his mouth wet and swollen, eyes dancing. “What are ye doing, my lady?”


    “Taking charge,” she said and aligned herself above him.


    “Is that so?” he teased, his eyes narrowing as she circled her hips in a slow spiral. “Do ye plan to do that often?”


    “As long as I am mistress here, aye.”


    He filled his wandering hand with her breast, squeezing gently. “My mistress, my wife, my everything.”


    At his tender words, Aisla lowered herself onto his shaft, gasping as she took him to the hilt. She rolled her hips, the spectacular friction making her body tighten and convulse with pleasure. Niall held her waist, his fingers gripping hard and kneading her skin as she pulsed above him, losing herself in the rhythmic sensation of their bodies joining, parting, and then hurtling together again. He drew her down to him for a wild, passionate kiss, even as he thrust up into her. Her body started to shudder, and she could feel him tensing beneath her, too, attempting to restrain his pace so that he might extend her pleasure and find his. Aisla cried out as he pushed them both onto the cusp of bliss, and then tumbled over. She collapsed against him, her head on his chest, his frantic heartbeat matching hers as it slowed.


    “I love ye,” he whispered against her damp hair. “Ye ken that?”


    “Aye, but it cannot possibly be as much as I love you.”


    Aisla shifted, feeling him slide from her body. He tucked her into the side of him, and she left one leg draped over his hair-roughened thighs. She felt satiated and content.


    “I’m sorry I didnae fight for ye before, Aisla,” he said after a while, breaking their comfortable silence. “In Paris. I should have told ye I was there.”


    “It’s not important.”


    “But it is,” he said. “I spent six years reinventing myself, and becoming a better man for ye. I should have fought harder. All of this would be for nothing without ye. I realized that the day ye left to go back to Paris.”


    “I’ve changed, too,” she said. “I’ve gotten stronger in who I am, both the girl from Montgomery and the woman from Maclaren. I was lost when I came here, trying to find my place. And with the drinking, it was…”


    He placed a finger on her lips. “As far as the drink, I was a fool. I’m no’ the same.”


    “I know,” she said, rising to her elbows to look down at his beloved face. She kissed him softly. Gently. “And I love you more for it. I regret that we were apart, but without it, I don’t think we would have become the people we are today. You would not be this amazing, incredible, talented, resourceful laird, and I would not be…who I am.”


    He smiled. “A strong, smart, beautiful, powerful woman.”


    Aisla blushed, seeing the sincerity in his eyes, but she didn’t want to hide her feelings from him. He deserved to know everything she was feeling, even her emotions made her vulnerable. “I fell in love with you from the start, Niall, but I didn’t know what love truly meant then. I do now. Falling in love is easy. Loving someone with all their faults together with all your own faults, and fighting for what you have is the hard part. It’s easy to leave and to give up. Sometimes, love takes work, but it’s worth it. It’s worth the reward in the end.” She traced his cheek with her finger. “And now I know—this is where I belong.”


    “At Tarbendale?”


    Aisla tapped his heart and spread her palm wide over his skin, feeling his steady heartbeat beneath it.


    “Here with you.” Her lips found his. “Wherever you are, I’m home.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    Two (lengthy) months later


    Niall stood, stiff-backed, at the altar, his heart beating like a battalion of war horses on the attack. Hell, his nerves needed to calm down. He was getting married, not hanged. And he was marrying Aisla. The woman he loved. The only woman he’d ever loved. Why the devil was he so bloody nervous?


    Beside him, Ronan cleared his throat as the rest of the wedding guests waited in the pews, their heads turned toward the church doors in preparation for Aisla’s appearance.


    “Ye look like ye want to retch,” Ronan whispered.


    “Shut yer gob.”


    “What’s wrong? I thought ye wanted to marry the lass.”


    Niall shifted his footing. He did. He wanted nothing more than to be able to call Aisla his wife again, and this time, for it to be real and legal in the eyes of God and the law. And for the love of Christ, he’d been the one to insist on a church wedding. The night she’d returned during Ronan’s birthday celebration, Aisla had lain in bed, her foot rubbing up and down Niall’s shin, and proposed they elope. Again.


    “We’re already practically married,” she’d said, her luscious, naked body flush against his. His child—their child—growing inside of her.


    Niall had refused. No, this time, they were going to do things the proper way. It was their second chance. Their new beginning, and he was going to make it right, with absolutely no regrets. Aisla had readily acquiesced, and now, after two months planning and waiting for the Montgomery clansmen and women to travel to Maclaren to see her wed in truth, the day had arrived.


    And Niall wanted to kick his own arse for rejecting the idea of elopement.


    “I want to marry her more than I want to take my next breath,” he told Ronan as the conversation in the church continued, thankfully masking their voices.


    “Then what’s the problem, bràthair? I already told ye, scrubbing the debt ye owe me is yer wedding present.”


    And Niall had been surprised and grateful for Ronan’s generosity. His brother had insisted he’d won the wager, after all. In truth, his nerves didn’t have anything to do with the number of people waiting to watch them wed. It didn’t have to do with the formality of it all. The ceremony or tradition.


    “I want to make her happy,” Niall answered.


    It wasn’t something he’d given much thought to the first time around. He’d been too young and selfish. Now, however, it was all that mattered. Had he already muddled everything by insisting on a church wedding with a grand reception after?


    The doors to the church opened, letting in a wash of near-blinding early afternoon sunlight, and when Aisla stepped forward into view, every last worry was sucked straight out of his mind.


    She looked radiant. Her golden tresses loosely piled atop her head, ringlets framing her lovely face. A harpist began to pluck the strings of her instrument, and Aisla started slowly down the aisle toward him, her oldest half brother, Brandt, the Duke of Glenross and the Montgomery laird on her right, and Lord Leclerc on her left.


    Both men were walking her down the aisle, the Montgomery laird spearing Niall with a scowl of pure warning, while the Frenchman wore his usual smirking grin. For the first time in weeks, he wasn’t inclined to punch it off his face. He was too worried about his brother-in-law. Brandt was married to Niall’s sister Sorcha, and she had never forgiven him for eloping the first time, which meant that he was already on the laird’s bad side. Not to mention the fact that he had practically ruined the man’s sister with their first sham of a marriage. He had much to make up for. But then his gaze caught his bride’s and everything else ceased to matter.


    Niall’s heart threatened to burst in his chest when he saw her smiling at him, unabashed joy in her eyes, glistening with unshed tears. Aisla carried herself with regal poise and unswerving pride, her steps certain and eager. Her gown, fashioned of creamy white lace and silk, billowed behind her, and Niall saw the distinct wink of topaz gemstones, sewn into the bodice and hem, as the sunlight hit them at just the right angle. Ivory elbow length gloves covered her arms, the bracelet she’d bought in the village clasped on her left wrist. She fairly glowed, she did. She was so, so beautiful…and she was his.


    “Ye want to make her happy?” Ronan murmured, Niall having forgotten him and everyone else in the chapel. “Looks like ye’ve got a good start.”


    She reached the altar, and when both Brandt and Leclerc peeled off from her side, Niall stepped forward to take her hand, his heart no longer drumming madly. There was nothing to be nervous about, at all, so long as she was by his side.


    “Ye’re the most perfect thing in this world,” he told her, to which Aisla only laughed and shook her head.


    “I’ve got a belly the size of Hamish’s,” she replied as the congregation took their seats and the harpist concluded.


    He eyed her abdomen, which had, indeed, started to show a wonderful roundness. Niall wanted to place his palm against the swell, as he usually did, but resisted.


    “Nonsense,” he whispered. “Ye’ve got a few more months before ye match his belly.”


    She laughed, her eyes still twinkling and damp, and as the priest began to speak, Niall felt utterly bound to her. They’d come so far, each of them growing for a time in separate directions. But they’d found each other again, and he knew with the deepest conviction of his soul, that this time, they’d continue to grow together.


    When the priest called for the rings to be exchanged, Aisla slipped a silver and bronze ceilidh band onto his ring finger.


    “It belonged to my uncle, my mother’s first husband, the Duke of Glenross. He was her first and only love,” she explained. “As you are mine.”


    Niall glanced out at the Montgomerys filling the pews, and caught Aisla’s mother’s tearful eyes. Lady Catriona smiled and nodded once, and when Brandt took his mother’s hand in his, Niall felt the laird’s equal approval. His sister Sorcha sat at her husband’s side, her pride and affection toward Niall unmistakable. His throat felt tight. Of his three sisters, Sorcha was the one he was closest to, and not because of the scarring on her face that she’d sustained from a wolf as a child, but because she’d always looked out for him. Perhaps because they were connected by tragedy—she used to be betrothed to the man who’d brutally taken Niall’s hand. Apart from Aisla, she was the strongest woman he knew.


    He turned to Ronan then, who handed him a small wooden box. He removed the lid, and took out the ring he’d spent the better half of the last month crafting in his studio. He’d started the piece when she’d left and finished it in earnest over the last few weeks. When he took Aisla’s hand and slipped it on her finger, she gasped in wonder, and he knew it had been worth the effort.


    “Oh, Niall,” she said, gently touching her fingertips to the intricately carved ring: two separate pieces of cairngorm topaz, one a darker shade of amber, and the other a clear gold, chiseled and cut into the shape of two hands, each one intertwined and clasping the other at the wrist. He’d chosen hands instead of the more traditional heart for a reason.


    “It’s no’ just our hearts that are linked now,” he told her. “But our lives. Our families.” And ignoring his earlier resistance to putting his palm on her stomach, did so now. “Our future children. Ye’re my partner, Aisla. And finally, my wife.”


    Her tears fell, unhindered, and yet she smiled so brightly, she was nearly as blinding as the sun.


    “How I love you, Niall,” she said, throwing her arms around him and kissing him.


    He laughed against her lips, as the priest politely coughed. Aisla quickly composed herself, though Niall saw the spark of mischief in her sly grin.


    “I think we should finish the ceremony, don’t ye?” he whispered. She gave a pert nod, her adoring and eager gaze still locked on him.


    The sooner he could get back to calling her “wife,” the better.


    …


    The reception at Tarbendale wore on into the evening, and Aisla was starting to feel the ache of exhaustion in the small of her back. She was only about three months into her pregnancy, and was still worried for the babe, but at the same time something felt different. She didn’t know how to explain the odd confidence she had that this child would be born hale and healthy. Perhaps it was her own peace of mind with Niall, or the fact that the foundation of their marriage was stronger this time.


    But as she sat at the head of the long table in Tarben Castle’s great hall, platters of meat and puddings and sweets piled high around her, her eyes heavy and sleepy as she watched her husband dancing with her sister-in-law Sorcha, Aisla felt complete and utter serenity.


    “Don’t you look like the cat that got the mouse,” Julien said from where he sat beside her, nursing a goblet of wine.


    “I wouldnae let my brother hear ye likening him to a mouse,” Makenna said from Aisla’s other side. The three of them were watching the festivities, which included in the far corner of the great hall, a man juggling daggers.


    “Excellent advice, my lady,” Julien replied, leaning slightly forward to look at Makenna. “Would you care for a dance?”


    “I’ve already told ye nae three times,” she said. “Ye’re either stubborn or dumb as an ox.”


    “If you’re trying to dissuade me from wanting to dance with you, it won’t work. I’m used to insults from this one,” he said, patting Aisla on the arm.


    She swatted at him, laughing. “Please dance with him, Makenna. He’s making me miserable with all his wretched pissing and moaning like an old woman.”


    Julien pushed back his chair. “See what I have to put up with?”


    Makenna threw up her arms and stood as well. “Very well. I suppose I’ll make the sacrifice.”


    Julien grinned and finished his wine in one gulp to follow Niall’s sister to the floor. Aisla laughed at them, feeling the first tug of sadness all day. Though Makenna hadn’t yet spoken of returning to her husband, Aisla knew it had to happen soon. She had promised to stay at Maclaren until the wedding, but she had to have been gone from the Brodie for long enough. The man would surely want his wife back.


    And with the duke now recovering from his illness, there was little reason for her to linger. She’d miss Makenna dearly, and as she and Julien joined the other dancers, Aisla had the curious notion that he would miss her as well. Not that Julien would ever admit to it, though. He would return to Paris shortly, and “get on with things,” as he’d called it. Whether or not that meant searching for another potential wife Aisla didn’t know. She found it hard to believe there were many women who didn’t long for love and passion in a marriage.


    What a fool she’d been to believe she was one of them. Lord, she’d nearly had herself convinced.


    Her eyes caught on Niall, making his way from the floor and toward the table. He stalked toward her with the same secretive grin he’d worn all day whenever they crossed glances. As if he had something entirely naughty on his mind—which he likely did. Aisla would be lying if she said she wasn’t anticipating their wedding night. They’d made love countless times since the night she returned to Maclaren to propose, and yet, every time she felt some new level of wonder with him.


    “I sincerely hope ye’re not in any danger of falling asleep, Lady Tarbendale,” he murmured as he leaned over and kissed the lobe of her ear. Her body leaned toward him, as if pulled by a magnetic force. The effect he had on her was inexplicable. She never stopped wanting him or craving his touch.


    “I’m quite certain I’ll be too…aroused to so much as close my eyes,” she replied, her attention drifting pointedly toward the front of his trousers as he took the chair beside her. Niall’s eyes flared. He looked ready to toss her over his shoulder and carry her upstairs.


    “I’m ready if ye are,” he said, and she felt a physical thrill of want pulse through her. “Bloody hell,” he growled, making her blink with surprise at the sudden shift in tone. She noticed his attention had drifted to the dancers. “Leclerc is taking too many liberties with Makenna.”


    “It’s a waltz, Niall.”


    “He’s a rake and she’s married.” Only Aisla’s hand on his arm restrained him from stomping to the dance floor and separating them like a mother hen. He glared at her.


    “Let them be. Makenna looks happier than I’ve ever seen her, and at least Julien isn’t busy provoking any of our brothers to fisticuffs.”


    Niall looked mollified at the thought, but Aisla couldn’t help noticing the undercurrent between the waltzing couple. They made a striking pair—with her vibrant, fiery coloring and his tall golden Adonis looks. If Makenna weren’t already married, she’d be worried for her sister-in-law’s sake. Julien did have a reputation for leaving wrecked hearts in his wake, and she would not want Makenna to be yet another casualty. The dance ended and each of them went off in different directions. Aisla let out a relieved breath, as did Niall.


    “See,” she said. “Nothing to worry about.”


    She did not remark on the fact that Julien went around the hallway toward the very exit Makenna had taken. Perhaps it was simply a coincidence.


    Niall scowled. “He’s a bounder.”


    She tweaked her husband on the ear. “He’s family to me, and he’s not entirely a scoundrel. He did offer to marry me, you know…if you refused to, I mean.”


    “I’ll pound him into the ground.”


    “There’ll be no fighting on our wedding day, Niall Maclaren. And you do have him to thank for seeing me safely here.”


    “Aye,” he grumbled. “I suppose I’ll have to allow him back on Tarbendale lands in return. But that Frenchman is nae family of mine.”


    Aisla laughed and looked over the crowded great hall. Her brothers, Callan and Patrick, and Niall’s brothers, Evan and Finlay, stood in close conference, the four of them loudly arguing over something or the other. But whatever the problem was, Aisla knew it would be forgotten in the next few minutes—or whenever the next round of whiskys were poured. Brandt and Sorcha were dancing slowly, their attention firmly pinned on each other now that their two young children, Aisla’s rambunctious nephew, Rabbie, and her darling niece, Gavina, had been bustled off to bed. Lady Dunrannoch and Lady Catriona were seated together with glasses of claret, whispering and giggling intermittently. Even Niall’s father, the duke, had made a brief appearance.


    “They all look happy, don’t they?” Aisla murmured.


    “Aye,” Niall agreed. “Though I suspect that Evan and Finlay are up to nothing good with yer brothers. I wager there’ll be a drinking contest or someaught soon, which means there’ll be brawling.”


    She laughed. “As long as they keep their kilts over their knees, your mother will be pleased.”


    “What about my kilt?”


    Aisla’s mouth went dry at the lewd suggestion in his voice, her gaze sliding to his lap once more and darting away. “Behave.”


    Her husband leaned over, and with a Herculean display of strength, lifted her up and into his lap in one swift movement, making her gasp. He nuzzled her neck, his right hand dancing up the outside of her thigh. “What if I dunnae want to? What if I want to start a scandal to end all scandals, in which the randy laird debauches his sumptuously pregnant wife in the grand hall during their wedding feast.”


    “Niall!” she protested. “The servants are staring.”


    His hot tongue swirled against her sensitive skin, making her tremble. “That’s the point of a scandal, leannan. We’re new-married.” He chuckled wickedly into her ear. “It’s no’ as though the servants haven’t heard yer screams the last few weeks.”


    Aisla blushed ferociously and bit her lip. It was true that she had been pushed to the pinnacle of pleasure so much so that she hadn’t been able to control herself, but it was truly dreadful of him to mention it. She pinched his arm. “Hush, you awful man!”


    “I’m only teasing ye.” He kissed her on the lips, licking sweetly, a promise of things to come. “I love ye madly, lass. And everyone here is happy because we’re happy.”


    It was true—they were. Their families had always gotten on well, but there was a palpable relief in the air now that she and Niall were together again. Properly. She thought of the wedding band Niall had made her, of the clasped topaz hands that represented more than love. It represented endurance and family, and ties that weren’t so easily severed. Seeing the Montgomerys and Maclarens together now, Aisla felt as if her two halves were finally merging seamlessly. Finally, she was where she belonged.


    Aisla turned to Niall, mischief underscoring her lilting brogue. “I love ye, too, ye ken. And I’ve been ready for ye since the first time I laid eyes on ye,” she whispered, lacing her fingers with his. “Ye’ve ruined me for any other, Niall Maclaren.”


    “Good, because I dunnae want to have to kill anyone.” He smothered her laughter with his lips, his gaze going tender. “Ye’re my match, Aisla. My love, mo gràidh, my heart. And I am devoted to making ye deliriously happy for the rest of yer life, if ye’ll allow me.”


    Aisla beamed at her husband, the joy in her heart overflowing. “That sounds like a perfectly wonderful plan.”
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    When we were researching amputee survivors in early nineteenth-century Scotland, we learned that Robert Liston was a pioneering Scottish surgeon, known for his speed with surgery before anesthesia was available. His patient survival rate was greater than double of other surgeons. In the early nineteenth century, patient death from amputations were common (45%-65% mortality rates), especially if post-surgery infection, most typically gangrene, set in. Though Doctor Liston was not Niall’s surgeon after his hand was amputated, Niall’s survival odds would have depended on how quickly the wound was closed, bleeding control, hygiene, and infection. Percutaneous stitches were a common cause of infection, and some doctors preferred to bandage the wound without sealing the edges, and letting it drain and heal naturally. Though we didn’t go into detail in this story, this was how we envisioned Niall’s healing.


    We also depict Niall as a bit of an inventor, developing leather harnessing with steel prosthetics for his missing hand. Prosthetics date back to ancient Egyptian times, the most well known, of course, are the hand hook and the peg leg. During the Renaissance, artificial prostheses were made of iron, copper, wood, and steel, and evolved as time went on. In Sweet Home Highlander, Niall dabbled with different inventions for different purposes—tools used for utility or as weapons. As you saw, his missing limb did not slow him one bit!
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OEBPS/Images/BreakItem.png





OEBPS/Images/SHH_500.jpg
\\

Amalie Howard
Angie Morgan





OEBPS/Images/Amara_black_600px.png
AMARA





OEBPS/Images/title.png
SWEET HOME
HIGHLANDER

TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT





OEBPS/Images/author.png
Amalie %—lloward
Angie

Organ





OEBPS/Images/1.png
FAARTANS AND TITANS

f//’

Amalie Howard
Angie Morgan





