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A STRONG HIGHLAND LAIRD

The fate of his Highland clan rests on Laird Evander Mackenzie’s shoulders. The long winter killed his crops, and now the threat of famine looms over the land. To keep his people from starving, Evander needs money—and he needs it fast. When an English earl offers him an exorbitant dowry to marry the man’s daughter, Evander thinks he’s found the perfect solution. There’s only one problem: his new bride won’t go back to his castle without a fight. 




NEEDS A WOMAN WHO CAN’T BE TAMED.

Feisty Lady Diana Stuart is determined to win her independence. Because of her refusal to marry, her father has imprisoned and abandoned her. Still Diana refuses to admit defeat, and she plots an escape to a cave steeped in local legend. But there, Diana meets another man determined to control her fate: Evander. Though Evander manages to capture her, Diana refuses to go meekly.  




Evander is drawn to Diana’s unconquerable spirit, but her secrets may lead to their undoing. In a world filled with death and heartbreak, is it fate or legend that will hold them together?




Previously published in Mists and Moonrise


[image: title]




[image: hp]




BOOK 3







[image: authorname]








This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. 




THE HIGHLANDER’S UNTAMED LADY

Copyright © 2017 Madeline Martin

Excerpt from A Ghostly Tale of Forbidden Love copyright 2016 by Madeline Martin

Cover design by Teresa Spreckelmeyer, The Midnight Muse

Cover photo by Novel Stock

Vector images by Zhaolifang on Vecteezy







All rights reserved. The author has provided this book for personal use only. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.




For information, address Madeline Martin at http://madelinemartin.com 


DEDICATION




To Erica Monroe -

because my life would be chaos without you. Thank you for everything!











CHAPTER ONE

[image: chapter]




Cornwall, London

March 1698




Escaping the tower had been too easy. Diana's clothes chafed at her skin, as if it fit too tightly. 

Something was not right. 

She stepped cautiously to the entrance of the tower and glanced outside. A rustling came from the bushes nearby and two sets of eyes gleamed in the shadows – one pale gray, the other a golden yellow – the beastly stares of wolves. Diana put a hand out to stay them both. 

She peered from the doorway, looking first right then left. The guards had been on a steady rotation ever since she'd been locked in the dank tower. Every six hours. 

No one had been near her room in at least an hour. Enough time for her to determine their absence and pick the ancient lock with a mangled pin. 

Where had the guards gone? 

They knew she would escape if given the opportunity and had clearly been given strict instructions by her father. 

A high-pitched whine came from the forest. Hera. Diana could make out the large gray head moving side to side in an anxious bob from where the wolf lay low in the bushes. Zeus watched her, his large black body blending into the forest's darkness so only the glint of his golden eyes remained, steady and determined. 

She pushed her hand out again with more finality to stay them both. An ambush on her would result in continued imprisonment. But if Hera and Zeus became involved as they had last time, Diana knew her father would make good on his promise to see them both slain. 

The late spring wind blew like winter, but it did not pierce the heavy mantle and cloak she wore. She pulled her hood lower over her face. A clearing surrounded the tower, a good ten strides wide, which would take precious time - enough to leave her vulnerable. Enough for an arrow to be drawn and loosed, or for a pistol to be fired. 

Her pulse thrummed faster and she began to sweat beneath the weight of furs draping her shoulders. 

Was this how her father had decided to be rid of her? 

After years of failing to marry her off, was he going to finally have her killed? 

Diana licked her lips, not that it did much good to wet her parched mouth. She hadn't had water in two days, food in one. Hunger she could deal with, certainly she had before when her father tried to starve her into submission. But water…

The sky was dark with the promise of rain. God, she hoped it would. She would lift her face and let the wet droplets bathe her mouth. 

She tried to swallow, and her throat clicked in dry protest. 

She shifted anxiously on the worn stone beneath her feet. Grit screeched and popped underfoot, echoing on the sad emptiness behind her. She shuddered. Better to be dead than spend another day locked in her prison. 

Diana gripped the bolt of wood she'd fashioned into a pick. It'd do nothing for slashing, but it could kill a man if she stabbed it at just the right angle, and it was the best she had. 

Now. 

She bolted from the safety of the alcove, bounding forward in great strides like a deer chased by a hunter. Hera darted from her place in the trees, her large gray coat billowing in the brutal wind. 

A low growl started in Hera's throat before she reached Diana, a savage sound Diana seldom heard from the tamer of her two wolves. Hera stopped and glared right. Her nose peeled back from her teeth and she bent her front legs in preparation to lunge. To attack. To kill. 

Diana didn't stop running until she was in front of her wolf. Something was out in the woods. She held her breath and strained to listen. Nothing was discernible over the pounding of her frantic heart. 

But she knew Hera. Something was there.

Diana tried as best she could to block Hera's large body with her own, a feat made possible only due to the large mantle she wore. 

Her efforts were in vain. Hera edged around to Diana's side. The wolf's growls grew louder, snarling, threatening, reverberating deep in a primitive place inside Diana that told her she should be afraid even as her heart reminded her there was no cause for fear. 

Diana stared into the nothingness of forest where Hera watched with such intensity. There was something out there. 

Or someone. 

“You might as well come out,” Diana called. The cold air burned her dry throat, an intense reminder of her thirst. 

Not a sound came from the forest in front of her where Hera stared, nor to the side where Zeus's golden eyes were fixed upon her with his unwavering patience. 

A masculine voice gave an indiscernible shout from somewhere she could not see. Diana flinched in spite of herself and darted her gaze through the darkness of the forest. Where the bloody hell was he?

Hera's jaws snapped and her breath fogged hot and greedy in the icy air. Diana put a hand to the thick fur of the wolf's hackles where the hair stood on end. 

“Who are you?” Diana asked aloud. “Why aren't you coming out? Are you afraid?” She couldn't help the twist of her lips as she spoke. Of course, whoever was in the woods was afraid – at least they should be if they had any sense. 

A man appeared suddenly, stomping through the woods with all the grace of a lumbering bear. And indeed he was tall enough to be one. Diana regarded him from the low hem of her hood, seeing him while keeping him from seeing her. 

There wasn't much to make out of the man from the distance. Dark hair to his shoulders, a lanky body in a kilt he'd wrapped around his hips and pulled over his shoulders. He had his large hands held in the air, palms out, and eyed Hera. “I'm no' armed.” 

He spoke with the thick brogue of the Highlands. At least he knew English. Many of his kind didn't speak anything but Erse. 

Diana swept her fingers over Hera's back. The wolf immediately ceased her growling. Her glare, however, did not abate.

The man smiled, his teeth white against the shadow of his whiskered jaw. Nice teeth. Especially for a full-grown man. “See? That's no' so bad, is it?” 

“Who are you?” Diana demanded. “And what do you bloody want?” 

If he was put off by her language, he didn't show it. He shrugged and shifted several feet closer. “I came here for ye.” 

Hera began to growl once more. This time Diana did not stop her. 

So Father had finally done it. “You're here to kill me,” she surmised. 

“With no weapons?” He lifted a dark brow. 

Diana narrowed her eyes. “If you can't do it without weapons, you aren't even good enough to try.” 

“Good thing I'm no' here to kill ye.” He lowered his arms and strode closer, a gesture so relaxed, so obviously unthreatened, she felt the prickle of her own hackles going up. 

“What are you here for then?” Her tone was sharp with impatience. She hated that she had to play to his game. “And where are the guards?” 

“I'm here to bring ye home with me.” He closed the space between them and put a hand up to Hera. Her growl faded into a whimper. The wolf flicked a nervous pink tongue over her nose and pranced her front paws against the ground with obvious anxiety. 

Diana stared at the man for a long moment, glad her face was masked by the massive hood so he couldn't see how her mouth opened and closed wordless for a quick moment. He was tall, and he loomed over her. Dark whiskers covered his strong jaw. 

“To take me home with you?” Diana wanted to meet his eye, but didn’t want to sacrifice the advantage of being hidden to do so. “What the hell are you referring to?”

“I am Evander Mackenzie, laird of the Mackenzie clan.” He bowed low as if his name carried some significance she ought to recognize. “And I've come to collect ye, my bride.” 




***




Evander Mackenzie didn't like that he couldn't see the woman he would marry. He gave in to the pull of curiosity and bent toward his betrothed. With the shapeless mantle around her and the hood pulled low, he could discern nothing of his intended. Not that it mattered. He'd marry her if she was covered in warts and passed wind like his grandda. 

He wouldn't mind a bonny lass. However, given that no other man had wanted her hand in marriage, beauty was not likely. 

Diana Stuart bent her head lower, keeping her face in the shadows. A feat easily done on such a dark day. 

Aye, she was ugly, or she'd show him her face with the confident, goading pride all beauties wore. She shifted slightly on her feet and lunged. At him. 

He staggered back, unprepared for an attack. Her fist caught him in the face and a hard, sticklike thing raked down his arm before snapping. Diana loosed a string of curses. The lady was unlike any other Evander had ever heard. 

She put two hands on his chest and shoved with the force of a large woman. He caught his footing, but the moment it took him to do so was all she needed to flee with the gray wolf at her side. 

Frustration burned through him. He hadn't expected this. 

He should have. After all, the Earl of Cornwall’s advice had been a warning to be prepared for anything. With exaggerated stress on the final word-anything. The new, young countess had given a little squeak of laughter, which she'd hidden poorly behind her fan. The smug expression on her comely face made it easy to determine which of them was the most eager to see Lady Diana leave. Though the earl himself did not appear to suffer from a broken heart over his loss either. 

Evander had not come all this way to let his betrothed escape. He could not lose the coin their union would bring. 

Thunder rumbled and the darkening sky grew ominous with the threat of a great storm.

He sprinted across the clearing into the trees where she'd disappeared. A shadow lunged out at him, a terror from the great black of the forest, eyes flashing gold, teeth snapping. Evander skidded to a halt and swept his arm out, catching the beast in its massive head. 

Another wolf. 

It shook its head and righted its level stare at him once more. Its nose curled upward and the white of its teeth bared menacingly in his direction. 

Evander gave a sharp whistle, and his men emerged from the forest. Granted, he hadn't thought he'd need them to bring home his wayward wife-to-be. Now though he was glad for having brought them. The wolf gave a savage snarl but held its ground even as the Mackenzie warriors strode forward as one. 

“Dinna kill it,” he said to them. It would not do to slay his future wife's pets prior to their wedding. Especially considering her apparent…reluctance. 

A dark shape flew over Evander's shoulder – a plaid. The wolf lurched backward, but the voluminous cloth landed on its head just long enough to obscure its vision and give Evander the opportunity to run after Lady Diana. 

He dashed through the trees, his body practically exploding with energy after a day of three hearty meals. 

How long since he and his warriors had been so well-fed? Four years? Five maybe? 

The food alone had been worth the trip, but the dowry certainly had held its own coin-laden enticement. 

The thought spurred him faster through a heavy thicket of trees. He had to catch Lady Diana. He could not lose this opportunity. 

The coin would be enough to feed his people through the winter – nothing as fine as what the earl had within his grand English manor, but at least enough to stave off the brutal, ragged edges of starvation. 

There'd be some remaining, enough to invest in an idea he would never risk his people starving over. Yet it might be the very thing to save them all.

Aye, Evander had to find his betrothed. The lives of too many depended on it. 


  

Chapter Two
[image: Image]

Diana’s heart pounded hard with her efforts. The months spent in the tower had weakened her.

The air was thick with the icy moisture. It clung in the back of her throat and made breathing difficult. If only she could drink it instead of drowning in it. She darted over the large rock marking the path she always took to the cave. She was so close.

The shuffle of footsteps sounded somewhere behind her.

The nearness of the man shot strength through her. She sprinted forward, her breath huffing in great white gasping puffs. Lightning flashed overhead and ignited the darkening world in a flicker of brightness.

She knew this land. She had the advantage.

The ground blurred before her, shadowed in the dark of the storm and by the speed of her haste. Hera raced at her side, sprinting with enviable ease.

Not just Hera. Zeus’ dark form ran on Diana’s other side. His approach had been so soundless, she had not even been aware of his arrival.

Relief loosed the grip on Diana’s chest. Zeus was safe.

The land fell away up ahead. A shortcut to avoid lost time and provide an opportunity to escape undetected. Diana was all too familiar with the drop. It would be the perfect place to lose him.

She did not hesitate and plunged over the shallow cliff to the rocks below. The wind whistled in her ears while her feet kicked at air. She hit the ground with a solid landing, as did her wolves beside her.

She’d done it often enough that she didn’t need the additional moment to recover. She sprang forward into a run once more through the heavy copse of trees lining the nearby shore.

She was so close.

Thunder growled from the heavens and set the land vibrating under her feet with its fury. No longer did the steps crunch through the forest behind her, nor were there the telltale snapping of twigs marking a pursuer. Her blood surged with victory.

She had lost him.

A high-pitched yelp cut through her moment of glory. Hera was no longer at her side. Diana skidded to a halt.

Zeus pranced beside Hera, his head turned back to the forest they’d run through.

Diana’s breath heaved from her in great gasps while her heart still raced on. She looked at the path they’d taken. The man had not appeared.

If they stayed there, it would not be long until he did.

Diana knelt beside Hera and began patting the damp fur for the injury. Diana’s leg muscles trembled and threatened to give out from beneath her. Her fingers moved with a frantic rush until they met a warm wetness.

She drew her hand back. Lightning streaked the sky and brought to light the crimson blood glistening on her hand. Hera’s wound would need to be examined.

“Can you walk?” she asked Hera and gently pushed at the large wolf to encourage her into a standing position.

Hera stood, ever the obedient one, and limped forward before giving a low whimper once more. The second attempt following the first was more than Diana could bear.

She rose to a standing position and scooped Hera into her arms with a hefting grunt. For a beast who ate small forest creatures, Hera certainly weighed a considerable amount.

The cave was not far. Diana could make it.

She put one foot in front of the other on shaking legs, all the while praying for the strength to make it without dropping Hera or revealing themselves to the man who chased them.

Everything about Diana was heavy and weary. Her arms, her legs, her cloak, Hera. A pebble landed atop her head and sent her pulse flying into a panic once more. It wasn’t until another hit her hand with a wet splat that she realized it was rain.

Her throat ached for her to stop and tilt her face to the sky and catch the droplets in her mouth, to slake the maddening thirst made all the more insufferable with her exertions.

Already they’d wasted too much time.

All around them, the forest popped with the large drops. Finally, at long last, the soggy undergrowth gave way to sand. She was near St. Agnes’ cave.

Relief lightened her burden and she managed to stagger the last few necessary steps to the mouth of the cave. A surreptitious glance behind her confirmed what she needed to know – the man was not there.

“We did it.” She grinned down at Zeus.

He did not look up at her, but instead raced into the cave and sat beside the small circle of stones Diana often used to start a fire. Always stoic. Always the fighter.

Lucky for Diana, she too was a fighter.

She wobbled the last few steps into the cave until she reached Zeus’ side where she carefully settled Hera to the sand and collapsed beside her. Her limbs were limp with fatigue. She wanted to lie down and remain there for the rest of her life.

But she could not.

Hera needed her.

Outside the mouth of the cave, the rain poured in a glittering waterfall, coming down with merciless force. The rain would be cold. Crisp. Refreshing. Diana gave a thick swallow.

Hera first.

Diana dragged herself to a sitting position and drew several dry sticks from a pile of tinder she’d placed there before being sent to the tower.

A couple strikes at the flint produced a fire. The cave immediately lit with the flames. She pulled her hood back and settled herself beside Hera. The wolf whimpered like an injured child and pushed her paw at Diana. The pale gray and white fur was streaked with the bright red blood of an injury.

Zeus growled, so suddenly and so ferociously, Diana startled and released Hera’s paw. She turned to admonish her overzealous protector when she caught his focused glare and froze.

“Ye’re no’ an easy woman to catch, Lady Diana.”

She spun around to the sound of the masculine voice and found the shadow of a man at the mouth of her cave. He stepped forward, into the wash of firelight. Rainwater dripped from his hair and shone over his clothing. His face was lined and serious, his look hard. Savage.

The Mackenzie man had found them.
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Evander stared into the cave at his betrothed, who was bent over the wolf.

The black wolf’s growl snapped into a snarl. Behind Evander, a clap of thunder shuddered and lightning illuminated the cave in front of him.

And yet none of it garnered nearly as much of his attention as the woman he was supposed to marry. Lady Diana’s hair fell in a tangle of golden curls and waves around her face. Her brows were straight and stubbornly set over a pair of wide eyes. But what drew him most were her full, red lips. Her slender neck suggested she was not the large lass her hit had implied earlier. Merely one strong enough to survive the Highlands of Scotland.

“Do you mean for your stare to intimidate me? If so, I’ve had worse.” Diana turned her attention from him and prodded at the gray wolf’s paw. The wolf gave a whimper and lowered her head.

“Ye’re beautiful.” The words were out of Evander’s mouth before he could stop them.

The foolishness of his statement was echoed in her snorting scoff. “Winning me over with romance is as ridiculous as believing in the legend.”

“A legend about ye?” He spoke loud enough to be heard over the roar of rain.

She shot him an angry glare and resumed staring at the wolf’s paw. “I could have Zeus tear out your throat. I suggest you leave before I give the order.”

At the mention of his name, the great beast stalked forward and peeled his lips back from his fangs.

“And end up with another injured wolf?” he said. “Or dead.” He pulled the dirk from his boot and readied the weapon.

Aye, he’d wanted to keep his bride contented with her pets, but not at the expense of his own life.

Her head snapped up. “You said you were unarmed.”

“’Tis only a dirk.”

“It’s still a weapon. You’re armed.”

“Then I lied.”

She heaved an irritated sigh. “Is that really the best way to start a marriage?”

“Is having to chase down my bride?”

“I have no desire to marry you.” She shot him a defiant look. “Now give me your blade so I can help her. She’s got some wood buried in her paw.”

He held his ground. “I dinna want to marry ye either. And ye’re a fool if ye think I’ll be giving ye my blade. Call off yer hellhound and step aside. I’ll do it.”

“If you don’t want to marry me, why are you here?” Diana rose and propped a hand insolently on her hip.

“Because some of us put the needs of others before our own selfish intent.” His chest constricted with how bad those needs truly were.

“Zeus, enough.” The authority of her command rang out in the small cave.

The large black wolf stopped snarling and obediently sat. Those large golden eyes continued to watch Evander, unblinking and full of lethal promise.

“Give me your weapon.” Diana strode to the front of the cave with a bloody hand extended. The cloak she wore parted, revealing a ragged, overlarge dress.

“The day I give ye my dirk is the day I trust ye.” He made his way to the fallen wolf and moved around Diana to do so. “Show me where it is.”

She faltered. “How do I know you won’t try to kill me?”

“If I kill ye, I’ll no’ get yer dowry.” He squatted next to the gray wolf. Her head lifted and her body tensed. He quietly shushed the beast and drew a careful hand over her pelt. “I’m going to help ye,” he murmured in Gaelic. “I’ll be gentle with ye, aye?”

The creature turned a mournful gaze up at him, the deep brown eyes full of trust. He rubbed behind her ears and she bent her head toward him.

“What’s her name?” he asked Diana.

“Hera.”

“Zeus. Diana. Hera.” He bent his head to inspect the wound. Deep in her paw was a shard of narrow wood, too small to draw out with one’s fingers. “Ye’re named after mythology, but ye dinna believe in legends?”

He glanced up and found Diana anxiously watching him. She crossed her arms firmly over her chest and fidgeted where she stood several feet away. “Can I have your knife to do it myself?” The look she gave him was one of desperation. “Please.” She said it with the weighted importance of a word not said often. As if she expected miracles for finally stating it.

“Trust me.” He raised his brows at her. “I’ve done similar feats before on men in the battleground. I have dressing in my sporran. I’ll be gentle with her.” He pulled the small flask of whisky from his pack. “Ye can tell me about the legend while I work.”

“I don’t want to tell you about it.” She bit the words out.

“It’s preferable to the painful sounds of healing. And yer voice will be comforting for Hera.” He pulled the stopper from the flask. Diana eyed it greedily.

Her da had mentioned he’d not fed her or given her water in a day. Perhaps his plan might work after all.

But first, Evander would see if he could convince her to join him. He didn’t care for the scheme, but then he’d never been one for deception.

He poured a splash of clear liquid onto his dirk and over Hera’s wound. She yelped in pain. Zeus leapt to standing and cast an anxious glance at Diana, whose face crumpled with sympathetic agony, as if it were she who felt the sting of the alcohol on the wound.

“It’s the cave,” she said abruptly. “The legend is with the cave.”

“Tell me about it.” Evander lowered his head closer to the wound. Everything in him flinched from the task at hand, but it had to be done or the wolf might die from infection. He needed the distraction of the story as much as Diana.

Evander could clearly see the shard of wood now. “Forgive me, Hera.” He spoke softly in Gaelic and ran a soothing hand over her thick fur once more.

“A king’s daughter was foretold to be so beautiful, wars would be fought over her,” Diana said. “Her father demanded she be taken somewhere no one would find her and tasked a young page to bring her here.”

Evander said a silent prayer and set to work removing the splinter.

Diana sucked in a hard breath and continued on. “When the princess was of age, her father came for her, but the page, now a man himself, had fallen in love with the princess. He refused to let her go.”

She spoke rapidly, her words frenzied with her worry.

“Speak slowly, and in a soft voice.” Evander glanced at Hera. The wolf stayed quiet through his ministrations, her liquid gaze fixed on her mistress. “She’s listening.”

Diana’s face melted with affection for her pet. “The page refused to allow the king to take the princess, so the king stole her. She didn’t want to be married to another, for she loved the page. She ran and returned to the cave where her lover remained. When the king discovered this, he followed her and killed the page. Rather than be taken to a marriage she did not want, away from the one she loved, she thrust a blade into her heart and fell upon him in death.”

Evander caught the shard between the point of his blade and his thumb and carefully began to draw it out. Hera gave a sharp whine and Diana collapsed on her knees at her wolf’s side, running her hands over the white and gray muzzle.

“The wall is forever stained with their blood,” she said in a tight voice.

Evander freed the stubborn chunk of wood and gave the wound another splash of alcohol. He did the same to his own hands and dirk to clean them.

“Take a deep breath,” he said softly to Diana. “And try to be calm when ye speak, aye? The worst of it is done.”

Diana nodded and drew in a long, steadying breath. When she continued, her voice was softer, more even. “It is said if two people touch the bloodstain together, they will love each other for all time. The kind of love shared by the princess and the page. But they must do so of their own free will.”

Evander finished wrapping the wounded paw. “Ye did fine, Hera.” He spoke in Gaelic to her once more and stroked her fur. She pulled her head from Diana’s caress and nuzzled Evander’s knee.

Diana watched the exchange, incredulous. “My wolves don’t like anyone.”

Evander’s attention lingered on the woman he’d vowed to marry, finally seeing her closely for the first time. Her eyes were a unique color, pale as the sky in the center and rimmed in a darker, deeper blue. Beautiful.

He grinned. “They like me.” A low growl came from the front of the cave where Zeus sat. “Well, one of yer wolves does.”

She stared up at him silently, as if she didn’t know what to make of him. Perhaps now was the best time as any to encourage her to come with him.

“Touch the wall with me, Diana,” he said in the same gentle voice he’d used with Hera. “And come to Scotland to marry me.”



Chapter Three
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Diana could not pull her gaze from the Mackenzie man. He still crouched beside Hera, his hands buried in her thick fur with soothing strokes. Large hands, she’d noticed. Hands capable of killing. And yet apparently healing as well. He’d been gentle and kind with Hera.

“You want me to touch the wall and marry you in Scotland?” Diana stood. “Do you always ask such a high price for your favors?”

“Depends on the favor.” He kept his face serious, but a hint of suggestion tinged his voice and sent a ripple down her spine.

“Do you intend for me to fall madly in love with you?” She tried to swallow, but her throat seemed to stick against itself. The burning thirst was impossible to ignore.

The man gave a final pat to Hera’s head and rose. His stare fastened on the opposite wall, marked with a deep, unmistakable red stain. He considered it for a long moment. “If ye believe in such things.”

“Do you?” Diana looked up at him. He was taller than her. Most men were not. Lean muscle corded his forearms where he’d pulled up his sleeves to work on Hera’s wound.

He tucked his dagger into his belt, and that was when she saw it. A wineskin tied to his pack, drooping with a heavy fullness that left her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth with longing.

He considered the stain, oblivious of her observation “I think I’d like to believe this one.”

She shifted her gaze to him. “Why?”

She could ask for the wineskin. Drink it. God, drink and drink and drink it. Once her thirst was slaked, she could agree to touch the stain. While he was distracted with whatever romance he intended they share, she could pull his blade and run free with the wolves.

She glanced at Hera. The wolf wouldn’t be able to run. Diana would have to carry her again.

“I dinna want us to be together because we dinna have a choice,” the Mackenzie said. “I want to care about ye and have ye care about me.”

“Can I have some first?” she asked, pointing to the wineskin.

He hesitated a moment before untying it from his pack. “It’s ale. Have as much as ye want. I’ve plenty more in the carriage.”

Diana almost moaned with the prospect. It would slake her painful thirst and fill her empty stomach. Her entire world centered on the wineskin, the beckoning of its promise to be everything she yearned for with a painful, visceral need.

He handed it to her. She eagerly accepted it and pulled the stopper free with trembling hands. She threw her head back, gulping hearty swallows of crisp ale while drips of it trailed from the corners of her mouth and trickled down her chest. It was spicy and sweet with a hint of honey and wet. Gloriously wet and refreshing. She wanted to keep going, drinking until she drowned in it. But her wolves needed some as well.

Once she’d had her fill, she cupped her hand and fed it first to Hera, then Zeus.

They lapped as greedily as she’d drank until the wineskin was flimsy and light in her hands. Diana straightened from where she’d bent over Zeus and gave a satisfied sigh. The Mackenzie man had been kind. It was a pity he was so determined to take her to Scotland. He was leaving her with very little choice.

She handed him his almost empty wineskin and lowered her gaze at him with what she hoped was a becoming expression. “Are you sure you want to touch the bloodstain?” she asked.

His eyes darkened, and a slow warmth low in her belly told her she was doing exactly what she needed to distract him. “Aye,” he said. “I do. With ye.”

Diana led him to the wall. It would take only a moment to grab his dagger. She waited by the stain. Her heartbeat came faster as her body prepared for a fight for freedom.

This time she’d make sure he didn’t follow her.

She smiled up at him. “We must touch it together.”

His right hand hovered over the stone wall in wait for her to join him. Diana lifted her left hand to keep her dominant one free. Together they pressed palms to the cave wall. The stone beneath was not cold as Diana had expected. It was warm. Hot. Like freshly spilled blood.

Her eyes widened in surprise. She snapped her attention to the Mackenzie and the world around her spun, swaying and tipping until the only thing keeping her upright was the very deep green of his steady eyes.

“The stone is warm,” she said.

“Is it supposed to be?” he asked.

The world righted itself once more.

Now.

Rather than answer, Diana lunged forward and grabbed the hilt of his dirk. She tugged it free and stepped back, putting a safe distance between them. Zeus leapt to her side. “I’m not going to Scotland with you,” she said.

The Mackenzie gave a sad smile. “Aye, ye are.”

Zeus’ head dipped before drawing upright, only to dip low again. “What’s wrong with Zeus?”

“The tonic.” The Mackenzie indicated the empty wineskin. “I put it in the ale in case ye needed more convincing.”

Diana stared at him, incredulous. “You poisoned me? My wolves?”

But she didn’t need to ask. Already the world seemed too slow, too distant. If he answered, she did not hear him. Zeus fell heavily on his side at her feet, almost knocking her down.

She had indeed been poisoned. They all had. Her feet wouldn’t cooperate and the cave spun in a disorienting blur.

She had lost.
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Evander was glad he’d given her the tonic after all. He’d almost declined her request for the wineskin, but her stare had been so desperate, her full lips puckered from lack of moisture. He could not bring himself to say no.

It had worked to his benefit.

Diana stumbled forward, almost tripping over the black wolf lying in a final show of valiant protection over her feet. She caught herself on the wall, both hands splayed over the red stain. Confusion puckered her smooth brow. “It’s cold,” she murmured.

She glared at him through heavily lidded eyes and her hair caught around her face like gold netting. “If I had my dagger, you’d be dead.”

“Aye,” he agreed. “I dinna doubt ye’d try.”

“I’d do more than try.” Once she’d managed to slur out her threat, her lashes swept over her cheeks and she slid down the cave wall.

Evander caught her as she fell, before she even had a chance to touch the ground. Beneath the heavy mantle, voluminous cloak, and oversized dress, there wasn’t much to her at all.

He stared down at her now. Her father had said she was five and twenty, though she didn’t appear so old. She had the freshness of youth glowing from her creamy skin and a rosy flush to her cheeks and lips. Holding her securely in his arms, Evander left the cave with the two wolves sleeping behind him. He’d be back for them later with several other men after he had Diana safely in the carriage.

The drugging had been her father’s suggestion. He’d mentioned having put the lass on a limited fare to make her more compliant. Based on how quickly the tonic hit her and how thirsty she’d so obviously been, the woman hadn’t had a thing to eat or drink in some time. Anger knotted in Evander’s gut.

He wanted to ensure they were wed, of course, but he hadn’t wanted her tortured for it. Apparently she had been.

Because she didn’t want to marry him.

He refused to allow himself to register the slight. After all, she’d run off every suitor before him, men who were richer, more powerful, of higher birth. English.

Lord Cornwall was clearly desperate to approach a Scotsman – a Highlander no less.

The worst of the rain had stopped, but still the journey was a sodden one which left them both soaked through.

The lass didn’t so much as move in his arms. He stopped every twenty steps or so to listen for her breathing, to ensure she still lived. He hadn’t expected her to be so slender nor to be so thirsty. Perhaps she had taken too much of the tonic.

The thread of fear in his chest pulled taut. He would not forgive himself if anything happened to her. She may have been ill-treated by her father, but she was in Evander’s care now and he would ensure no one ever hurt her again.

“Ye had to drug her after all, eh?” Camden grinned at him as he approached. “I told ye ye’d need to.”

Evander slid a hard stare at his prized warrior. Were it not for the lifetime of friendship they’d shared and Evander’s arms currently full with his intended wife, he’d personally show Camden another method for incapacitating.

Evander addressed his men. “Prepare to leave. We need to get her wolves.”

Several men eyed him with skepticism, but they did not voice their displeasure at this decision. They didn’t need to. Evander knew exactly their thoughts – bringing such large beasts home when there was little food to feed their own families would not be well-received.

But without the wolves, Evander knew he would not have the bride. And without the bride, they would all die.

Soon they would have food. Not just the stores Lord Cornwall had promised to send, but also from the coin Evander had been given. Half now, half when the earl received confirmation of the union.

Diana’s body was entirely limp, a doll both fragile and vulnerable, though Evander knew neither to be true. She stayed asleep when he climbed into the carriage and laid her on the padded cushion. Her wet blonde hair pillowed her face, gold and glowing cream. He had the sudden urge to trail his hand down her smooth cheek, to brush his fingertips over her full lips, to sample their soft warmth. His right hand tingled with the desire.

“How are ye planning to keep her?” Camden appeared at his side and took the almost empty wineskin of tonic. He bounced the skin in the air and gave a laugh. “In a day or five when she finally wakes after having had so much.”

“I’m hoping the wolves can help me.” Evander wiped drops of rain from his face. “Or I have more tonic and can drug her again before she fully wakes.”

Camden looked down at Diana. Something protective in Evander reared up and left him with the sudden impulse to block her from his friend’s view. She was so defenseless where she lay, her face soft with sleep, her body limp in the unnatural slumber.

“I hope ye have a lot of tonic. I think ye’ll need it all,” Camden said. “And I hope ye dinna get torn to shreds for yer efforts.”

Evander grunted. “Aye, in that case, we should get the wolves soon before they begin to wake. I know we’ve got at least six hours for Lady Diana. I dinna know how long it will last on them.”

He shared Camden’s concerns, but more than that, he had his own fears to contend with. Even if he could get Diana to Castle Leod peacefully, how would he convince her to marry him?



Chapter Four
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Getting the wolves from the cave had been easier than Evander had anticipated. They were quickly transferred to the carriage with Zeus on the floor and Hera placed on the bench beside Evander where he could watch her injured paw. Neither wolf so much as twitched during their move, nor did they wake when the Mackenzies began their rumbling, bouncing passage over the English countryside on their way to Scotland.

Zeus lay silent where he’d been settled, his pink tongue poking out from between his small front teeth. Six hours had passed, and all still slept, with the exception of Evander.

Diana’s hand hung limp over the seat, her splayed fingers near the scruff of Zeus’ back. She shifted on the narrow bench. A moan sounded in the back of her throat, husky and low, more tempting than Evander cared to admit. Her eyes blinked open and she regarded him upside down with bloodshot eyes. She rocked with the sway of the carriage.

“You poisoned me,” she said simply. “And now I’m being taken somewhere against my will. Presumably bound for Scotland. Am I correct?”

“Ye wouldna come.”

Her full lips curled in a wry smile. “I’m not the obedient type. You should take me back and find another wife.”

His right hand tingled and he rested it casually on his knee to rid it of the odd sensation. “I dinna need an obedient wife. I just need ye.”

“To bear you children?” She lazily pulled herself back in her seat so she lay on her side.

“To provide me with coin.”

Her brows lifted in surprise.

He met her gaze. “Ye want honesty. I couldna pass up the amount of coin offered for yer hand.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How romantic.” She tried to sit upright, but her movements were slow and clumsy.

Evander leaned forward to help her. She squared her shoulders, facing him with the bravado of someone intending to be hit.

He frowned and held up his hands, palm out. “I meant only to help ye sit, lass. I dinna strike women.”

“Just poison them and steal them away?” She rolled her eyes.

She sagged back into the cushion she lay upon. If Evander was going to give her the tonic again, the opportunity to do so was now. Each passing minute would make her more and more aware.

“I dinna want to drug ye the entire ride to Castle Leod,” he said honestly.

“Castle Leod?” She tried to lift herself into a sitting position once more, the stubborn lass. “From one prison to another.”

Evander leaned forward in his seat again, this time extending his hands out in silent offering. “Let me help ye.”

She stared at him for a long moment with a shadow of skepticism over her lovely face. “Very well, since you’re so inclined to do so.”

Zeus grumbled from his place on the floor. Evander glanced down and found the pink of the wolf’s tongue no longer peeking between his teeth and those golden eyes glaring up at him. “Do ye mind, Zeus?”

The wolf gave a guttural sound and settled his head on his paws in silent resignation. Evander could almost swear he saw the subtle lift of Diana’s mouth in a whisper of a smile.

He moved slowly to take her hands in his. Her fingers were warm where they’d been furled against her body in slumber. A tingle started in his right palm when it met that of her left. He ignored the sensation and assisted her into a sitting position.

Her skin was surprisingly soft against his, her fingers delicately tapered and feminine. She might be a bit of a hellcat, but she had the hands of a lady.

Hands he found himself not eager to let go, not when this was the first moment they had where they were not warring and she was not in a drugged stupor. He did not release his careful hold on her, but nor did she remove herself from his gentle grasp. She stared up at him with her mesmerizing blue eyes, and he found himself unable to look away.

Diana Stuart was a captivating woman, one he could easily see himself sharing a life with.

She pulled herself from his grasp and tentatively reached for the back of his neck. A warning echoed through his mind, one he should have listened to.

She caught his shoulders and drove her forehead into his. Pain exploded at the front of his head and white dots flickered in his vision. He brought his hands up to the injury.

Her fingers danced over his belt. “Bloody hell, where is your dagger?”

“I moved it after last time.” He lowered one hand to regard her. “I was trying to help ye sit up.”

She huffed out a sigh and sat back in the seat with heavy shadows under her eyes. “After you kidnapped me. How gallant.” She gave him a brittle smile. “Turn this carriage around and take me home.”

“And what will ye do there?” he asked.

She looked at him as if he were daft. “Go home to my father, tell him of your abducting me, and then watch you hang for your crimes.”

He stared at her for a long moment, at the resolve in her narrowed eyes. It was not often he had a twist of sympathy for someone so eager to see his death.

“Ye dinna know,” he said.

She jutted her chin upward in defiance, but she remained mute.

“I came here to get ye because I was summoned to do so,” he said. “By yer father.”
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The news of Diana’s father hit her as sure as any punch. Had her father truly sent this man to take her away? Was he so desperate to be rid of her?

She tried to will away the memories of being a girl, the beautiful fond ones of doting and affection long before he deemed her too feral to love. After all he’d done to her in the last few years, was it any wonder he’d sent a man to kidnap her?

The pain of his lost love burned deep in her chest, beyond the shield she’d tried to raise. Her father had indulged her every wish when she was a child, until the day he realized he couldn’t control her. Her father, who controlled everything, who was used to being obeyed, could not handle her impertinence. The years of strife tore them apart – his insistence to make her do his bidding, her determination to remain free. Over time, that once-affectionate love had soured into resentful hatred.

Perhaps she ought to be glad Evander wasn’t there to kill her.

Still, she stared hard at him in challenge. “I don’t believe you.” Her voice trembled slightly as she spoke. She hated such weakness in herself, that the soft place in her heart would so betray her.

The Mackenzie watched her with his green stare, and she realized to her great horror he watched her with pity.

Pity.

A knot hardened in the back of her throat. She kept her chin held upright to force resolve into her demeanor. He reached into a small box beside him and drew out a folded parchment. Wordlessly, he handed it to her.

A seal was pressed into a lump of off-white wax, broken where either end of the thick paper met. Her fingertips brushed over the indents and grooves of her father’s seal. She unfolded it carefully with trembling hands.

The words on the page ran together, loops and slashes of letters.

She shoved it back at him. “Read it for me.”

He took the parchment and shifted, his discomfort quite evident. “Are ye sure ye want me to do this?” he asked.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

The Mackenzie’s eyes skimmed over the page, and she knew he was reading it once more to himself before doing so aloud. Time settled over her in an unbearable itch.

“Why are you taking so bloody long?” she snapped.

He looked up at her from over the top of the letter, those deep green eyes too soft to be anything good. “Because if I were to read a missive like this from my da, it would hurt.”

His words shocked her, but she straightened her back and nodded at him. “I’m tougher than I look.”

He dropped his stare to the letter once more and read. “The girl is exceedingly uncooperative. Come and get her if ye damn well want her. I’ll double the dowry. I recommend ye bring others to help ye.”

The girl? As if she didn’t even possess a name worth taking the time to scribe.

She’d known of her father’s lost affection, she’d known it was broken beyond repair, but his letter was the final, fatal blow in their battle. And it made Diana break inside.

The secret hope of her father’s approval for the woman she’d become, the desire to see his love for her restored, the heart-wrenching need to belong – it all shattered into a million dagger-sharp shards.

The Mackenzie paused a moment after finishing the missive before lowering it. As if he intended to give her time to compose herself.

She would need a lifetime to pull herself from the hurt she’d suffered.

“Are ye…all right?” He winced after he’d spoken, obviously aware of the awfulness of his question.

Her thoughts churned too quickly for her sluggish mind to keep pace. Whatever drug had been given to her had been potent.

Her father didn’t want her. He’d bribed this man by doubling her dowry to take her away. She swallowed away the aching knot swelling in the back of her throat. She would not cry. Not for a father who had not even intended to say goodbye.

“What did he get out of this agreement?” Diana asked, her tone harsh.

The Mackenzie’s gaze dipped. It was only for a flash of a moment, but it was enough to make her stomach slide low in her belly.

“What did he get from you?” she asked again, biting off each word as it was spoken. “Land? Livestock? Wool?”

He answered in a soft voice. “Yer da dinna receive anything from me.”

“Nothing, except me gone,” she concluded.

The Mackenzie shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I think it was at the behest of his new wife.”

Diana straightened. “New wife?”

When she’d last been in the manor with her father, never once had there been mention of a possible bride.

The Mackenzie nodded. “A young woman with brown hair, brown eyes. A bit short, but bonny enough.” He lifted his hands in a helpless gesture.

Diana sat in stunned silence, her mind whirling. Her father, married. He’d never told her, never alluded to the possibility of a new marriage. He’d always loved Diana’s mother. Long after she’d died in childbirth, he had loved her faithfully. Then again, he’d loved Diana once too.

And clearly no longer did.

The wrenching pain in her chest was exquisite.

Her father did not want her.

The weight of a stare fell over her, pulling her attention back to the Mackenzie. He watched her silently. His brows tugged together and visible hurt showed in his eyes. Hurt for her.

She grasped her hood and pulled it over her head, blocking out his face and the evidence of his sympathy. She could stand it no more than she could stand her father’s blatant rejection.

“Leave me.” She’d meant the words as a command, but they emerged in a choking croak.

He hesitated before replying. “I dinna want ye to try to run if I do.”

She gave a bark of harsh laughter. “You brought up a valid point. Where would I go?” she asked bitterly. Tears burned in her eyes. Tears!

She hadn’t cried…ever. It’d been so long, she couldn’t even remember. Not through the whippings for insulting a potential suitor, not through the hunger strikes when she refused marriage requests, or when her father had left her alone in the room with that man. A shudder raked up her spine.

Even still, none were as cruel as this.

A sudden rap sounded within the carriage, startling her from her thoughts. They rolled to a slow stop. The cabin swayed and Diana knew the Mackenzie stood. In the limited line of her vision, his hand reached for hers. She should fight him, this man who consorted with her father, who abducted her from her home, but her body was too weakened by her broken soul.

His skin was warm against the chill setting in her fingers. Soothing heat blossomed through her and a tingle began in her palm.

He knelt comfortably on the narrow floor beside Zeus and looked up at her through the shadowed gap of her hood. “Ye’re to be my wife, Lady Diana. I willna ever allow hurt to come to ye from this day forward, and will do all in my power to see ye happy.” He paused and looked away. There was more he wanted to say, but when his eyes met hers once more, she knew he would not continue.

“If ye need me, dinna hesitate to ask, aye?” he said encouragingly.

Diana nodded her acquiescence. She wanted him gone. She wanted solitary silence where she could give in to the harsh grip of her tears.

He rose smoothly to his feet and released her. Diana looked down at her fingers where his foreign touch still hummed against her skin.

The door opened and a gust of icy wind swept through the small cabin. It stayed open for only a moment before the carriage rocked with the Mackenzie’s departure and he was gone.



Chapter Five
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The journey had been neither short nor pleasant. The farther they made their way north, the colder the chill became within the carriage. Diana had been grateful for the company of her wolves, who huddled close and shared their great warmth.

Evander had kept his promise to Diana and had remained with his men outside the carriage. There had been only a few exchanges with him, when he brought food and water for her and her wolves, and when he took them all out for a brief respite.

He always approached her cautiously, as if she were an animal liable to frighten away.

The land outside Diana’s window had changed with the temperature, going from the refined beauty of England to something large and wild. The skies held a gray pallor and the dots of snow gave way to larger patches with pools of muddy ice. Perhaps she ought not to like the gloomy weather so much, but it matched the mood which had settled damp and cold within her heart.

The coach came to a halt and Diana pulled back the curtain over her one window. Several heavily bundled people strode on the muddy grass alongside the path, one man’s skinny legs jutted out like twigs from beneath his kilt.

Zeus shook his head and pawed at the wooden floor. Diana ran a hand through his thick fur. “You’ll get to run soon. Have patience.”

He fixed his gaze on the door as if in understanding. She knew he was desperate to tear free of their narrow confines. Ironic that after having spent those previous six months eager to escape the tower, she had been content to remain in the box of a carriage.

But in the tower, there had been hope.

Several minutes ticked by, but the door did not open. Hera’s long, low whine needled the air and Zeus gave a grumble of impatience.

“A moment more.” Diana peered out the window to determine their delay.

Evander was bent over the semi-frozen soil with a spade in his hand.

Indignation flashed through Diana. He would have them wait while he dug a bloody hole?

With a hiss of irritation, she snapped open the door. Zeus shot out in a streak of black lightning while Hera dropped from the coach, gingerly favoring her right paw, which had begun to heal over the many days spent on the road.

Shouts erupted from the Highlanders and they tore after Zeus. A man with shoulder-length blond hair approached her, his hand out to gently motion her back. His body blocked where Evander stood. “Lady Diana, get back inside. We’ll mind yer wolves and ask that ye just wait a—”

“Mind my wolves?” Diana snorted a laugh and continued forward. “They won’t kill your people, don’t worry. They’re hardly bloodthirsty.”

The man braced himself with a wide-legged stance in her path. “It’s no’ to protect others from them, but to protect them from others.”

Diana finally looked for the first time at the man’s earnest expression. He was younger than she’d first assumed, his face lined only with crinkles at the corners of his bright blue eyes.

“Please, Lady Diana.” He motioned behind her once more. “Get back inside.”

She considered him a moment. “No.” She pushed past him in a move she knew he had not anticipated and strode to where Evander stood shin deep in a hole of torn earth.

The man called after her, but she ignored him. “What are you doing?” she demanded. “And why would you not let me out of the coach as I waited for you to…to…”

A long, thin bundle of cloth lay in the shallow hole. A small, wrapped body with a skeletal face exposed.

“I hadna wanted ye to see this,” Evander said softly.

“This.” She repeated the word on a shuddered exhale. “What is ‘this?’ Is it a…a…child?”

“She’s my wife.” A masculine voice sounded behind her.

Diana spun around and found the man with twig legs standing with a plaid-wrapped form at his side. His face was as gaunt as that of the dead woman, his eyes large and haunted in his too thin face. He blinked his luminous eyes rapidly, but tears melted from the corners regardless. “She was giving her food to the lad. I dinna know she’d been doing it. She…” He swallowed. “She was too weak to go on.” His voice caught and pulled at Diana’s heart.

A slight green color tinged his lips.

“I don’t understand,” Diana whispered. “You don’t have enough food?”

The bundled form beside the man turned and a tiny, childlike living skeleton looked up at her with a bewildered gaze. “No one in Scotland does, lady.” His small teeth were green, like his father’s lips.

Diana staggered backward to the carriage and grabbed the velvet bag containing the food Evander had provided her that morning. She hadn’t touched it. Not when she’d been too ensconced in her inner turmoil to notice her empty stomach. The food was wasted on her.

So much food had been wasted on her. Plates of it molding on the floor during her hunger strikes to prove a point to her father, bowls of it spattered the walls, thrown in tantrum, bags of it hardening and growing stale at her side in the coach. And people were dying for want of it.

God, how selfish she’d been.

She ran back to the people with the bag extended, her hands shaking. “Please. Take this.”

The man’s nostrils flared and she knew he could smell the savory beef and cheese within as surely as any hound on a hunt. His eyes became impossibly wide in his face. “My lady?” He looked around at the Mackenzie men.

He and his son were clearly starving, and yet he did not reach for the food.

“Take it.” She pushed it toward him, accidentally hitting his thin chest.

He knocked back several steps and clutched the bag as if she’d given him all the gold in the land.

“Mind ye eat it slow.” Evander appeared at her side. “Bites at a time, aye? Otherwise ye’ll get sick and lose it all.”

The man curled his arms around the bag, glanced at his wife’s dead form, made the sign of a cross, and scuttled off with his son in tow. Neither one of them cried again for the woman who had died sacrificing for her own child.

Diana watched them leave, her heart throbbing with a new ache. Dazed, she turned her stare to Evander. A smear of dirt lined his brow, as if he’d wiped at sweat and replaced it with the filth of his labor. “What is happening in Scotland?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“Dinna ye know?” His green eyes met hers, as sorrowful as they’d been when he regarded her after she realized her father had abandoned her. “The winters are too long. The crops canna grow. The lad was right – no one in Scotland has enough food. Everyone is starving.”

“That’s why you need my dowry,” she surmised. “That’s why you went to such lengths to capture me.”

He nodded. “Please get in the carriage. The men will return soon with Hera and Zeus, and we will continue.” He glanced to the distance over her shoulder where the path lay ahead. “It willna be more than two days before we finally arrive. We’re almost home.”

He smiled at her, but it did not reach his eyes. What smile could after what they’d witnessed? When the grisly task of burying a mother still awaited him?

Home.

The word chilled her as sure as the merciless wind. Scotland would never be her home.

She had no home.
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There had been several more stops along the way to the castle. On those occasions, Evander noticed Diana did not emerge from the carriage again. Apparently one such viewing was all she needed.

It was terrible work burying the dead – all the corpses so slight of weight they might as well be small animals rather than humans. But it was God’s work. Sending the spirits into Heaven before the fairies could claim them.

It was on the bleakest day after having to stop three times, when the wind blew harder than it had in the weeks they’d traveled and the sky was black with storms, it was then he caught the outline of Castle Leod rising in the distance. A beacon of everything warm and comforting and right in his life.

But his life was not right, and he was more keenly aware of it than any one person could be. When his father had been alive, the clan had been safe, well-fed. In this time of great need, the Mackenzies had stuck by Evander’s side, relying on him to see them cared for. Despite his own meager meals and his own sacrifices, he had lost twenty-three souls to the ravages of hunger. Twenty-three souls that would forever score his soul, including that of his own dear Emilia.

He climbed the final hill toward his home and hoped the number had not grown in his absence.

The servants awaited him in the courtyard, their cheeks red and shining with the same quiet pride with which they’d held for his father. Evander did not deserve such appreciation.

The traveling party of warriors slowly drew to a stop. Immediately the kitchen staff saw to the cart drawn behind the carriage, removing the stacks of furniture placed upon the bounty within to give the impression of being nothing worth stealing, to hide the stores of grain hidden within.

Evander approached Diana’s coach and opened the door. His people’s stares crept over his back, but he blocked their view of his intended bride and addressed the woman inside.

“I know ye dinna want to be here,” he said. “And I wouldna even try to attempt to command it of ye, but I ask that ye keep in mind that these are good people. Despite the many hardships they’ve faced, they only want to see ye have a good life.”

Diana watched him silently with her unusual blue eyes for so long, he worried she’d not understood him somehow. Finally, a smirk lifted her lips. “At least you know better than to try to order me.”

With that, he pulled open the door to the carriage and waited for his betrothed to exit. She did not disappoint. She made her appearance like a queen stepping from a gilded vessel, her wolves at her side, beasts tamed by the ethereal beauty of the woman they loved. Hera’s limp was almost imperceptible, and Zeus slowed his pace to match that of Diana’s, his golden gaze almost amenable.

The Mackenzies erupted into cheers and parted to allow Evander and Diana entry into Castle Leod. The sweet scent of clean rushes and herbs hit him with the solid brace of familiarity and home. They had been an extravagance, a worthy one, to impress their new mistress. Even though she was English, their marriage meant food, and that made her welcome.

An excited yapping caught his attention and a puff of brown fur bounded in his direction.

He grinned wide and bent to retrieve the wriggling mass of warmth. Immediately, a small pink tongue darted at his face in eager delight to welcome him home. He turned his head in an attempt to keep his mouth from the dog’s frantic affection. “I missed ye too, Kitzi.”

He maneuvered his chin over the dog’s head and planted a kiss to the top of her silky head. Kitzi’s tail wagged with such exuberance, she almost knocked her body from his grasp. He laughed and looked up at Diana to find her watching him with a bewildered expression on her face. Zeus and Hera stared at wee Kitzi in equal confusion.

“What is that?” Diana asked, eyeing Kitzi.

“Kitzi.” Evander set the dog on the ground, where she immediately squirmed away and raced over to the wolves.

Zeus lowered his head and glowered at the dog, who flicked an excited lick on his nose before prancing over to Hera. The large black wolf yanked his head back and stared at Kitzi as if he didn’t know what to make of her.

“Is she a cat?” Diana asked, continuing to watch as Kitzi spun around Hera with interest before darting off to yip her way into another room.

Evander chuckled after the dog and shook his head. “A dog. She was the runt of a litter of pups we found in a glen, such a wee thing we dinna think she’d live. Obviously she recovered well enough.” He nodded in the direction of the hall. “Come. I’ll show ye to yer room.”

Diana glanced around them in a not-so-discreet manner, taking in the rich furnishings and the staff who were not-so-discreetly studying her as well. She nodded mutely and allowed Evander to lead her upstairs.

He took his time walking through his home, letting her take it all in. After having been in a tower for several months and then locked in a coach for the last two weeks, and now in a new place, no matter how much bravado she put forth, he knew it must be disconcerting.

He opened the door to the large room where she would stay, the one adjoining his. She slid him a wary look from the corner of her eye and entered. The wolves followed her, their tails lowered, and together the three of them stood awkwardly at the center.

Evander tried to see his home from her perspective: the large bed with plaid and furs laid atop it, the wooden wardrobe and tables, the leather chairs set before the large hearth. It was not as fine as the home Lord Cornwall kept, but it was clean and well-maintained.

“Is this where I’m to be kept?” Diana asked with a defiant lift to her chin.

“Kept?” Evander shook his head. “Ye’re no’ to be kept anywhere. This is where ye sleep. Ye can go anywhere in the castle.”

She narrowed her eyes at him with apparent skepticism. “But I’m to stay inside?”

“Ye can go out if ye wish.” Evander strode across the room to a large window overlooking the snow-dotted green beauty of his land. An image flashed in his mind of Emilia on the ground, the white of her dress soaked red with blood. She’d been so small in his arms, her green eyes, the same as their father’s, staring up at the sky as if seeing herself rise into heaven.

Evander’s throat tightened, but he swallowed down the welling of emotion. “Take the guards if ye go out. It’s no’ safe in Scotland for a lass to be out alone.”

“I can handle myself.”

Evander balled his hands into a fist and pushed them into the hard stone windowsill. Emilia had imagined herself being strong enough to fend off attacks. She’d been a lass of only nine, but she’d fought like a warrior.

Evander turned back to Diana, wishing he could so easily turn from his memories. “Aye, I know ye can defend yerself against most. But the people are desperate for food, and desperate people are dangerous. They’d be willing to get their throat torn out for a chance to eat one of yer wolves.”

Diana’s hands immediately went to the head of each of her pets. “That’s ridiculous.”

Emilia had been as protective. If the blade hadn’t sunk into her heart, she would have kept fighting. “It isna ridiculous, I assure ye.” Evander’s tone came out gruff. The knot had returned to his throat. He wanted to be done with this conversation, to move away from the gaping hurt Emilia’s loss had left behind. “Take a guard with ye if ye go out.”

Her gaze lowered in thought. “Why were their mouths green?”

“Whose?”

Two men entered the room, easily carrying the chest of clothing and personal items the earl had sent for his daughter.

Diana paid them no attention. “The boy and his dad we saw on the road. The ones I gave my food to.” She circled her own lush lips with her finger. “Their mouths were green.”

Evander lowered his head at the mention of the two. Even if the food had been spread over several days as he’d suggested, the two would most likely not survive until summer. Not with the cold spring they’d been having. Again.

“Grass,” Evander said somberly, lifting his head.

“They were eating grass?” Diana asked in an incredulous tone. “Does that fill them?”

Evander shook his head. “It makes them sick and eventually kills them. They’re just hungry enough to try.” He nodded to her wolves. “Please take the guards if ye leave the castle.”

“And how do you know I won’t just leave and not come back, that I won’t run away?” She walked confidently to another window, her wolves in tow. “Aren’t you going to lock me up before the wedding?”

He strode over to her, keeping his eyes locked on her. She held her ground and met his stare. Light streamed in from outside and fell over her flawless skin and wild golden waves. Her lips were set in a defiant smirk, pink and tempting. God, but she was beautiful.

“Because we’ll be wed tonight,” he said.

She was taller than most women, but still a head shorter than him. Perfect for pulling into his arms. His gaze flicked to her lips. Perfect for kissing.

Her pupils shrank in her light blue eyes. “Tonight?” She drew away from him. “You intend for us to be wed tonight?” She shook her head. “No.”

“We need to do this immediately.”

She frowned. “So you can get your money, for stealing me from my home and liberating my father of me.”

“Because the sooner I get the money, the sooner we can help feed over six hundred people and keep any more from dying.” Unable to help himself, he reached for her. “I canna force ye. I dinna want to. But please think on this. My clan is starving, and all that stands in the way of their food is a vow between us.”

She looked down at where his hand gently brushed hers. “You can be very convincing with how you word things.” She glanced up coyly. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”

Evander kept his expression blank.

Diana sighed and pulled her hand away from his. His skin still burned from her touch. “Very well,” she said. “For the sake of six hundred souls, I will agree to marry you tonight.”



Chapter Six
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The burden of lives was a strong incentive indeed, especially so many. Diana stared out into the wilds of the Highlands. Evander certainly knew how to use words for impact.

Her father could have used some instruction from the Scottish laird.

Diana skimmed her fingertips over the place where Evander had held her hand. The skin there still tingled. Why did he have to look at her so softly? So kindly? As if he actually cared when he knew nothing of her.

“Ach, Lady Diana, I’m so sorry to have missed yer arrival.”

Diana turned from her place at the window to find a short, stocky woman wearing a plain servant’s dress. Threads of bright red hair escaped the white cap she wore, jutting out in wiry curls around her apple-cheeked face.

She spread out her full skirt and dipped into a low curtsy. “I’m Agnes. I’ll be yer lady’s maid. The laird said ye dinna have one to travel with ye.”

Diana smiled politely. “That’s unnecessary. I can handle things on my own. Thank you, Agnes.”

She turned dismissively from the servant and resumed her stare outside.

Agnes’ presence did not abate. Rather, a stunned stammering came from behind Diana until she finally looked over her shoulder to find a very red-faced Agnes still holding out her skirt.

“But…but…my lady. It’s my job.” The woman’s expression was absolutely crestfallen.

Diana shook her head. “I’ve never had a maid before, I don’t need one now.”

Agnes released her skirt from her hands and it fell into place with a swish. “Ye’re expected soon. For the wedding. I’m to help ye prepare.” She bustled over to the trunk brought in earlier and flung the lid back.

“I’ll find ye a lovely gown,” Agnes said with a puff of pride and set to rummaging through the garments within the trunk.

Diana settled back and watched with interest, waiting for the woman to discover what the trunk truly held.

Agnes’ frantic sorting slowed as realization dawned. “It appears they’ve sent ye the wrong things, my lady. These are all just rags.”

“Not rags.” Diana pulled the mantle and cloak from her shoulders, revealing the well-worn dress beneath. It had been fine once.

In fact, it had been her mother’s. They all had.

The green gown she wore hung from her shoulders, shapeless around her narrow hips and legs. She did not possess the lush, curvy figure her mother had been so known for. “These are my dresses.”

She plucked a blue one from the tumbled pile. The few remaining beads over the neckline winked up at her. All the careful whorls of beading had long since torn away from the hem, save a few left at the edges of the sleeves. Blue had been her mother’s favorite color.

Agnes slowly took the treasured gown in her hands and ran the white edge of her fingernail over a patch of missing beadwork, where sad errant threads marked their missing counterparts. The older woman turned her gaze to Diana. “I can fix the beading for ye.”

Diana craned her neck forward, curious in spite of herself. “Can you?”

“Aye.” Agnes smiled and a rosy flush accented her round cheeks. “If ye agree to let me be yer lady’s maid.”

“How very persuasive of you.” Diana lifted her brow and watched the maid warily.

Agnes winked and lifted the dress, waving it in the air.

“I can restore all yer gowns.”

Diana couldn’t help but smile at the crafty older woman. “Very well.”

Agnes opened her mouth to speak, but before anything could come out, Kitzi came scampering into the room, yipping as she ran in a wild, arcing circle around Zeus before departing as swiftly as she had come.

Both women stared at the open doorway a moment after the dog had left.

“Have ye met Kitzi?” Agnes asked.

Zeus grumbled to himself and sank to the floor.

Diana lifted her brows and nodded. “Oh, yes. She’s one I won’t easily forget.”

“It’s as if all the joy and exuberance of Emilia’s youth went into that dog.” Agnes gave a sad smile.

Diana gave Agnes a questioning look, not wanting to pry and yet wanting to know more.

“The laird’s sister. She was just a lass, a bit of a thing at that.” Agnes moved closer, bringing with her the clean scent of herbs. “People wandered onto our land, as what happens more times than no’ these days, and they tried to take Kitzi from her. They were starving, ye see… She defended that wee dog with everything in her and they…” Agnes’ blue eyes shone with unshed tears. “They killed the lass. The laird saw, only he was too far to stop it. He managed to save Kitzi, and the two have been inseparable ever since. As if the broken pieces of their hearts fit better together than alone.”

“I didn’t know,” Diana said softly. All of it made sense now – the small dog, Evander’s constant protection of the wolves, of Diana, his plea to have her take guards with her. He was right when he said he didn’t mean to keep her a prisoner. He was protecting her.

It also meant he’d suffered love lost as well. Not through rejection as she had with her father, but through the kind of helplessness that she’d lost her mother.

“Aye, well…” Agnes shrugged and went to close the door. “Kitzi has more love in her than any creature so small ought to. Now let’s get ye ready.”

It only took one hour for Agnes to transform Diana from the mess she’d arrived in to something entirely different than she ever thought she’d be. Diana had never been considered a beauty, nor had she aspired to even try. But in the caress of her mother’s overlarge gown with its fresh beading winking along the neckline and sleeves, the oil taming the riot of her hair, and the fresh glow of clean skin, Diana felt beautiful.

She made her way to the great hall where she was to meet Evander. The buzz of voices hit her first, like the eager humming of flies over a fresh carcass. Her pulse quickened at the thought of so many people to create such sound. Several bystanders looked her way as she passed, their stares going to her wolves and then to her dress before grazing her face. Her cheeks ignited with heat and her stomach fluttered with discomfort. She suddenly wished she could disappear inside the gown, to wrap herself in what was left of her mother and have it protect her from all those bloody prying eyes.

Diana stopped abruptly and loyal Zeus sat at her feet, resolute in joining his mistress while Hera walked on for two steps with Agnes before both realized her absence and turned back.

“I’m not going,” Diana stated.

A man leaning against the wall watched her. She returned his curiosity with a glare. Let him feel the weight of a stranger staring and assessing.

Agnes smiled her apple-cheeked smile and reached for Diana. “Lass, ye look bonny, come along.”

Diana snatched her hand from the well-meaning grasp. “No.”

A man appeared from behind Agnes, tall and lean. Diana lifted her head to see him properly and found herself gazing directly into the very green eyes of Evander Mackenzie. “Is everything well with ye, Lady Diana?” he asked.

More people streamed through the halls, more eyes, more gawping. All at her. All curious. All prying.

She clenched her jaw. “I can’t – I won’t do this.”
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“Ye can do this.” Evander stood in front of Diana, intentionally blocking all the stares. “I know it’s uncomfortable being here, surrounded by people ye dinna know. Especially when ye’ve been alone for so long. Look at me.”

Her gaze had been darting somewhere past his shoulders where people no doubt gaped with blatant interest at their new English mistress, but now it settled on him.

“I will always protect ye, Diana.” He took her hands in his.

She gave a mirthless smile and shook her head. She’d once looked to her father for protection, and he’d paid a man to kidnap her.

Evander delicately caressed the underside of her chin, bringing her attention to him once more. “I’ll be by yer side the entire time. There will only be a few people at the kirk. Ye can meet the clan in yer own time, over the next few weeks, aye?”

She did not speak for a long moment, enough for Agnes to shoot Evander a worried look. Finally, Diana pulled her face from his touch and nodded. “Let’s get on with it. The sooner it can start, the sooner it can be over.”

“The carriage awaits us out front.” Evander indicated the main gate.

Diana made a face.

“Or we can walk,” he added.

“Outside,” she breathed. “Yes, let’s walk.”

The sun had begun to set and left the sky stained with every shade of a rainbow. Though cold, the weather was at least dry. No rain made for a pleasant walk, and Evander had to admit it did feel good to stretch out his legs after so long atop a horse.

Zeus streaked past them with Hera at his side and Kitzi behind them both. They passed first to the left, then to the right, then cut in front of Diana and Evander.

The tense expression on Diana’s face eased. “It would appear your Kitzi is going to keep the wolves from growing bored.”

Evander met her eyes, and together they shared a companionable smile. “And maybe they’ll tire Kitzi.”

The animals ran by once more.

“Is such a thing possible?” Diana asked, and they both laughed.

Hers was delicate, throaty – an entirely pleasant sound he would love to hear again. And again and again. In fact, he fully intended to.

The smile slipped from her mouth and drained from her eyes. Her step faltered. Evander followed her gaze to the stone kirk at the top of the hill.

“If we dinna hurry, our animals will beat us there,” Evander offered. Diana did not laugh again, nor did her smile return. But she did at least continue forward, a severe expression on her face.

The minister waited for them by the open door of the kirk with his hands folded patiently in front of him.

The kirk hadn’t been a welcome sight for the clan fifteen years back, a blemish of English control overtaking something as sacred as religion. Were it not for Reverend Richard’s part in handing out their scarce food rations, he would still be entirely unwelcome.

“Lady Diana, welcome.” Reverend Richard gave her a winning smile and bowed low enough to reveal the patch of thinning hair atop the back of his skull. His English accent was particularly crisp in the presence of one of his own.

Diana, for her part, appeared indifferent. “I’d prefer an expedited ceremony.”

The reverend gave an energetic nod and shot a knowing grin at Evander. “Of course.”

Evander ignored him. Camden already waited inside to bear witness to the union. Originally, Evander had thought to have his clan come out for the event. After having met Diana, he knew it would be easier done with more of a private intimacy. He was glad he’d taken her wishes into consideration.

True to his word, the reverend proceeded with their union in haste. Even his speech seemed rushed. His stare, Evander noticed, continued to drift toward Diana. Irritation edged through him, and he was damn well ready to speak up about it when Richard looked to Diana and asked if she would take Evander to wed.

She shifted her gaze to Evander. Her lips pressed together and her brow furrowed. It was a look that could only be described as pained.

Diana took a step back and bumped into Hera. The wolf brushed past her and nuzzled Evander’s knee. He couldn’t help but chuckle and patted Hera’s large head.

“I think she is saying this is a good match.” He winked up at Diana.

She turned to look back at Zeus, but Evander stopped her. “Ye know he’s got a grudge against me,” Evander whispered to her.

This time Diana laughed, that warm, husky sound Evander enjoyed. “That he does.”

Together they both looked back at where Zeus sat in the center of the aisle, his golden stare level and unyielding. Not to be outdone, Kitzi scuttled over to Diana and ran a series of circles around her before yipping enough to get herself picked up into Diana’s arms like a squirming bairn.

“Just ye and me and a lot of pampered animals.” Evander lifted a shoulder in a helpless shrug and got another balance-jolting nudge from Hera.

“Yes.” Diana looked to the preacher. “Yes, I’ll marry him.”

Reverend Richard watched them with a bewildered expression on his face, as if he thought them both daft. Camden’s face twitched with a barely controlled smirk.

When it was Evander’s turn to agree to marry Diana, he bridged the gap between the menagerie of beasts between them and took her left hand with his right. A warm tingling sensation tickled from his palm and up his arm to spread through his body. He smiled down at her and nodded. “Aye, I’ll marry her.”

“In that case, I now pronounce you husband and wife,” said Reverend Richard. “And pets. You may kiss your beautiful bride.”

Evander slid Richard a look, knowing just how beautiful the man found the bride. Before Diana could shy away, Evander caressed her cheek, framing her jaw with his fingertips and leaned in close to her. She had a sweet, fresh scent about her, like the forest.

She gazed up at him with those wide blue eyes, and he leaned closer. His lips grazed hers, soft and warm, a touch gentle enough to almost not be felt, and yet his lips hummed with the sensation of having done so.

He eased back from Diana, and the grip of tension around his chest eased. He had done it. He had married Diana Stuart.

His people would have food for the winter and hopefully beyond.

Why then did it suddenly not feel quite enough?




Chapter Seven
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Diana returned to Castle Leod bound in the shackles of marriage. The idea of the union settled over her with the weight of iron.

Fortunately, there was no procession leading them to the uncomfortable intimacy of a marriage chamber. Camden left them upon entry into the castle and Agnes summoned the beasts, great and small, with the promise of bones just cut from a roast.

All at once, everyone was gone, and Diana and Evander were alone.

He led her up the stairs, beyond her room, to a door she’d not had the opportunity as yet to see. But she knew what it was, where it led. Evander’s room.

She was a strong woman. One who could take on a grown man in battle, who could draw a man’s bow and pluck a flower from a tree with her arrow from an impossible distance. She could swing a sword, fire a pistol, kill a stag – all these things she could do as well as any man.

Standing now before Evander’s door with the knowledge of what awaited her within, it was suddenly difficult to even breathe.

Evander opened the door slowly. The hinges groaned in protest and Diana found herself wanting to issue forth her own complaint. He paused and glanced at her.

When she did not move, he turned the warmth of his deep green eyes on her. “I’m no’ going to hurt ye,” he said.

The breath pulled in and out of her lungs, but her lips tingled for more. Why couldn’t she properly draw air?

She entered and kept her stare fixed on him. The room was warm from the blazing fire in the hearth and delicately spiced with Evander’s scent. The furnishings were age-darkened, clearly passed down through generations. Two chairs before the hearth, a wardrobe, and a bed.

A bed.

That was where her visual exploration of the room ceased.

Her insides quavered, threatening to rattle her entire body to pieces. Evander closed the door behind her and she almost jumped at the quiet click.

He smiled. And approached.

Diana’s pulse thrummed wildly. She wanted to run from this room, to scream she did not want to be here. But where would she go?

She had nowhere.

This was now home. The realization punched into her, and she suddenly wanted nothing more than to curl up and cry.

“Diana.” Evander said her name with the careful, sensual roll of his accent. “Take off yer cloak and mantle.”

She shook her head and clasped her hands in front of her chest.

He kept his distance from her. “I’ll no’ touch ye until ye want me to. I’d no’ ever force ye.”

Was he serious? Diana held her ground and kept her hands locked over the clasp of her cloak. Heat burned through her body and left her hands and feet prickling with too much warmth.

“Are ye no’ hot?” he asked.

She pursed her lips.

He pulled the plaid from where it’d been wrapped around his torso like a great shawl before throwing the long end of it over one shoulder.

Diana’s fingers blindly found the clasp, still warm from the heat of her palms, and slipped it open. She eased the cloak off her shoulders with the mantle, and Evander took the bulky pile. The room was cool without the heaviness of her garments.

“The blue of yer gown brings out yer eyes.” Evander set aside the pile.

Diana’s hands wandered to the worn silk of the gown, caressing it for reassurance. “It was my mother’s. I was told I have her eyes.”

When she was a girl, she often thought her mother had left her eyes on earth to always watch over Diana. It was a foolish thought, a childish one made by a girl who clung to cast off memories of others.

“I’m glad yer mother could join us for our union.” Evander put his hand over the nervous fidget of her fingers. “My sister was there as well.”

Diana let him take her hand in his. “Because of Kitzi.”

Evander’s lips thinned into a flat, solemn line. “I take it Agnes told ye?”

Diana nodded. The emotion in his green eyes roiled, deep with caring. She understood the force of his sincerity now. “Does it…” She drew in a long breath to fortify herself and finally said. “Does it make you scared to love again when it opens the opportunity for more loss?”

He shook his head. “Nay. Love is worth risking anything. It hurt when Emilia died. I canna ever let go of that, but I have all the memories of her, and they make the pain less. It’s the same when I think of my parents.”

Her heart squeezed at his words, and for the countless time in her life, Diana found herself wishing she’d known her mother. Perhaps her mother’s love would have held longevity, for surely her father’s had been fickle.

Evander gently touched the underside of Diana’s chin and gave her a long, considering look. “Ye dinna agree?”

The surprising warmth of tears prickled in Diana’s eyes. She pulled her face from his grasp and looked to the side of the room, letting the dwindling fire consume her attention. She could not face the fire the entire night, but at least it was enough time to compose herself, to clear away the ridiculous need to cry.

“I have not had the same experience with love as you,” Diana said finally. Her voice did not shake as she’d feared it might.

Evander’s hand carefully caressed her shoulder in a soothing gesture. “Will ye tell me?”

Diana gave a short, hard laugh. “There’s not much to tell. I killed my mother with my birth and never knew her. It was an act my father never forgave me for. He doted on me when I was a child, indulged my every whim. When I grew up, when I looked like her, but did not act like her, he realized I was beyond his control. He hated me for it, and the more he tried to push me into submission, the more I hated him for it.”

It wasn’t all entirely true though. Even after having endured the punishments and the rejection, she’d craved his affection and wishfully hoped for a reconciliation. Admissions she found she could not give voice to when the pain ran so deep.

“And what of yer wolves?” Evander asked.

“My wolves?” Diana looked up at him, the hurt of her wayward father suddenly pushed aside as the thought of her noble Zeus and Hera’s undying, gentle kindness.

“Is loving them worth the risk?”

Diana sucked in a breath. She had known love. She had just not recognized it for what it was.

“Yes,” Diana whispered.

Evander searched her eyes. “That’s how I feel about ye. I want to love ye, Diana. Ye’re worth the risk.”

He leaned over her, close enough that his breath washed over her lips, warm and spiced, a delicious scent that made her heart skip faster. The same as it had when they were wed at the kirk, when his mouth brushed over hers. The gentleness of his touch, the way he looked at her, it all made her crave more.

Her eyes closed of their own volition and the warmth of his mouth swept over hers. An indiscernible sound came from the back of her throat – a moan, a whimper – a form of tangible longing. His hand slipped up to the nape of her neck, threading through her clean hair. Delicious shivers prickled over her skin. He lifted her face upward and pressed his mouth more firmly to hers.

Her heart pattered happily in her chest, eager for the affection while her mind screamed out a warning. This could not happen. She could not go through the act of consummating their marriage.

Yes, he’d said he wanted to love her. Yes, he’d said she was worth the risk. But how would he feel when he found her father had deceived him?

How patient and loving would Evander be when he realized she was no longer a virgin?
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Evander desired his wife. Every fiber of his being hummed with want of her. To caress her silken skin, to lose himself in the heat of her mouth, to press her slender body against his.

Aye, Evander desired his wife the way a man should.

He teased his tongue over her lips and they opened for him. She shivered slightly in his arms. He held her more closely to him.

“I willna hurt ye,” he said against her mouth.

But her trembling did not cease. He put his hand on her waist to still her. She went stiff and drew back from him, her eyes wide. “I can’t. I’m not…I’m not…” Her hands balled into fists. “I’m not…”

“Ye’re no’ ready.”

The tension on her face bled away and she nodded. “Yes. I’m not ready.”

Evander tamped down the disappointment warring in his body. His blood still pounded with need, his cock hard and eager with it. “I understand.”

“You’re not angry?” she asked.

“Nay, lass. I stole ye from yer home, trapped ye in a carriage, and had us wed as soon as we arrived after over a fortnight of travel.” He smirked. “I expect most lasses wouldna be ready under such circumstances.”

She studied him for a long moment. She remained tense with wariness.

“I did what I did for my people,” Evander said.

She hesitated. “I know.”

“My people will have their food now.” He came closer. She snapped upright and met his stare with a challenging glint. “Everything between us now will be because we want to. We. Both of us.”

Her chest rose and fell heavier than normal. Finally, she nodded.

“I want to get to know ye,” Evander said. “What ye like and dinna like. To share yer memories and dreams. I want us to have a happy life together, to have love.” He longed to reach out to her, his right hand burned with the yearning to do so, but he clenched it at his side instead. “What do ye want?”

She lifted her face. “I want the freedom to come and go as I please, to be able to go out into the forest, on the land. I have no intention to become a wife trapped with needlepoint and children.” She watched him carefully as she spoke, as if daring him to deny her boldly stated desires.

He nodded. “And what do ye want for us?”

The soft hiss and pop of the fire in the hearth replaced the sounds of their conversation. Diana stared into its flames and stayed silent for a long while. “I don’t know.”

Evander could not help the stab of disappointment her answer delivered. Yet could he blame her? This woman had grown up with guilt in place of a mother’s affection, and a father who had bribed Evander to kidnap her.

Diana was a woman who had not had love in her world, save those of her wolves. Was it any wonder she did not know what she wanted from him?

Evander’s parents had loved one another, as well as him and Emilia. Their family had been a joyful one.

Now he had Diana, and the opportunity to teach love to a woman who had never had it. He was up for the challenge.

“If ye dinna know what ye want for us,” Evander said at long last, “I hope to help ye find yer answer.”



Chapter Eight
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Time was slow going – even for one as patient as Evander. There had been rides through his land with Diana, introductions to his people, and freedom for her during the day while he was occupied with matters of his clan. She had been quiet at his side for most of it, always watching, always waiting for when she could be alone again.

He had the reports from his guards who kept a discreet distance – she ran through the woods with her wolves, she explored the land in solitude. And she always came back.

The first week had given him silent acquiescence.

The second week had given him skepticism.

The third week had produced small smiles and curious looks.

He’d not yet kissed her again, though he’d caught her watching his mouth when he spoke. Several times, she’d even pursed her lips or flicked her tongue between them. As if she wanted him to kiss her. And God knew how he’d wanted to oblige her. But not yet. He wanted her to crave it before he finally gave in.

Truth be told, he feared what one kiss might to do him, perhaps igniting his simmering passion to a point where stopping would be difficult.

He told her he would wait, and he would.

He crossed the courtyard where she waited for him at the stables with Zeus and Hera. She smiled when her eyes caught his. Was it his hopeful imagination, or had she blushed?

“Ye look bonny, wife.” And she did, with her golden curls and waves loose down her back like a gilded cape. The freedom he’d afforded her had settled a glow to her face and left her eyes alight with the most radiant blue.

Hera bumped at his legs until he knelt to receive his customary nuzzling over his face and head. He scratched the warm fur behind her ears and was rewarded with a deep groan of happiness from the large gray wolf. His attention went to Zeus and he pointed at the wolf. “I’m still watching ye, lad.”

The golden eyes watched back without blinking, without emotion.

Diana gave a soft laugh and smiled at Evander when he stood. “Hera has made a mess of your hair.” She lifted her hand and gently smoothed her palm over half of his head.

He shot the wolf a look and she bumped her head against his leg once more, nearly knocking him off balance. “She’s a bit aggressive with her love.”

“She’s quite affectionate with you.” Diana’s voice was quiet when she spoke, reverent.

When Evander turned his attention back to Diana, he found her staring at his mouth. Quickly, she flicked her attention back to his eyes. A stain of red washed over her cheeks, the blush unmistakable.

“Where are we going today?” Diana asked abruptly.

“It’s a surprise.” Evander led the way to their horses and swung onto his steed.

Diana followed suit. “Sounds enticing.”

He certainly hoped she would find it so. Together they sped over the land, rushing only for the sake of the wind whipping at their faces and the exhilaration of the race. By the time they arrived at the open field, Diana’s cheeks and nose were rosy from the cold. The wolves panted with their pink tongues lolling out of their open mouths.

Evander hopped first from his horse and held a hand to Diana. She didn’t need his assistance, of course, but she still placed her fingers to his palm before leaping gracefully to the ground. She looked out to the field and cupped a hand over her brow to ward off the shine of the waning sun overhead.

“What is it?” she asked.

“This is the field that will save our people.” Evander nodded out at the dirt before them and imagined it speckled with curling green shoots. “This is how you have helped to save our people.”

“Me?”

“The soil doesna take to oats and wheat as it once did.” Evander bent and took a lump of hard, frozen soil. “It’s been too cold. Our summers have been too short to do any good.” He balled the dirt in his fist, and it shattered into thousands of rich, black granules. “But potatoes, they are going to save us.”

“And these…potatoes – they can grow here?” Diana asked.

Evander stood and looked out over the sad mess of dark earth and errant weeds. “Aye, a few farmers grow them in Ireland and have found success there with similar circumstances. They grow under the ground where the earth is warmer. The potato is made of a white flesh that softens when boiled. It’s quite good and verra hearty. I know a man who will be selling me the seeds, and I have a farmer willing to take on the risk of growing them. We will have food.”

“How have I—” She looked away. “I afforded you the funds to purchase the seeds with my dowry,” she surmised.

“Aye, ye did. I couldna use the money from yer original dowry to buy seeds when my people were starving. They needed food.” He took her shoulders in his hands and met her beautiful blue eyes. “When yer da doubled the price to come get ye, I knew it would provide me with the opportunity to obtain the seeds. The food I buy this season will last this season. The potatoes I grow will last a lifetime. We’ll no’ ever go hungry again.”

Before she could give voice to the anger glinting in her eyes, he continued. “I’m telling ye this for two reasons – the first is that I want ye to understand I dinna want to steal ye from England. That’s no’ how I wanted to obtain a wife. I wanted to get to know ye, to let ye choose me, for ye to come willingly here. Diana, I dinna have a choice. I only hoped that once ye came here, ye’d fall in love with the people as I do, and ye’d love the land. And some day ye might love me.”

The ire in her gaze softened.

His hands trailed down her arms to find her hands, warm beneath the thick cloak and mantle. “I know ye see yerself as abducted, as forced into this. I know it dinna start well. But I see ye as the savior to our people. I see ye as my wife. And I dinna think there ever could be so beautiful a woman to me in the entire world as ye.”

He released her hands and gently cradled her face. Her cheeks were cold under his fingertips, and her eyes sparkled with something deep and far more open than anything he’d seen from her yet.

She glanced down at his mouth and his heartbeat kicked. No. Not yet.

“Was that the second thing?” she whispered.

He couldn’t help but smile. “Aye, but I have more. There will be a feast tonight, and I would be honored to have ye at my side.” His voice was deep with desire. God, he wanted her so bad. For as much as he denied her, he denied himself too.

She put her warm hands over his, holding them in place. “When will the seeds arrive?” She leaned closer into him and wet her lips with the tip of her tongue.

Evander’s pulse rushed in his ears, but he pulled his hands from her face, disallowing himself lest he want too badly what was not ready to be given. “As soon as I can pay for it, and one of my scouts informed me the coin yer father promised will arrive sometime tomorrow.”
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The food had gone first, even though there’d been plenty of it. Far more than Diana had seen since her arrival at Castle Leod, as if it had all been stored away for such an occasion. Ale flowed freely and the Mackenzie clan was quickly becoming drunk.

Diana was on her third glass of wine, a private stock held by Evander.

Evander.

The man was a curious one. She put the cup to her lips in preparation to drink and paused, reveling in the cool press of metal to her skin. He spoke to Camden, who sat on his other side, his eyes crinkling with delight. She liked it when he smiled. It was genuine and good-natured. She made him smile thus, and every time she did, a warm flutter of victory tickled inside her stomach.

The marriage had been unwanted on her part, of course. But speaking with Evander in the field earlier made her realize it hadn’t worked out as he’d wanted either. He had anticipated his own wedding day with a woman who wanted to wed him, one he’d selected based on love and consideration.

Despite their circumstances, he had been unendingly patient with her and tender.

Evander turned from Camden and those deep green eyes, burdened with an emotion he never seemed to fully conceal, found hers. Her heart leapt at the immediate connection.

“Are ye enjoying yerself?” Evander asked.

Diana nodded, for she had been enjoying herself very much. The music, the tales spun by a wandering bard, the food, the wine. The company. “It’s all been wondrous, but I confess I’m growing tired. I hoped you might…” Her blood roared in her ears so loudly, she could barely think to say the words aloud. “I hoped you might be willing to see me to my room.”

Evander studied her a long moment before gracing her with a smile. “Anything for my lovely wife.”

He’d scraped the whiskers from his face for the feast and his chin appeared silky smooth, his lips full and vulnerably bare without the frame of dark hair surrounding it. He’d done the same when they’d wed. When he’d kissed her.

An eager warmth spread through her body with more efficiency than the wine. Evander rose first and held his hand for her to join him. Diana swallowed and stood. Agnes had done beautiful work to the gown, restoring the beadwork and adding extra fabric at the hem to replace what had been tattered over the years. She’d even altered the gown to accommodate Diana’s frame. No longer did the dress hang on her as it had before. Now it hugged her body.

Evander put his hand gently to her lower back. The whole world melted away except for the simple pressure of his hot touch against her. A slow, steady pounding of warmth hummed between her legs at the place she swore no man would ever touch again.

Because this was so very different. Evander was so very different.

Several cheers bellowed at their early departure, a couple of them in Gaelic, which she was only beginning to learn, but a couple in English for her to understand their bawdiness. Evander turned to their audience and handled their jeers with the same ease he had through the past few weeks, with a smile and an easy, deflecting joke. Never once alluding to her inability to perform her wifely duties, or suggesting her faults.

Together they made their way into the empty hall where the path to her room dragged on for longer than ever before. The heat between her legs increased as she walked, as if the friction of her fast pace intensified it. She ran her tongue over her lips, teasing the newfound sensitivity there. She wanted her husband’s hands on her face, his mouth on hers, his fingers skimming over the tightly fitted dress.

Finally, after a lifetime of a walk through the castle, they arrived at her door. She spun toward him, almost bumping into his chest, awkward in her eagerness. “Will you see me inside?”

He was so close, the delicate spicy scent of him prickled her awareness and made her almost moan with want of his kiss. Her gaze slid to his lips, pink from the chilled air, but she knew them to be warm. And soft.

He opened the door for her, allowing her to enter first before he followed. He stood there, his green eyes hooded with something she didn’t need to bother trying to read. “Will you close the door?”

He closed it with far more care than she could have. Diana’s body trembled now with the most incredible desire she’d never felt before. Her heart raced and her breath came erratic. Everything in her betrayed her desire, and it was all she could do to bother attempting to control it.

Her legs threatened to fall out from under her.

Evander did not seem to notice. Instead, he caressed her cheek and sent a delightful shiver dancing over her skin. “Ye look so verra beautiful.”

She remained silent, unsure how to respond, the same as earlier when he’d been so complimentary. Part of her didn’t trust the admiration when she had been told otherwise for so long, and yet part of her saw Evander as different.

His praise was a spell curling around her, embracing her – a thing so dangerously fragile she was fearful of it breaking.

His fingertips touched her chin.

“Will you kiss me?” she asked.

A soft groan came from the back of his throat, and the hand on her face swept around to the back of her neck, gently holding her in place. He closed his eyes and Diana did the same, her face tilting farther upward in anticipation for what she had spent far too many days wanting – her husband’s kiss.




Chapter Nine
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One kiss nearly broke Evander’s control. Diana’s mouth was so silken beneath his, so lush. And Evander’s hunger was so very great.

He brushed his lips over hers and grazed them with his tongue. She gave a soft moan of encouragement and opened for him. He deepened the kiss and slid his hands to her waist. His body trembled deep inside with restraint. With want.

She leaned against him, her body pressed against the length of his while her tongue carefully danced with his. Her desire was brilliant, passionate, and fragile with an inexperience that left Evander fearful of frightening her.

She rose on her tiptoes, pushing herself against him, gently bumping where his cock strained against his kilt. He groaned at the delicate pleasure of so slight a touch and his mind spun. Diana’s hand found its way to his chest where her fingers spread in timid exploration. A whimper came from her throat.

Their tongues caressed while they kissed and nipped and searched one another’s bodies with their hands. Evander cupped her bottom and pulled her against him where his cock raged with hard, blatant need.

Diana stiffened. “Stop. Please stop.”

Evander’s body tensed at the interruption, but he quickly let her go and drew back. Diana’s mouth was swollen and red from their kisses. Indeed, his own mouth tingled still.

His breath came fast and everything inside him trembled with frustrated desire.

Diana was not unaffected. Her own chest lifted and lowered with her heavy breath and her eyes glowed with shared pleasure. “I – I’m not…”

Evander’s stomach clenched. She wasn’t ready. Still.

She turned away from him so a wall of golden hair swept between them. “I’m not a virgin,” she said quietly.

Of all things Evander had anticipated Diana would say, it was not this. Not with how her kisses had displayed such innocence, not when she’d been hesitant to touch him.

And then the realization came to him, a douse of cold water to his lust. He reached out to find the softness of her cheek with his hand and tilted her face back to him. “Tell me what happened.” His voice was surprisingly calm despite the anger roaring through him. For he knew what she would say before she even spoke. And it made him want to kill her father.

She kept her eyes downcast. “I chased off all my suitors and refused to marry.”

Evander took her left hand in his right one, and comforting warmth rushed between their palms.

Diana’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “He pushed the dowry higher and higher, but apparently my manners, my demeanor, my feral nature, were so notorious, every man he attempted to wed me to demanded we meet. I made sure they would not want to marry me. My father tried everything to get me to be compliant: starving me, beating me, imprisoning me. He even tried to kill my wolves once, but they fled and hid. I don’t know why he didn’t just kill me.”

Evander rubbed his thumb over their clasped hands. The hurt of her father’s retracted love echoed through him as surely it must her, cavernous and painful.

“He thought if I…” Diana pursed her lips. “If I had my maidenhead taken, I would be more inclined to marry. And so he asked me to meet him in one of the rooms we used for guests. Only it wasn’t him waiting for me, but a determined suitor.”

“Give me the man’s name and I’ll kill him.” Evander snarled the words out before Diana had a chance to finish speaking.

She lifted her attention to him and gave a malicious smirk. “He received his punishment, in addition to a reassurance he did not want to marry me. I suspect he’ll never have children, let alone lay a hand on a woman again.”

Evander grunted. He still wanted to see the bastard dead at the end of his sword. And Diana’s father while he was at it.

“You’re not angry with me?” She peered up at him. “For not being a virgin? I never cared before because I didn’t care to marry, but now, here with you, I do care.”

He stared at her, incredulous. “Why would I be angry with ye, lass?”

“Because I’ve been touched by another man.” She shook her head. “I’m not the woman you’d expected to marry. And now when you touch me, even when I desire for you to, I can’t help but think back when he—” She pulled her fingers from his and cupped her hands over her face. “I don’t want him to haunt me. I don’t want him to win.”

“Then he willna.” Evander gently held her wrists and lowered her hands. She gazed up at him, her wide blue eyes large in her slender face.

“You still wish to have me?” she asked.

“I dinna think I could ever stop needing ye,” Evander said earnestly. “Short of telling me ye dinna want me.”

“I could never say that,” Diana breathed. “You’re so wonderful, so patient and kind and…handsome.”

It was Evander’s turn to blush, given the heat flaring in his cheeks. “I dinna think a lass has ever called me handsome before.”

“But you are,” Diana protested. “The sharp lines of your face.” She traced his jawline, and a path of fire burned over his skin. “The deep emotion in your eyes. The fullness of your mouth, and the way your kisses make me feel.” She touched his lips, and the torch of desire flared to life once more.

“How do I make ye feel?” he asked in a gravelly voice.

“Like I’m burning,” she whispered. “Hot and tingling, as if I might explode. Evander, make me your wife. Replace the awful memories with ones I want to cherish.”

Evander reached out to her. His hands shook. With need, with awareness, with responsibility for what she’d placed on his shoulders. “Tell me to stop and I will.”

Diana leaned into him and pressed a kiss to his lips. “I know you will, and it’s also why I want you so damn bad.”
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Diana’s body trembled with a dizzying mix of excitement, anticipation, and nerves. The last weeks had shown her Evander’s patience and kindness. She knew without a doubt if she told him to stop, he would. The earnest expression he gave her, and the sentiment brimming there, promised everything she knew she could trust.

He returned her kisses with a gentler, tamer passion. Defiance flickered up inside her. She was not a weak thing, a victim to be so carefully handled.

She held his face in her hands and swept her tongue into his mouth. He groaned, and the careful kisses deepened into something that didn’t make her feel so bloody fragile.

Her fingers swept down his strong neck and over the broad lines of his chest where he was impossibly firm and powerful. Evander’s hands made their own careful way down her waist, his caress light and slow. Giving her a chance to stop him.

His touch burned through the silk of her gown. Everything pounded with a heady lust, desperate to feel his naked skin – first tested with her hands, and then…her body.

Evander sucked Diana’s lower lip, kissed her, and trailed the pleasure of his mouth down her jaw to her neck, where the brush of his lips sent decadent shivers cascading through her.

“I want to see you,” Diana said, her voice throatier than she’d ever heard it.

He drew back and pulled the leine over his head. His muscles flexed and squeezed beneath his skin with the movement, while the firelight played across the chiseled lines of his torso. Diana’s eyes widened in appreciation. He was even more powerful under his clothing than she assumed he would be.

She reached out and skimmed her fingertips over his chest. His skin was warm and soft atop the hard muscles jumping at her touch. He watched her exploration with hooded eyes. Encouraged, she continued over his chest, her fingernails lightly trailing over one nipple. Evander’s breath caught and his stare intensified.

He found her desirable, as he’d said. But words were one thing. This – the way he watched her as if she were his entire world – this proved so much more than words ever could. Diana kept her eyes fixed on him, on his reaction, and traced her fingers over the corded muscle of his stomach.

Evander’s body flexed at her touch. God, the man was made of stone. She stopped near his navel and drew her touch down the narrow strip of dark hair leading into his kilt. Diana licked her suddenly dry lips. “Will you take this off?” she asked.

He put his hands to his belt and hesitated, as if seeking additional confirmation. Diana nodded and held her breath.

This part of a man she’d seen only once before. It was a part she thought she’d never want to see again. At the last minute, fear pulled at her and she shot her stare to Evander’s face, watching it rather than the spiral of the kilt as it fell to the floor. As if understanding, he held her gaze and did not reach for her. In fact, he didn’t even move. He stood frozen under her observation.

Finally, slowly, her eyes lowered. First to the safety of his broad chest, then to his tight, flat stomach, then to the cluster of dark hair, and finally to where his phallus rose thick and hard, bobbing slightly in time with his heartbeat.

She looked up at Evander again, confirming it was him. Of course, she knew it was, but the racing of her pulse told a different tale.

She put her hands on his chest while keeping a safe distance from his hips. It was Evander’s skin against her hands, his kind heart beating a frenzy beneath her palms, his powerful body he would never use to hurt her. His powerful, beautiful body.

She sampled him with her hands, slowly easing her way to the thatch of hair. The coarseness of it met her fingertips. Evander’s jaw clenched. In fact, his entire body went rigid. Diana flicked her attention to the length of him jutting out and carefully curled her hand around him, finding the skin in her hands burning hot and smooth as silk, yet hard as bone.

Evander gave a strangled groan. Diana’s heart skipped, not with fear, but with excitement, curiosity. Women spoke of great pleasure from their men, and the hungry pulse between her legs recognized that promise.

Diana released him and tugged at the ties of her dress to unlace it herself, as she’d done so many times before. Only never with someone watching. Evander stood in place, not moving, his stare fixed on her face. Was he afraid of frightening her again?

Truth be told, she was afraid she might frighten herself. What if she could not go further, if she found she could not go on?

Her fingers shook as she pulled free the laces until the dress gaped enough for her to slide it down her torso and over her hips. Evander curled his hands into fists at his side. It was the only movement he’d made.

She caught the hem of her chemise and drew it over her head. Her knees were too soft and her heart thumped so loud, she wondered that she could even hear Evander breathe out a long, slow breath.

“Diana.” He spoke only her name, but the tension in his voice, the deep, rumbling timbre of his lust, told her exactly what he meant in that one word. He found her beautiful.

She shifted forward so their skin whispered against one another. His heat teased against her, drawing her to him. This time she did not fight the attraction. She pressed her body to the warmth of his soft skin and kissed him.

Their hands were on one another, touching – their mouths followed, tasting. The thick hardness rising between them did not leave her frightened. Because this was Evander, the man who touched her with care. With love.

She wanted this.

His touch dipped low over her stomach. It was her turn to gasp, especially when he found the seam between her legs and gently slipped one of his thick fingers inside. Her world spun around. Tingles of pleasure spiraled from her core. She wanted more. She needed more.

She needed Evander.

“Now. Please,” she whispered in a breathless voice she did not recognize as her own.

“Are ye sure?” Evander asked with a ragged breath. He trembled slightly under her hands, and she realized the restraint he exercised must be considerable.

Evander lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed. It was so romantic an act, she might have otherwise found it amusing. But here, in the quiet intimacy of her room with anticipation charging the air, it was perfect.

He laid her on the bed, where the wool of the plaid blanket rasped against her sensitive skin, and covered her body with his. Each movement was slow enough to give her the opportunity to tell him to stop. She knew with certainty she would not.

He watched her carefully and she nodded.

“Ye do it,” he said hoarsely. “Guide me into ye.”

Diana’s breath caught. He was giving her the control, making this completely her choice. She curled her fingers around the hot silken hardness of his phallus and drew him to her. The swollen head rested at her entrance. Excitement sizzled through her. Excitement, but not fear. This thing she had so worried about, that she had never thought herself capable of being subjected to – she now found herself anticipating. For it was not about the act, but about the man.

She stared up into Evander’s green eyes, losing herself in the draw of lust and beauty and love, and pulled him into her.



Chapter Ten
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Evander’s control hung by a fraying thread. His entire body ached and creaked with his restraint. He gritted his teeth and took a long, deep breath.

Diana gripped him inside her, squeezing him with such a tightness, it wavered between pleasure and pain. A sigh passed between her lips. Her mouth curled into a smile and she moved her hips.

Oh God. The slight shift, the careful movement, it caressed in a silken glide over his cock. He tried to swallow his groan, and a strangled sound arose in its place.

Diana’s golden hair fanned around her in a halo. Her eyes were bright and warm with desire, her cheeks flushed. She was beautiful.

Evander slowly drew out of her, careful the entire time for any sign to stop. A wild chill of bliss raked through his body and screamed at him to thrust into her once more. And he did, but still slow, still careful, still expecting her to tell him to stop. He had to be ready.

But she never did. Not when he picked up his speed, nor when he found the swollen nub of her desire and circled it with his thumb while he moved inside her. She cried out, a husky, delighted sound. He stilled immediately, but she shook her head.

“Don’t stop,” she panted. “Please. Keep doing…that.”

There had been too many days since their wedding where he’d had to slake his lust with a gripping fist.

He focused on her fully – the careful motion of his thumb over the source of her pleasure, the flex of his hips into her, the way her mouth parted with each thrust. Her cheeks had grown red and her brows flinched.

She squeezed around him and he knew with an excited slam of his heart, she was about to climax. His own release tingled low in his groin. He ground his teeth to stave it off despite the growing heat of impossible pleasure unraveling inside of him. Her breath hitched and she tightened around him, tighter and tighter and tighter until she cried out and he could hold back no more.

His control spiraled free and pulled him under the passion, the euphoria, until it seemed as though he would happily drown in it, until he was out of breath and clinging to Diana as she clung to him. His wife. In body now as well as name.

She had trusted him. In a world where so many had disappointed and lied and hurt her, she had trusted him.

The realization welled in his soul.

He stared down at her flushed face and stroked a blonde curl from her cheek. “Ye’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, Diana.”

“And you’re magnificent.” She spoke in a languid tone and ran a lazy hand over the lines of his stomach.

Her caress still burned over his flesh, even after having just spent his lust. And even if he had not spent it all, he had no intention of doing more.

Not tonight. Not until she was ready. He was not fool enough to think one time would fix the hurt of what had been done to her.

He pulled from her warmth and lay beside her, pulling her against him. She laid her head on his chest, naturally and easily. He ran his hand over her slender back and his right hand hummed with the indulgence of touching her, holding her, being with her. Sleep pulled at him and he did not avoid its lure. He had everything he needed in life. The coin from the dowry would be arriving the next day, and he had his wife cradled in his arms. But there was more. The way his heart seemed to swell to larger than anything that could possibly fit in his chest.

He was in love with his wife.
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Diana woke to the soft click of a door. The warmth she’d curled beside through the night had disappeared. Evander was gone.

She couldn’t help the whirl of disappointment dragging her happiness into the pit of her stomach. After all, he’d stayed with her through the night, sleeping beside her, holding her. Being so bloody wonderful, she couldn’t help but savor the moment as if it were a bit of precious confection melting against her tongue.

Stupid girl.

Foolish girl.

He’d been silent when he left, his movements quiet and careful as if he hadn’t meant to wake her. The room which had only a day before felt so large now closed in on her. Her heart fluttered like a panicked bird trapped within her chest.

Evander.

Courageous, patient, kind. Handsome.

The very thought of him left her yearning with desire to see him once more and dreading it all at once.

She lay there for a long time, buried under the covers while a surge of emotions charged and clashed through her. After all, love was such a fragile thing. An ugly thing. It garnered trust, it encouraged hope. And then it shattered and left everything broken and raw.

She didn’t want hope. As beautiful as love was, the pain of its loss was unbearable.

Her palm went hot suddenly, burning. Fear streaked through her and locked her in a grip of panic.

Evander.

His name shrieked through her mind with a wild frenzy. It spurred her from bed and forced her to throw her clothes on with trembling haste. Her husband’s name screamed through her mind again and again and again, echoing in her heartbeat.

He was in danger.

She knew it with more certainty than she’d ever known anything in her life.

And she would do anything to save him.



Chapter Eleven
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Salvation drew closer. The carriage crept to where Evander and Camden waited with two other soldiers. There would be coin within. Enough to afford them food for the rest of the hard spring and buy the potato seed to plant when the ground thawed.

Evander could have waited for them to arrive at the castle to meet the men, but his gut twisted against the idea. He’d take the coin from the men first, ensure all was well prior to leading them through the castle gates and into his home. It might be overcautious, but one could never be too careful when it came to the English.

A man led the group of a dozen soldiers surrounding the wagon. They’d all bundled against the harsh chill of the Highlands, their discomfort evident and amusing.

The man stopped before Evander and swung down from the horse. He peeled the blanket from his face.

The Earl of Cornwall.

Anger fired through Evander’s body, and he was suddenly very glad he’d left Diana sleeping in their bed. He clenched his hand at his side to keep from rushing to the man who had caused Diana so much hurt.

Lord Cornwall narrowed his blue eyes against the biting wind. “I want my daughter back.”

Evander swallowed his incredulity at the earl’s words and gave the man a fierce glare. “She’s my wife.”

“Within the carriage is what I owe you.” Cornwall nodded his head back to the wagon. “And a bit more.”

Evander didn’t bother to reply.

“I was hasty, you see,” Cornwall said. “I want her back. As I said, I brought more coin than necessary.”

“She’s no’ an object to buy,” Evander gritted out. “She’s my wife.”

The earl smirked. “Anyone is for sale for the right price. After how compliant you were with bribery, I assumed you’d be well enough with the deal.” He sighed in a great puff of frozen air. “If you will not relinquish my daughter willingly, we will take her by force.”

Twelve English soldiers against Evander and his three men. He was never gladder to have brought his sword despite the originally peaceful intent of this meeting. He’d almost left it in his room for fear he would give in to the temptation to kill Lord Cornwall.

Twelve against four. But Evander and his men were Highlanders, ready for battle. And he was a man in love. He would rather die than see his wife be poorly treated by her father once more. Even if the four of them did not survive the day, the soldiers at Castle Leod would ensure Lord Cornwall and his men were unable to get into the castle. They would protect Diana.

Evander pulled his blade in response. Camden and the other two warriors drew their weapons as well.

The earl narrowed his eyes, and this time Evander knew it had nothing to do with the icy wind. “I will have my daughter back, even if I have to bring half the damn soldiers up from England to do it.”

“That’s what ye’ll need to take my wife from me,” Evander growled.

“We’ll see about that.” Cornwall drew a pistol upward and aimed it at him.

Evander pulled his dirk from his boot and threw it at the man’s hand, knocking the pistol from his grip. He did not give the earl a chance to recover before he charged.
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Diana raced in the direction the stable hand had pointed her, where Evander and his three men had gone. She clutched the reins with her left hand, as if the action could stop the frigid burn at her palm. She lowered her body against the horse’s back and streaked across the landscape to where the dots of figures showed in the distance. Hera and Zeus raced along with her, ever her determined comrades.

In the back of her mind, she wondered if she was being foolish, if she would arrive and find the men peacefully accepting the coin. But she couldn’t ignore the nagging cry in her mind any more than she could second-guess her father’s lack of integrity.

Her pulse stopped for a long, horrible moment. There, at the base of the hill, was a group of men locked in battle. With Evander and Camden and another warrior whose name Diana did not know bunched together, swinging their massive swords. Nausea rose in her stomach as recognition of the soldiers’ livery slammed into her. Blue uniforms with yellow sashes.

Her father’s men.

There were too many of them against only three Highlanders. Already one man in a kilt lay on the ground not far from where Evander stood, along with a few of her father’s men.

“Stop!” She cried the word into the air, but it was promptly swept away by the wind. The clang of weapons against one another reached her ears.

She snapped the horse’s reins and flew down the hill, into the battle where the press of blue crushed in on the muted plaids of the Highland warriors.

She could make out the fierce expression on Evander’s face now as well as identify the Cornwall soldiers she knew. Including the one locked in combat with Evander.

Her own father.

Evander glanced in her direction and faltered. He opened his mouth to call out to her. It was all her father needed. He slashed his blade at Evander, who staggered back with his brows raised in shock.

The world slowed and Evander fell to his knees before crashing to the ground. Diana cried out and ran to him, her hand going to her blade before her mind knew what she was doing.

Her father spun away from her, but not out of fear. Not to protect himself, but to grab for something several feet away. A pistol.

Diana charged at her father and knocked him in the opposite direction. Slamming into his broad chest was like hammering herself against a tree trunk. Her father blinked up at her in surprise before pushing back against her.

“You don’t know what you’re doing, girl.” He shoved hard at her shoulders.

Her fist flew out and caught him with enough force to turn his face. A surge of energy shot through her and ignited something inside her she never wanted to go out. It wasn’t the weakness in him which had sparked it, nor was it his pain. No, it was her own strength.

“You’re an old man.” She caught his ankle with her shin and shoved him backward so he fell hard into the dirt. “And I am a warrior.”

He sneered up at her. “You’re feral, exactly as I’ve always said.”

“Not feral.” She put her foot to his throat and gazed down at him. “Powerful.” She cut a hard look at the men still fighting. “Enough.”

They stilled at the authority of her voice. She glanced to where Evander had dragged himself to a slumped sitting position. The linen of his shirt had gone crimson with too much of his blood.

Her father laughed, a winded wheeze of an exhale. “You’re more like me than you care to admit. Come home with me, girl. Leave these barbarians to their pathetic lives of starvation and strife.”

“What?” She was so surprised by what he’d said, she let the pressure holding him down slacken. After all he’d done to her, hope wavered in her chest. She hated herself for it, and yet she could not stop the swell of longing. To be wanted by the father who had cast her aside. To be loved.

He pushed her off him and leapt to his feet. “I want you home, girl.”

“Never.” Evander threw himself at her father. She hadn’t even seen him rise.

He drew back his arm and punched her father in the face. Blood spurted from his nose, and her father gave an angry howl of anguish.

He clutched his face and bent over. “Take the coin and leave her to me.” Her father’s face was bright with blood when he looked up. “Take the gold.”

Evander limped in front of Diana. “Ye’ll get my wife over my dead body.”

She stared at Evander’s wavering back, blocking her father from being able to reach her. He would die for her. To protect her. He had his gold for his people and still he was fighting. All for her.

This – this was love. To sacrifice one’s life for the care of another.

And it was an act she too was willing to do. Diana threw herself to the ground and let her hands clasp around the cold metal of the pistol while she rolled. She popped up and lifted the weapon, aiming it directly at her father, at the man who would so readily kill the husband she loved.



Chapter Twelve
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The Earl of Cornwall’s bloody face lifted in astonishment. Evander turned and found Diana with a pistol in her hands, aimed at her father.

Cornwall sneered. “You can’t do it.”

A loud bang came from the gun and his shoulder jolted backward. Evander used the distraction to his advantage. He lunged through the cloud of acrid smoke and slammed Lord Cornwall to the ground. The man grunted below him, but Evander did not move. The cut on his chest left him near blind with pain, but he let the weight of his body pin the earl where he lay.

Diana approached with a dagger in her hand. The blade trembled. Evander knew she could do it if she must and also appreciated the difficulty of the action – no matter the hurt her father had caused.

And he knew men like Cornwall. He would persist until one of them was dead. Warmth from the earl’s shattered shoulder seeped against Evander’s knee while he held the man in place. Evander held out his hand for the blade.

This must end.

Lord Cornwall bolted upright suddenly, his arm sweeping upward. A streak of black flashed in front of Evander, followed by a savage rending tear. Diana screamed behind him, but Evander could not pull his gaze from where Zeus’ jaws clamped on the fragile flesh of Cornwall’s neck, now jagged and bloody. A blade fell from the earl’s clenched fist.

Evander ignored the burning of his chest and drew himself to his feet. Diana. She would be upset. She needed to be comforted. She needed…him.

She needed him, and he needed her.

He pulled her against him, and she came willingly, wrapping tight and secure around him. Agony pulsed hot in his chest, but he ignored it, for the pleasure of holding her in his arms was far, far greater.

“I would never have gone with him,” she breathed. “I thought…I thought I was going to lose you.”

He smoothed her hair and kissed the crown of her head before tilting her face to his and kissing her full on the lips.

She put her hands to his chest and gasped. “Your injury.”

He waived her off. “I’ll have a healer see to it soon. We need to get the gold inside and the men need to be imprisoned.”

“No.” She shook her head. “They are good men.”

She turned to the silent army around them, rendered immobile by the death of their leader. “You know my father has treated me unfairly in the past. I will not put his crimes on you, but I implore you now to return home. Do not start a war with the Mackenzie clan, or try to bring back more troops to take the castle. Please, I…” Tears shone in her eyes and she paused to swallow. “Please, just let me have a chance, for the first time in my life, to be happy with the man I love.”

Evander’s heart leapt in his chest. The man she loved.

The tallest soldier approached her. Silver glinted in his dark hair.

Evander tensed, his hand twitching at the hilt of his blade. He wanted to curl his entire body around Diana to keep her from harm, to cradle her against him, and damn the rest of the world.

Zeus appeared on the other side of Diana, ensuring additional protection. Blood still glistened on his muzzle from the killing tear of Lord Cornwall’s throat.

But the man did not look at Evander, or Zeus. He observed Diana with the soft, quiet affection of a father. He knelt in front of her and inclined his head respectfully. “Lady Diana.” He took her hand, kissed it, and looked up at her. “I’ve had the honor of knowing you most of your life. I watched you grow from a child to a woman abused by her father.” He swallowed. “I followed orders, and I regretted it every damn day of my life. I cannot ever expect your forgiveness for such acts, but I will take these men from here and give you my word we will leave you to your life.” A smile touched his lips. “To your much-deserved happiness.”

Despite Evander’s longing to beat the man for his part in Diana’s misery, she had been right to speak to them rather than fight. Amid famine and freezing weather, the Mackenzies did not need war.

Not only had Diana brought coin to his people to prevent their starvation, she’d also delivered peace.

She pursed her lips and motioned for the man to rise. “Richard, you’ve always been kind to me. I forgive you for what you did under my father’s orders. And I accept your offer to take your soldiers from here and leave me in peace. And I thank you.”

With that, the man called Richard gathered the Englishmen and took the Earl of Cornwall’s body with them as they departed. Diana had watched her father be carted away with one long, final stare.

Once they made it back to the castle, Evander’s cut was easily tended to by the healer, a wound deep enough to scar, but certainly not fatal. It wasn’t until later that evening when Evander and Diana were finally alone once more, away from the bustle of the Mackenzie clan, with the coin securely put away.

Evander took Diana into his arms. She came with a tentative glance at the linen wrap on his chest. “Ye’ll no’ hurt me, lass.” He stroked the softness of her cheek. “But I need ye to do a favor for me.”

“What?”

“Tell me again what ye told Richard today.” He couldn’t stop the grin from spreading over his lips.

A smile perked at her mouth. “That I wanted them to leave?”

Evander shook his head.

“That I wanted a happy life,” she said softly.

“Close.”

Her gaze met his and his heart glowed warm beneath the dull throb of his wound.

“That I love you,” she whispered.

“Aye.” He swept an errant strand of golden hair from her brow. “I love ye, lass. Even if I had been near death, those words would have plunged the life back into me.”

“That’s what you’ve done to me.” Her soft palm lay against his cheek. “You’ve given me my life back. You’ve shown me what it is to love.”

“I intend to show ye more and more every day.” He took her left hand and put it against his right. Warmth pulsed between them, the legend not a binding which would keep them together, but rather a door opened, an opportunity created, for true love to enter.



 
Epilogue
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August 1700

The sun warmed Diana’s face. The radiant heat on her skin was something she’d thought she’d never experience again. Not with how cold Scotland had been at her arrival. Not when even crops wouldn’t grow.

Potatoes, however, grew perfectly fine. Despite the temperature, they grew in the cradle of the earth and emerged near bursting with hearty, filling potatoes which kept the Mackenzie clan healthy.

The second harvesting of potatoes was upon them now, even greater a harvest than their first year. A large cart rolled into the courtyard laden with the fat, dusty roots, ready to be stored.

“You’ve saved your people, Evander.” Diana could not stop the swell of pride as she spoke.

Evander put a solid arm around her shoulders and pulled her against the comforting heat of him. “Thanks to ye, my love.”

He was always so quick to put the credit to her when he had come up with the solution and coordinated the efforts of the supplier, the farmer, and information.

He glanced up to the brilliant sun and squinted like a man too long in darkness. Surely they all had been too long in darkness. “I dinna think we’ll need to only grow potatoes next spring. If the weather keeps warming, we may be able to do some oats.” He cast an appraising look at the full cart. “But still potatoes too.”

She put her hand over his and smiled up at her handsome husband, a good man far greater than any her father had tried to wed her to, including the one who had sought Diana’s hand after she had married Evander. It was the very one who had stripped her of her virginity and sought to take her life as well. The man had become obsessed with the challenge of her, so much so, he’d offered great amounts of coin and some land to Diana’s father in exchange for her hand.

The offer was what had prompted him to beg her to return, not a desire to have Diana home once more. Such ugly truths had come to light several months after her father’s death. Only this time, the rejection had been easier to take with the balm of Evander’s love.

“Ye make me happy, Diana.” Evander returned her smile, his gaze settling on her as if she were the only one there in the courtyard aside from him. “I’d like to try for a bairn now,” he said in a lowered voice.

Diana’s pulse kicked up. They had put off the desire for children for the last year and a half, neither of them wanting to bring a child into a world of famine and suffering. Diana drew in a soft breath and Evander put his hand over her stomach.

It was too easy to imagine the flatness full with their child, and him lovingly embracing the swell. Food was easier to come by now. Oats were even being seen more. Their world was not as rife with the horrors of starvation as it had once been. It was exactly what they had been waiting for.

“I would too,” she breathed. And truly she would, to have the opportunity to give life to a child who could have everything she never did – the unconditional love of both parents.

Zeus trotted across the courtyard, with Hera and Kitzi following close behind. “Do ye think they would mind a bairn?” Evander nodded to the inseparable trio.

The animals veered in their direction, as if they understood they were being discussed. Hera nuzzled Evander’s palm and Kitzi settled next to her, cuddled against the wolf’s body like a pup. Zeus sat stoically at Diana’s side, but not before dragging his large body over Evander’s legs in a loving gesture.

Ever since the day of her father’s death, the large black wolf had stopped regarding Evander with suspicion and showed Evander affection in his own stubborn, Zeus-like way.

“I think they’ll love our child and will be very, very protective.” Diana settled a hand on Zeus’ head. He immediately looked up at her and bumped her palm with his wet nose. “And I think we’ll be the perfect family together.”

Evander’s smile deepened, and the corners of his eyes crinkled in the way that set her heart swelling with more love than she’d ever thought possible.

“Aye, lass, we will be.” He squeezed her closer to him and pressed a kiss to her lips, warm and tender.

And they would be, for they had a love brought together by legend, a love stronger than anything past hurt could destroy. Theirs was a love longed for and finally attained, something true and beautiful and forever everlasting.

The End
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