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 Chapter One 
 
    Mackenzie glanced at the sky. The dark clouds had scudded in faster than she’d anticipated. At any moment, Cora could demand to return home. Mackenzie tugged her mare’s left rein and started across an open field. 
 
    “Mackenzie,” Cora called. 
 
    Mackenzie ignored her friend and urged the horse into a canter. As anticipated, horse’s hooves pounded the ground behind her and, an instant later, Cora rode up beside her. 
 
    “Mackenzie Caine, your father will shut you in your bedchambers and my mama will not allow me to visit you again if they discover we have left Newborne.” 
 
    Mackenzie laughed. “Then we shan’t tell them.” 
 
    “You know full well that secrets do not stay secret for long on Newborne.” 
 
    “Then it is a good thing we shall commit our infraction off Newborne land.” 
 
    Cora’s brows shot up. “Need I remind you what happened the last time we disobeyed our parents?” 
 
    Mackenzie slowed her mare to a trot. “That was different. First, there were witnesses. A mistake I will not make again, I assure you. Second, it was Jamie who tattled.” She still hadn’t forgiven her brother. “Since we are alone this time, we need not fear discovery.” She cast a sideways glance at her friend. Cora’s lips had thinned, a sure sign she was about to rebel. 
 
    Wind whipped the tendrils of fair hair that had broken free of Mackenzie’s chignon. “I have heard that he is one of the most beautiful men to grace the Highlands. Surely, the chance to lay eyes upon such a fine male specimen is worth a small risk.” 
 
    Cora began to nibble on her lower lip, an indication she was torn. 
 
    “I hear the men of Blackstone Abbey wear their belted plaid every day,” Mackenzie said.  
 
    Cora’s head snapped in her direction, her mouth a small ‘oh.’ Her eyes abruptly narrowed. “You are making that up.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I heard Sir Stirling tell Papa.” 
 
    Cora released a sigh. “Sir Stirling is so handsome.” 
 
    “And married—with a baby,” Mackenzie reminded her. 
 
    Cora cast her a narrow-eyed glance. “You are making this up, so I will agree to accompany you.” 
 
    “Aye, I want you to accompany me. But you know I never lie.” Almost never. 
 
    “They are called The Beasts of Blackstone Abbey,” Cora said slowly. “That cannot be good.” 
 
    “How much of a beast could Lord Fraser be if he married Kyla Brodrick?”  
 
    Cora shrugged. “Mister Pettigrew swears that they are responsible for the cattle stolen from my father, as well as the theft of Mister Barnes’ chickens. According to Mister Pettigrew, Lady Arabelle swears they are missing chickens, as well.”  
 
    “Mister Pettigrew has nothing better to do than to find problems that do not exist. Soldiers do not steal cattle. Sir Stirling told me so when I asked if the men were truly guilty of stealing the cattle. I heard the same rumors you did. Sir Stirling says the rumor mongers are doing the gentlemen a great disservice by calling them cattle rustlers.” 
 
    “They were falsely accused?” Cora asked with a gasp. 
 
    “That is what Sir Stirling said. You must agree, he is a far more reliable source than Lady Arabelle or even Mister Pettigrew.” 
 
    “What are the chances we will catch sight of any of the men from the road? There is a wall around the abbey,” Cora said. 
 
    “Only the south wall is high,” Mackenzie said. “The other sides are but waist high. Not to mention, Lord Liam may very well be riding one of his horses. They say he is a magician with horses, you know. Even Papa commented on his unusual skill.” 
 
    “I do so admire a man in the saddle,” Cora murmured. 
 
    So did Mackenzie.  
 
    She pressed her advantage. “Everyone said that Lord Fraser was married in his belted plaid.” 
 
    Cora sighed. “How I wish that we had been here to see that.” 
 
    Mackenzie nodded. “Can you imagine? I also heard that both brothers mounted the claymores they used in battle over the hearth in the abbey’s great hall.” 
 
    Cora’s eyes widened. “Oh, no, Mackenzie, we dare not enter the great hall.” 
 
    Mackenzie sniffed. “I’m not a ninny. That we could never keep secret. We’ll only ride past the abbey.” Though she would consider returning by herself and sneaking into the hall. The abbey had been abandoned the last ten years. She and Cora had explored it many times.  
 
    “We will not stop or even dally.” Cora’s lips thinned into a firm line. “Promise? 
 
    Cora had her there. While she might stretch the truth a tad bit now and again, she never broke a promise. “I give you my word,” Mackenzie swore solemnly. 
 
    Relief washed over Cora’s face, then excitement sparkled in her dark eyes. “Janet would never have the courage to sneak away for a peek at handsome gentlemen.”  
 
    Mackenzie didn’t like the mention of Lady Janet. “You cannot tell her what we’re doing,” Mackenzie urged. “She’d never have the courage to defy her parents. She’d seize this opportunity to expose us.”  
 
    Her friend lifted her chin. “I can keep a secret.”  
 
    Cora kept secrets like Mackenzie told the truth: most of the time.  
 
    They rode across the field and up a small hill. At the top, the abbey came into view in the shallow valley below. 
 
    “Instead of going north the extra mile to stay on Papa’s estate, we’ll cut across Mister Akins’ land,” Mackenzie suggested. 
 
    They cantered down the hill and, minutes later, reached the road. 
 
    “Have you a new dress for Lady Mairi’s upcoming party?” Mackenzie asked as they slowed the horses to a walk. 
 
    Cora frowned. “I do. But why are you asking about my party dress?” 
 
    Mackenzie grinned. “Because when we pass the abbey, we must appear nonchalant, as if we are not at all interested in the goings-on there.” 
 
    Cora shook her head. “Sometimes you frighten me.” 
 
    Mackenzie laughed. “Sometimes I frighten myself.” 
 
    The chapel situated in the northeast corner of the abbey came into full view. 
 
    “I wonder what they use the chapel for,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “What use could that have but for prayer and worship?” Cora said. 
 
    “I wonder if men of war pray,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “They must. If I had to fight for my life, I would be praying every second.” 
 
    Mackenzie nodded. “As would I. But I suspect these men are far braver than you and I. Papa once said that for many soldiers, the sword is their god.” 
 
    “That cannot be. No good Christian would commit such blasphemy.” 
 
    Two men emerge from behind the rectory, leading horses. They wore rough woolen breeches. Mackenzie’s heart fell. Only footmen. Perhaps she and Cora wouldn’t be lucky enough to see any of the owners of Blackstone Abbey. They drew closer and a rider emerged from the stables. Mackenzie’s pulse skipped a beat. The tall, lean man in the saddle wore a belted plaid. 
 
    “Oh my,” Cora breathed. 
 
    Mackenzie quite agreed with her friend’s awe.  
 
    Which of The Beasts of Blackstone Abbey was this man? Might he be Liam Fraser? His bearing was that of a man born to the saddle. Of course, all these men had fought in the war. All would be excellent riders.  
 
    “Which one do you think he is?” Cora asked. 
 
    Mackenzie knew which one she hoped he was, but said, “I do not know.”  
 
    “Oh dear,” Cora said. “He’s headed out of the abbey.” She looked at Mackenzie. “He will meet us on the road.” 
 
    This was more than Mackenzie could’ve hoped for. “There is no harm in greeting a fellow traveler,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, I knew this was a bad idea. What will happen if he tells someone that he saw us?” 
 
    “Why would he? A gentleman doesn’t say, ‘Oh, by the way, I happened to say hello to two ladies on the road.’” 
 
    “I suppose not. I believe he has seen us,” Cora whispered, as if fearing he would hear her. 
 
    Even at a hundred feet away, Mackenzie discerned his eyes on her. Had he noticed her and not Cora? Cora was dark, and she was fair. Did he favor women of fair hair? Nae. She was being ridiculous. How could she possibly know which of them he regarded? They rode side-by-side. For all she knew, he had eyes only for Cora. Though, in truth, she had not found that to be the case very often. Cora was quite beautiful, her body lush, but Mackenzie’s fair hair draw men like honey.  
 
    Cora was right. They would intercept one another at the gate. Almost. They needed to slow. But if they slowed, it would be obvious they wanted to meet him. They drew nearer to the gate and the gentleman came into better focus. His thick, dark hair was a bit longer than was fashionable. Mackenzie couldn’t yet discern his eyes, but she wagered they were dark, like his hair. He was definitely different than other gentlemen of her acquaintance. But she wouldn’t be meeting him today if she didn’t do something.  
 
    They neared the gate. Mackenzie forced her eyes to stay on the road. She had long ago learned that the way to capture a gentleman’s attention was to ignore him. How was she going to meet him without him knowing she had intended an introduction? She caught sight of a rock on the left edge of the road, opposite the gate, and urged her mare left. 
 
    “What are you doing, Mackenzie?” Cora asked. 
 
    As they reached the arched gate, they also reached the rock. Mackenzie yanked the left rein. As hoped, her mare faltered a step. Mackenzie cried out and fell from the saddle. She landed on her hip harder than expected and her teeth jarred with the impact. 
 
    “Mackenzie!” Cora cried. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Mackenzie watched the gentleman burst through the arched gateway. He reached them as Cora jumped from the saddle. For her small stature of only five feet two inches, she was very agile on a horse, and wasn’t afraid to jump from the saddle—as Mackenzie had just done.  
 
    The gentleman reached them, leapt from the saddle and dropped to a squat beside Mackenzie.  
 
    His brow furrowed. “Are ye unharmed?” 
 
    His soft burr washed over her like velvet. Mackenzie stared. 
 
    Cora stared. 
 
    He cocked a brow. 
 
    Mackenzie stared up into the greenest eyes she’d ever seen. His mouth quirked, and she realized she was staring. 
 
    “I—” Her gaze caught on his mouth and her mind went blank. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue?”  
 
    He scooped Mackenzie into his arms. She cried out and threw her arms around his neck. Her heart raced. She had been kissed a time or two, but she had never been pressed so tightly against a man’s chest. 
 
    Mackenzie wanted to squirm but became oddly aware of the warmth of his chest pressed against the side of her breast. 
 
    “Mackenzie.” 
 
    The recrimination in Cora’s voice snapped her from the spell.  
 
    “I can stand, sir,” the words came out a whisper.  
 
    “Are you certain?” he spoke in such a grave voice that she believed he feared for her safety. Then she saw the gleam in his eye. The cad toyed with her. 
 
    “Quite certain.” She wriggled in an attempt to get him to put her down. 
 
    Her breast pressed against his hard chest. She froze. 
 
    Both his brows shot up this time. 
 
    “You may put me down, sir.” 
 
    “If ye are certain,” he said. “You took quite a fall.” 
 
    Again, she noted the exaggerated concern in his voice.  
 
    Did he know she’d jumped from the horse? Impossible. 
 
    Mackenzie met his gaze squarely. “Thank you for your concern, but I am made of tougher stuff than most ladies. It is not the first time I have fallen from a horse.” 
 
    “Indeed? How many other gentlemen have come to your rescue?” 
 
    “Only you—not counting my brother.” 
 
    Ninny, she mentally berated. Why mention Jamie? 
 
    “Then I am honored.” He set her feet on the ground, albeit slowly, then stepped back. “Shall I escort you ladies home?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Cora blurted. “It is not far.” She grabbed Mackenzie’s arm and pulled her toward the horses. 
 
    Mackenzie grabbed the pommel and lifted her foot to the stirrup.  
 
    “Perhaps I can be of assistance.” He took two steps to her and, before she realized his intent, he grasped her waist and hoisted her up. Her pulse quickened at the tightening of his fingers around her waist. Heavens, he had lifted her as if she weighed no more than a feather.  
 
    She snapped her gaze onto him. “Thank you.” She grimaced inwardly. Her voice was far too breathless.  
 
    He bowed with a flourish, then stepped back as they urged their horses forward. Mackenzie caught sight of a sketch pad sticking out from his horse’s saddlebag. It is him! She’d heard how Liam Fraser, the second son to the Viscount of Kilbreck, never went anywhere without his sketchpad. 
 
    They’d gone only a few feet when a thought struck. They were headed back the way they’d come—instead of continuing in the direct they had been when they passed the abbey gate. Mackenzie twisted and looked over her shoulder. Lord Liam stared, arms crossed over his broad chest, his mouth curved in amusement. 
 
    She caught sight of another rider headed down the road toward the gate. Mackenzie faced forward again. He knew she had fallen on purpose, and he also now knew they had purposely ridden past the abbey. 
 
    They reached the field. Mackenzie forced herself to keep her gaze straight ahead. She would not look back. It would be a mistake for him to know that she was curious about whether or not he still watched them. But she would wager he was. A gentleman always watched a lady’s retreat. 
 
    “I must admit, he is very handsome,” Cora said. “Do you think he’s Lord Kilbreck?” 
 
    “Of course not. Did you not notice how openly he flirted with me? A newly married man would never act so shamefully.” 
 
    Cora nodded. “True.” 
 
    “We were very fortunate,” Mackenzie said. “That was none other than Lord Liam himself.” 
 
    “I thought you said you had never seen him before.” 
 
    Mackenzie relaxed her hold on the reins. “True. But did you see the sketchpad in his saddlebag?” 
 
    Cora frowned. “What sketchpad?” 
 
    “The one in his saddlebag. I heard that Lord Liam often carries a sketchpad. It had to be him.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cora said slowly. “It is possible he left the sketchpad in the saddlebag and another gentleman simply used the saddle bag.” 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous. An artist never forgets his sketchpad. Nae. That was Lord Liam. He is as handsome as I heard. Did you see his green eyes? I could stare into those eyes all day.” And night. 
 
    “Indeed, I did notice his eyes.” Cora sniffed. “He, however, did not notice me. Completely ignored me, in fact.” 
 
     “Oh, do not be angry, Cora. It isn’t so much that he ignored you, as it is that he and I…made an instant deep connection.” A raindrop landed on Mackenzie’s hand. She glanced at the sky. The dark clouds were almost directly overhead. If they arrived home drenched, her mother would be angry.  
 
    “You often make instant connections with gentlemen,” Cora said. 
 
    “I am polite to gentlemen. There is a vast difference.” 
 
    Cora snorted. 
 
    “He is unlike any other gentleman my mama has introduced me to.” 
 
    “Mister Higgins is quite handsome,” Cora mused. “He would marry you tomorrow if you would consent.” 
 
    Mackenzie grimaced. “Can you imagine Mister Higgins wielding a sword?”  
 
    “Wielding a sword is not everything.” Cora’s eyes widened, and then she gave a sly laugh. “Unless you mean that other sword.” 
 
    Cora hadn’t meant the jest, but the thought sent a strange, delicious shiver down Mackenzie’s back. She could still feel Lord Liam’s warmth and strength surrounding her. He’d clearly deduced she’d ridden past the abbey and deliberately fallen from her horse. He’d obviously taken advantage of the situation—just enough to tease her. She hid a smile. 
 
    “I am going to marry him,” she murmured. 
 
    “What?” Cora blurted.  
 
    Mackenzie looked at her friend and gave a slow nod. “I am going to marry him.” 
 
    Cora snorted. “He is the second son of an impoverished viscount. I do not care how handsome he is or how many battles he has fought, your father will never allow such a match—not that I believe for an instant you truly want to marry him.” 
 
    “You would be wrong, Cora. Mark my words, I will marry him.” 
 
    Cora’s mouth thinned. “It is one thing to tease a gentleman like Mister Higgins. But even I am not green enough to think I could toy with a man like that gentleman.” 
 
    Mackenzie smiled. “See, you recognize that he is not like the other man we typically see. They are nice enough, do not misunderstand, but they lack…backbone.” 
 
    “Rest assured, Lord Liam does not lack backbone. A man like that will not stand for your antics, Mackenzie.” 
 
    “He was not at all put out by my antics.” 
 
    They entered the trees.  
 
    “That is only because you are not his wife. Men like a woman with spirit—so long as they are not married to her.” 
 
    Mackenzie laughed. “You forget, men fall in love so easily. Much more easily than women. You saw how he ran to my rescue, despite knowing I hadn’t really fallen. Men love to rescue a woman. I’ll let him rescue me as much as he likes. He will fall in love with me and won’t be able to live without me.” 
 
    Thunder cracked in the distance as they emerged from the trees. 
 
    Cora slanted her a sidelong look. “You had best be careful that it’s not you who falls in love and finds you cannot live without him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    From the corner of his eye, Liam saw his brother ride through the gate. An instant later, Ewan pulled rein beside him. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Liam tilted his head in the direction of the retreating women. “Two young ladies decided to get a look at the Beasts of Blackstone Abbey.” 
 
    “I saw you holding her in your arms.” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “One of them decided to jump from her horse to garner my attention.” 
 
    “Your attention?” 
 
    The women entered the trees and Liam swung into the saddle before he met his brother’s curious gaze. “They saw me riding toward the gate. With all the thievery here about, perhaps I’d best ensure they reach home safely.” 
 
    “And where is home?” Ewan asked as Liam tapped his horse’s ribs.  
 
    “Newborne, if I don’t miss my guess.” 
 
    Liam urged the horse into a gallop but slowed when they reached the trees. When he neared the edge of the forest, he glimpsed the women cutting across Newborne land, at least a mile away from the mansion. He snapped the reins and his horse started forward again. This time, he held the beast to a walk. 
 
    Slowly, the mansion came into view, with the women never looking back the entire time. Liam shook his head in disbelief. They clearly believed they were impervious to harm while on Newborne land. If he were a brigand, he could come upon them in seconds. 
 
    They continued to the stables and Liam turned south toward the mansion. He reached the door and tied his horse to a post as the heavens opened and rain poured down. He jerked his sketchpad from the saddlebag, stuffed the book into the front of his kilt, ducked under the overhang at the door, and banged the knocker three times. Rain poured off the overhang behind him in a symphony of sound. Long minutes passed before the door finally opened and Mister Dobbin, the butler, appeared on the step. 
 
    “Come in, sir. Do come in,” he said, waving his hand in invitation. 
 
    The man was sixty-five, if he was a day, but quick of mind and body, and kindly.  
 
    Liam stepped into the well-lit foyer and then cocked a rueful glance at the puddle forming beneath his feet. “I’m getting your floor wet, Dobbin.” 
 
    The butler smiled. “Think nothing of it, sir. It’s my fault for taking so long to answer the door. With the rain, I didn’t hear the knock. If one of the young maids hadn’t told me she spied a stranger at the door, you might be standing there still.” With a critical eye, he surveyed Liam from head to toe. “You need to dry off. A brandy and fire are in order. Please follow me.”  
 
    Before Liam could reply, the butler spun and started down the hallway. Liam took three quick paces to catch up with him. “There is no need to go to any trouble, Dobbin. I am here to see Viscount Dunn. I promised to deliver the drawings for the proposed storehouses and the new stables.” 
 
    “Never fear, Lord Liam, I will fetch him.” 
 
    “Ye need no’ call me Lord Liam,” he said. “Liam will do.” 
 
    “There are many things I can do, sir. That is not one of them.” 
 
    Liam laughed. “Of course, you can.”  
 
    They turned a corner and ascended stairs to the third level. Dobbin showed him to the library where a welcome fire burned in the hearth. Liam crossed to the hearth and withdrew his sketch pad from the folds of his breacan. A few drops of rain spattered the cover, but the pages were dry. He set the book on the divan to the left of the hearth, then froze when his gaze caught on the flames.  
 
    Muskets flared with flame and acrid powder smoke burned his nostrils. Liam tightened his grip on his sword and dove left as a cannonball soared past. He rolled onto his feet and swung his sword up just in time to block an enemy sword. The bone-crushing blow reverberated down his arm and jarred his teeth.  
 
    Liam swung his sword in an arc, threw off his attacker’s blade, then drove his sword into the man’s throat. Blood spurted across Liam’s face. Bile scorched his throat when the man gurgled, then dropped to his knees. Screams pierced his ears. The battle spun around him. His knees weakened— 
 
    A hand clamped down on his shoulder. Liam spun. The parlor snapped back into focus. Viscount Dunn stood before him.  
 
    “Are you well, Liam?” The man stared, dark eyes grave. “Where were you, lad?”  
 
    Liam released a breath and relaxed the hands fisted at his sides. “Hell.”  
 
    Dunn clapped him on the shoulder. “I have visited there myself.” His hand dropped from Liam’s shoulder and he turned, then crossed to the table located against the right wall. “Brandy or scotch?” 
 
    “Scotch, if you dinnae mind.” 
 
    “Good man.” He poured scotch from a decanter into two tumblers.  
 
    When he returned to Liam, Liam’s legs were steady, and the roar of cannon-fire had receded to a low roar in the darker recesses of his mind.  
 
    Dunn handed him a glass and nodded to the divan in front of the hearth. They sat on opposite sides and Liam sipped his whisky. The velvety burn of the liquor sliding down his throat soothed. The screams receded deeper into the darkness.  
 
    “There is nothing to match a good whisky,” Dunn said.  
 
    Liam nodded. “This is one of the best I have ever had.” 
 
    Dunn grinned. “Distilled not far from here.”  
 
    Liam finished the whisky. “Local lads, I take it?” 
 
    “Very local.” The viscount finished his drink, then rose and took Liam’s glass. He refilled the glasses, then returned and gave Liam his glass. “I see you brought your sketchpad.” He sat back on the divan. 
 
    Liam rose and retrieved the sketchpad. He sat, took another drink, then set the glass on the table in front of the divan and opened the pad. 
 
    A murmur of female voices emanated from the hallway. Could these be the two minxes who had accidentally run into him on the road? Dunn’s attention remained on the drawings. Liam picked up his glass, leaned against the divan’s cushions, and took another sip of whisky.  
 
    “You are a fine engineer,” the viscount said.  
 
    “I know enough to complete these preliminary drawings,” Liam said. “But I am no engineer. As I said when we first spoke, I suggest ye have the calculations reviewed by an engineer.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” Dunn said. “I see no flaws in your dimensions or calculations.”  
 
    Female laughter intruded upon their conversation. “Never mind,” one of the women said.  
 
    Liam recognized that voice.  
 
    The other woman replied something he couldn’t discern.  
 
    “Trust me,” said the minx who had jumped from her horse in front of Blackstone Abbey.  
 
    Liam bit back a laugh. Trust her? He suspected that’s how her companion had ended up standing on the road while he held the wench in his arms. He had to admit, that was the first time a woman had gotten his attention by jumping off a horse. She was right, she was made of tougher stuff than most women. Which probably meant she was also more dangerous. Her beauty alone could land him in trouble if he wasn’t careful. Liam wasn’t yet certain whether she or the other girl was Dunn’s daughter. Either way, her father would put a stop to an affair de coeur between his daughter and an impoverished second son of a viscount. 
 
    The women’s soft footsteps sounded closer. They laughed again, and Liam distinguished the deeper throated laugh of the fair-haired beauty from the other lass. He wondered if they were headed for the parlor, and how they would react upon seeing him. Then their laughter drew closer and they entered the room. Liam kept his face averted.  
 
    “Mackenzie,” Dunn said, his attention still focused on the drawings.  
 
    Ah, so the girl was Dunn’s daughter.  
 
    From the corner of his eye, Liam caught sight of the two women as they rounded the divan. They wore the same riding outfits they’d worn when he’d encountered them on the road. They’d nearly reached the front of the divan. Liam rose, and the two women halted. Mackenzie’s gaze locked with his and she drew a sharp breath. 
 
    The other woman cried “Oh!”  
 
    Lord Dunn looked up. “Mackenzie, is something wrong?”  
 
    She jerked her gaze from Liam’s face to her father’s. “We interrupted you. We should go.”  
 
    Dunn waved a hand and returned his attention to the drawings. “Think nothing of it. This is Lord Liam. Liam, my daughter Lady Mackenzie and her friend, Lady Cora.” 
 
    Liam bowed. “Ladies.”  
 
    Mackenzie stared.  
 
    “Was your ride pleasurable?” the viscount asked.  
 
    “Uh, yes, Papa. Very pleasurable.” 
 
    Liam remained standing.  
 
    “Mackenzie, sit down. You are forcing Lord Liam to stand,” the viscount said.  
 
    “Of course, Papa.”  
 
    To Liam’s surprise, she sat on the chair to the right of her father.  
 
    She looked at Lady Cora, who remained rooted to the carpet. “Sit down, Cora.”  
 
    The lass blinked. “Nae. I-I should return home.”  
 
    Mackenzie frowned. “It is pouring outside. You cannot leave until it stops raining.” 
 
    Cora yanked her wide eyes onto Liam. “I— Then… Well, I think we should go to your chambers, Mackenzie.” 
 
    “But we have a guest.” 
 
    “Guest?” Lady Cora repeated with such apprehension that it took all of Liam’s willpower not to laugh. 
 
    Mackenzie smiled innocently at him, then her eyes shifted to the drawing her father studied. “Did you draw this, sir?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “It is quite good.” 
 
    He lifted a brow in surprise. “Do you understand engineering, my lady?” 
 
    Her cheeks pinked prettily. “Nae, but I have eyes. The dimensions are perfect.” 
 
    Liam wasn’t certain if she really knew anything about numbers or she was simply flirting with him. He angled his head and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “How long will it take to build the new stable?” she asked. 
 
    “Two months, I wager,” he replied. “Once the materials arrive, at any rate.” 
 
    Her gaze sharpened on him, and he tensed in readiness for whatever plot had clearly taken form.  
 
    “Will you be attending the party Mama is hosting next weekend?” she asked. 
 
    “Party?” he repeated. “I think not, my lady.” 
 
    “Why ever not?” she demanded. “Mama’s parties are the finest outside of Inverness.” 
 
    “I imagine the party is for your mother’s closest friends,” he said. “Quite understandable, of course.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Everyone in the area is invited. Oh dear.” Her eyes widened. “You did receive an invitation?” 
 
    “As I said, the party is likely for Lady Dunn’s closest friends.” 
 
    She looked at her father. “Papa, I am correct, am I not? Lord Liam should have received an invitation?” 
 
    “Of course,” the viscount replied, clearly distracted. 
 
    Liam wondered if the man had heard his daughter’s question. 
 
    “Everyone at Blackstone Abbey is invited, of course,” Mackenzie continued as she faced him once more. “I helped Mama write the invitations.” She frowned. “Mama will have to have a talk with Mister Dobbins to discover why our invitations are not reaching everyone. I wonder if there are others who did not receive them.” 
 
    “You need not worry on that account,” Liam said. “I feel certain everyone who should have received an invitation has received one.” 
 
    Determination darkened her gaze. “Papa, you must instruct Lord Liam to attend the party. It would be terribly rude of us to leave him and his companions out of the fun.” 
 
    This time, Liam couldn’t halt the smile that tugged at his lips. The minx was clearly accustomed to having her way. 
 
    Lord Dunn didn’t look up.  
 
    “Papa.” His daughter shook his arm.  
 
    Dunn frowned and looked up.  
 
    “Tell Lord Liam that we did not intent to be rude. It was a mistake that he did not receive the invitation. He must attend the party.”  
 
    Dunn looked at Liam. “I beg you, if nothing else then for my peace of mind, you and your brother—” 
 
    “Do not forget the other two gentlemen at Blackstone Abbey,” Lady Mackenzie cut in. “It would not do to leave them out.”  
 
    Dunn quirked a brow. “As I said, for my peace of mind, you must all accept the invitation.”  
 
    He had no intention of attending a party at Newborne—particularly with this spoiled goddess in attendance. But he nodded, and said, “I shall convey the invitation to everyone at Blackstone.” 
 
    “We shall send another invitation,” the lass said, clearly pleased with herself.  
 
    “Mackenzie,” Lady Cora said under her breath, “we must go.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is best if you go,” Dunn said. “Lord Liam and I have business to conduct.”  
 
    Liam expected her to balk—and get her way. But she stood and curtsied prettily. “Lord Liam, we look forward to seeing you and the other gentlemen next Saturday night.” She pressed a kiss to her father’s cheek, then grasped Lady Cora’s hand and left.  
 
    A murmur filtered to them as Liam sat down, but he couldn’t discern the words. He wagered that Lady Cora wanted to know if he was going to tell Lord Dunn he had seen them on the road. He should tell the man, but, for some unknown reason, didn’t.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    “Have you lost your senses?” Cora demanded when Mackenzie closed the door to her chambers. “Inviting him to a party? What party, by the way? I don’t recall receiving an invitation for a party.” 
 
    Mackenzie stripped off her pelisse and tossed it over a nearby chair, then flopped down on the settee near the window and began unlacing her boots. “That is because there is no party—yet.” 
 
    “What?” Cora hurried to the settee and sat beside her. “You invited him to a party that does not exist? You have lost your senses. Your parents will never allow you to attend a dinner party with only that gentleman in attendance.” 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous.” Mackenzie set aside her right boot and began unlacing the left. “There will be many other guests.”  
 
    “Many other guests at a party that is less than a week away? And what of your mamma? She will never agree to host a party so soon. We both know how much she prides herself on hosting good parties.” Cora shook her head. “That fall from your horse addled your brains. We must call a doctor.”  
 
    Mackenzie got the second boot off, then stood and began unbuttoning her dress. “Come, you must change into a dress. You know that blue linen of mine you love so well? You can wear that one.”  
 
    Cora shook her head. “I must return home.” 
 
    “Can you not hear the pounding of the rain on the window? If the rain doesn’t stop, you will be forced to stay the night.” 
 
    “Mamma will worry.” 
 
    “She will not, as you know full well. You always stay when the weather is bad.”  
 
    Cora remained motionless, her mouth a thin line.  
 
    Mackenzie sat beside her. “He is frightfully handsome. Do you not agree?” 
 
    “There are plenty of handsome men around.” 
 
    “True, but few as handsome as he. And he was wearing his kilt. Did you see his calves?” 
 
    Cora looked at her, eyes narrowed. “That is very naughty of you, Mackenzie. A lady is not supposed to look at a man’s legs.”  
 
    “It is hard not to see them when they are in plain sight,” she replied. “Our parents would have us act as if we are stupid and do not have eyes.” 
 
    “His calves were well formed,” Cora admitted.  
 
    Mackenzie’s eyes sparkled. “It would be exciting to see all his companions at the party, all dressed in kilts.” 
 
    Cora rolled her eyes. “This plot is precarious, even for you. How do you expect to talk your mother into hosting a party six days hence?” 
 
    She grinned. “You are going to help me.”  
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Mackenzie strolled into the Gold Parlor, arm linked with Cora’s. Mackenzie’s mother sat at a card table with three other ladies. By the looks of the cards, she guessed they played whist, but they held the cards loosely in their hands and were clearly more interested in talking—gossiping, to be more precise.  
 
    Mackenzie and Cora approached the table and her mother looked up. “Dears, how lovely to see you.”  
 
    Mackenzie released Cora and they both curtsied.  
 
    “I am relieved to see that you arrived home before the rain,” her mother said. She smiled. “Cora, I suspect you will be staying the night.” 
 
    “I hope you ladies do not plan to brave this rain,” Mackenzie said.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” her mother said. “I have already instructed Dobbin to prepare rooms for my guests.” 
 
    Mackenzie was not the least bit surprised. Nearly empty sherry glasses sat before each of the ladies. If she knew her mother—and she did—those were their second glasses of the sweet liquor.  
 
    “I am relieved,” Mackenzie said. “Are you ladies taking this opportunity to plan Saturday’s party?” 
 
    “Party?” Lady Richards said.  
 
    “I had no idea you were planning a party for this Saturday, Lydia,” Miss Jones said.  
 
    The tension in the room thickened.  
 
    “There is some mistake,” her mother said quickly. She turned her stare onto Mackenzie. “What gave you the idea I was planning a party for next Saturday?” 
 
    Mackenzie looked around the room as if confused. “I— Forgive me, Mother. I just thought that since—” she broke off. “Oh dear, I am speaking out of turn.” 
 
    As expected, the ladies looked at one another in question. Mackenzie resisted the urge to send an I told you so glance Cora’s way. These ladies could smell juicy gossip a mile away.  
 
    Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about, Mackenzie?” 
 
    Mackenzie looked at Cora as if uncertain she should continue. Cora, as instructed, gave an encouraging nod. Mackenzie returned her attention to her mother and said, “Mamma, there is a…lady who I hear is planning to throw a party in celebration of Lord Fraser’s marriage to Kyla.” 
 
    Her mother’s eyes widened. “You do not mean…” 
 
    A murmur broke out amongst the ladies and Mackenzie discerned the whispered name Lady Grand. 
 
    Her mother straightened. “It is shameful that a month has passed and no one has hosted a party in honor of Lord Fraser’s marriage. Did I not say so, Mackenzie?” 
 
    “Indeed, you did, Mamma.”  
 
    “Still, next Saturday…” Her mother’s brow furrowed.  
 
    “After that, there will be no need, I imagine,” Mackenzie said.  
 
    Her mother looked at the ladies. “You are all invited, of course, and bring any guests you like.”  
 
    A murmur erupted among the women, each agog with ideas for the now-upcoming party. Mackenzie grasped Cora’s hand and silently slipped away.  
 
    When they were well out of earshot down the hallway, Cora said, “Someday, your mother is going to discover your manipulation.” 
 
    Mackenzie waved a hand. “I am only steering her in the direction she wants to go.” 
 
    Cora snorted, but didn’t argue. “I must admit, I did not think you could convince your mother to throw a party five days hence. What will she do when she discovers Lady Grand had no intention of hosting a party?” 
 
    They reached the stairs and Cora started to turn, but Mackenzie continued forward, past the roses on the small table beneath her grandfather’s portrait, toward her father’s study. 
 
    “Mackenzie,” Cora hissed. “Your father told you to leave him and Lord Liam to their business.”  
 
    “I know,” she replied in a low voice. “I only want another peek.”  
 
    She’d almost reached the study door when the knob rattled. Mackenzie stopped.  
 
    “Then I bid you good day,” Liam’s voice filtered through the door. 
 
    “Oh, what to do?” Cora gasped. 
 
    Mackenzie winced. There wasn’t a place to hide before they were caught. As the door widened, she grabbed Cora’s hand and yanked her back to the vase of roses beneath the portrait. 
 
    “Are you certain you won’t stay?” her father asked as the men stepped into the hall. 
 
    “The leaves,” Mackenzie said, pretending to concentrate on the flowers. “One must arrange them to compliment the roses, Cora.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, to be sure,” Cora dutifully replied. 
 
    Footsteps approached. 
 
    Mackenzie shot a sidelong glance at Liam. Her sleeve brushed the bouquet and snagged on a thorn. The vase tipped. All thoughts of handsome men vanished as she saw her mother’s favorite vase—her prized possession—teeter on the edge of the table. She knew she wouldn’t be able to catch it in time. Still, she tried. She stretched out her fingers—and missed. 
 
    The vase plunged toward the floor. A hand flashed into her field of vision. Liam’s. Tanned. Well-formed, with a hint of charcoal on one finger. 
 
    The natural flow of time resumed, and the vase fell into Liam’s hand with a dull thump. 
 
    “By God,” her father swore. 
 
    Mackenzie swallowed. Such a narrow miss.   
 
    “Miss Dunn.” Liam extended the vase toward her. 
 
    The expression in his blue eyes held a note of suspicion. Truly? Did he think her a silly enough twit to risk her mother’s prized vase to gain his attention? Irritated, she opened her mouth, but then their fingers brushed. The warmth of his skin drew her attention. So solid. 
 
    Liam placed the vase in her hands. “Good day, Miss Dunn.” He bowed, then strode away. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mackenzie called after him. 
 
    Had he heard? She liked his gait. Each step confident as he started down the stairs with her father. The hem of his kilt brushed those muscled calves. She suddenly felt oddly warm. 
 
    “Come, let us return to your mother,” Cora urged. 
 
    Mackenzie waved her hand as the men disappeared from view. “Go, I need to clean up this spill.”  
 
    Cora’s big brown eyes took on a Will you? look before she turned and headed toward the parlor. 
 
    Mackenzie hurried to the top of the stairs and peered over the railing, down into the foyer.  
 
    They stood before the open door. “I shall see you soon, Liam.” Her father clapped him on the back.  
 
    “Good evening.” Liam gave a slight bow. 
 
    He ducked his tall frame out the door and Mackenzie hurried to the window overlooking the front drive as he stepped into the summer rain. He descended the half dozen steps to the drive and started toward his horse, tied to a post. She’d met plenty of men during the Season in Inverness, but none so compelling as Lord Liam. What was it about the man? She simply had to see him again. She couldn’t let him slip through her fingers. Suddenly, the party seemed far too distant.  
 
    He untied the reins from the post and her heart skipped a beat when Liam swung up into the saddle. She got an eyeful of his muscled thigh and—Lord help her—a hint of his rounded buttocks when the wind snapped his kilt. His long hair flicked in the rain and wind. He turned the horse toward the drive, then unexpectedly looked up. Mackenzie ducked aside. Had he seen her? Nae, he couldn’t have. Carefully, she peeked around the window. Lord Liam’s horse cantered down the drive, then broke into a gallop.   
 
      
 
    The creak of the stairs jarred her from her thoughts and she realized her father was returning. An inkling of an idea flashed through her mind. Quickly, she retreated to the vase and began to rearrange the flowers. 
 
    “Pray have a care, my dear,” her father greeted her mildly as he emerged from the stairs. 
 
    Mackenzie turned, as if surprised, and smiled contritely. “I will, Papa. How fortunate Lord Fraser is as nimble as a cat.” 
 
    “Aye.” Her father snorted and nodded in the general direction of the parlor. “Your mother would suffer a fit of vapors to know just how close her vase came to shattering on the floor.” 
 
    Mackenzie winced in agreement, then as her father started toward his study, she joined him and caught his arm. 
 
    “Papa, I have decided on my birthday wish. This time, I shan’t change my mind.” 
 
    “Truly?” his voice held a hint of amusement. 
 
    She followed him into the study. “The Arabian. ‘That prime piece of horse flesh,’ I believe you called her.” 
 
    Her father chuckled. “Did you not say she was a wee too spirited? And when I offered to hire a trainer, I do believe you told me you weren’t ‘overly fond of waiting,’ did you not?” 
 
    “Perhaps it is time I learned patience,” she replied lightly. 
 
    “Are you ill?” he asked in mock concern. 
 
    Mackenzie tugged his sleeve. “Please, Papa, the horse?” 
 
    He crossed the room, settled behind his desk, and reached for a stack of letters near the inkwell before glancing up at her with a twinkle in his eye. “If it is the horse you wish, my dear, then it is the horse you shall have.”  
 
    “Splendid. The particular trainer I have in mind will give the horse a proper finishing.” Mackenzie suppressed a smile of glee. Liam Fraser. He wouldn’t be able to refuse such a request. She’d have him at the house daily, and that would give her time to weave her web. “I shall write him tonight.” 
 
    “Very well,” her father answered in a distracted manner. “I’ll send for the horse in the morning.” 
 
    “Wonderful, Papa.” Mackenzie grinned. Such a delightful turn of events. She reached for the door knob. 
 
    “Ah, yes, my dear,” her father’s deep voice rumbled from the desk. “Lord Gilford has accepted my invitation and will arrive in time to attend the party your mother is hosting this Saturday.” 
 
    Mackenzie froze. Invitation? Her head snapped back. An invitation sent to Lord Gilford meant only one thing. With Lord Gilford, in particular, this invitation was nearly as good as a contract. She drew a deep, calming breath and then faced her father once more. 
 
    His attention remained on the letter he held. “It is time you wed, my dear,” he said without looking up. The parchment rustled as he refolded the letter. “Gilford is delighted to join us. I am certain you will find him a suitable match.” 
 
    Mackenzie opened her mouth to reply when a tap sounded on the door. She opened the door and smiled at sight of Sir Stirling James. “Sir Stirling,” she cried, and dipped into a courtesy. 
 
    Stirling laughed and lifted her easily to her feet. “None of that, my lady. How have you been?”  
 
    Until her father had mentioned the dreadful Lord Gilford, she’d been perfectly fine—better than fine. She wrinkled her nose. “Perhaps you can talk some sense into Papa.”  
 
    Sir Stirling’s brows rose. “In fifteen years, I have yet to talk one bit of sense into him, but tell me, what has he done?” 
 
    “He wants to marry me to the very boring Lord Gilford.” 
 
    “Mackenzie,” her father warned. 
 
    “She might have a point, Richard. Lord Gilford is a fine fellow, but he is no’ all that imaginative.” 
 
    Mackenzie grinned at having found an ally. “See, even Sir Stirling agrees.” 
 
    Her father didn’t appear impressed. “Stirling will feel differently when his daughter is old enough to wed. Gilford is a dependable man who will protect you.” 
 
    “There will be nothing to protect, for I shall die of boredom,” Mackenzie objected somewhat sourly and then dropped a quick courtesy. “Forgive me, I must go. Mamma asked my help in planning her party.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Lady Mackenzie swept from the room like the tornado she was. Stirling hid a smile as he crossed the room to the chair by his friend’s desk and lowered himself onto the seat. 
 
    “Marriage, eh?” Stirling murmured. “Lady Mackenzie doesn’t seem taken with the idea.” 
 
    “She is a young girl taken with the idea of romance. Life is not romantic.”  
 
    “A little romance doesnae hurt,” Stirling said. 
 
    Richard humphed, and opened a letter sitting on his desk. “As I said, you will sing a different tune when it comes time to marry off Ella.” 
 
    Stirling gave a slow nod. “I hope I can still recall that romance matters.” 
 
    The earl’s eyes shifted from the letter to Stirling. “You have something on your mind?”  
 
    Stirling shrugged. “Nothing in particular. How is the building of your stable and storehouses going?”  
 
    Richard folded the letter and placed it in the desk. “Men have been clearing trees the last week. Liam Fraser should have more drawings for me tomorrow.”  
 
    “He would make a fine engineer. I suggested he return to school.” 
 
    The viscount nodded. “He would be wise to consider an education.” 
 
    “Over time, he will. They have repaired the dormitory and barn on the abbey grounds.” 
 
    Richard leaned back in his chair. “You seem to have taken an interest in the men’s wellbeing.”  
 
    “They have seen too many horrors.”  
 
    He nodded. “Aye, war is not kind.” 
 
    Stirling understood the depth of his friend’s experience. He’d fought at Trafalgar. If anyone understood that only love could restore a man to sanity after the horrors of war, it was Richard Caine, Viscount Dunn.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    A comforting drumbeat of rain struck the abbey windows. Of late, the weather had been wetter than usual. There would be no fence-building this morning. Liam didn’t mind. He could use the time to finish Lord Dunn’s sketches and deliver them that afternoon—rain or no. 
 
    The leather chair creaked as he stretched his legs. He dropped his gaze to his sketchbook and inspected his latest drawing with a critical eye. Mackenzie. The likeness was a good one. He’d even caught the pout of her lips and the wicked gleam in her eye. His mouth curved in a smile, then he caught himself. He took a deep breath. Why was he drawing her face? Not only was she above his station, she toyed with men—most definitely, not a trait that attracted him… Yet, he had still chosen to sketch her face—not once, but twice. 
 
    A scuffling scrape of boots against the stone floor startled him into slamming the sketchbook shut. Ewan stepped into view, a letter in hand. He cocked a dark brow at Liam’s sketchbook but said nothing—as usual. He spoke more with his eyes than anything else, barring the occasional grunt. How his wife, Kyla, understood the man was a mystery. Liam met his brother’s cool stare with one of his own. 
 
    After a moment, Ewan handed him the letter. “If you’re off to Newborne, then fetch the new spades from the blacksmith, will you? We’re in sore need of them. He should be done by now.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Ewan left.  
 
    Liam broke the red wax seal and scanned the contents of the missive. A request from Lord Dunn to train a horse. He owed the man the drawings of his new outbuilding, as well.  
 
    He opened his sketchbook and flipped past the first sketch of Mackenzie, then paused. He studied the drawing. The first drawing had been of Lady Mackenzie on her horse. This one of her face, however, had haunted even his dreams. He’d hoped that by drawing her face, he would be able to put her out of his mind. He’d been wrong. Liam ripped the page from the sketchbook and tossed it into the fire, then did the same with the other sketch. He knew better than to foster an attraction to a woman he could never have. 
 
    The flames licked the pages. Liam forced his gaze away from the paper before the fire devoured Lady Mackenzie’s beautiful face. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What do you think, Liam?” Lord Dunn asked as Liam brought his bay to a halt by the paddock later that afternoon. “She’s a devil of a horse, do you not agree?” Dunn nodded toward the Arabian mare trotting along the fencing, obviously seeking a means of escape. 
 
    Liam gave a low whistle. The horse was impressive, proud and sleek of line with a white coat that gleamed in the early afternoon sun. She tossed her mane as she passed them, her hooves churning the mud. 
 
    Liam swung down from his horse and tied the reins to the fence. “She is a beauty.” 
 
    “In more ways than one.” Lord Dunn barked a laugh. “She’s worth a king’s ransom.” 
 
    A breeze blew against Liam’s face, carrying the scent of damp earth and horse, as he leaned against the fence beside Lord Dunn. For a time, both men watched the prancing beast appreciatively. 
 
    Finally, Lord Dunn straightened. “A beauty, but too high-spirited. I need her civilized.” 
 
    The magnificent beast tossed her head and whickered. 
 
    “I fear she disagrees.” Liam chuckled, then met the man’s gaze. “What use have you for a civilized horse?” 
 
    The man laughed. “Ah, she isn’t for me.”  
 
    “Then, whose?” 
 
    “Would you be surprised to discover she is mine?” a feminine voice chimed in from behind. 
 
    Liam turned. Lady Mackenzie approached, a vision in a lavender pelisse that gaped just enough to flash a tantalizing view of rose-sprigged muslin with a blue satin ribbon tied snugly under her breasts. 
 
    “My father’s gift.” She smiled, dimpling her cheeks. 
 
    “This horse is yours?” he asked, surprised. Good God, what was her father thinking? 
 
    Mackenzie stopped in front of him. “Why does that astonish you? I am quite the accomplished horsewoman.” 
 
    Liam dropped his gaze over her in a cursory inspection, recalling just how she’d jumped from her horse the day before. She had displayed a mark of skill. 
 
    “Aye, you’re a pair,” he murmured. Then, aware he’d allowed his eyes free rein over her shapely form, he yanked his gaze back to the horse. 
 
    “My lord,” a man called. 
 
    As one, they turned to face the newcomer, Mister Pettigrew, puffing heavily as he hurried across the grass to arrive out of breath. 
 
    “Good afternoon.” Lord Dunn inclined a brow toward the dark clouds gathering above. “Or what is left, I imagine.” 
 
    Mister Pettigrew ignored his attempt at humor. “Good afternoon, my lord.” He mopped his brow then nodded at Mackenzie. “My lady.” When he faced Liam, he dipped his chin the barest amount required to remain civil. “Lord Liam.” 
 
    “What brings you here this fine afternoon?” Lord Dunn pressed. 
 
    “Doings,” Mister Pettigrew answered. He fixed a look at Liam. “Of the disturbing kind.” 
 
    Liam crossed his arms. 
 
    “MacAlpin’s missing a cow, as is Widow Cochrane,” Mister Pettigrew said. “Appears the tracks lead through your lands, Lord Liam, straight east, Blackstone way.” 
 
    The thread of insinuation in ‘Blackstone way’ couldn’t be missed. 
 
    Mister Pettigrew swiveled toward Lord Dunn. “Have any of your beasts gone missing, my lord?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of, but let’s speak to Mack, shall we?” Lord Dunn waved Mister Pettigrew toward the stables before leaning toward Liam, “Then, you will train her?” He tilted his head at the horse. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    The viscount nodded, then strode off toward the stables, motioning Mister Pettigrew to precede him. The man obeyed, but not before he sent a black look Liam’s way. Liam suppressed a snort, and then turned back to the paddock. 
 
    Good God, Lady Mackenzie had halted directly behind him, so close, he caught a faint scent of lavender. He drew back, his arm accidentally brushing her breast. Her eyes widened. He tamped down on a sudden surge of lust. 
 
    She smiled sweetly. The wench had to be aware of her effect on him.  
 
    “Shall we start, then?” she asked.  
 
    “We?” 
 
    “She is my horse.” Her lashes dipped. 
 
    She inched closer, head tipped back slightly. Was that an invitation for a kiss? God, if only he could kiss her. If only she wasn’t Lord Dunn’s spoiled, scheming daughter. 
 
    Liam inhaled and stepped back. 
 
    Mackenzie’s brows furrowed. Damnation, but the way her plump lips pouted when she frowned only served to fan the flames of temptation. His cock pulsed. 
 
    “I must be off.” Liam stepped back. 
 
    She was quick to follow. “Must you?” She placed a hand on his arm. 
 
    The lass was temptation personified. He cleared his throat, struggling to remind himself she was Lord Dunn’s daughter and therefore, untouchable—a point about which his cock disagreed. 
 
    “Tomorrow. I will return,” he clipped his goodbye. 
 
    He was striding away when she called after him, “Early, then.” 
 
    Liam swung into the saddle and turned his horse toward Blackstone. 
 
    For the first time since they’d arrived at Blackstone Abbey, he regretted his decision to make the abbey his home. He’d come for the solitude, the peace of mind. While the abbey lay only an hour ride from Inverness, here, they were very much in the wilds. He’d never considered the possibility he might meet a woman of breeding, one who found him attractive. He’d considered nothing more than the occasional milkmaid who might want a tumble in the barn. 
 
    Liam grimaced. He hadn’t planned on Lady Mackenzie. She was bold. Intriguing. Only three years past, before the army—before Almeida—he would have pressed his advantage, stolen at least a kiss or two, if she proved to be a woman of the world. If she was a virgin, as he highly suspected, he would have delighted in teaching her the ways between men and women. 
 
    A mental picture rose of her standing before him in all her naked glory. 
 
    His cock further hardened. 
 
    “No more of that, you fool,” he muttered. 
 
    Perhaps it was time to find a willing milkmaid in need of a man. He broke from his reverie, glanced at the darkening sky and grimaced. It would be just his luck to get a good drenching before he reached home, but then, a cold dousing might be exactly what he needed. Wind whipped his hair as he kicked his horse into a gallop. 
 
    Minutes later, the spire of Blackstone Abbey came into view just beyond the trees. Unexpected warmth rippled through him. If anyone had told him a year ago that he’d ever call anywhere home again, he would have named that person a fool. The oddity of such a place being an abbey was somehow fitting. He’d thought to find solace, peace…and solitude. Certainly not a wife. After all, how could he afford one? 
 
    A drop of rain landed on his nose, portending greater things to come. With another kick, he urged his horse faster and, minutes later, rode through the abbey gates. Once inside the courtyard, he slowed his horse to a walk and dismounted once in the stables. 
 
    “Good afternoon, laird,” the stable lad, Gavin, greeted as he dropped from the hay loft. 
 
    “The same to you, lad.” He handed Gavin the reins. 
 
    Liam stretched. Then, as the lad led the horse away, he spied the corner of his sketchpad peeping from the saddlebag. 
 
    “By God,” he cursed. 
 
    The boy froze and glanced back. “Is something wrong, laird?” 
 
    Liam scowled, covered the distance that separated them in three long strides and grabbed the sketchbook. 
 
    “Nae,” he told the boy. Nothing was wrong except that he’d been so distracted by Lady Mackenzie that he’d forgotten to deliver the drawings to Lord Dunn. 
 
    Irritated, he left the stables and headed for the abbey proper. As he strode down the arcade walkway, he caught sight of Rhys standing at the second-floor dormitory window on the west side of the grounds. 
 
    Liam slowed. Would ever a day pass where the dark memories of the past didn’t haunt them? Liam had seen too many grim things. What soldier hadn’t? But Rhys had seen the unthinkable: the destruction of the men under his command. Ewan had found some peace through the love of a good woman, and Liam, at least a smidgeon from his sketches, but for Rhys? Was any measure of peace even possible? 
 
    With a shudder, Liam shoved open the door of the oblong-shaped chapter house and descended the dozen stairs to the main floor. Although, he’d never admit the truth to his brother, the chapter house had become his favorite place in the abbey since Kyla had given the abbey a woman’s touch. She’d furnished the room with several card tables, chairs, a divan, and a pianoforte. Even without the low fire that often burned in the hearth, they gathered here in the evenings to hear her play. 
 
    Liam stalked toward his favorite chair. There was something to be said about having a woman around—a woman, not a flirtatious girl who had no idea how to deal with a real man. Halfway across the room, he became aware of a murmur of voices. Curious, he detoured through the archway and down another hall to one of the abbey’s many entrances. There, near the door, stood Ewan and—God help him—Mister Pettigrew. 
 
    Liam stared. How had Pettigrew managed to speak with Lord Dunn’s man and get here so quickly? Even more, did Dunn know Pettigrew had ridden to the abbey? Had he sent him? Liam strode forward. 
 
    “You’re saying you know nothing concerning the matter of MacAlpin’s missing cow?” Mister Pettigrew asked. 
 
    “Nae,” Ewan replied curtly. “I have already told you.” 
 
    Mister Pettigrew flushed as Liam stopped beside his bother. 
 
    “And I care not that the tracks led you this way,” Ewan continued, his voice calm yet cold. With an air of finality, he added, “Unless you can show me where they lead through our gates, we are finished.” 
 
    Mister Pettigrew shot Liam a pleading look. The audacity of the man. Did he really expect Liam to help? 
 
    “Did Dunn send you?” Liam asked. 
 
    The little man squirmed. “His lordship put me in charge of investigating his cattle, to assure they weren’t gone a missing. Missing cattle are missing cattle.” 
 
    Liam snorted. “As you know, I just came from Newborne. The viscount gave no indication he believed Blackstone to be involved. When you spoke to Mack, did you discover any cattle missing?” 
 
    “Well, no.” Pettigrew fidgeted. “But that is of no consequence in as serious a matter as this.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you speak with the constable,” Liam cut him short. “It is his duty—and his alone—to find the thieves.” 
 
    “The nearest constable is five miles away,” Mister Pettigrew protested. 
 
    “A mere half hour ride,” Ewan said. “You had best hurry if you want to reach him before dark.” 
 
    Pettigrew scowled, but still asked, “None of your cattle are missing, I imagine?” 
 
    Locking his gaze on Pettigrew, Liam addressed his brother, “Ewan, I think Mister Pettigrew is implying since our cattle haven’t been stolen, we are the thieves.” 
 
    “Nae,” Ewan replied evenly. “For such accusations would demand a challenge.” 
 
    Pettigrew paled. “D-dueling is illegal,” he stuttered. 
 
    Ewan stepped forward. “Then, I suppose you’d better make haste to Constable Hamilton and inform him I threatened you.” 
 
    Mister Pettigrew’s mouth opened and closed without producing a sound. 
 
    Ewan opened the door. 
 
    “I will not be bullied,” Pettigrew gasped in a surprising burst of determination.  
 
    Liam chuckled and clapped the man on the back. “That’s the spirit, man. Better to die with courage.” 
 
    Pettigrew’s head snapped in his direction. “What do you mean? I am a fair shot, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    “Good, good. But you should know, Ewan was a sharpshooter in the army. One of the best. We were all members of the 3rd Foot Guard, you know, but Ewan was a Green Jacket.” 
 
    Pettigrew’s eyes widened. “It’s rumored they can take the tassel off a man’s bonnet at a hundred yards.” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Oh, aye. That’s true—except for Ewan. He can shoot a fly off the tassel from three hundred yards.” 
 
    “That is not possible,” Pettigrew blurted. 
 
    Liam laughed. “For anyone but Ewan, aye.” 
 
    Pettigrew stared. 
 
    “On my honor,” Liam added with a grin. 
 
    “I-I must be going.” Pettigrew whirled and lunged through the door. 
 
    Liam nearly laughed as Pettigrew broke into a run. 
 
    “I believe ye frightened the rabbit,” Ewan said. 
 
    They watched him disappear around the side of the building. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought him capable of running at all, much less that fast,” Liam murmured. He closed the door and faced his brother. 
 
    Ewan cocked a brow. “A fly off the tassel of a bonnet at three hundred yards?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “You willnae brag, but I’m allowed.” At his brother’s grunt, he asked, “What do you make of the cattle rustling?” 
 
    Ewan started down the hallway. “I would say someone wants the Beasts of Blackstone Abbey gone,” he replied as Liam fell in alongside him.  
 
    “Someone in Brodrick’s old smuggling ring?” 
 
    Ewan gave a slow nod.  
 
    “Are you thinking who I’m thinking?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Mallatratt.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    At five minutes before two in the afternoon, Mackenzie pushed aside the gold brocade drapes and peered out her bedchamber window. Liam had sent a note that morning, promising to arrive at two. She’d been watching the drive since noon. 
 
    Would he be late? Lord, she hoped not. She scrutinized the road for any hint of the man. 
 
    The clock ticked. 
 
    She forced herself to breathe, calmly, slowly. 
 
    After what felt like ages, the clock chimed twice. 
 
    Still no sign of him. She frowned, surprised just how much the pang of disappointment hurt. 
 
    A rider emerged from the bend in the road. Her pulse skipped a beat. Liam. He sat straight in the saddle—he would, of course. After all, he was a soldier, and a more handsome one had never walked the earth. He sat with such ease, his lean hips moving in rhythm with the horse. Every line of his body bespoke power. 
 
    She leaned against the window and smiled. He must have been fearsome in battle. Her heart tugged. War changed men. She’d often heard that. Just how had Liam been affected? 
 
    Once, she’d seen the body of a man carried from a burned cottage. He’d died from the smoke, not the flames. Aside from smudges of soot on his face, he’d appeared to be sleeping. When the villagers laid him on the ground, the man’s wife screamed and threw herself onto her husband’s body. Mackenzie had watched, horrified. She’d half expected the man’s eyelids to flutter open, for him to rise and take his wife in his arms, to kiss her, hold her close, and assure her all was well. 
 
    But he hadn’t. Finally, the villagers had pulled the woman aside and carried the man away. For the following week, Mackenzie had lain awake at night, consumed with thoughts that the man might wake up buried in a wooden box, six feet beneath the ground. 
 
    She shivered. How much worse were the things that Liam Fraser had seen? 
 
    Her eyes snapped back to the road. Liam hadn’t stopped at the front door, as she’d expected, but continued around the side of the house. As she watched, his head suddenly angled toward her window. 
 
    Quickly, she stepped back. Her hands flew to her cheeks. Had he seen her? How foolish she’d been. So lost in thought, she’d been staring straight at him. He’d clearly noticed and probably thought her a silly buffoon of a lass. Was he still looking her way? She bit her lip and waited, then finally leaned forward and, with one finger, eased the curtain aside a sliver. 
 
    He was gone. 
 
    Mackenzie stepped back. He must have gone to the paddock. Did he expect her to meet him there? Nae, no gentleman would expect a lady to arrive on her own. A proper gentleman would escort her to their destination. She scowled. That meant, he mustn’t be coming, that he didn’t intend to include her in the training of her own horse. Or…was he avoiding her? Surely not. 
 
    “There’s a misunderstanding,” she murmured. 
 
    That left her only one course of action. She hurried toward the door, but on the way, caught her reflection in the mirror near the armoire and stopped. She turned from side to side, studying her appearance. The corset her maid had tied that morning had molded her figure into a perfect hourglass. She smoothed a hand down her side and turned a critical gaze to the light blue riding jacket that hugged her breasts. Yes, quite delightful. Clearly, she was no ‘girl,’ but a woman grown, ready to learn the ways of love—within the confines of marriage, of course—and with the right man, she amended with a prim smile. 
 
    A light tap sounded on the door and the maid, Jesse, entered. “The tea is ready in your mother’s antechamber, miss. She sent me to tell you…” Her voice trailed as her eyes locked onto Mackenzie’s waist. “Oh dear. We tied your stays too tight.” She frowned and hurried to Mackenzie’s side. “Your waist is so small. How can ye breathe?” She reached for the buttons on Mackenzie’s jacket. 
 
    Mackenzie slapped her hands aside. “I am perfectly fine, Jesse. Now, inform my mother I will not be joining her. I am going riding.” 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Mackenzie approached the paddock. As suspected, Liam was already there with her Arabian, Freya, leading her in a circle. Her horse was a beauty, but nothing like the man at her side. 
 
    “Easy, lass,” he crooned. “That’s right, bonny one. Easy. Trust me.” 
 
    Freya snorted and snapped her head, but as Liam continued his gentle words, she stilled and allowed him to flatten a palm on her neck. Slowly, he stroked her back and walked around her rump, palm gliding along her body as the horse twisted her head to watch. 
 
    Mackenzie sighed. If only Liam touched her that way. Was it improper to be jealous of one’s horse? Liam turned away to lead the horse across the paddock, and Mackenzie rested her arms atop the fence and inspected the man, pleased with the set of his shoulders and his lean hips. She shivered, secretly shocked at the pleasure to be found in staring at a man’s strong buttocks. 
 
    Please, Freya, please be the densest horse in all Scotland. The thought that Liam might work his magic and train her quickly was depressing. Watching Liam was the best birthday present she’d ever received. 
 
    As for marriage material? The man was of the highest quality, that was certain. There was little to stand in her way. Doubtless, Lord Ewan Fraser would want his brother happily wed, and as the daughter of an earl, she was a perfect match for a viscount’s brother. Why the Frasers lived as commoners at Blackstone Abbey was a mystery, though she’d heard rumors of their father losing his property through gambling. While rumors were seldom reliable, still, where there was smoke, a fire usually burned. Such hardships, however, wouldn’t stand in her way. Her father was rich, and she, the heiress. 
 
    Liam wheeled Freya around. The horse followed. Liam had a true way with horses, a gift that went well beyond just ‘having a way.’ Already, Freya was well on her way to trusting him. 
 
    “Aye, bonny one. There’s a sweet lass, now.” Liam chuckled. 
 
    Liam looked away from the horse and his eyes locked with Mackenzie’s. He angled his head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Good afternoon.” Mackenzie smiled. 
 
    “Good afternoon, my lady. I see you are dressed for riding.” 
 
    She smiled, pleased he’d noticed. 
 
    He strolled past her, leading the horse. “I know you do no’ mean to ride this mare today.” 
 
    Mackenzie’s smile vanished. Indeed, she had planned on riding Freya, but suddenly, she realized how foolish a notion that had been. The horse wasn’t at all ready. 
 
    “Of course not,” she fibbed. “I plan to ride one of the chestnuts.” 
 
    “Very wise.” He slowed and allowed Freya to walk close enough to sniff his shoulder. 
 
    “Wise?” Mackenzie repeated. He spoke as one would to a child. 
 
    Liam walked a little faster and the horse increased her pace to keep up with him without the lead going taut. “Aye, chestnuts tend to run tame,” he said in even tones. 
 
    “Tame?” Mackenzie repeated. “Have you forgotten I am a skilled horsewoman.” 
 
    “Of course,” he agreed in an indulgent tone. 
 
    Mackenzie’s temper flared. The man was patronizing her. Well, she would show him. She whirled and stalked to the stables. 
 
    “Joseph? Joseph?” she called. 
 
    A freckle-faced young man with a shock of red hair emerged from a nearby stall. “Lady Mackenzie?” 
 
    “I would like to go riding this morning. Saddle Archangel,” she ordered. 
 
    “Archangel, my lady?” Joseph was clearly taken aback. “Are ye sure? Your father’s horse?” 
 
    Must every man treat her like a child? “I am quite sure,” she said in a crisp voice. “Please, be quick. Oh, and not a sidesaddle.” She would break her neck riding sidesaddle on the spirited Friesian. 
 
    “No sidesaddle?” His mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Do I need to clean out your ears?” Mackenzie demanded. When he hesitated, she blew out a frustrated breath. “Step aside, then. I will saddle him myself.” 
 
    Joseph’s eyes widened. “Nae, Miss. I cannot allow that. I’ll be right quick.” 
 
    He spun and raced to the tack room to return a moment later, saddle in hands. At the third stall on the right, he dropped the saddle beside the stall, lifted the latch, then disappeared inside. Mackenzie walked to the stall as Joseph led Archangel out. The stunning Friesian was a powerful, nimble beast of pure black. 
 
    As Joseph busied himself with the saddle, Mackenzie patted the horse on the withers. He nickered and snuffled her hair. 
 
    “Ready, my lady,” Joseph finally said. He linked his hands together and waited. 
 
    Mackenzie stepped into his hands, swung her leg over the animal’s rump and settled in the saddle. 
 
    “Do you wish me to ride with ye, my lady?” the young man asked as he handed her the reins. 
 
    “Whatever for?” She dug her heels into the horse’s ribs. 
 
    Archangel sprang forward. An instant later, they broke from the stables. At the last possible second, she spied Liam in the paddock with Freya. He started to turn her way. Mackenzie snapped her head forward and hunkered down in the saddle.  
 
    A strand of hair flew across her face. Had she really set off without her hat? She laughed. No matter, most likely, she would have lost it in the wind of  Archangel’s gallop. A sliver of guilt niggled. While her father hadn’t expressly forbidden her from riding Archangel, he most likely wouldn’t have allowed her. Though, surely, such a denial would be unfair. The horse was fast and high-spirited, but nothing she couldn’t control. 
 
    Mackenzie turned her face toward the scant sun and drank in what warmth seeped through the fast-moving clouds. The afternoon was glorious—even if it wasn’t quite going according to plan. 
 
    After a time, and with her temper finally cooling, she pulled back on the reins. The beast tossed his head and snorted, but he slowed. 
 
    She’d been a bit of a ninny in expecting to ride Freya, but Liam didn’t have to allow his thoughts on the matter to be known. A gentleman wouldn’t have…but then, she suspected Lord Liam didn’t always behave as a gentleman should. To her chagrin, the idea sent a thrill through her. 
 
    The gentlemen she knew bored her. Lord Gilford, in particular. Her thoughts chilled. Her parents obviously wished her to announce her engagement at the upcoming party. If she were forced to accept Lord Gilford, the party would be the beginning of her prison sentence instead of the opening of the happiest chapter in her life. 
 
    She closed her eyes. 
 
    If only she could get Lord Liam to fall in love with her before then. If only she could announce him as her future husband. 
 
    Mackenzie opened her eyes and scowled. She certainly wasn’t off to an auspicious beginning. 
 
    *** 
 
    Liam watched Lady Mackenzie break into a gallop astride the spirited Friesian. At least she’d had the good sense to forego the sidesaddle. Did Dunn really allow her to run so wild? The wee fool would break her neck. 
 
    The wind whipped the hem of her dress, allowing him a fine view of her slim calf. He clamped his jaw. While she deserved whatever lesson she might learn by riding off alone, some men went wild upon the sight of such an ankle. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” he swore as he removed the Arabian’s lead. He set off for the stables at a run, shouting, “Joseph, where are you?” 
 
    The young man met him at the stable doors, shovel in hand. “Aye, my lord?” 
 
    “Where is Lady Mackenzie off to?” he demanded. 
 
    “A morning ride, she said.” 
 
    “You let her go on that horse and alone?” Liam grated. 
 
    The lad’s eyes widened. “I told her Lord Dunn wouldnae like her riding Archangel.” 
 
    “Archangel?” Liam blurted. “Aptly named, I wager. She’ll likely break her neck. Where is my horse?” 
 
    “The last stall on the right.” Joseph pointed.  
 
    Liam strode toward the stall. “Bring my saddle.” 
 
    Five minutes later, Liam set out in the direction Mackenzie had gone. Seeing no sign of her in the open fields, he urged his mount toward the woodlands at a gallop. Riding that horse in the woods was simply asking for trouble, and the fact she’d reached the line of trees so quickly meant she’d galloped across the field at an obscene speed. 
 
    He approached the edge of the forest, slowed, and scanned for signs of the direction she’d taken. With Blackstone Abbey to the east and Redview to the west, she’d most likely headed north where she wouldn’t encounter another home for at least five miles. 
 
    Was she really accustomed to riding alone off her father’s land? At least before, she’d ridden with a friend. 
 
    Liam spotted horse prints, massive ones, and dismounted to examine them. They were fresh and, as suspected, headed north. He vaulted back into the saddle and urged his mount into the trees. When he found her, he was sorely tempted to bend her over his knee and paddle her pretty bottom. What would she think of that? His blood stirred at the thought. 
 
    The woods soon thinned to provide a view of open country with no sign of the lass. Perhaps he’d erred. He started to wheel his horse around when he caught a movement to the east. Three riders. If Mackenzie had ridden in that direction, she would have met them. 
 
    He kicked his horse into a gallop across the open country. The men vanished into the forest. Minutes later, Liam reached the trees and slowed as he entered the forest. The lowing of cattle filtered through the trees. Liam brought his horse to a halt. Who had cattle in these parts? Angus McPhee owned two hundred acres, but his land was another mile to the west. Had some of his cattle strayed too far? 
 
    He caught the murmur of voices. Liam dismounted, tied his horse securely to the nearest tree, then crept toward the voices. He spied a small clearing ahead with cattle roped in the center of the clearing. Four men were engaged in an angry exchange of words. Liam eased closer behind a wide oak. Here were the cattle rustlers, and foolish ones, to have not immediately driven their ill-gotten gains a safe distance away. 
 
    He scrutinized the men, but to his surprise, Mallatratt wasn’t among them. Perhaps he and Ewan had erred in judgement. What would Pettigrew think when he learned the rustlers were camped right under his nose? Liam imagined the look on Pettigrew’s face when he learned that Liam had discovered the true rustlers. 
 
    At least Lady Mackenzie hadn’t ridden this far. She was likely headed back to Newborne. Still, when he got his hands on her, he would give her a good spanking. 
 
    The cool barrel of a revolver suddenly dug into the back of his neck. He froze for several heartbeats. Then the barrel withdrew and leaves rustled. Liam slowly turned.  
 
    Mallatratt stood five feet away, the revolver pointed at him.  
 
    “What do you want,” Liam asked. 
 
    Mallatratt laughed. “By tonight, all will believe the Beasts of Blackstone Abbey are nothing but common thieves.” 
 
    “You plan on driving the cattle onto our land, under cover of darkness?” 
 
    “The constable will see the evidence with his own eyes.” The man surveyed Liam with a speculative eye. “Or perhaps, we’ll just bring the constable here and show him your dead body next to the cows you stole. Who could blame us for having to shoot you?” 
 
    “You won’t live long, then,” Liam replied in a mild tone. “My brother will hunt you down.” 
 
    Mallatratt shrugged. “I wager the newly wed Lord Fraser won’t want to risk his life now that he has a pretty young wife.” 
 
    Liam gave him a cool smile. “With Ewan, there will be no risk. He will find you. He will kill you. Then, he will return to his pretty wife with no one the wiser.” That wasn’t quite true. Ewan would hunt him down and kill him, then turn himself in to the authorities. 
 
    Uncertainty flickered in the man’s eyes. His muttonchop whiskers quivered. “I dinnae take kindly to being threatened.” 
 
    “ ‘Tis no threat.” 
 
    “Then you leave me no choice.” Mallatratt waved his gun toward the clearing. “We will bury your body where Lord Fraser won’t look.” 
 
    “Do no’ be a fool—” Liam began. The rustle of leaves behind him registered and he started to turn when pain sliced through his skull. 
 
    With a gasp, he stumbled forward then sank to one knee.  
 
    “Fall, ye bastard,” Mallatratt grunted. 
 
    Something struck him on the back of the head and his world went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Mackenzie had but one shot in the pistol. One shot. She had to make it count. She forced back the tears that threatened. 
 
    Liam isn’t dead, she told herself for the dozenth time. It was hard to reconcile that knowledge with the fear roaring through her as she watched the men drag him into the clearing. 
 
    Steady, she ordered herself. 
 
    She crouched lower behind the clump of alders as the men dropped Liam at the edge of the clearing and the man with the muttonchops raised his weapon. 
 
    She had no more time. 
 
    Mackenzie cupped the hand gripping her father’s pistol and aimed at the muttonchop whiskered man who leveled his revolver at Liam’s head. She squeezed the trigger as her father had taught her to do. 
 
    The gun roared. The man jerked and fell to the ground. She’d hit him! The other men scattered. The sheep bleated, and the cows mooed as they stampeded. The largest cow headed after one of the retreating men, trampling him underfoot as the remaining brigands leapt on their horses and raced away. 
 
    Thank God they are cowards. 
 
    Mackenzie rushed forward, letting her tears fall as she dropped to her knees at Liam’s side. The man she’d shot lay five feet away. Had she killed him? Despite her bravado, her hands shook as she laid her pistol on the ground and fumbled with Liam’s bonds. At last, she loosened the rope, then crawled around to face him. His head lolled to one side. How hard had they hit him? She pressed her ear to his chest. The powerful thump of his heartbeat released a fresh onslaught of tears. 
 
    He lived. 
 
    She straightened. It was far too dangerous to leave him alone and ride for help. The brigands might return. She had to wake him. To her right, the man she’d shot groaned. Mackenzie snapped her head in his direction. So, he wasn’t dead. She spotted his revolver still in his grasp. Her heart raced. She had to take the weapon before he awoke.  
 
    Still on her knees, she inched closer, stomach churning. He stirred. Mackenzie lunged for the revolver, seized the weapon, and pushed to her feet. The weapon felt heavy compared to the small pistol she’d used. Trembling, she stumbled back a pace, willing Liam to wake as the man groaned again. 
 
    Something rustled behind her. She spun to face the sound and glimpsed a rider among the trees. Had the brigands returned? The urge to cry rushed to the surface, again. Nae, that would show a weakness that would get her and Liam killed. She hurried back to Liam. If only he’d wake and— 
 
    Suddenly, the man rolled over and sat up. Blood stained his left shoulder. She really had shot him. Bile rose in her throat. 
 
    “What the bloody hell happened?” He frowned in confusion. 
 
    Mackenzie drew a shaking breath. “I shot you,” she said in a steadier voice than she thought herself capable. 
 
    “The devil you did,” the man objected, then looked at his shoulder. With furrowed brows, he looked at her again. “Why did ye shoot me?” 
 
    “Because you were going to shoot Lord Liam.”  
 
    “Why should you care?” He attempted to rise. 
 
    “Do not move,” Mackenzie ordered. 
 
    God help her, when was Liam going to wake up? 
 
    The man snorted. “Do you plan to finish the job?” 
 
    “I will if you get up,” she snapped. 
 
    He shifted onto his knees. “Why don’t you run along home, girl, and leave these matters to us men?” With a grunt, he lurched unsteadily to his feet. 
 
    Mackenzie retreated a step before she could stop herself. 
 
    “You’d best not let me catch you, lass,” he threatened as he stumbled forward. 
 
    Mackenzie raised her shaking hands and pointed the gun once more. 
 
    He unexpectedly pitched forward. Liam shoved to his knees as the man hit the ground. With a roar, Liam struck the brigand a vicious, bone-cracking blow. The man’s legs went limp. 
 
    Mackenzie burst into tears. Liam yanked her to the ground and seized her revolver. She cried out as he swung the gun toward the forest behind her and onto the rider who burst through the trees. She jerked in unison with the thunder of the weapon. The man dropped from his horse ten feet away and the animal raced past them. 
 
    Mackenzie stared, unable to tear her gaze from the man. “Is he dead?” 
 
    Liam caught her by the wrist. “What the bloody hell are you doing here?” 
 
    She snapped her gaze onto him. “I-I saw them. They were going to kill you.” 
 
    He grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck. “Why didn’t you ride for help? You nearly got yourself killed.” 
 
    Was he chiding her? Anger rose, but with one look at the haunted expression on his face, her fury faded. “I am a tolerable shot, sir.” 
 
    “Where did you get a gun?”  
 
    “I never ride alone without a weapon.” 
 
    He stared at her as if she’d sprouted horns. “Your father allows you to carry a weapon?” 
 
    “Indeed. It is he who taught me to shoot.” At straw targets. Without a doubt, he would be furious with her involvement in catching the cattle thieves. 
 
    Liam stood, took two steps to the man with the whiskers, and nudged him with a booted toe. At the sight of blood seeping from his nose, Mackenzie averted her eyes. 
 
    “Where is your horse?” Liam demanded.  
 
    Without answering, Mackenzie rose and stumbled in the direction she’d left the animal. She suddenly wanted to be safe in her chambers, away from the stench of blood. Battling nausea, she willed her roiling stomach into submission and hurried to where she’d left Archangel. The tree she’d tied him to came into sight, but Archangel was gone. 
 
    She rushed to the tree. “I tied him here. He-he cannot be gone!” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Liam asked. 
 
    She pointing to the hoofmarks in the moist ground. “He must have been startled by the noise.” 
 
    God help her. She’d lost Archangel. 
 
    His mouth thinned. “You will ride with me.” 
 
    “Father will be furious.” About so very many, many things. 
 
    “This way.” Liam gripped her shoulder. 
 
    Mackenzie tensed, startled from her worries. 
 
    “We’ll ride back together.” 
 
    “Together?” 
 
    He lifted a brow as he guided her forward. “You shoot a man, but are squeamish about sharing a saddle with one?” 
 
    Squeamish wasn’t what she felt, but she could hardly correct him. He guided her through the woods. Less than a minute later, his horse came into view. 
 
    Silently, he grasped the horse’s reins, swung himself into the saddle, then reached for her. She gasped as he dragged her across his lap. Her heart began to thunder. Were his thighs made of stone? He hugged her close and urged the horse forward. This was much different than when he’d scooped her up into his arms after she’d fallen from her horse. With every step of the horse, she bounced just a little on his lap. She found the movement strangely compelling. The sudden urge to cry caught her off guard and she choked back a sob. Liam’s arms tightened around her and she was surprised at the sense of security that engulfed her. 
 
    After some minutes, they left the trees and Liam drew rein. 
 
    “What is it?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “There,” he murmured. 
 
    She followed the line of his gaze to two distant riders. 
 
    The brigands had returned. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    “Hold tight,” Liam warned, and snapped the reins across the horse’s flanks.  
 
    Mackenzie threw her arms about his waist and pressed her temple against his chest as they galloped across open ground. He urged his horse faster, until they fairly flew over the field. 
 
    Liam glanced over his shoulder. The bloody brigands still pursued. He faced forward and hunkered down. At last, they crested the incline that bordered the road. He glanced back as they started down the hill and saw no riders. Still, Liam didn’t slow until they reached the forest bordering Newborne. 
 
    “Are they gone?” Mackenzie whispered after the horse slowed to a walk through the scant trees.  
 
    She held onto him so tightly, she stood in danger of cracking his ribs. 
 
    “They are gone,” he assured. 
 
    She exhaled, and he became aware of the soft crush of her breasts against him. An unexpected surge of protectiveness startled him with its intensity. Memory flashed of her pointing the revolver at Mallatratt. Rage swept through him anew.  
 
    “Do you think the men are dead?” she asked.  
 
    He hoped Mallatratt still lived so he could see the look in the man’s eye when the hangman slipped the noose around his throat, but said, “Aye, lass. I do.” 
 
    She shivered. Ewan looked down at her. She tilted her head up and before he realized his own intent, he tugged on the reins as he lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers. She gave a small cry and grasped his neck. 
 
    She arched and his cock hardened painfully. Liam imagined carrying her from the horse and laying her beneath one of the alders. His fingers ached to cup her breast. He started when she traced his bottom lip with her tongue. Liam thrust his tongue inside her mouth. Her tongue tangled with his and he wondered if it were possible to lift her onto his erection right there in the saddle. He cupped a breast.  
 
    “Liam,” she gasped. 
 
    He froze. 
 
    Several heartbeats passed before he pulled back and looked down at her. She stared, her parted lips swollen from his kiss, but already, her lashes began to lower once again. The wee hoyden was ripe for a man’s touch. Surely, she could feel how hard he was. Did she even know what that meant? What did it matter? He couldn’t sate his need with Lord Dunn’s daughter, no matter how much he desired to sheathe himself in her slick heat. 
 
    “We must go.”  
 
    He urged the horse into a fast walk. Liam ignored the hurt in her eyes and returned his attention to the forest.  
 
    Mackenzie remained quiet until they started down the front drive. “The stables,” she said. 
 
    He followed her gaze to the carriage standing before the front door.   
 
    “Why?” he asked.  
 
    “I would rather not see any guests.” 
 
    Any guests? Or this guest in particular?  
 
    “I must speak with your father about—” 
 
    “—my wrongdoing?” she cut in. 
 
    “I know who the cattle thieves are,” he said. 
 
    “But you will tell him what I did.” 
 
    “Lass, I dinnae think we can hide it from him—even if I thought it would be right to do so.” She didn’t reply, and he added, “Ye did not understand the danger. He will see that.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I understood the danger quite well,” she retorted. “How could I let them shoot you?” 
 
    He couldn’t prevent a small smile. “For that, I owe you my thanks.” 
 
    She looked up at him in surprise. “Truly?” 
 
    He hardened his gaze. “That does not mean I want you taking such risks again.” 
 
    They stopped at the front door. 
 
    “The stables—” she insisted. 
 
    The front door flew open and Lord Dunn rushed out, a tall, thin young man with a jutting chin, close upon his heels. 
 
    Lord Dunn reached for his daughter. “We were just leaving to search for you.” He lifted her from the horse. “What happened? Archangel returned alone.” 
 
    Mackenzie blurted, “We found the cattle rustlers, Papa.” 
 
    The earl’s head snapped toward Liam as he swung from the horse. “Is this true, Fraser?” her father demanded.  
 
    Liam nodded. “Aye. The men were a mile from here, between Newborne and Blackstone Abbey. They planned to lead the cattle to the abbey in the dead of night.” 
 
    “It’s true, Papa,” Mackenzie chimed in. “They sought to cast blame on Lord Liam and his comrades. I overheard them myself. They—”  
 
    “You overheard the men talking?” Lord Dunn pinned Liam with a scowl. “You took my daughter into a thieves’ den?” 
 
    “By God, I will put a bullet through his belly,” the thin, young man muttered. 
 
    “Lord Liam did not lead me into a thieves’ den,” Lady Mackenzie cut in. 
 
    The young man addressed Lord Dunn, “Perhaps, it is better if Lady Mackenzie retires to her chambers.” 
 
    “My affairs are none of your concern, Lord Gilford.” Mackenzie fisted her hands at her sides. 
 
    Lord Gilford pinned Liam with a glare and said, “I beg to differ, my lady. A man’s betrothed is always his concern.” 
 
    Betrothed? 
 
    It seemed that all the air rushed from Liam’s lungs.  
 
    He looked at Lady Mackenzie, then at Dunn. “I must be going. I must alert the constable to the rustlers’ whereabouts.” 
 
    He swung onto his horse and rode off at a canter without a backwards glance. 
 
    *** 
 
    A shadow fell across Liam’s desk, but he didn’t look up from the drawings he’d been studying the past hour. He already knew the identity of the intruder. Only Kyla, his sister-in-law, walked with such a light step within the abbey’s stone walls. 
 
    “It is too late to be working.” Kyla seated herself on the chair against the wall to the right of his desk. 
 
    “There’s not enough time in the day to get all the work done,” he said without looking up. 
 
    His sister-in-law was a good soul, but she never visited him without a reason. She didn’t speak immediately, which could only mean whatever was on her mind was something she considered of the utmost importance. 
 
    “Ewan told me of Mallatratt’s attack this afternoon. I am relieved you are here, safe.” Her voice trembled. 
 
    Liam lifted his gaze to hers. “You are not to blame.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I cannot help but think otherwise.” 
 
    Of course, she’d take the matter to heart. “What does Ewan say?” he asked, gently. 
 
    Kyla sighed. “The same as you.”  
 
    “Ewan is usually right.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Lord Dunn is quite upset over his daughter’s involvement.” 
 
    Mackenzie. He’d tried everything in his power not to think of her the entire evening and with little success. He tamped down the fury that rose each time he recalled Mallatratt walking toward Lady Mackenzie. Because of him, she’d been in that situation. The man would have killed her and then some. He’d thought Lady Mackenzie nothing more than a beautiful spoiled girl…he was wrong. 
 
    Kyla’s eyes softened. “Thank God she was there.” 
 
    Liam looked up sharply. 
 
    At the sound of footsteps, they both turned as Ewan entered the room. Always a man of few words, he said nothing, but he didn’t need to. The smile he sent Kyla spoke volumes. 
 
    “I was just leaving.” Kyla rose and reached for his hand as he stopped before her. 
 
    Ewan ran his thumb over her hand. “I will join you, in a moment.” 
 
    Kyla smiled and turned to Liam. “I am grateful you’re safe.” Her gaze altered, and she added, “Both of you.” 
 
    Liam tensed. Could the woman read his soul? 
 
    When she left, Ewan arched a brow. “Both?” 
 
    Liam shrugged and turned back to his drawings. “Kyla is a romantic.” 
 
    “Does something lie between you and Dunn’s daughter?” 
 
    Trust Ewan to drive directly to the point. Liam gave an acid laugh. “You know better, Ewan. I could never attain a woman such as Lady Mackenzie.” 
 
    He winced inwardly. The indirectness of his reply provided more of an answer than if he’d simply said ‘yes’. 
 
    “They found the thieves,” Ewan said, and gratitude flooded Liam that his brother didn’t press the matter. “Mallatratt wasn’t among the rustlers.” 
 
    Liam raised his head. “He has fled Scotland, if he’s wise.” 
 
    “Aye,” Ewan agreed. 
 
    They exchanged a look, one in which Liam read his older brother’s concern. Wounded and branded a rustler, Mallatratt would be hellbent on revenge. 
 
    “If they find him, he will implicate Kyla’s father—and you—in Brodrick’s smuggling ring,” Liam said.  
 
    Ewan drew in a deep breath. “Aye. It is unlikely they will believe him. If need be, I will have a talk with Constable Hamilton. The Home Office will intercede if necessary.” 
 
    Liam grunted. “Our illustrious constable may not be pleased that your wife’s father successfully ran the smuggling ring for two years right under his nose.” 
 
    His brother grunted a laugh. “Let us hope he never has to know.” Ewan directed an inquiring gaze on the drawings spread out on the desk. “You have made progress.” 
 
    “I have decided to do as you suggest and return to university,” he said. He wasn’t aware until he’d said the words aloud that he’d finally made up his mind. 
 
    His brother crossed his arms and waited. 
 
    “God, Ewan, you dinnae make this easy,” Liam paused. “I cannot stay.” 
 
    He couldn’t be around Mackenzie anymore, not when she was out of reach. Even if by some miracle, her father would have agreed to their match, that possibility had slipped through his fingers. She was betrothed to another man, if one could call that fop, Lord Gilford, a man. 
 
    “I will go. Once Mallatratt is found,” he added the last in a rush.  
 
    Even if Mackenzie could never be his, he’d sure as hell see her safe before he left. He would move heaven and hell to locate Mallatratt before her wedding. He couldn’t see her give herself to the pasty-faced Gilford. God, what was her father thinking? Gilford couldn’t please a lass like Mackenzie. He’d thought her merely a spoiled goddess. He’d been wrong. She was a firebrand, willful, strong, yet so damned female. She’d molded to him perfectly. He could feel her breasts in his hands, so round, so firm as she’d arched against him. What he wouldn’t give to run his hands over those buttocks, in the naked flesh. 
 
    He inhaled. 
 
    Such thoughts were dangerous. 
 
    Liam drew his brows in a line. “I will see that the drawings for Dunn are complete before I go.” He turned to face his brother. 
 
    Ewan was gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Mackenzie stared up at the ceiling of her bedchambers. Downstairs, the clock chimed the midnight hour. She should be asleep, but how?  She’d shot a man. Her heart pounded. She breathed deep. She hadn’t killed him—thank the Lord—though he deserved it. Her father said justice would see that he paid for his crimes. To her surprise, tears rose. She breathed deep again. There was no need to cry. She’d saved Liam. Then…he’d saved her. Saved her for what? Lord Gilford?   
 
    The warmth of Liam’s lips rose in memory. A flutter started deep in her belly. His long, tanned fingers had cupped her breast. She sat up, her heart beating wildly.  According to Society, a man shouldn’t take such liberties. A proper lady would have slapped him across the face and demanded an apology. Instead, she wished mightily they had continued.  
 
    She swung her feet off the bed. “You’re in a pickle, Mackenzie,” she muttered as she padded to the window and peered out into the night. 
 
    What would it take for her father to send Lord Gilford packing? She could never marry the man. The thought of him touching her breasts as Liam had made her stomach roil. Before, she hadn’t wanted to wed him. Now, the marriage seemed a prison sentence. Her father was the problem. Perhaps, in the morning, once his anger faded, she could make him see reason. 
 
    If not…  
 
    Kyla looked to the east, toward Blackstone Abbey.  
 
    She would convince her father. She had to. 
 
      
 
    The morning sun rose bright and warm, a welcome change from the rain and gloom of the past weeks. 
 
    “You have circles under your eyes, miss,” Jesse, her maid, clucked as she set down the tray beside Mackenzie’s bed. 
 
    Mackenzie groaned. She’d only just fallen asleep at dawn. 
 
    “It’s not surprising,” the maid continued, bustling about to draw back the curtains. “After the doings, yesterday.” 
 
    Mackenzie winced at the bright light, then realization dawned. Liam would arrive soon to train Freya. She wasn’t ready. 
 
    “Quickly, Jesse.” She threw the bedcovers aside. “My lavender muslin.” 
 
    “Lavender?” 
 
    “Aye.” She would wear her best dress and nothing more. After yesterday’s experience—and the night’s imaginings—she had to take her future into her own hands. 
 
    “I see.” Jesse grinned as she opened the armoire door. “Lord Gilford is here.” 
 
    Mackenzie jerked back as if she’d been slapped. Right. Lord Gilford. She had to rid herself of the man. But how? The thought kept her occupied as she dressed and completed her morning toilette. When she stood in front of the mirror to inspect her final reflection, she was no closer to an answer. 
 
    “You look beautiful, miss. Lord Gilford will stand in awe.” 
 
    Mackenzie grimaced. 
 
    She waited until Jesse gathered the breakfast tray and left the room before she hurried to the window. Liam would arrive soon, and she was still no closer to a plan. She’d no sooner finished the thought when she caught sight of his powerful figure astride his horse, emerging from the woodlands that bordered the abbey. 
 
    Now, there was a man, a real one, who could make her heart flutter. Would she ever tire of looking at him? She watched as he cantered down the carriage drive. This time, he didn’t head toward the stables, but stopped at the front door. 
 
    Her heart leapt into her throat. Was he there to escort her, properly, this time? 
 
    Unable to stop grinning like a fool, she skipped straight past her mirror, rushed from the bedroom and ran for the stairs. She nearly reached the foyer when she heard voices. Liam’s. The other belonged to Mister Dobbin. She paused and listened, hand resting over her heart in an attempt to slow its beat. 
 
    “Lord Dunn will see you now,” the butler said. 
 
    “Thank you,” came Liam’s reply. 
 
    Mackenzie’s euphoria punctured like a balloon. Her heart wanted to believe he’d come to ask for her hand. Her mind coolly informed her he’d arrived to tell her father what happened yesterday. 
 
    Perhaps, a glimpse of his face would indicate which. She sat on the stairs and pressed her face between the balusters in an attempt to see his expression, but she caught only the briefest view of his long legs striding across the foyer before he disappeared into the adjoining room. Mackenzie straightened. She simply had to hear the conversation. She jumped to her feet and jerked in surprise. Lord Gilford stood on the step beside her, his blond brow arched, his narrow nose held high.  
 
    “Lady Mackenzie,” he greeted, his manner the epitome of courtesy. 
 
    The man had never made her heart flutter. Perfect manners or no, she’d never spent the night imagining his hands on her breasts. “I am busy, Lord Gilford.” 
 
    Only the slight widening of his eyes betrayed his surprise. “I must speak with you, Lady Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Not now,” she replied curtly. “As I said, I am busy.” 
 
    She started to take a step down, but he maneuvered sideways to block her path. Mackenzie glanced up, surprised. She hadn’t thought he had it in him. 
 
    “I must insist.” He smiled. 
 
    His smile lacked truth warmth. Nothing like Liam’s.  
 
    She opened her mouth to insist that he leave her quite alone when her mother called from the hallway above, “Mackenzie, dear.” 
 
    Mackenzie grimaced. 
 
    “You and Lord Gilford must join us in the breakfast room.” 
 
    Mackenzie glanced up at her mother, who smiled down at her, then continued down the hallway and out of view. Mackenzie’s thoughts raced. While she could refuse Lord Gilford, her mother was harder to deny. Yet, the thought of sitting there, drinking tea and eating pastries, made her want to choke. 
 
    “I am ill,” she lied. 
 
    “Fraser’s fault,” Lord Gilford said. 
 
    Mackenzie tossed him a narrow-eyed scowl. 
 
    The man shrugged and sniffed, “For placing you in so much danger yesterday.” 
 
    Really, he was unbearable. Whatever was her father thinking? Such a namby-pamby fool could never be a suitable match for her. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Mackenzie pushed past him. She’d nearly reached the study when the door opened. She took two quick steps to the servants’ stairs and ducked into them. Quickly, Mackenzie peered around the edge in time to see Liam emerge from her father’s study. His grim, handsome face and the tense set of his shoulders told her all she needed to know. Her heart flopped. As she’d feared. He’d informed her father of her actions the day before. 
 
    Tears stung her lashes. Did their interlude on the horse mean nothing to him? Swallowing hard, she flattened against the wall and held her breath until Liam passed the stairs. She leaned forward just enough to watch until he disappeared down the hallway. She stepped from the stairs and took three quick paces toward him, then halted. Nae, the wiser choice would be to speak with her father before he shipped her off as Lord Gilford’s new bride. 
 
    Mackenzie spun and hurried to her father’s study. She halted on the threshold. Her father stood by the fire, every line of his body taut with anger. Mackenzie hesitated, then entered the study and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    He turned, mouth grim. “That fool of a Fraser nearly got you killed. But no matter. He will be gone. Soon.” 
 
    “Gone?” Mackenzie gasped. 
 
    Her father didn’t seem to notice her response. “I thought better of him,” he continued. “I thought him a man capable of protecting the weak.” 
 
    Irritation rippled at the word ‘weak,’ but she understood her father’s intent well enough. Besides, she had a bigger concern than quibbling over insults.  
 
    “Where is he going?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” her father queried sharply. 
 
    “Yes, Papa. It does.” 
 
    “Far away is all I know, and, in this case, he cannot get far enough away to suit me,” her father growled. “A man who doesn’t protect the woman in his keeping is a fool, not a man. To let you ride so far, and straight into danger…” He expelled a long breath through his nose. 
 
    Mackenzie frowned. Let her ride? She’d gone riding of her own volition and happened upon Liam and the rustlers. Surely, he’d told her father the truth? 
 
    “Bloody hell, but I thought the man a better shot.” Her father snorted in disgust. “To have missed the thief at such close range. He should have shot him dead from the start. Now, God knows where the man is or what he will do.” Her father suddenly turned on her. “I will not have you riding, Mackenzie. You are to stay in the house until this matter is settled.” 
 
    “I will, Papa,” she murmured. 
 
    He shot her a suspicious glance. “Do you swear?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied without hesitation. Now, for the truth. “I do not know what Lord Liam told you, but I rode out of Newborne on my own yesterday. He came looking for me. It was I who witnessed him being captured, and I shot the brigand. The thieves had knocked Lord Liam out. The thief intended to kill him.” It felt so good to speak the truth. “I would not let him die. I aimed and squeezed the trigger, just as you taught me.” 
 
    Her father simply stared. 
 
    She bit her lip and waited. 
 
    Finally, he said, “To your room. At once. And do not leave until I come to you.” 
 
    Mackenzie fled. 
 
      
 
    The following afternoon, Mackenzie paced her room. Her father had yet to speak with her. If he didn’t release her by dinnertime, she would sneak out—come what may. If Liam left— 
 
    She broke off the thought. She couldn’t consider the possibility. Surely, he wouldn’t leave so soon. What if he did? Her heart squeezed.  
 
    The bedroom door opened, and Mackenzie whirled as Jesse entered, a breakfast tray in hand.  
 
    “Your father says you’re permitted to attend the dinner party tonight.” She set the tray on the table near the hearth. 
 
    Mackenzie blew out a breath. “He cannot possibly still be angry that I saved a man’s life.”  
 
    “It isnae that, miss,” Jesse shot her a commiserative smile. “He believes you are not speaking the truth.” 
 
    Mackenzie frowned. “Why would I lie about anything so serious?” 
 
    The maid fidgeted and then said in a rush, “He’s convinced you’re lying to avoid your engagement to Lord Gilford, miss.” 
 
    She hadn’t considered that.  
 
    “I overheard…” 
 
    Mackenzie hurried to the maid and grasped her hands. “Tell me, Jesse. Please tell me, at once.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Lord Gilford’s of a mind that you could never shoot a man, miss.” 
 
    She wanted to shoot Lord Gilford. That would teach him not to say she couldn’t shoot a man.  
 
    “Tell me, Jesse, has Lord Liam been about? He is supposed to break Freya for me.” 
 
    Jesse shook her head. 
 
    Mackenzie stomach knotted. Had he left?  
 
    “But he will be here at the dinner party tonight, miss,” Jessie piped up. “Your mother made sure he was invited.” 
 
    Her heart soared. Mackenzie closed her eyes. Tonight, she would find a way to make him fall in love with her once and for all. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Liam stared out the window of his chambers, absently buttoning his shirt, while the setting sun bathed the hills a warm gold. He would miss the abbey. The constable had discovered that Mallatratt had purchased a ticket on a ship bound for Canada. Liam swore under his breath. The man had escaped justice, but, at least, he was gone from Mackenzie’s life. 
 
    Now, it was time for him to do the same. 
 
    He glanced around his room. He wouldn’t take much. Just a few books and an extra plaid. The rest, even his sketchbook, he would leave behind.  
 
    The past week he’d come to realize just how far Mackenzie had succeeded in breaking through to his heart. He would miss her perky smile and her challenges. 
 
    “We are ready to leave,” Kyla called from the hall for the third time. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Considering his strained relationship with Lord Dunn, he’d had no intention of attending Lady Dunn’s party. Kyla had insisted. Why, he hadn’t a clue. 
 
    “Don’t let me keep you,” Liam replied.  
 
    After a moment, Kyla poked her head through the open doorway. “Do you promise to come?” 
 
    Liam nearly smiled. He would miss her and her damned persistence. 
 
    “Well?” she prodded. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I shall hold you to your word, Liam.” She pursed her lips. 
 
    “Aye.” Most likely, it would be at least a year before she saw him next. She wouldn’t remember. 
 
    She withdrew into the hallway and, a few minutes later, the clatter of fading hooves in the courtyard signaled both she and Ewan’s departure. 
 
    Liam stuffed his plaid and books into a saddlebag, slung the saddlebag over his shoulder, and went downstairs. Strange how the abbey had come to feel like home in so short a time.  
 
    Liam slipped out of the abbey and strode to his saddled and waiting horse. He affixed his saddlebag to the saddle, mounted, and urged his horse across the courtyard and through the abbey gate. He would spend the night in Inverness. Kyla would be upset upon receiving his letter of farewell, but she would eventually understand. Ewan already did. 
 
    Liam slackened the reins and allowed his horse to set the pace. It wasn’t until he broke from the trees and heard the strains of a quartet floating on the wind that he realized he’d turned his horse toward Newborne. The manor house stood aglow with light. Carriages lined the drive. Somewhere in the ballroom, Mackenzie’s eyes sparkled as she tossed her head back and laughed at something Gilford said. 
 
    Why torture himself so? Even more curiously, why was he urging his horse down the drive when he had no plans to make himself known? Did he hope Mackenzie stood in her room, peeking at him through the curtains as she had only days ago? He looked up at her window. Low light flickered in her window, but she didn’t stand looking down at him. Why should she, when she had Lord Gilford? 
 
    He guided his horse around the mansion toward Freya’s paddock. The proud, majestic Arabian reminded him of Mackenzie in so many ways. Why visit the animal? Because he couldn’t bear to let the last ties to Mackenzie go. 
 
    Damn, he was a fool. 
 
    Liam neared the paddock. The moon and house provided enough light to reveal an empty paddock. He pulled the left rein to circle back the way he’d come. The horse started to turn, when a shadow separated from the stable to the left. 
 
    “Liam?” 
 
    Liam drew a sharp breath. Mackenzie. Alone. In the dim light, he could see only her silhouette as the night wind molded her pelisse to her body. 
 
    He halted his horse, leapt from the saddle and strode toward her.  
 
    “You came,” her voice hitched. 
 
    “Is not Lord Gilford waiting for you inside?” he asked, his voice hoarse with a jealousy he couldn’t hide. 
 
    She snorted. “All the more fool, if he is. I was coming to find you.” 
 
    Liam halted in front of her. “Is he not your fiancé?” He held his breath. 
 
    “Does the idea of Lord Gilford marrying me bother you?” She tilted her head. 
 
    His blood stirred. Such an infuriating woman. She stepped close, almost into his arms. Her heady scent tortured him. If he stayed a moment longer, he would never leave. 
 
    She isn’t yours, fool. 
 
    “Where is Freya?” he whispered.  
 
    Mackenzie glanced at the paddock. “She was here moments ago. I bid her good night.” 
 
    He scanned the fence, looking for any sign of breakage. 
 
    “Wait.” Mackenzie held up a hand. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Liam stilled, then heard a horse whicker. 
 
    “There,” Mackenzie pointed to an outbuilding on the right. “Did she jump?” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “The fence is too high.” 
 
    “Then she is loose.” Mackenzie sprinted toward the outbuilding. 
 
    Liam hesitated, but when she vanished around the corner of the outbuilding, he set off after her. Why was he always running after this woman? 
 
    Mackenzie cried out. Liam broke into a run. He neared the building, then skidded to a halt. With one hand clamped over Mackenzie’s mouth, Mallatratt was dragging her toward his horse, behind which he’d tied Freya. Liam flattened his back against the building.   
 
    “Lady Mackenzie?” a man called. 
 
    Gilford.  
 
    And he was approaching the other side of the outbuilding.  
 
    “Mackenzie?” Lord Dunn shouted a second later. 
 
    The earl barreled around the opposite corner of the building with Lord Gilford at his side. Mallatratt released Mackenzie’s mouth and she screamed as he yanked a pistol from his waistband. Lord Dunn and Gilford halted when he jammed the pistol muzzle against Mackenzie’s head. 
 
    “One more step, and I will shoot your lovely daughter, Dunn.” 
 
    “Take anything you wish,” Lord Dunn held up his hands, palms out. “Anything.” 
 
    Mallatratt laughed. “I am of a mind to take your daughter, as well as the horse.” 
 
    Cold fury flashed over Liam, but he forced calm and eased around the building. He crept forward. Dunn didn’t give away Liam’s presence, but Gilford’s eyes widened. Mallatratt spun as Liam lunged. Mackenzie stomped on Mallatratt’s foot. The pistol arced up and fired. Mackenzie screamed. Liam nearly collided with Lord Gilford, who stampeded past like a terrified bull. 
 
    Liam rammed his fist into Mallatratt’s jaw. His head snapped back with an audible crack. Lord Dunn grabbed his daughter and pulled her to safety as Liam drove his fist into Mallatratt’s belly. The man squealed like a stuck pig. The scream died on the third blow as he went limp. Liam straightened, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Mackenzie broke free of her father’s grasp and threw herself into Liam’s arms. He held her close.  
 
    He ran his hands over her, ensuring himself she was whole. “Did he shoot you?” 
 
    “Nae, I am unharmed. What of you?” 
 
    Liam closed his eyes, heaved a breath of relief, and pressed his forehead against hers. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    As Mackenzie stiffened, Liam lifted his head. 
 
    Lord Dunn stood a few yards away, his brows drawn in a hard line. Liam straightened and pulled Mackenzie against his side. The earl’s eyes flicked to Liam’s arm around Mackenzie’s waist. Half a dozen servants stampeded around the corner of the building.  
 
    “We heard gunfire,” one man said.  
 
    “We are well.” Lord Dunn pointed at Mallatratt. “Bind him and send for the constable. Tell him I’ve got the missing cattle thief.” 
 
    Someone whistled as the men descended on the unconscious rustler. 
 
    “Where is Lord Gilford?” Lord Dunn demanded. 
 
    Liam snorted. “When the pistol fired, he ran away.”  
 
    Lord Dunn went silent for a moment then started toward the mansion. After three paces, he tossed over his shoulder, “Come. The both of you.” 
 
    Liam had no choice but to follow. Near the house, they met Lord Gilford emerging from the pantry door. 
 
    Lord Dunn stepped into his path. “How nice to see you again, Gilford,” his voice held sarcasm. 
 
    Gilford froze. 
 
    “How unfortunate you must cut your stay in the country short,” he. continued coldly. “As I will be occupied when you leave, I will say my farewells now.” 
 
    Gilford’s mouth thinned. 
 
    “Come, Fraser.” The earl waved him forward. “Let us see Mackenzie to her mother, then join me in my study for a drink.” 
 
    “I will not be foisted off, Papa,” Mackenzie said as her father entered the pantry. 
 
    He paused and faced her. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I shall join you and Lord Liam. If I am the subject of conversation, I should be included in the conversation.” 
 
    “Do you not trust your own father?” he chided softly. 
 
    She stepped closer to her father and met his gaze square. “I have learned that fathers are not the best judges of what their daughters might wish for in a husband. They tend to focus on the man’s yearly sum.” 
 
    A maid entered the pantry and stopped short. “My lord.” Eyes wide, she glanced from Dunn to Liam and Mackenzie.  
 
    “Mackenzie, Frazier, come with me.” He headed up the servants’ stair and led them to his study.  
 
    The moment they stood safe within its walls, Mackenzie rounded on her father. “I will marry Lord Liam, Papa.”  
 
    Liam blinked, and her father opened his mouth to reply, but she cut them off.  
 
    “I realize you are only trying to ensure my security, but there is more to life than money.” 
 
    Liam was surprised to note the smile Dunn quickly hid.  
 
    “Stability,” her father replied as he crossed to the table to the left of his desk where sat a sherry decanter and glasses. He began to fill a glass. “Is not stability the best gift a father can bestow on the child he cherishes most in the world?” 
 
    Mackenzie gave a slow nod. “Stability is not as important as other things, Papa. What of love?” 
 
    “Love does not pay debts,” her father rejoined as he poured a second glass of sherry. 
 
    “I would rather live in a humble home filled with love, with a man who makes my heart flutter, than with a plump lordling with a fat wallet.” 
 
    “Says an heiress who has never known hardship,” Liam cut in. Damn it all, he’d have a say in his own marriage. 
 
    Father and daughter turned toward him. 
 
    Mackenzie was the first to speak. “Perhaps, says a man who believes he cannot attain his heart’s desire.” 
 
     “Very astute,” Liam murmured. 
 
    The earl turned from the sherry he’d poured. “It is time I return to my guests.” He met Liam’s gaze and lifted a brow, then turned and started for the door.  
 
    Liam stared in surprise as the man clicked the door shut, leaving him and Mackenzie alone. She hurried to Liam’s side. Even after the evening’s ordeal, she was beautiful, elegant, a lady in her element. Such a complex woman could hold his interest for a lifetime. His gaze dropped to a lock of her hair, curling around her swanlike neck. She was an uncommon beauty. How had she so easily captured him under her spell? 
 
    “Marry me,” she whispered. 
 
    “Am I not to ask that of you?” he queried as he took her into his arms. 
 
    “You will take too long.” She slid her palms up his chest and clasped her hands behind his neck. 
 
    “I can only offer you a humble life.” 
 
    She smiled, her eyes shining like stars. “If I am with you, I can live in an earthen-floored hut.” 
 
    “I am not that humble—” 
 
    “You’re taking too long,” she interrupted.  
 
    Without waiting a moment longer, she pulled his head down for a kiss. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Mackenzie closed her eyes, enjoying the wind wildly whipping her hair as the powerful muscles of the Arabian moved beneath her. Freya was her soulmate. Her perfect match. Never would she love a horse more. She lifted her lashes and saw, with regret, that they’d reached the low wall demarking the southern end of Newborne land. With reluctance, she pulled the reins and slowed Freya to a walk. 
 
    A whistle sounded behind her. A glance over her shoulder revealed Liam, galloping toward her at full speed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked when he slowed his horse alongside hers.  
 
    “That’s hardly a way to greet your wife,” Mackenzie teased. 
 
    He shot her a look torn between exasperation and amusement. “You are not my wife until next week, Mackenzie, and I would like very much to keep you alive until then. I do not jest. I told you, Freya’s not ready.” 
 
    “I disagree.” She dismounted and patted the Arabian’s withers. 
 
    “By God, I should bend you over my knee for a right proper spanking,” Liam swore as he swung down by her side. 
 
    Mackenzie peered up at him through the fringe of her lashes. “Why, Lord Liam, I must confess, that sounds rather intriguing.”  
 
    His eyes darkened, just as she’d known they would. Again, her heart skipped in that delightful way it always did when he looked at her so. She stepped into the circle of his arms and trailed a finger down his jaw. 
 
    “I knew I was going to wed you the moment I saw you,” she murmured. “A humble life with you, Liam…that is all I want.” 
 
    “Humble? With the estate, cattle, and property your father has showered upon us, I fear you’ll be disappointed in that regard.” 
 
    Mackenzie snuggled closer. “He is just ensuring our security.” 
 
    “Aye, but—” 
 
    “Kiss me,” she interrupted, and closed her eyes in anticipation. 
 
    “With pleasure.” His lips brushed her cheek, then he added, “Right after a proper spanking.” 
 
    Mackenzie’s lashes flew open as he scooped his arm under her knees and tossed her over his shoulder. 
 
    “Whatever are you doing?” she squealed. 
 
    He swatted her buttocks playfully as he strode to the grass under a spreading oak that shaded the wall. 
 
    “I told you.” He breathed into her hair as he slid her down his chest. Her feet still dangled above the ground. With one arm locked around her waist, he began to knead her buttocks with the other. “A right proper spanking.” 
 
    Mackenzie lifted her lips to his. If this was a spanking, she would have more. His mouth took hers, gently at first, but with increasing urgency, and when she parted her lips, his tongue swept inside to tangle with hers. Desire sent a charge straight to the place between her legs. Lord, she loved his hand on her buttocks. His fingers burned like summer fire.  
 
    She pressed against the hardness of his manhood. A thrill shot through her with the knowledge that she had such power over him…or was it the opposite? Of late, their kisses had left her aching for more. His lips roved over hers, fueling her passion, and it wasn’t until she felt the cool air caress her naked buttocks that she realized he’d lifted her dress to her waist. Startled, she broke the kiss. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” he murmured. 
 
    Both hands cupping her naked buttocks, he pulled her close against his erection.   
 
    She wrapped her legs around his waist and shivered. 
 
    Liam pressed kisses to her neck, then her jaw. The combination of his fingers kneading her flesh combined with his lips sucking so lightly made her weak. He dropped to one knee, then laid her to the ground. Her skirt lay bunched about her waist, the hem reaching only halfway to her knees. Embarrassed, she reached to pull her dress down, but he caught her fingers in his. 
 
    “Nae.” He nuzzled her neck. “I would see more.” 
 
    The thought alone made her tingle. “More?” 
 
    He answered by capturing her mouth again even as he pushed aside her pelisse and drew her gown over her shoulder, exposing her left breast. Before she could respond, he drew her nipple into his mouth and suckled. Mackenzie’s lashes fluttered. Yes. This was what she wanted. Instinctively, she arched into his mouth. He began rubbing his hard length against her naked thigh. He lifted her dress higher. Mackenzie’s eyes flew open. 
 
    Liam released her nipple, lifted his head and whispered, “Open your legs for me.” 
 
    Mackenzie complied at once. He rolled on top of her. The press of his weight fueled the ache building deep inside. She needed more. To her disappointment, he lifted himself off her and sat back on his knees. 
 
    “Why are you stopping?” she gasped. 
 
    “Stopping?” He gave a hoarse laugh. “Nae, my bonny one. Far from it.” 
 
    Lord, she must look downright wanton with her breast exposed and her naked thighs spread. He surprised her by pushing her dress higher. Then he grasped her inner thighs and spread her legs even wider. Warmth crept up her cheeks as he stared at her most secret place. 
 
    “You are so wet,” he half growled. 
 
    Was that good or bad? Before she could ask, he slid a finger inside her. A strange excitement shot through her. Yes, oh yes! This is what she wanted. She lifted her hips. 
 
    “So eager,” Liam chuckled. “So ready.” 
 
    Cloth rustled. Mackenzie closed her eyes and held her breath as he inserted a second finger and the sensation of being stretched swept all other thoughts aside. He slid his fingers in and out of her. So slowly. So maddeningly, wonderfully slow. 
 
    Again and again he filled her. Sometimes adding a third finger, other times, swirling the nub above her nether lips with his thumb. Sensations burst through her and she grew slick with want. He removed his fingers altogether and pulled her up onto the slant of his thighs. She started when he spread her nether lips wide. 
 
    Something pressed into her then, much bigger than before. Mackenzie opened her eyes. She gazed into his raw lust, then dropped her gaze. His manhood jutted toward her, stiff and large. He’d inserted the tip into her body…but he was so large…so long. Surely, he didn’t plan on pushing his entire shaft inside? 
 
    “How much…how far will you go?” she breathed. 
 
    “You can take me,” he rasped. “Open your legs wider, Mackenzie. I'm hungry for you.” 
 
    She spread her legs wider. She stared at his thickness. He stretched and filled her in the most satisfying way, but how far did he plan to go? 
 
    “Is that deep enough?” she asked, torn between consternation and a burning desire to move. 
 
    Liam chuckled. “Lass, you have only just taken the tip.” 
 
    “More, then?” She swallowed. 
 
    He pulled his cock nearly all the way out before sliding back in again, this time a little deeper. “Believe me, my love. You will want all of me.” 
 
    All? Again, he pulled out and thrust back. Aye, perhaps he was right. The more he filled her, the more intense the sensations. Liam closed his eyes and established a rhythm, sliding the tip in and out of her slick heat until she could no longer hold still. She had to move. Eagerly, she lifted her hips to meet his thrust. He slid in, penetrating her far deeper than before. 
 
    Discomfort stabbed “Something is wrong.” 
 
    Liam’s eyes opened. “Easy,” he whispered, his shaft slipping from her folds as he set her back and slid over her body. “It will only hurt once, I promise.” He nuzzled her neck. “Just the first time.” 
 
    Mackenzie lifted a brow. “How much did it hurt your first time?” 
 
    He smiled against her neck. “It’s just the lasses that experience pain.” 
 
    “How supremely unfair.” Mackenzie scowled. 
 
    “True,” he murmured against her flesh. He kissed her neck and slid his mouth back down to her breast. She closed her eyes. Lord, the way his mouth pulled on her breast made it difficult to hold still. He settled between her legs again, his hard length pressed against her channel. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he whispered. 
 
    Mackenzie bit her lip. Hesitantly, she nodded. With one thrust, he broke through her barrier. It hurt, but as he’d promised, the sharp pain lasted only a second. 
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked. 
 
    Mackenzie drew a deep breath. He was buried deep inside her, so hard and hot. He began to move slowly. Her breath hitched. He caught her bottom lip between his teeth and gently bit down. His thrusts quickened. He fit so well, stretching her completely. Each thrust sent shivers down to her toes. She lifted her hips to meet his, driving the sensations harder, stronger. 
 
    Minutes later, her muscles tightened. A wave of pleasure swept over her in the release she’d instinctively sought. She gasped as waves of pleasure wracked her body. 
 
    Liam’s thrusts quickened to a fevered edge. He abruptly stiffened and groaned. Mackenzie tightened her arms around him. His warm breath on her neck sent a shiver through her. He collapsed on top of her, chest rising and falling with his ragged breath. 
 
    “I love you,” he murmured against her neck. 
 
    Tears sprang to her eyes.  
 
    He drew back, brow furrowed. “What is amiss, love?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I love you.” 
 
    His brows rose. “This makes you cry?”  
 
    She nodded. Mackenzie regarded at him through her lashes. “Will you spank me again?” 
 
    Amusement lit his eyes and he undulated his hips against hers. “I am at your command, my lady.” He brought his mouth close to hers. “But I may need a few minutes to…rest, before I comply. Until then…”  
 
    He kissed her jaw, then his mouth slid down her neck, past the valley between her breasts…he pushed her dress higher and slid a kiss along her belly and continued downward… 
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