HI( ..I--ILANI,}-
BEAST
KENNA KENDRICK

Craved By a Highland Beast

Author: Kenna Kendrick

Category: Romance, Adult, Historical

Description: “l will tell everyone that ye're keepin’ me as a prisoner.
“Hardly a prisoner when ye're the one who came tae me room.”

Bonnie MacLaren never imagined she’d find herself in such
predicaments. Boarding a birlinn by mistake and witnessing a near-
murder? Check. Being at the mercy of a ruggedly handsome brute?
Check. Forced to work with him against her betrothed? Check.
Falling for an insufferable devil? Unfortunately... check again.

The last thing Evan MacGregor planned was for Bonnie to become
part of his scheme. Yet he has to stop her fiancé from leaking vital
information to the English. So, Evan takes a bold step and pretends
to be her cousin, forcing her to be his pawn.

Yet, the game he’s playing quickly turns into something far more
dangerous: fall-for-the-fiancée-of-the-man-you-want-to-kill.

Worse still, Bonnie’s fiancé knows more than he lets on. And he
won't have his plans thwarted, even if it means losing his bride... for
good.

She had promised her hand in marriage, not her heart...

Total Pages (Source): 71



Page 1

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:30 am

BONUS PROLOGUE
One month prior

Castle MacGregor was still quiet so early in the morning, even if Evan's study was
anything but. He didn't even know how Padraig had managed to corner him, along
with every other member of his council, the moment he had sat down behind his
desk, eager to spend a couple of hours of his morning in peace after waking up early
that day.

It was all because of Padraig, he knew. Evan had the paranoid thought that Padraig
had somehow managed to get him to wake up so early, just so he could torture him
first thing in the morning.

“Can we discuss this later?’ Evan asked, ssumping in his seat. The maids hadn’t even
brought him breakfast yet and there he was, discussing his future.

“Nay,” said Padraig in his usua firm tone that left little room for discussion. “Thisis
important, me laird. We thought we would have more time tae find a suitable bride,
but with yer faither gone . . . well, alaird cannae remain unwedded fer too long. We
must find ye a suitable match.”

The mention of his father forced Evan to grind his teeth, molars protesting as he
clenched his jaw to keep himself from flying into a blind rage. It wasn't Padraig’s

fault, he knew. He didn’t deserve his misplaced anger.

This was not the first time his council had brought up the matter of his marriage, nor



was it the first time Evan had tried to avoid it. There were far more important things
to be done before he could even begin to think about marrying someone, even if it
was for a strong alliance. Clan MacGregor was strong, even after the sudden death of
his father. An alliance was not his main concern.

No, his main concern was revenge. His main concern was making sure the English
were kept away from his peopl€e’ s lands.

“1 dinnae have time fer this noow, Padraig,” he said, leaning back on his seat with a
weary sigh, arms crossing almost petulantly in front of his chest. “Ye ken this. | must
find out more about Graeme Ruthven.”

The look Padraig gave him was one of utter exasperation. Pinching the bridge of his
nose, the man said, “Even if ye are correct about laird Ruthven?—"

“ am.”

“Evenif ye are, it doesnae change the fact that ye must find a wife,” Padraig said,
ignoring Evan’s interruption. “If anythin’, if yer correct, it is even more important
that we prepare fer the possibility of war. What dae ye think will happen if ye go after
him an’ reveal he is workin’ with Balliol an’ the Sassenachs? We will need al the
allieswe can get.”

“We have enough allies.” Clan MacGregor had many friends. For generations, his
clan had maintained good relationships with the rest of the Highlands, and though
perhaps not everyone would rush to his rescue, everyone would surely support him if
he stood up to Balliol and the King. Everyone had something to lose if the English
maintained control of the Highlands through Balliol—everyone but Ruthven, who
would only have something to gain as Balliol’ s ally.

Padraig turned to the rest of the council, looking at them with a pleading gaze, asif to



slently ask them for help. Clearing his throat, one of the older members of the
council, Neacal, stepped forward and addressed Evan with a patient smile.

“Melaird, | implore ye tae consider Padraig’ s suggestion,” he said. “We have already
found several young women who would be excellent choices fer ye. Ye can pick
whoever pleases ye most.”

“But ye should carefully consider the Lady Buchanan,” Padraig said. Next to him,
Neacal sighed, running a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair and looking as though
he wanted to rip it al out. “The Buchanan Clan is strong an’ wealthy, and the Lady
Buchanan is rumored tae be a bonnie lass. They would make excellent allies.”

“The Lady Buchanan is aso rumored tae be less than virtuous,” said Neacal. “Many
things are said about her.”

“Och?’ asked Evan. Perhaps he could use thisto his advantage, he thought. If Padraig
wanted him to wed the Lady Buchanan but Neacal disagreed with his choice, then it
would surely make the process of choosing a wife for him even lengthier. “What,
precisely, is said about the Lady?’

“Only rumors, melaird,” said Padraig.

“Rumors must start from somewhere,” said Neacal. “It is said her involvement has
been instrumental in some conflicts. She remains in the shadows, but she can
mani pul ate those she must even from there.”

“Is this how she has gathered all this power an’ wealth, then?’ Evan asked, now
curious to see why Padraig would even consider her. He was not a man who acted
without planning first, nor was he a man to tolerate such people around him, which
meant that he either didn’t believe the rumors or he was so desperate that he would
accept that woman just for the power it would bring their clan.



But we're nae in adire position. We dinnae need them, as much as Padraig seems tae
think we dae.

“Nay,” said Padraig sharply, taking another step forward. “The Buchanan Clan has
always been a powerful one. An’ | have met the Lady meself. She seemed perfectly
pleasant, me laird. There was naething tae suggest that she is as bad as Neaca
clams.”

Evan glanced between the two advisors, weighing his options. “I think the truth
perhaps lies somewhere in-between. That said, | still think the matter o° Ruthven an’
the King is more important than anything else at this moment. | willnae waste any
time courtin’ a lass when | have more important things tae dae. Ruthven will be at
Laird Hamilton’s weddin’, correct? Alaric an’ | shall meet him there an’ try tae find
out as much as we can about him.”

“That is a dangerous plan,” said Padraig.

“It isnae more dangerous than allowin’ him tae dae as he wishes,” Evan pointed out.
“It is imperative that we find out the truth about him. We' ve had several reports that
heisaspy fer Balliol an’ the King. What other proof dae we need?’

With asigh, Padraig turned to the rest of the council, dismissing them. Evan watched
them go and only after they were all out of the room did Padraig come closer to him,
bracing himself against the desk and speaking quietly, as though he feared someone
else would hear him.

“It is a dangerous thing, Evan,” he said, and it was the first time since his father’s
death that Evan had heard Padraig use his given name. “Ye are the laird now. This
clan needs ye an’ | must admit | feel . . . uneasy when ye an’ Alaric are away. |
always worried about the two 0’ ye but noo it seems tae me that ye willnae rest until
ye've had yer revenge.”



All the fight drained out of Evan then. He knew, of course, that everything Padraig
did was because he was concerned—concerned about the clan, concerned about Evan
and Alaric, concerned about the future and their people. But he couldn’t help but
think that he worried too much, to the point where it hindered their progress.
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“An’ yer right,” he said. “We willnae rest until we have avenged our faither. Isthat so
bad, Padraig? Isit so bad that we wish tae avenge him?’

“What if ye end up like him, Evan?’ The mere thought seemed to shake Padraig to
his core. “| have already buried a good friend. | dinnae wish tae bury the two lads |
love like me own bairns.”

“Padraig . . . Alaric an’ | will be fing,” Evan assured him as he stood from his chair
and rounded his desk to pat the other man’s shoulder. “We are nae bairns anymore.
We havenae been fer along time.”

“l ken that,” Padraig said. “But it doesnae change the fact that ye still seem like
bairns tae me. Let an old man have his concerns, Evan. Thisiswhat we dae best.”

Evan could hardly argue with Padraig when he got like this, and so he didn’t try.
Instead, he said, “I’ll consider it, alright? | will consider the Lady Buchanan an’ every
other lass ye have found fer me. But | will dae so after the Hamilton weddin’.”

“An’ until then?’

“Until then . . . Alaric an’ | have serious work tae dae an’ we need yer assistance,”
said Evan. “We need all the resources we can have.”

Padraig nodded, his own hand coming to rest on Evan's shoulder. It was the most
fatherly gesture he had received since his father’s death, and he had to swallow
around the knot in his throat, willing himself to stay grounded instead of losing
himself in his grief. There was no time for this. He would only grieve his parents



once he was finished with his revenge.

“Ye shall have them,” Padraig promised. “I only ask that ye remain safe. That ye
dinnae take risks.”

“I willnae,” said Evan, even if he knew his promise to be false.

CHAPTER ONE

Marrying a complete stranger was the fate of many noble girls who wedded their
husbands for a strategic alliance. However, Bonnie MacLaren never imagined she
would be one of them. Marrying for political gain was one thing; marrying a man she
only knew by name, having never met him before, was another.

Then again, she was meant to make his acquaintance soon. Laird Graeme Ruthven
was waiting for her on the Isle of Arran, where they would both be attending the
wedding of Tavish Hamilton and his bride, Amelia. The council of the MacLaren
Clan had made it clear that Bonnie— as the heir should something happen to her
brother-in-law and laird of the clan, Macauley Sinclar—was to wed as soon as
possible to a man of their choosing, in an attempt to prevent another effort for a
hostile takeover.

Bonnie could hardly blame them. After her cousin, Faolan, had attempted to hold
onto his role as the laird of the clan by threatening to marry Bonnie against her will,
the council was more eager than ever to marry her off to someone just so
theywouldn’t have to deal with the headache of another suitor with ulterior motives.

The sky was dark, clouds gathering above Bonni€'s head as she and her two trusted
guards travelled from Castle MacL aren to the shore, where they would take abirlinnto
the Isle of Arran. So far, the winter had been mostly dry, bringing them less rain than
usual, but the cold bit into her skin and seeped into her bones—a chill that turned all



the more humid as they approached the coastline. It was still early in the day, and yet
the grey clouds blocked the sun, forcing Bonnie to hold tight onto her cape as the
wind whipped her face and hair.

“We're amost there,” one of the guards, Finlay, called over the whistling of the wind.
“Y e willnae have tae endure this much longer.”

“I"ve endured worse,” Bonnie said and then added with a teasing smirk, “like yer
company.”

Finlay turned to look at her in mock offence. “If me lady protests me presence, | am
more than happy tae return tae the castle an’ relieve ye o' the burden. Now, whether
ye make it tae Arran without me is a different matter.”

“What dae ye think will happen tae me on the way?’

“1 can only guess Lachlan will inadvertently kill ye afore yer even on thebirlinn,” said
Finlay, prompting an unimpressed sigh from the other guard.

Bonnie laughed. In all the years she had known Finlay, the man could never help
himself when it came to Lachlan—or anyone else, really. He always had a joke to
offer and loved to tease those around him. Being a few years older than her, Bonnie
had always thought of him as the big brother she never had. They even resembled
each other a little, in their colors if not their features, their eyes and hair a similer
shade of deep brown. Where Bonnie was small, though, slender, with a delicate nose
and mouth, and a rounded, doll-like face, Finlay was a wall of a man, well-suited to
his profession.

Lachlan, on the other hand, could only be described as willowy, Bonnie thought;
boyish, even, with his unruly mop of blonde hair and his bright blue eyes. He worked
well with Finlay, though, making up for the speed the other lacked when it came to



battle.

“Maybe that would be fer the best,” Bonnie said with a sigh, remembering the reason
for her visit to Arran. Part of it was the wedding, of course, but part of it was so she
could be paraded in front of Laird Ruthven so that he could decide if she was good
enough for him; like a prized mare whose only value came from her appearance and
how many children she could bear.

It was never meant tae be like this.

Bonnie had entertained the idea that she would one day marry for love a few times
and it sounded idyllic—the kind of thing that had few chances of ever occurring as
she was the eldest daughter. But then Cathleen had married Macauley, and he had
taken on the mantle of the laird of the clan. Bonnie had heldonto the hope that
perhaps with a man like him in charge, a man trusted and respected by everyone
around him, she would have the chance to find love, after all, and if not love, then at
least a husband who would be a good match for her—someone she and her family
could get to know slowly, someone they could be certain wouldn’t hurt her or the
clan.

And yet al those hopes had now been ruined.

“Dinnae speak like that,” Finlay said, though his gaze was understanding as he
looked at her. “Yer only obligation is tae meet him.”

“Fer now,” Bonnie said. “But if he agrees an’ the council agrees, then we all ken me
opinion on the matter will be irrelevant.”

There was nothing Finlay could say to that, Bonnie knew, and so he didn’t respond
much to her relief. She didn’t want to hear any comforting words, because in the end,
they wouldn’t matter. Words couldn’t change what awaited her at the other side of



the sea nor could they bring her any comfort.

It was better to say nothing at all.
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“Well . . . let us make it tae the weddin’ first,” said Lachlan in the best approximation
of a cheerful tone that he could muster.

“Aye, the laddie doesnae like the sea,” said Finlay.
“l have aname,” said Lachlan. “An’ | am only two years younger than ye.”
“Yedinnaelook likeit.”

Bonnie chuckled as she listened to them bicker, their teasing helping to take her mind
off Laird Ruthven at least for awhile. Soon, she would have to face the reality of her
situation, but as long as she was with Finlay and Lachlan, the three of them leisurely
riding down the wide path, then she could still pretend that they were only visiting to
attend the wedding.

After a few more hours, the harbor appeared before them and Bonnie gazed at the
horizon, where the sea met the sky. It was clearer there, the clouds thinning and
allowing some of the sunlight to creep in. She hoped the weather would remain clear
and that their trip to Arran would be tolerable, if not entirely pleasant, but there was
no telling what the sea would bring. She had travelled a few short distances before
and most of the time, the waves had left her nauseous and eager to step once again on
solid land.

“Alright . . . me an’ Lachlan will leave the horses here,” said Finlay as they
dismounted, pointing to the left of the harbor. “Ye can go ahead tae thebirlinnan’
we'll find ye shortly.”



Bonnie nodded as she handed Finlay the reins to her horse. She adjusted the quiver
which held her arrows along with the bow that was strapped to her back, as she had
refused to take such a long trip without any weapons, and then headed to where
Finlay had gestured. Here, the wind was stronger, mercilessly whippingher skin and
pulling strands of her hair out of its updo, but there was nothing she could do other
than hurry against it, keeping her eyes half-closed as they watered.

When she reached the edge of the land, she looked up to see that there were two boats
there instead of the one she had expected.

Which one are we meant tae take?

Bonnie looked over her shoulder to where she had last seen Lachlan and Finlay but
they weren't there. With a heavy sigh, she took a few steps back, looking for them,
only to find out that they were nowhere to be seen.

She looked back at the boats. One of them was smaller, bearing nothing but the
essentials. The other had a small room built on the deck and was a little larger, but
otherwise the same.

Wadll .. .| can ask the men.

First, she walked to the larger boat, climbing up the plank. From the moment she
stepped foot on the deck, she could tell that it was going to be along, unpleasant trip.

How | hate the waves!

Looking around, it didn’'t take Bonnie long to notice that there were few men on the
boat and no other passengers, which seemed rather strange. She had assumed there
would be more people who would be going with them to Arran, but perhaps
thecouncil had arranged for the boat to take just her and her two guards.



“Excuse me,” Bonnie called to one of the men who was winding a piece of rope. “Are
ye headin’ tae Arran?”’

“Och aye,” said the man. “Who are ye, lass?’

“Me nameis?>—"

Before Bonnie could finish her sentence, she began to fedl a strange movement—one
that the waves didn’t explain. Wide-eyed, she looked at the shore, which was getting
smaller and smaller by the second, while neither Lachlan nor Finlay was there with
her.

“Where are ye goin’?’ Bonnie asked, panic tinting her tone. Her heart leapt to her
throat and her hand shot out to hold onto the nearest thing she could find: the hoop of
a barrel that stood near the mast. “We. . . me guards! Y e left me guards behind! We
must turn around at once!”

“What guards?’ the man asked. “We are nae meant tae bring anyone else. Nae one
told mewe' re bringin’ alassie, either.”

Bonnie glanced at the other boat, which was still at the harbor and cursed under her
breath. “1I’m afraid | am on the wrong boat!”

The man’'s gaze followed hers to look at the other boat still at the harbor, before
dragging his gaze back to Bonnie. “Well . . . thisis certainly a problem.”

“Turn around!” Bonnie begged the man. She was close to falling to her knees, close
to tears, close to jumping into the sea and trying her luck as she swam all the way

back. “Please!”

“We cannae turn around now,” the man said. “We have our orders from the captain.



We maintain course.”

Bonnie looked helplessly at the man, then at the other boat, then back at the man, but
he was already moving on to his next task, seemingly unbothered by the fact that
Bonnie was on the boat all aone, while her guards had no idea what happened to her.

Finlay an’ Lachlan will be so worried. What will they dae? Will they ken | got on the
wrong birlinn?

As she looked around for anyone who could help her—or at least listen to her—her
gaze fell on the small room she had spotted before. It must have been the captain’s
guarters, she thought as she approached it, determined to make the man listen to her.

It wouldn’t take them that long to turn around and bring her back to the harbor. They
were still close and Bonnie could spare the extra gold they could ask for it. She just
had to reason with the captain, she told herself, and then everything would be fine.
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She didn’'t have the presence of mind to knock. In her panic, she threw the door to the
small room open, the words aready tumbling past her lips before she even took a
good look inside.

“Sir, please, tell yer men that we must turn back,” she said, voice thin and reedy and
on the verge of hysteria. The longer it took her to explain, the longer it took the man
to listen, the more difficult it would be for her to make it back. “I am nae meant tae
be here, it was me mistake, but in me defense, | didnae ken that ye would leave right
that moment! Me guards, they are back at the harbor an’ we were meant tae take the
otherbirlinnbut | didnae ken that an’—"

Once again, Bonnie fell silent before she could finish her sentence, upon taking a
better look at the dark room. There were no windows there. The only light came from
the open door and from a torch that hung from the far wall, which shed a warm
orange light on the scene before her eyes.

There was aman tied to a chair, beaten bloody and bruised. His face was smeared in
crimson, drops of it dripping from his mouth on the floor below him, and his left eye
was swollen shut, the skin colored a deep purple. It seemed that he couldn’'t even
raise his head to look at her, abused as he was.

Next to him stood another man, one who made Bonnie instinctively take a few steps
back the moment she laid eyes on him. He was tall and broad, perhaps even more so
than Finlay, with a mane of hair as dark as spilled ink. His eyes were just as dark,
betraying nothing in the half-light of the room, and thebeard that covered the lower
half of hisface gave him an even more menacing appearance.



What has he done? Heis goin’ tae kill him if he continues!

Could this be the captain? But why was he torturing that poor man on the chair?

Bonnie didn't know how to ask. In fact, she didn't know if she should ask at al,
considering what the man had done. What if she provoked him and he unleashed his
fury upon her?

Slowly, she began to backtrack, almost tripping on the hem of her dress as shetried to
leave while keeping her eye on the man and reaching behind her for her bow and
arrows. She hadn’t gotten far, though, before he began to approach her, that predatory
gaze now fixed on her.

“Where do ye think ye' re going, lass?’

CHAPTER TWO

Half an hour earlier...

Evan shook his hand and flexed his fingers after a particularly vicious punch to the
man in front of him. He didn’'t know how long he had spent cooped up in that small
room with him, trying to beat the truth out of him to no avail, but he was getting tired.

“He's nae speakin’.” Evan looked at his brother, Alaric, who stood across from him,
leaning against the wall in that awfully casual way of his, while still somehow
looking murderous. He had that effect, Evan knew. Though they resembled each
other very much in build and features, Alaric sported battle scars and had marked
himself with tattoos that gave him the aura of a much more dangerous man.

“l can see that,” Alaric said, rather unhelpfully, in his smooth baritone. “I1f he spoke,

he could tell us everythin'.



“But he willnae speak,” Evan pointed out. “How long have we been doin’ this? He's
half-dead. He willnae speak afore we kill him.”

“Dae yewant metaetry?’

Evan gestured widely with his hand as if to say his brother was welcome to try,
though he doubted he would bring about any better results. It wasn't as though he
could hit him any harder or threaten him in any way Evan hadn’t already tried.

Alaric didn’'t move from where he stood, but instead simply watched the man as he
drooled saliva and blood on the floor. “Are ye certain he kens about Ruthven's
plans?’

“O’ course he kens,” said Evan with a scoff. “He' s supposed tae be an informant.”

“Supposed tae be,” Alaric repeated. “But what if our information isinaccurate?’

Evan took a moment to consider that possibility, but then shook his head, discarding
it. “Nay . . . nay, we ken who he is. Our information is correct. We simply have tae
break him. He kens about Ruthven an’ Balliol, | ken he does.”

Ever since John Balliol’s accession as King of Scots, Evan and Alaric had both been
hard at work, trying to bring a quick end to his reign. Evan would rather die than
serve a king who was nothing but a pawn to the English. After what they had done
tohis family, he wanted nothing more than to ruin them—and it all began with Laird
Ruthven.

“Ruthvenisafool,” Alaric said, asif that changed anything for Evan. “Heis a greedy
man. How long dae ye think he has afore Balliol brings him tae ruin, too?’

“1 dinnae ken an’ | dinnae care,” Evan said through gritted teeth. Perhaps Alaric was



right. Perhaps in the end, the situation would take care of itself. After all, many were
already displeased by Balliol’s rule and wanted him gone. Ruthven would get caught
up in the conflict, eager as he was to please Balliol just so he could gain more land,
more influence, more wealth. But Evan would be a fool, too, if he didn’t do his part
in order to get Balliol off the throne and maybe, if he worked hard enough and was
lucky enough, even get to the Hammer of the Scots—Edward 1.

“Perhaps it would be wiser tae try an’ use the bride,” Alaric said. “If this lad willnae
speak, she might be able tae help us.”

Evan had heard of the so-called bride of Laird Ruthven, a woman who was supposed
to meet him in Arran, at the same wedding Evan and Alaric were going to be
attending. He couldn’t fathom a way that he could use her, though, not when he
didn’t even know who the woman was and not without putting her in danger.

As far as he knew, she was innocent in al this. It would be cruel of him to drag an
innocent woman into a perilous plan when there were other avenues he could take.

“Nay,” he said, shaking his head. “We shall continue with our plan. We will go tae
the weddin’ an’ we will try tae find proof 0’ connection between Ruthven an’ Balliol.
An' then...wdl, thenwe'll see”

With a chuckle, Alaric pushed himself off the wall and approached Evan, giving him
the kind of scrutinizing look that Evan had never liked to have directed at him. For all
his rough and rugged appearance, Alaric was surprisingly insightful and capable of
seeing right through him if he wanted.
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“An’ this has naething tae dae with the fact that ye are avoidin’ yer own betrothal,”
hesad. “I'm sure yer naetryin’ tae stall, areye?’

Evan couldn’t help but roll his eyes, though his brother was not far off the mark. The
truth was that ever since the council of Clan MacGregor had decided that he, as the
laird, needed to have a wife, he had been doing anything in his power to delay that
day for aslong as he could.

He could only avoid his council that long, of course. The day would come when he
would have to pick a woman to wed, but that day wouldn’'t come so soon if he had
anything to say about it.

“That isnae why I'm doin’ this,” Evan insisted, but then he gave a small shrug,
fighting back a chuckle. “But it certainly helps.”

Alaric gave him a knowing look and a pat on the shoulder before he headed towards
the door. “Wdll, I'll seeif we're ready tae depart. Ye stay here an’ see if ye can get
him tae talk.”

Evan nodded, watching his brother leave before he turned to the other man. For a
moment, he thought he was unconscious, the pain and the abuse proving too much for

his body to handle, but when he stepped closer, the man flinched in fear.

“Pretendin’ willnae help ye,” Evan told him with a weary sigh. “What will help yeis
if yetell methe truth.”

He had tried this before and the man had said nothing. This time, he said nothing as



well, keeping all his secrets to himself. At first, he had insisted he knew nothing, but
neither Evan nor Alaric had believed him. They had good informants, people who
knew everything they needed to know, and they had assured Evan that this was the
man they were looking for—a man working for both Ruthven and Balliol, helping
them exchange messages in secret. Evan was more inclined to believe his people than
this man when he said he didn’t know anything.

“Alright . . . | suppose ye leave me nae choice but tae continue this,” Evan said as he
approached the man once more and raised hisfist, ready to strike.

And then the door opened, and Evan turned around to see not his brother there, but a
woman; a stranger, someone he was certain he had never seen before.

He didn’t manage to say a single thing before the woman began to speak, a torrent of
words tumbling past her lips. Evan frowned, trying his best to follow the path of her
reasoning but quickly failing. She was saying something about turning back,
something about guards, something that Evan didn’t have time to listen to.

Who is she? How did she get here?

And most importantly, what was he supposed to do now that she had seen him torture
aman?

When she finally noticed what was going on, Evan saw the spark of fear in her eyes.
Instantly, she began to backtrack, her hands reaching for her bow and an arrow, and

Evan couldn’t help but wonder what kind of woman travelled with such a weapon.

It wouldn't help her much against him. Arrows were good in long ranges, but he
could get to her before shefired it.

“Where do ye think ye're going, lass?’ he began but she interrupted him.



“Dinnae even think about layin’ a hand on me,” she said through gritted teeth. “I will
kill ye.”

In two large strides, Evan reached her and grabbed her bow, yanking it right out of
her hand and tossing it aside. That didn't seem to faze her much, though, as she
gripped the arrow in atight fist and raised her hand, ready to strike. Evan managed
toblock the blow at the last moment, his hand grabbing her arm to still it as the other
wrestled the arrow out of her palm.

The moment she was left without a weapon, the woman blanched, al the color
draining from her face—and what a face it was. Despite her fierce character, she
seemed like a delicate thing, bird-boned and soft-featured; a beautiful young woman
who, under other circumstances, would have certainly caught his attention.

Asit were, Evan had more pressing matters to consider than his sexual desires.

“What will | dae with ye?’ he asked her as he kicked the door shut behind him.
Though the crew had seen the man he and Alaric had brought on board, though they
had heard his screams, Evan still thought it was better to keep him out of sight.

“Ye'll let mego,” thewoman said, asif it was the most obvious thing in the world.
“Nay,” said Evan. “I dinnae think | will.”

As he spoke, he pulled the woman towards the stern, away from prying eyes and ears.
The woman struggled against him, desperately trying to dislodge her arm from his
grip, but Evan refused to let her go, even though there wasn't much she could do.
They were in the middle of the sea, after al. There was nowhere for her to go;

nowhere for her to hide.

“Yer abrutel” the woman said, kicking him hard in the shin. Evan did almost lose his



grip on her then, but he only grunted in pain and pushed her hard against the rail,
crowding her against it. Like that, it was impossible for her to weasel her way out. He
stood in front of her like awall, refusing to budge.

“Who areye?’ he asked. “An’ what are ye doin’ on mebirlinn?’

The woman blinked in surprise a few times, straightening up as she looked at him.
“Thisisyerbirlinn? Y er the captain?’

“I’m nae the captain but | have paid fer a private journey,” Evan said. “An’ | dinnae
take kindly tae stowaways.”

“I'm nae a stowaway,” the woman said, trying to pull her arm from his grip once
more. This time, Evan allowed it, only because she had no chance of escape. “I am
Bonnie MacLaren o' the MacLaren Clan. Me sister is the Lady Cathleen MacL aren.
So, | willnae have ye treat me like this.”

Evan took a better look at the woman, noting the hands that seemed unused to manual
labor, the tunic she wore, which was woven from a fine fabric, and the signs of a soft
life. She certainly looked and spoke like a noble girl, and had Evan been in a better
state of mind, he was certain he would have noticed sooner.
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“l see,” hesaid. “An’ what, precisely, areye doin’ here, Miss MacLaren?’

“l told ye,” said Bonnie, crossing her arms over her chest defensively. “I got on the
wrongbirlinn. | am travellin’ tae attend Laird Hamilton’s weddin’ an’ me guards told
me tae board, but ourbirlinnwas next tae yers an’ | was confused.”

She didn’'t seem to be lying, Evan thought. He couldn’t even think of a reason why
she would, but one could never be too careful. Bonnie had already seen too much;
Evan had to keep a close eye on her.

“Well . . . ye ken who | am now,” Bonnie added, pulling him out of his thoughts.
“Who areye?’

“Laird Evan MacGregor,” Evan said, biting back a smirk when he saw the shocked
expression on Bonnie's face. No one expected a laird to do the dirty work, Evan
knew, but he didn’t mind getting his hands bloody. Some things had to be done and
he could trust no one but himself and his brother to do them. “I am also headin’ tae
Arran fer the weddin’. We shall go together.”

It wasn't a suggestion, but Bonnie seemed to understand it as one and she
immediately scoffed, shaking her head. “What makes ye think | will go anywhere

with ye?’

“What other choice dae ye think ye have?’ Evan asked. “Look whereye are. . . in the
middle 0’ the sea. An’ after what ye' ve seen, well . . . | cannae simply let ye go.”

He watched as Bonnie looked around her, realizing perhaps for the first time the



severity of the situation and the fact that shetruly had no option but to be on that boat
with him. Then, her gaze met his again and her bottom lip shook as she spoke.

“What will ye dae tae me?’

“Naething,” Evan said. “Aslong as ye behave an’ dae asye aretold. Y er me property
now, MissMacLaren. Y€ |l dae as| tell ye.”

Bonnie rolled her eyes at him, much to Evan’s irritation. She tried to sidestep him by
ducking under his arm, but Evan was quick to push her back against the rail, tutting
softly at her.

“Where dae ye think yer goin’?’

“Anywhere but here,” Bonnie said. “Why? Are ye plannin’ tae tie me down like that
poor man ye have in that room?”’

“That man is more dangerous than ye ken,” Evan said, pinning Bonnie with a strict
gaze. “An’ ye are nae tae approach him. Dae ye understand?’

Bonnie didn’t respond; not until Evan grabbed her arm, giving her arough shake.

“| said, dae ye understand?”’

“Let go o' me!” Bonnie demanded, trying to once again push Evan away from her.
“What is the matter with ye? Isthis how yetreat all ladies?’

“It depends on how foolish they are,” said Evan. Though he didn’t let go of her quite
yet, he slackened his grip, giving her some leeway. “Are ye foolish, Miss MacLaren?
Areyegoin’ tae be trouble?’



Bonnie didn’'t need to answer his question for Evan to know that she would very
likely be more trouble than she was worth. What could he do, though, now that she
had seen everything? He could hardly kill her—truly, she was innocent. Her only
mistake had been to get on the wrong boat and then open that door. And besides, she
was not some facel ess, nameless woman no one would miss. She was the daughter of
a great laird, who even in death inspired other |eaders. She was the sister-in-law of
her clan’s laird. If Evan’s education on the other clans still served him well, she was
also the eldest, though the mantle of the laird had not been passed on to her husband.

Unwedded, then? Was the youngest sister married first?

Perhaps he was confusing the sisters. It had been a long time, after all, since he had
last concerned himself with the clans' genealogies.

“If ye value yer life, ye will dae what | tell ye,” Evan said, the threat thinly veiled in
his words. Even if he wasn't actually going to kill her, Bonnie didn’'t need to know
that. The more afraid she was of him, the better. “Ye will accompany me tae the
Hamilton keep. Until then, ye will sit quietly here on the deck an’ ye willnae speak
tae anyone.”

Bonnie glared up at Evan, her eyes narrowing dangerously, but the effect was lost due
to him towering over her. Even with her bow, there was little she could do to maim
him in such close range, and she seemed to finally accept that as her shoulders fell
and she leaned away from him asif disgusted by his mere presence.

“Good,” said Evan, finally pulling back. “Y er nae so foolish after all.”

As he turned around to head back to the small room and try to extract at least a
morsel of information out of the man, he could feel her gaze boring into the back of
his skull. The feeling followed him all the way there, and then even once he was
inside, behind the confines of the door.



The entire time, a shiver ran down his spine.

CHAPTER THREE

That man isalunatic!

There was no other explanation for what Bonnie had seen. The man claimed to be
Laird MacGregor but what kind of laird brought others on his boat to torture them?
Then again, he didn’'t really have a reason to lie to her. What could he gain from
claming he was someone else? What could he gain from claiming he was Laird
MacGregor, specifically?

It seemed more likely to her that he was who he claimed to be and he had ssimply lost
his mind.
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What will | dae? | am trapped here with him!

They were in the middle of the sea, the two of them, the man he was torturing, and a
small crew of men who would barely even look at her, let alone help her. But even if
they wished to help her, what was there for them to do? There was nowhere to run.
There was no chance of escape as long as they were on the boat.

Perhaps she could make a run for it, Bonnie thought, when they reached the port,
though she doubted Laird MacGregor would give her the opportunity to get too far.
He had made it clear that he was going to keep her by his side throughout the
wedding and Bonnie couldn’t easily escape him and his ever-present gaze. The only
reason why he had left her unmonitored now was because he knew there was
nowhere for her to go.

Turning around to face the horizon, Bonnie stared at the gentle waves as thebirlinncut
through them, the wind pushing it along towards Arran. The sky above was clear, but
the chill seeped into her bones even with her cloak wrapped tightly around her
shoulders. Her lipstasted of brine, the sea suffusing everything that touched it with its
essence.

She couldn’t claim to like the discomfort that came with travelling, though she did
enjoy the view. With the blue sea glittering under the sunlight, the foam-tipped waves
with their hypnotic movements, and the seemingly infinite blue that stretched from
the seato the sky, it was easy to forget where she was and with whom.

What are Lachlan an’ Finlay doin’? Did they stay behind or will they try tae look fer
mein Arran?



Even with her two guards there, though, she didn’t know if it would be possible to
escape Laird MacGregor. They were both supposed to attend the same wedding.
There was only that much Bonnie could do when the two of them would be confined
in the same castle, attending the same festivities and mingling with the same people.

At least Cathleen and Macauley would be there. With any luck, Bonnie could use
them as a buffer between her and Laird MacGregor, so that she would neither have to
deal with him nor offend him in front of the other guests. Maybe when Laird
MacGregor saw them, he would be dissuaded from doing anything to hurt her.

Should | tell them what | saw?

Bonnie had to. It didn’'t matter if the man was truly dangerous, as Laird MacGregor
claimed. Someone had to know what the laird was doing and who better to inform
about this than Cathleen and Macauley? They would know what to do if the situation
got out of hand.

Slowly, she turned her back to the rail to rest against it, but the sudden presence of a
figure in front of her startled her and tore a yelp out of her. Her hand instinctively
flew to her bow and arrows, but there was hardly any space for her to draw either.

“1 didnae mean tae scare ye,” said the man, raising his hands as if to show he meant
no harm. Though Bonnie didn’t relax, she let her shoulders drop from her ears, taking
a deep, shuddering breath.

She took a moment to observe him—tall and wide, with dark hair and a beard, much
like Laird MacGregor. The similarities between them were startling, suggesting a
close relation, but no matter how much Bonnie tried to remember if she had ever been
taught the family tree of the MacGregor Clan, she couldn’t recall a single thing about
them.



They seemed close in age; brothers, perhaps, Bonnie thought.

“Evan told me yer Bonnie MacLaren,” the man continued, and from the way he spoke
about Laird MacGregor using his given name, Bonnie could only guess she had been
correct in her assessment.

“Are ye here tae watch me?’ Bonnie asked.

“Is there a reason fer me tae watch ye?’ the man asked, gesturing around him as if to
saylook where you are.“Nay, I’m here tae tell ye tae sit over there, where there isless
wind.”

As he spoke, the man pointed at the small room. It was true that its walls would
protect her from the wind, Bonnie thought, but she didn’t want to be anywhere near
that place. Laird MacGregor had gone right back inside. Though she couldn’t hear
anything from where she stood, she feared that if she got any closer, her ears would
be assaulted by the man’s agonized screams.

“1’d rather stay here,” she said.

“I truly think it is best if ye dinnae,” the man insisted.

“l am afraid | dinnae care what ye think.”

The man's eyes, green like the deepest forests of Bonnie's home lands, narrowed in
irritation, but Bonnie didn’t care. Laird MacGregor himself had said that he wouldn’t
harm her and though she was still cautious, she was inclined to believe it. Whatgood
would it do, hurting the firstborn of Clan MacLaren? Once word of it got out, he

would have awar in his hands.

“Fine,” the man said as he turned around to leave. “If ye wish tae freeze tae death,



then who am | tae stop ye?’

Bonnie didn’t grace that with an answer. She only stood there, as far away from the
small room as she could, and ignored everyone just as they ignored her. She tried to
weather the cold and the wind, the splash of chilled water on her face, but eventually,
it proved too much. The only thing she could do, though, was to curl up by the rail,
knees to her chest in an attempt to preserve as much body heat as she could.

By the time they made it to Arran, Bonnie could have sworn the blood had indeed
frozen in her veins. Her body felt rigid, as though the chill had shaped her into a
statue, and her movements were stiff, her limbs refusing to cooperate with her. One
of the men from the crew—a man she hadn’t yet talked to—offered her his hand and
Bonnie took it gratefully, pushing herself off the floor.

Before she could run, before she could even rub some life back into her hands, Laird
MacGregor appeared by her side. His fingers curled around her arm, tightly enough
to stop her from running away but not so much asto be obvious.

“Behave,” he muttered in her ear. “It will be easier if ye dae.”

Easier fer ye perhaps, Bonnie thought but she didn’t say it out loud.

Next to the laird stood the man who had spoken to her before. Seeing them so close to
each other only reinforced her belief that they were brothers, as they were aimost
perfect copies of each other.

“Alaric, ye ken what tae dae,” Laird MacGregor said, and Bonnie looked at the two
men for any sign that would betray what it was the man—Alaric, she now knew—had
to do. Nodding grimly, Alaric patted the laird’s shoulder and then stepped off
thebirlinnahead of him and Bonnie, disappearing into the crowd of the port.
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“Where is he goin’?’ Bonnie asked, but the laird didn’t even spare her a glance
before he pulled her off the boat. Reluctantly, Bonnie followed him through the
crowd as he tugged her this way and that, weaving through the people. At the edge of
the port, he guided her to a small carriage, al but shoving her inside before climbing
in.

“Will ye ssimply stay silent fer the entire weddin’ 7 Bonnie asked in exasperation. She
wanted answers. She wanted anything that would help her make sense of this and if
Laird MacGregor refused to give her any, then she would have to find another way.

“What dae ye want me tae say?’ he asked.

“Well . .. yecould start by tellin” me who that other man is.”

“Alaric?’ the laird asked. “He's me brother.”

Bonnie nodded, unsurprised by that. “An’ who is that other man? In the room?”’

“That doesnae concern ye.”

Though there was no malice behind hiswords, Laird MacGregor also left no room for
discussion, making it clear in only afew firm words that Bonnie was not to meddie in
any of this. She was curious, of course, but insisting could only lead to trouble, and so
she said nothing on the matter. Laird MacGregor said nothing, as well, and the two of

them spent the rest of their short ride up to the hill where Castle Hamilton stood in
silence.



Only alittlelonger an’ | will see me sister an’ Macauley.

Once they made it to the castle, though, a young woman in servant’s attire rushed to
them and stopped them before either Bonnie or the laird could get too far. When she
reached them, she bowed deeply, but there was an urgency about her that had Bonnie
on edge.

“The weddin’ is about tae begin, m’'lord, m’lady,” the woman said. “Please, follow
me.”

We arrived at the very last minute! When will | speak tae Cathleen now?

Laird MacGregor seemed pleased with the development, surely because Bonnie had
to follow him now if she didn’t want to cause a scene. With aweary sigh, she let him
drag her alongto the chapel at the edge of the castle grounds, where the wedding
would be taking place, the two of them led there by the servant. It was a short walk
and soon, the rest of the guests appeared before her eyes, all of them dressed in bright
tunics and glittering jewels, like aflock of colorful birdsin the middle of the woods.

The two of them were the only ones who stood out, dressed as they were in their
travelling clothes. Under her cloak, Bonnie wore a simple cyclas and mantle, and the
only thing that marked her and Evan as nobles was the fur that lined their clothes to
battle against the chill. Bonnie didn’t even have any of her jewelry, as they had all
travelled among her belongingsin her chests.

People will surely talk.
Bonnie's gaze roamed over them all in search of her sister and Macauley, but they

were nowhere to be found. She checked once, twice, three times, but there was no
sign of them, much to her surprise.



Where are they? Could somethin’ have happened tae them?

Heart jumping to her throat at the thought, Bonnie took a step forward with the
intention of looking for them, but Laird MacGregor was quick to tighten his grip on
her arm. She glared at him over her shoulder and tried to tug herself free as subtly as
she could, only for him to stare straight ahead and ignore her completely.

Laird MacGregor’s grip didn’t loosen up throughout the entire ceremony, and by the
time Tavish and Amelia were married, Bonnie was certain his fingers had left a mark
on her skin. As the other guests trickled back towards the castle for the feast, Laird
MacGregor tugged her along once more and Bonnie couldn’t help but feel like a doll
that was hauled around by a child, having no agency of her own.

“Will ye let go 0 me?’ she mumbled through gritted teeth just as they stepped into
the entry hall of the castle. “I’ ve had enough!”

“1 told ye tae behave,” Laird MacGregor said, just as quietly.

“1 am behavin’,” Bonnie pointed out. “I have yet tae tell anyone that yer keepin’ me
as aprisoner.”

“Hardly a prisoner when yer nae behind bars,” said the laird. “Cam down. Y€'ll
make everyone suspicious.”

“Asthey should be!”
“Me lady!”
The familiar voice startled Bonnie. It seemed to startle Laird MacGregor as well, who

immediately released her arm, but didn’t stray far from her, his gaze watching her and
her two guards like a hawk as they approached. Lachlan and Finlay were both pale,



their foreheads coated in perspiration and their eyes wide upon noticing her, and they
all but pushed the crowd of nobles aside in their quest to reach Bonnie.

“Where have ye been?’ Finlay asked. “What happened tae ye? | told ye tae wait in
thebirlinn.”

“Forgive me, Finlay,” Bonnie said, truly apologetic for all the panic and fear she must
have put them through. “I boarded the wrongbirlinnan’ afore | kent what happened,
we were already sailin’. | didnae mean tae concern ye, but | am glad yer here. Where
iISme sister? Where is Macauley?’

With a long-suffering sigh, Finlay rubbed his eyes with a trembling hand, barely
keeping himself under control. “It was me own mistake,” he said. “I should have

escorted ye tae thebirlinn.”

“Y e did naething wrong, Finlay,” Bonnie assured him. “Tell me, where are they?’
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“We were given this upon arrival,” Finlay said, as he handed her a folded letter
addressed to her with Macauley’ s wax seal on it. Bonnie took it and tore it open, once
again fearing that something had happened to Cathleen and Macauley, her eyes
quickly scanning the words.

Over her shoulder, she could feel Laird MacGregor’s breath as he stood too close for
comfort, and Bonnie shifted her stance in an effort to hide the letter from him. It was
easier said than done, though, when he seemed determined read what the page said
and shifted along with her.

From the moment she laid eyes upon the paper, she knew the letter had come from
her sister, her handwriting so familiar thatit was instantly recognizable. Dread
gripped Bonnie as she read that he and Macauley could not make it to the wedding,
after all, due to unfavorable weather conditions, and that they were stuck in Clan
Drummond after their visit there, unable to go anywhere.

Slowly, she turned to look at Laird MacGregor, wondering how she would escape
him now. With Macauley and Cathleen there, she could have managed it, even if it
would take some effort. Now that she was alone there, with no one but her guards,
any hope of escape seemed futile.

And then, she saw another man approach, one she had never seen before. Much like
Laird MacGregor, he was a handsome man, as well astall and muscular, though upon
afirst look at him, he didn’t seem nearly as intimidating.

“Good afternoon, me lady,” said the man, bowing to her. “I am Graeme Ruthven,
Laird of Clan Ruthven. Y e are Bonnie MacL aren, correct?’



Bonnie froze at the mention of the man’'s name. He was the one to whom she was
supposed to be betrothed. He was the one the council had selected for her.

Now I’ m trapped with them both!

CHAPTER FOUR

Graeme Ruthven.

Evan knew precisely who the man approaching them was the moment he laid eyes
upon him. He had thought it would be harder to approach him, but now he was
approaching Evan unprompted, and Evan couldn't help but wonder if he had
somehow managed to find out about the plan.

But then his eyes were fixed on Bonnie, as though she was his target and not Evan
himself. Did they know each other? Could Evan use her to get closer to the man?

When Evan glanced at her, Bonnie gave no signs of recognition and when Ruthven
introduced himself, there was a strange shift in the way she held herself—shoulders
hunched and head bowed dlightly, as though she was trying to make herself appear
smaller.

As though she was trying to hide from him, perhaps.

“Laird Ruthven,” said Bonnie as she gave him a bow. “It is a pleasure tae make yer
acquaintance.”

There was an edge in Bonni€'s tone that betrayed her words were not entirely true,
but she delivered them with the practiced politeness of a well-taught noble girl.
Someone else may have missed it; Ruthven himself may have missed it, but Evan
noticed it immediately, smply because he had trained himself to listen for such subtle



signs. One never knew when one may find an unlikely ally, and Evan couldn’t help
but think that Bonnie could be one such ally to him now.

If she dislikes Laird Ruthven, perhaps she can be convinced tae help me willingly.

But why did she dislike him? It seemed like it was the first time they had met each
other and as much as Evan hated to admit it, Laird Ruthven was a good catch for a
noble woman like Bonnie—or for any woman, in fact. Others would surely be trying
to get his attention, but he had come straight to her to introduce himself.

It must have been her beauty, Evan thought, which attracted him. She was a difficult
woman to resist.

“The pleasure is all mine,” Ruthven said with a wide, charming smile, his blue eyes
crinkling at the corners. Evan thought he must have been a little older than his own
thirty years, but he wore them well. He seemed like the kind of man who looked
better as he aged. “Where are the Laird and Lady MacLaren?”’

Before Bonnie could respond, Evan jumped into the conversation, taking his chance.
“They couldnae make it due tae the weather,” he said, remembering what he had read
on the letter Bonnie had received from them. “Me brother an’ | were instructed tae
accompany Miss MacL aren instead.”

From the corner of his eye, Evan saw the shocked expression on Bonni€'s face, the
way her mouth fell open and her eyes widened in shock. For a moment, he was
worried she would refute his claims and tell Ruthven the truth, but then she seemed to
think better of it and pressed her lips shut, remaining silent.

She must like him even less than she likes me.

“1 dinnae believe | have met ye or yer bother,” Ruthven said, his smile never fading



even as his eyes narrowed dightly.

“Evan MacGregor,” said Evan with a small bow, one that Ruthven quickly returned.
“Laird of Clan MacGregor. MissMacLarenan’ | are. . . cousins.”

It was the first thing that popped to Evan’s mind and it was just as good an excuse as
any. Ruthven, at least, seemed to believe it, giving no indication of suspicion.

“Then will ye be the ones accompanyin’ her tae Castle Ruthven?’

Evan froze, glancing at Bonnie from the corner of his eye, but from what he saw, she
was just as surprised by that.

“Am | supposed tae come tae Castle Ruthven?’ asked Bonnie. “Why?’

It was Ruthven’s turn to be confused. “Well . . . ye are me betrothed. Yer council
asked if ye could spend some timein yer new home afore our weddin’.”
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Evan could hardly keep up with the flood of new information and how it all affected
his own mission. He had heard that Ruthven supposedly had a betrothed, but he could
have never guessed it would all work out so well for him. With Bonnie as Ruthven’'s
intended, Evan could easily infiltrate Castle Ruthven and get all the information he
and Alaric needed to expose his connection to John Balliol.

It could not have worked any better for him. Bonnie, on the other hand, looked less
than thrilled at the prospect of visiting Castle Ruthven.

“1 wasnae informed that | would be visitin® yer lands,” she said, this time unable to
stop her tone from assuming a chilled quality, one that made it clear just how much
she didn’t approve of the plan. “I thought we would meet here an’ then | would return
home.”

“l think it's best if we acquaint ourselves better with each other, dinnae ye think?’
Ruthven asked, and though he phrased it as a question, there was no room for
disagreement. “We will be husband an’ wife soon. We should ken each other well.”

For a few moments, Bonnie remained silent, the muscle in her jaw jumping as she
grit her teeth. Then, she gave a forced smile and said, “But without me sister an’ her
husband tae accompany me, then surely, | cannae come. | dinnae suppose ye would
wish fer me tae come stay with ye without a chaperone.”

Thisisit. Thisishow | will get intae that castle.

“Me brother an’ | will chaperoneye,” Evan said.



The look Bonnie gave him sent a chill down Evan’s spine. For such a small woman,
she certainly managed to appear intimidating. “I’'m sure ye an’ yer brother are
busy,cousin. | wouldnae wish tae be a burden.”

“Yer nae a burden at all,” Evan assured her. “Alaric an’ | will be pleased tae
accompany ye there aswell.”

Bonnie stared at Evan in silence and he stared back, daring her to disagree. The way
he saw it, this was the best solution for everyone. Evan needed a way into Castle
Ruthven and Bonnie offered him just that. Bonnie clearly didn't want to be alone
with Ruthven and Evan could be the buffer she wanted between the two. They could
be useful to each other. Ruthven wasn’t going to take no for an answer, so this was
Bonni€’s next best option.

Evan could only hope that she would realize that.

“Aslong as | dinnae inconvenience ye,” she said in the end with another tight-lipped
smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Let us head inside now. We shouldnae miss the
festivities.”

Without another glance at either Evan or Graeme Ruthven, Bonnie walked through
the main doors of the castle. Evan had to rush after her to make sure that he didn’'t
lose sight of her and when he caught up, he grabbed her arm once more to keep her
close.

“Where dae ye think yer goin’?’ he asked. “| told ye tae stay close.”
With along-suffering sigh, Bonnie led him to one of the tables, dliding into one of the

seats. Evan sat next to her, but no sooner had he settled in the chair than Bonnie
yanked her arm out of his grip and pinned him with aglare.



“Why did ye dae that?’ she asked. “Why did ye say ye would come with me tae
Castle Ruthven? | dinnae even ken ye!”

Evan considered his response for a few short moments, then said, “I have me
reasons.”

He hadn’t revealed anything to Bonnie so far and he didn’t think it would be wise to
tell her the truth before he knew where her loyalties lay. The fact that there was no
love lost between her and Ruthven didn’t mean that she wasn't sympathetic towards
Balliol—then again, few were, if they valued honor over wealth.

“Dae yetruly expect metae alow ye tae follow me everywhere when ye willnae even
tell me anythin’?’ Bonnie asked in exasperation. “Why should | trust ye? Why should
| dae anythin’ ye say? What if | end up like that man on thebirlinn?’

“Keep yer voice down,” Evan hissed as he looked over his shoulder at the people
around them to see if anyone had heard Bonnie. Everyone seemed to be absorbed in
their conversations, though, and no one was paying them any mind. Still, it didn’'t
mean there were no people there who observed everyone closely to gather useful
information. “I told ye it doesnae concern ye what | dae. Be glad that ye have
someone tae accompany ye tae Castle Ruthven. Or would ye rather go alone?’

Before Bonnie could respond, Ruthven appeared in front of them once more. Next to
Evan, Bonnie stiffened, sitting straight-backed in her seat as if she was preparing
herself to flee the clutches of a predator.

“May | have this dance, Miss MacLaren?”’
If laird Ruthven's presence had displeased Bonnie, then his request brought forth a

wave of panic in her, one that was very thinly concealed. Evan was certain Ruthven
had noticed, as well—there was no hiding it, no pretending he didn’t know Bonnie



would rather spend the entire night alone than dance with him. And yet Ruthven
made no effort to backtrack, only standing there as he looked at Bonnie expectantly,
that polite yet insistent smile never fading from his face.

Evan took pity on her. He was the only one who could save her from spending time
with Ruthven and besides, he needed to keep a close eye on her.

“I"'m afraid Bonnie has already promised me she would be me partner fer the night,”
he said, standing as he offered his hand to her. “I have. . . difficulty talkin’ tae lasses
| dinnae ken, so she has graciously agreed tae keep me company.”

Ruthven stared at Evan in silence for a few moments, seeing right through his excuse.
It wasn’'t meant to be a good excuse, though; it was only meant to keep Ruthven away
for now.

“Yemay find it difficult tae find awife, then,” Ruthven said.

“Let us hope | willnae have tag,” said Evan and with that, he and Bonnie left the
table, joining the rest of the people who danced near the band just as the next song
began.

He and Bonnie took their places in the circle of dancers, their hands joining after a
moment’s hesitation from her. Once the jovia tune enveloped the dancers, they all
began to move around the circle, cheering and laughing. It was only Bonnie who
didn't seem to be enjoying herself—and Evan, of course, who instead of dancing
could be spending his time doing more useful things, such as observing Ruthven and
trying to find Alaric.

His brother was somewhere there, he knew. He had caught a glimpse of him at the
ceremony, after he was done dealing with their prisoner, but now Evan couldn’t find
him as he scanned the crowd.
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“1 willnae go with ye tae Castle Ruthven,” Bonnie said, her voice barely audible over
the music and the people around them. “I would be insane tae go tae a strange man’'s
castle with another stranger! | dinnae ken anythin’ about either 0’ ye. In fact, al | ken
about yeis precisely what makes me wish tae stay away from ye.”

“Yewill dae asyer told,” Evan said. “I need tae get tae Castle Ruthven an’ thisisthe
only way | can dae that.”

“Why?’

Evan’'s words brought Bonnie to a sudden halt, but as the people continued to dance,
their movement pushed her right into him, before the three people next to her bumped
into each other one after the other. Bonnie stumbled, barely keeping her balance

along with everyone else, and she scowled as she regained her footing and rhythm to
continue the dance.

Evan couldn’t help but laugh, which only served to deepen Bonnie's frown. “Stop it.”
“Had | kent ye dance like this, | wouldnae have offered,” Evan teased, but regretted it
immediately when Bonnie, very clearly on purpose, stepped right onto his foot,
drawing a pained grunt out of him.

“Tell methe truth,” she demanded, relentless in her questioning.

She willnae stop askin’. | must tell her somethin’.

“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “But nae here. We will discuss thisin private.”



There were too many people around and this was not a matter he could discuss in
front of them. If Bonnie was to learn the truth about his and Alaric’s plans, then it
would have to be somewhere where no one else could hear them.

“1 willnae go anywhere with ye until ye tell me,” Bonnie insisted. “I’'m nae afraid 0’
ye.

There was a dlight tremble in Bonnie's voice as she spoke which suggested that she
did, in fact, fear him. It wasn’t something Evan wanted, though. It would be useful,
he supposed; the more Bonnie feared him, the more likely she was to do as he said
without putting up a fight. Still, it seemed cruel to keep her in a constant state of fear
and panic.

“1 willnae hurt ye,” Evan said, turning to look Bonnie in the eyes. “I promise ye. |
willnae hurt asingle hair from yer head an’ neither will me brother.”

For a while, the two of them simply stared at each other as they danced, exchanging
no words. Evan didn’'t know how else to reassure her, and Bonnie didn't seem to
believe him.

“Just like ye didnae hurt that man?’ she asked. “Whereis he now? Is he still alive?’
Evan refused to speak about this in the middle of the great hall. There was so much
he couldn’t tell Bonnie, especially when there were people around them. There was

so much he had to keep hidden for both of their sakes.

“Ye dinnae have tae believe me,” he said in the end instead of answering her
question. “But | mean it. | dinnae wish tae hurt ye. Y€ |l be safe with me an’ Alaric.”

From the suspicion in Bonnie's gaze, Evan figured that she didn’t believe him at all.
Perhaps she would once he explained to her why he had to do everything he



did—why he had to infiltrate Castle Ruthven, why she had found him torturing that
man. And if that wasn’t enough to convince her, then as much as Evan would dislike
it, he could use her fear to get what he wanted.

CHAPTER FIVE

The night passed by in a blur. In an attempt to keep Laird Ruthven away from her,
Bonnie had spent the night by Laird MacGregor’'s side, which was only marginally
preferable, she thought. Out of the two of them, Laird MacGregor seemed to pose the
least immediate threat, and so she figured it was better to stay with him and dance the
night away than let Ruthven get too close.

It was late at night when Bonnie, too exhausted to continue with the festivities even
as those around her still danced and sang merrily, fueled by all the wine and the food,
took a seat at one of the tables and let her shoulders sag for a moment, foregoing her
usual perfect posture. She let her guard down, too, and when someone slid next to
her, for a moment she feared it was none other than Ruthven, but when she dared to
look, it was only Laird MacGregor.

“Shall we leave?’ he asked.

“Leave?’ asked Bonnie with afrown. “Where would we go?’

“There’saninnin thetown,” said Laird MacGregor. “We have rooms there.”

“l anaguest o' Laird Hamilton,” Bonnie pointed out. “We both are. Why should we
stay at aninn?’

Briefly, Laird MacGregor looked around them before leaning in to whisper sternly in
Bonnie's ear. “Because there will be nae one tae listen tae us there. Nae one who
cares what we have tae say, at least.”



Bonnie pulled back from him, pinning him with a sharp gaze. “Ye may go, then,” she
said. “I will stay here. | told ye, | willnae go anywhere with ye.”

“Then | should call Laird Ruthven an’ tell him ye will be stayin’.”

Laird MacGregor had hardly managed to finish his sentence before Bonnie grabbed
his arm to stop him from leaving, glaring at him. “Y e will dae nae such thing.”

“If ye stay here, he will find you eventually,” he pointed out. “Is that a risk ye wish
tae take?’
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Bonnie considered her options for a moment. If she left with Laird MacGregor and
his brother, then for all she knew, she would end up tortured and killed, even if the
man had assured her time and time again that he had no desire to harm her. If she
stayed in Castle Hamilton, then she would be forced to be closeto Laird Ruthven and
she wanted to avoid that as much as she could.

Could he be telin’ the truth? Will he truly nae harm me?

“Yemust choose,” Laird MacGregor said. “I will soon find me brother an’ leave.”
Looking around her helplessly, Bonnie tried to figure out a way to avoid both men.
The more she searched for a way out, though, the more she realized there was no
better, third option.

“Me guards.”

O’ course! Finlay an’ Lachlan will save me from all this!

As her guards, they had not attended the feast, but they were still in the castle. Bonnie
would simply have to rope them into helping her, something that couldn’'t prove too
difficult for her. Finlay was a good friend and so was Lachlan. They would be more
than willing to help her.

“Yer guards are gone.”

Fear crept down Bonni€'s spine, like icy water dripping down her back. She looked at
Laird MacGregor with wide, fearful eyes as she tried to move back from him as far as



her seat would allow, her stomach churning at the thought that they had met such a
cruel fate.

Bonnie should have warned them about him. She should have told them to be wary,
to watch their backs. Now they were gone, al because she had been too focused on
her own survival to consider the danger they were facing.

“They’'re goin’ back tae the mainland,” Laird MacGregor said with aroll of his eyes.
“What did ye think | was sayin’?’

The relief that washed over Bonnie was so intense that she would have collapsed onto
the floor had she not been sitting. Finlay and Lachlan were still adive. Their lives
were not in danger.

“1 thought ye killed them!” she whispered.

“Why would | kill them?’ Laird MacGregor whispered back.

“Because ye kill everyone!”

That may have been an exaggeration, Bonnie thought after the words were out of her
mouth. Really, she hadn’t even seen the man kill someone, but it was the only logical
conclusion she could reach. He was violent, cruel, prone to anger. He had tortured a
man half to death without even flinching. Wasiit truly such aleap to think that he was

abloodthirsty killer?

But if Laird MacGregor hadn’t killed her guards, if they had truly simply returned
home, then why had she not been informed?

“Who sent them away?’ she demanded. “Was it ye?’



“Nay,” said Laird MacGregor. “But | saw Ruthven speak tae them. | assume he told
them their services were nae longer needed, since ye would be accompanied by his
guards tae Castle Ruthven.”

Bonnie barely managed to suppress a furious growl, her fingers curling into fists until
her nails bit into the meat of her palm, leaving small crescents behind. The audacity
of Laird Ruthven to send away her own guards! They were not supposed to take any
orders from him.

It wouldn’t surprise her, though, if the council was behind all this once again. Surely,
they wanted no distractions near her, and since they had no way of knowing that
Macauley and Cathleen wouldn’'t make it to the wedding, they may have thought her
guards presence insignificant.

Now there she was, stuck in Arran with Laird MacGregor and Laird Ruthven, with no
one else to turn to.

“Make yer choice, cousin,” said Laird MacGregor and Bonnie didn’t appreciate the
mocking tone. “We must leave.”

Bonnie glanced across the room to where Laird Ruthven sat, gesturing wildly with his
cup of wine until it spilled everywhere. She watched as a servant approached him and
tried to refill his cup, only to spill a few drops of wine on him when he moved it

again.

The dlap that followed echoed all around the great hall. The servant girl’s head was
wrenched to the side, the force of theblow making her stumble and spill the entire
pitcher on herself. Everyone around Laird Ruthven froze, and it was only when he
stood, towering over the servant as if the slap hadn’t been enough to appease him,
that afew men jumped in to diffuse the situation.



Bonnie turned to Laird MacGregor, who was watching, too, a grim expression
shadowing his face.

“Let usgo,” shesad.

Two days.

That was al Bonnie had been afforded before she would have to make an appearance
at Castle Ruthven. Two days in that inn with the MacGregor brothers and no one else
to speak to.

At least she had her own room there. The two men had booked two, but were forced
to share one when Bonnie joined them, and she didn’t even have to insist on it. For all
their other faults, they seemed to be gentlemen in that regard, at least, and neither of
them had tried to creep into her room in the middle of the night or touch her
whenever she was near.
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If anything, they had hardly spoken to her, other than to remind her there was
nowhere for her to run and that they would go after her and hunt her down if she
tried.

Bonnie had some gold on her for emergencies. She had her belongings, too, which
her guards had delivered to Arran for her, so she had one jewelry to spare, as well. If
she managed to dlip away, if she managed to find abirlinnthat would take her back to
the mainland and then a carriage to take her home?—

But the council would be furious. She would singlehandedly ruin every effort they
had made for this aliance, and they would surely punish Bonnie for it, one way or
another. Perhaps they would even manage to find someone worse than Laird Ruthven
for her to marry.

The room Bonnie had been given was small and modest, with a bed, a basin, and a
small table by the window, along with a chair for anyone who cared to sit there.
Despite the confined space, she had spent the entire day there, avoiding the
MacGregors as much as she could, but now that the sky had darkened, the sun long
set in the horizon, she found that she could not battle her hunger anymore.
Reluctantly, she stood from the bed and made her way downstairs, eager to ask the
innkeeper for some food, but before she could reach the man, she saw the two
brothers hunched over atable, talking quietly to each other.

The ground floor of the inn was rather spacious, with several tables strewn about the
room. Some of them were occupied by other guests who were enjoying their dinner
under the warm orange light of the torches and the warmth of the fire that blazed in
the large fireplace. It was a cozy place, decorated modestly but with carpets and



tapestries that gave the place afeeling of home.

Neither brother noticed as she approached, absorbed as they were in ther
conversation, and so Bonnie took the chance to overhear what they were saying,
hoping she could get some information out of them while they were unguarded.

“Thisis dangerous,” she heard Alaric say, though the prospect of whatever danger he
was talking about didn’t seem to rattle him much. It was as though he was merely
pointing out afact. “What if Ruthven thinks sheis helpin’ us?’

“Sheishelpin’ us,” said Laird MacGregor. “Even if she doesnae ken it.”

It didn’t take long for Bonnie to realize they were talking about her. She leaned a
little closer, her stomach tying itself into a knot as she listened.

“Even worse,” said Alaric. “If she doesnae ken anythin’, then she willnae be
prepared.”

“1f she doesnae ken anythin’, she can claim ignorance,” said Laird MacGregor. “All
we have tae dae is go intae the castle, stay there fer a while, an’ find somethin’,
anythin’ that connects Ruthven tae Balliol.”

Ruthven an’ Balliol? Is Ruthven helpin’ him?

It didn't sound unlikely to Bonnie. From the little she had heard about Graeme
Ruthven, he was an ambitious man and it wouldn’t surprise her if he tried to gain
more influence throughJohn Balliol. Then again, she couldn’t understand why the
MacGregors would try to find a connection between them—why they would be
willing to risk their lives for it, infiltrating Castle Ruthven under false pretenses.
Many despised Balliol, but to go to such great lengths spoke of treason.



“What about Ruthven an’ Balliol ?”

Both brothers jumped at the sound of her voice, their hands reaching for ther
weapons on instinct. Bonnie couldn’t help but chuckle at the reaction as she dlid into
the empty chair at their table, eager to know more.

The two brothers let out identical sighs and exchanged a glance, and it seemed to
Bonnie as though they were communicating silently, without needing to use any
words.

“How long have ye been standin’ there?’ Laird MacGregor asked wearily.

Bonnie shrugged. “Long enough. If ye didnae wish fer me tae hear ye, ye should have
been more careful, Laird MacGregor.”

“We're supposed tae be cousins,” he gritted out, leaning over the table to get closer to
Bonnie. “Cal me by me name.”

“1 dinnae think that’s our biggest issue here,Evan,” Bonnie hissed, leaning closer as
well, until their faces were mere inches apart. “What was it that ye were sayin’? Are
yeusin' metae get tae Laird Ruthven?’

Evan and Alaric glanced at each other once more, as Bonnie pushed back from Evan
and settled back in her seat. They seemed to be communicating in silence again,
neither of them willing to speak first.

It was Evan who spoke in the end. “We have good reason tae think Ruthven is
workin” with John Balliol,” he said. “An’ we wish tae find proof. Solid proof. We've
tried but we havenae gotten close enough tae him. With ye in the castle, though, we
can finally watch him closely.”



“Why?" Bonnie asked. “What dae ye have tae gain from this?’

“Everythin’,” said Evan. “Surely, ye understand how terrible Baliol isfer us. . . fer
al the clans. If we allow him tae rule, he will destroy us all. TheSassenachswill come
tae our lands an’ have absolute control over us. We cannae allow that tae happen.”

Bonnie hesitated, drawing her bottom lip between her teeth. “Is that why ye were
torturin’ the man? Fer information?’

“Aye,” said Alaric. “We dinnae enjoy hurtin’ people, Miss MacLaren, an’ we willnae
hurt ye. | can promise ye that. But we need yer help with this, even if it is dangerous.”

So, they arenae the ruthless killers | thought they were.

Both Evan and Alaric were unsettling to look at—Alaric even more so, with his scars
and tattoos. Now that Bonnie wasspeaking to them, though, she saw a different,
gentler side of them. They both seemed earnest, eager to make a difference. They
both seemed dedicated to their cause, to helping those around them.

Maybe she truly had misunderstood them after all. Alaric seemed so earnest when he
said that they wouldn’t hurt her that Bonnie was inclined to believe him despite her

fears.

“Alright,” she said, nodding once decisively. “Alright, | will help ye.”
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“Yewill?” Alaric asked, surprised by her willingness.

“1 will,” Bonnie confirmed. It was for the greater good. If she could help in any way,
then she would. “But | wish tae ken more. Thisis. . . thisistreason. Are ye certain ye
can dae it? Are ye certain ye wish tag?’

“We dae,” Evan said drily. “We've thought about all this afore but this needs tae be
done. “1 willnae allow theSassenachstae come herean’ . . . an’ destroy everythin’.”

As he spoke, Evan’s hand that rested on the table curled into a tight fist and his jaw
tightened, the words barely coming past his lips. There was more to it than what he
claimed, Bonnie knew then. There was something personal against the English,
something that drove him to do anything he needed to in order to defeat them.

Gently, Bonnie placed her hand over that fist, looking Evan in the eyes. “What is it?
What happened?’

For a moment, both Evan and Alaric froze. Then, Evan snatched his hand back and
glared at Bonnie, scoffing.

“1t doesnae concern ye,” he said.

“Yelove tae say that,” Bonnie pointed out. “But it willnae help me keep meself safe.
How dae ye expect me tae assist ye when ye willnae tell me the whole truth?’

“Yedinnae need tae ken any o' it,” Evaninsisted. “All ye need tae ken is that we seek
information.”



Bonnie stared at him, tight-lipped and narrow-eyed, but Evan wouldn’t budge. He
stared right back as if daring her to say anything else, knowing that she wouldn’t win.
She wouldn’t get any truth out of him if he didn’t want to shareit.

“Fine,” said Bonnie as she stood, the legs of her chair scraping against the stone floor
as she pushed it back. “I will bein me room, then, if ye dinnae wish tae talk.”

She stalled for a second, just to see if Evan or Alaric would say something or try to
convince her to stay, but neither man spoke. With a huff, she headed back upstairs,
any thoughts of dinner long forgotten, her mind trying to process the little she now
knew.

Indeed, it sounded like a dangerous task and she couldn’t completely trust Evan and
Alaric when they refused to reveal the whole truth to her. On the other hand, it could
lead to Laird Ruthven’s downfall. It was that thought which prompted her to agree to
help. With Laird Ruthven gone, Bonnie wouldn’t have to marry him and she could
give herself at least some time before the council found another husband for her.

Maybe it will even be someone kinder.

If nothing else, it wouldn't be a man who supported John Balliol. Laird Ruthven
could only bring ruin to any clan with which he would be associated, and Bonnie
would do anything in her power to keep the people she loved from being caught up in
the storm.

Evan an’ Alaric better be tellin’ me some o’ the truth, at least. | am riskin’ everythin’
fer them.

Perhaps it was madness, trusting two people she had only just met, especially when
everything they had done up to that point was based on violence and deception, but
Bonnie was willing to take her chances. Anything sounded better than marrying a



man like Laird Ruthven.

CHAPTER SIX

Though Bonnie headed to her room, she soon found that it was impossible for her to
deep. It was still quite early, after all, and she was well-rested even after that
harrowing trip, so she soon gave up on sleep and instead pulled on her cloak and
grabbed her bow and arrow to head outside. Just by the inn, there was a row of trees
where she could practice, a place she had spotted on their way in and which was
surely empty, especially at that time of the night.

Evan and Alaric noticed her on her way out, but she didn’t spare a single glance, let
alone aword. Instead, she headed right out of the door and stood across from one of
the trees, far enough to give herself a challenge.

She needed to clear her head. She needed to think better about what she was about to
do, and so far, shooting arrows had never failed to help her focus and make the right
decisions.

Stringing the first arrow, she let it fly towards the tree, where it lodged precisely
where she wanted it. The trunk split as thearrowhead was embedded in it, small
pieces of it flying around. It was dark that night, the moon half-hidden by dark
clouds, and the area was just illuminated enough for Bonnie to see where she was
aiming—and to see afigure that lurked by the trees.

Who isthat?

For a moment, she feared it was a brigand or, even worse, one of Ruthven’s men who
had somehow found out about Evan’'s and Alaric’s plans. Grabbing another arrow,
Bonnie waited until the figure was just about to cross one of the trees and then let it
fly, aming just above the head.



The arrow found its mark with absolute precision and the figure came to a halt,
turning to look at her as the shaft oscillated above.

“That was an almost perfect shot,” a familiar voice called out and the figure stepped
forward. It was none other than Evan, Bonnie saw when he stepped into the light that
poured out of one of the windows of the inn, painting his face in awarm orange glow.

In that light, he looked almost approachable, like a man Bonnie could call a friend.
From the moment she had first laid eyes on him, she had thought him handsome, but
it was difficult to appreciate hislooks when all he did was glare at Bonnie or refuse to
speak to her.

“Why are ye here?’ Bonnie asked instead of pointing out that she shot the arrow
precisely where she wanted.

“1 dinnae think it’'s wise tae leave alass out here al alone in the middlie o’ the night,”
Evan said with a small shrug as he approached her. “It can be dangerous, even here.
It's better if someone watches over ye.”

Bonnie couldn’t help but scoff at that, entirely unimpressed. If only Evan knew the
danger in which she and her sister had put themselves not so long ago, al so that they
could save their clan, then he would understand that Bonnie was perfectly capable of
defending herself. She had her bow and her arrows. They didn’t prove so effective in
close combat, but she had never been as good with a blade, unlike her sister, so the
arrows would have to do.
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“1 dinnae need yer help,” Bonnie said. “An’ | dinnae need ye or anyone el se tae watch
over me. | can take care 0' meself better than anyone can take care 0’ me.”

Evan chuckled, though there was no mirth behind the sound. He came to a stop next
to Bonnie, looking at her with doubt in his gaze. Now that he was so close, his face
partially illuminated by the light, Bonnie could only think of him as infuriatingly
handsome with his dark eyes and the sharp, striking features of his face. It didn’t help
that he towered over her, making her feel too small when standing next to him.

“l sincerely doubt that,” he said. “Are ye tellin’ me that if a brigand showed up right
the now, ye would defeat him with more ease than | would? If ye would defeat him at
al?

“1 have me bow an’ me arrows,” said Bonnie with a shrug. She was certain she could
easily deal with a brigand from a safe distance, while Evan would have to get close
and physically fight him. “I think | could defend meself much better than ye could.”

“Dae ye think yer a better archer than | am?”’

Bonnie could hardly believe Evan had even asked such a question. He hadn’t seen her
In action, but it was rather presumptuous of him to think that he was better than her
with a bow. Bonnie had never been bested in archery ever since she surpassed her
teacher—one of her father’s Chieftains who had been kind and patient enough to
show her how to use that bow, and whom Bonnie still remembered fondly. She
doubted Evan could do any better than her.

“O’ coursel dae,” she said.



“Show me, then,” Evan said, gesturing widely with his hand. “Let us have a
competition.”

“A competition.” It wasn’t a question. Bonnie gave him a weary look, as Evan was
far from the first man to think he could defeat her. “Y e truly wish tae compete against
me?”’

“Y er the one who claims ye can dae better than me.”

“Nay,” said Bonnie. “Y erthe one who claims ye can dae better thanme. Y e issued the
challenge.”

“Will ye accept it or nae?’

Bonnie considered her options for a moment. She could either give in to this
foolishness or she could walk away; but then if she walked away, it was just as good
as defeat.

“Fine,” she said. “How shall we judge who is better?’

“Three arrows,” said Evan. “The one who shoots them the closest wins.”

“The challenger is first,” Bonnie said as she handed Evan her bow. She was curious
to seeif hetruly was as good as he said he was or if he simply thought Bonnie was so
bad that he could easily win.

Without another word, Evan grabbed an arrow and assumed the shooting position. He
fired it at the tree next to the one where Bonnie had been practicing, hitting it close to

the center.

| can dae better than this.



At least he knew how to shoot and wasn’t simply bragging without having the skills,
Bonnie thought, as Evan reached for another arrow. He prepared, drawing in a deep
breath, and then released it, the two of them watching as it arced through the air and
lodged itself near the first.

Satisfied, Evan turned to smirk smugly at Bonnie, but she gave no indication of
acknowledgement. She didn’t want to inflate hisego even further and so she remained
silent, waiting for him to fire the last arrow. It took Evan a few moments to reach for
the last one, as he kept waiting for a reaction, but when he did, he shot it near the
other two so that the three of them formed a nesat triangle.

Bonnie knew she could do better than this. Her shots were always more accurate,
more deliberate, and she had even managed to split an arrow in two several times.
Even in the darkness, Evan was no match for her.

Smiling to herself, she grabbed one of the arrows and aimed at an unmarred tree,
quickly sending off her first shot. The arrow found its target right in the middle of the
trunk—a well-placed shot that set her up for victory. She didn’t turn to look at Evan;
she didn’t need to. She already knew she was better than him.

The second shot was fired with as much ease, the arrow hitting the tree right next to
the other one. The distance was so small that from where they stood, it seemed like

they were pressed right up against each other.

“Lucky shot,” Evan mumbled under his breath. In the quiet of the night, though,
Bonnie heard him and she couldn’t resist the urge to roll her eyes.

It was far from alucky shot. It was all skill, but Evan refused to see it.

But perhaps that would be fer the best.



She still knew nothing about Evan, she reminded herself. For al their reassurances,
he and Alaric could still try to hurt her and the only advantage she had against them
was that bow and her arrows. Without them, she would stand no chance.

If Evan kens how well | can fight with an arrow, then he will surely make it so that |
dinnae have them when he attacks.

That's what she would do if she were in his shoes. She would make sure her target
was defensel ess before attacking and she knew it was what Evan would do, as well.

Glancing at him from the corner of her eye, Bonnie adjusted her position just
dightly—so dlightly that it would be imperceptible to him. Evan would still think she
was trying her best, though from what he had already said, he considered her skills
pure luck.
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Bonnie fired her last arrow, sending it above the rest. At first, she had considered
missing entirely, but then she thought that would be too obvious of a trick, and opted
instead for a spot on the tree that would guarantee she would lose, accompanying the
shot with the appropriate performance of getting disheartened.

Slowly, she lowered her bow, looking at the tree as though she couldn’t quite believe
she had missed. Her mouth fell open in shock, her brows knitting together, and she let
out a defeated sigh as Evan approached her.

“Dinnae fash,” he said. “Y e fought well. | simply fought better.”

An odd choice of words, Bonnie thought, as she began to walk backwards, trying to
avoid letting Evan get too close. He seemed terribly pleased, and the last thing she
wanted was to hear him gloat, so she tried to sidestep him and wak back
inside—only to stumble in the dark on something large and yielding.

It was a bush, one that thankfully seemed to have no thorns. And yet its branches still
scratched Bonnie's arms, her tunic getting caught in them, the twigs groaning under
her weight as she sank deeper and deeper. Having fallen rear-first, there was little she
could do to stop her fall or push herself back up, her hands unable to reach solid
ground.

In al the chaos, Evan’s laughter rang through the air, a sound too bright and gentle
for such a man. Still, it was nothing but grating in Bonni€'s ears, the mocking nature
of it angering her even more. It was all because of him. He had been the one to issue
the challenge and then he had been the one to approach like that, giving Bonnie no
choice but to stumble backwards to get away from him.



“Come,” he said, offering her his hand. For a moment, Bonnie looked at it as though
it had personal offended her, but then weighed her options. She could either sit there
until she untangled herself or someone else came by to help or she could accept the
assistance.

She chose the latter. Evan’s hand was warm around her own, enveloping her palm
and fingers entirely in its grasp. Just as he was about to pull, though, he stumbled as
well, his free handshooting out to steady himself only for him to fall right into the
bush next to her.

It was Bonni€'s turn to laugh as Evan cursed under his breath. He shook the entire
bush as he tried to stand, rustling the leaves, snapping severa twigs in the process,
and groaning in pain more than once as he grabbed at the rough bark again and again.

“Isthisamusin’ tae ye?’ he asked, taking a moment to breathe.

“Very much,” said Bonnie without missing a beat.

Evan pinned her with a glare and planted his feet, finally managing to push himself
up. Once he was free of the clutches of the bush, he grabbed Bonnie’'s arm firmly and
pulled her up with ease, as though it was hardly a chore to him. Bonnie guessed that it
truly wasn't.

He must be very strong. Stronger than Finlay, even.

With a huff, she dusted herself off as best as she could in the dark. Before she could
walk past him, Evan reached towards her and gently plucked a leaf from her hair,
forcing her to freeze for amoment, asif she were nothing more than a startled deer in

the face on a hunt.

For what seemed like an eternity, neither of them moved. Bonni€'s treacherous heart



thundered in her chest, so loud and fast that she feared Evan would hear it, as absurd
as that thought seemed. Then, a strong breeze blew past them and the spell wasgone,
leaving Bonnie to rush back inside, pushing her way past Evan.

She didn’'t spare a single glance back as she headed to her room, all but stomping al
the way there. Once she was behind the safety of her door, she leaned against it and
drew in adeep, steadying breath, trying to make sense of what had happened between
the two of them in that brief moment.

Whatever it was, she was certain she wasn't supposed to likeit.

Evan watched as Bonnie headed back inside the inn without another glance at him. In
his fingers, he still held the leaf he had plucked from her hair and he looked at it for a
brief moment, trying to figure out what it was that had possessed him to do such a
thing.

The truth was that he knew precisely what had possessed him. Bonnie was a beautiful
woman and despite the less than ideal way they had met, Evan found it difficult to
resist that beauty. Bonnie was everything he wanted in a woman. Even her feisty,
borderline rude attitude fascinated him much more than it should have, pulling him
ever closer into her orbit. He had always had a weakness for girls who posed a
challenge for him.

He usually tried to keep his mind off what that said about him.

With a sigh, he dropped the leaf and then picked up Bonnie's bow and quiver, before
walking over to the trees to gather al the arrows they had shot. Once he was sure he
had collected them all, he too headed back inside to find Alaric precisely where he

had left him, still sitting at their table.

Upon seeing him, Alaric raised a curious eyebrow. “What is all that?’



“We had a competition,” Evan said as he slid into the seat across from his brother.

“Did yewin?’

“O’ coursel did.”

For all Bonnie had been so certain that she would be the one to win, Evan had easily
managed to defeat her. When he saw how close her first two shots were, he had
feared his own defeat for a moment, but then his suspicions that it was nothing but a
lucky shot were confirmed when she failed to send the third arrow close to the other
two.

“She is a good archer, though,” Evan added, as it was the truth. He had no problem
recognizing skill in others—and it didn’t hurt that she hadn’t managed to beat him.

“She seemed upset when | saw her just the now,” Alaric said, and the accusation in
his tone was merely thinly veiled. “Is it because o' the contest or did ye dae
somethin’ else?’

“1 dinnae appreciate the tone, brother,” Evan said with aroll of his eyes. It was just
like his brother to think he had done something to offend. “I dinnae ken . . . sheisa
strange lass.”

Alaric chuckled, giving Evan an unconvinced look. “I doubt she is any more strange
than ye are. Either way, ye should be nicer tae her.”
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“Isthat so?’ Evan asked. “An’ why should | dae that?’
“Because we need her. Sheisour way in.”

That much was true, Evan knew. Without Bonnie, they wouldn’'t be able to infiltrate
Castle Ruthven, and so they needed to keep her happy—as happy as they could, at
least, when she was practically their hostage. Evan would have to make an effort as
much as the idea of it sounded like too much of a chore.

“Fine, fine,” said Evan, waving a hand dismissively. “I'll try tae be nice.”

At the same time, though, he would try to keep his distance. It was one thing,
appreciating Bonnie’'s beauty from afar, maybe even flirting with her a little, and
another losing his head and giving in to his desires. The most important thing to him
was his goal: getting to Balliol. Nothing else mattered to him—not even romance.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Once again, the sea spray was cold and unpleasant on Bonnie's face as she stood on
thebirlinn, watching the waves flow by. The sky above was dark, stormy clouds
gathering over her head, and all she could do was hope that they could outrun the
oncoming storm. She couldn’t imagine just how much more unpleasant the sea
travelswould beif it rained on top of everything else.

She had boarded the boat along with Evan, Alaric, and their crew that morning to
head back to the mainland and meet Laird Ruthven, but not before writing a letter to
her sister to tell her as much as she knew about the plan and to reassure her that she



was alright. The innkeeper was kind enough to promise her that the letter would be
delivered, after she had given him a few pieces of gold to make sure that the
correspondence would remain private.

As much as Bonnie tried to keep her mind off the days that would follow, her
thoughts kept straying back to Laird Ruthven. If what Evan and Alaric claimed was
true, then perhaps therewas still a chance for her to escape this marriage. Surely, even
her council would be against such a union if they found out Laird Ruthven was allied
with John Balliol. They wouldn’t want the clan to be associated with anyone who
supported Balliol, after all.

Standing there, watching the blue on blue as the horizon stretched before her eyes,
Bonnie tried to clear her mind, telling herself that whatever was meant to happen
would happen. She couldn’t continue to worry so much about all this when she hadn’t
even reached Castle Ruthven yet and when she didn’t know anything about Ruthven
or Evan.

It wasn't only her thoughts which bothered her, though. Every time she tucked a stray
strand of hair behind her ear, she felt something there, something she was certain she
didn’t have before.

What could thisbe? | wish | had alookin’-glass.

There was no such thing on thebirlinn, though, and Bonnie didn’'t know what to do,
until she spotted Alaric walking on the deck. Could she ask him, she wondered? Out
of the two brothers, he seemed like the gentler one, the one who was more open to
conversation and so Bonnie would rather ask him than Evan.

Walking over to him with her head hanging low, Bonnie cleared her throat to get his
attention. Alaric turned to look at her with a frown, before he schooled his expression
into one of absolute neutrality, and Bonnie didn't know if she preferred that over



something that communicated clearly what he thought of her.

“Can | help ye, lass?’ Alaric asked in that baritone voice of his which seemed to
make the very wood of the boat tremble.

Bonnie felt the heat rush to her face, the tips of her ears burning as she tried to force
out thewords. “I think . . . | think | may have somethin’ here,” she said, pointing right
behind her left ear. “I fell in the busheslast night an’ | fear it may be athorn.”

It didn’t hurt, though, and that was what baffled her the most. Surely, if it had been a
thorn—unlikely as it seemed since she hadn't felt any other thorns on the
bushes—then it would hurt or at least bother her. And yet she felt nothing on her skin.
The only reason why she knew there was something there was because she had
touched it.

“Let me see,” Alaric said, stepping behind her to get a better look. One of his hands
came to rest gently over her shoulder while the other brushed though the hair at her
nape just as softly, as though he was afraid to use any more force than a simple brush

of his hand.

Bonnie regretted ever asking. She should have dealt with it herself, she thought, or at
least waited until another woman could help her.

“Ach,” said Alaric, and Bonnie's blood ran cold, al the embarrassment suddenly
replaced by concern.

“What isit?’ she asked.

“I'm afraid it'satick, lass.”

“A tick?” Bonnie shouted, her head whipping around to stare at Alaric in fear. “Nay .



.. hay, nay, nay. Takeit off me.”

Had the tick been feeding off her all night? Bonnie shuddered at the thought, her
stomach churning as she thought about all the blood it must have sucked out of her.

“1 will, I will,” Alaric reassured her, pressing that hand firmly on her shoulder to still
her. “Just . . . dinnae move.”

“What dae ye think yer doin’?’

Evan’ s rough voice startled Bonnie and she jumped, her hand coming up to clutch her
chest. Alaric pulled back from her and clasped his hands behind his back, but said
nothing even as Evan approached.

For a few moments, the two of them stared at each other in silence in that way that
Bonnie had quickly found to be irritating. She couldn’t understand how they managed
to communicate without saying anything, and she didn’t like that she couldn’t figure
out what it was they were thinking.

“l have a tick,” Bonnie said, breaking the tension between the two brothers. “Here.
Alaric was helpin’ me tae remove it.”

Evan looked between her and Alaric, his gaze going back and forth again and again.
Then, it settled on Bonnie and he gesturedat her to follow him as he turned around
and headed towards the small room.
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When he realized Bonnie wasn't following him, he stopped and said, “Well? Will ye
come?’

“With ye?’ Bonnie asked. “In there?’
“1 willnae torture ye,” Evan promised. “Come.”

Bonnie hesitated for a moment, but then she followed Evan. As she walked behind
him, she looked at Alaric over her shoulder, but by then, he had already walked off,
heading towards one of the members of the crew. It was only her and Evan then, the
two of them stepping into the small room before he closed the door behind them.

Once again, the place was illuminated by nothing but a few torches that hung from
the walls, but at least this time, Bonnie saw that the place was clean. The blood had
been scrubbed off, not a trace of it remaining on the floor or the walls, though that
didn’t necessarily mean that the man was alive.

Bonnie sincerely doubted he was.
“Come,” said Evan. “Let me see.”
Hesitating once more, Bonnie didn't move any closer to him. It was Evan who
approached with an impatient huff, stepping behind her to look at the tick. His hands
were just as gentle asAlaric’s, much to Bonni€'s surprise, one of them laying on her

shoulder much like his brother’s to keep her steady.

“Dinnae move,” he warned. “I will pull it out.”



Bonnie braced herself for it as Evan grasped the tick carefully between his fingers,
before swiftly tugging it out. There was no pain as she had expected. There wasn’t
even adlight irritation, much to her surprise.

“There,” said Evan. “It isdone.”

“1t is?” Bonnie asked, surprised that there was nothing more that needed to be done.
She wasn't so quick to be glad about it, though. For all she knew, there were more
ticks on her, in places she couldn’t see, and the idea of it nauseated her. “Evan . . .
dae ye think there are more 0’ them?”

“Let us hope there are nae more,” Evan said, but that wasn’t reassuring at all.

Bonnie drew her bottom lip between her teeth. She didn’t know how to ask what she
wanted to ask him and once again, she began to think that perhaps it would be best
for her to wait until a woman could help her, but the mere idea of atick on her was
unbearable. In the end, her fear won over her embarrassment.

“Could ye make sure | have nae more o' them on me back?’

Evan froze for a moment and Bonnie feared that her request had been too much for
him, but then he said, “Alright.”

Before she knew it, Evan was tugging her tunic off and Bonnie couldn’t help the
scream that escaped her. Her hands clutched at the hem, holding the tunic down as
she turned to look at Evan with wide eyes.

“What dae ye think yer doin’?’ she demanded.

“How dae ye think | will seeif thereisatick if | cannae see yer back?’ Evan asked.



Bonnie supposed that was a fair question. As much as she wanted to keep her
modesty, that would be impossible if she also wanted to make sure there were no
strange little creatures on her. Reluctantly, she turned around once more and allowed
Evan to tug at her tunic and then her undershirt to reveal the top of her back.

Even though Bonnie couldn’'t see him, she could feel his gaze bore into her, its heat
spreading over her skin. Then that heat was followed by the warmth of his hand as it
swept over her shoulders, his touch leaving goosebumps behind.

No man had ever touched her like this before and Bonnie’'s breath caught in her
throat, a shudder running through her entire body. His breath, too, was warm as he
exhaled softly against her, and Bonnie let her eyes fall shut for a moment, before she
remembered who it was that was touching her.

Evan was not the kind of man she wanted near her; she was certain of that. He was a
killer, she reminded herself.

It seemed like the perfect moment to ask about the man. Not only would it satisfy her
curiosity, but it would also put a stop to that strange fluttering in her stomach that
returned every time Evan stood a little too close for her.

“What happened tae the man?’ she asked. “Did ye. . . did yekill him?’

“Nay,” said Evan without hesitation. “We released him on Arran. He willnae speak.”
It was not what Bonnie had expected to hear and she was certain Evan wasn't lying to
her. He had no reason to hide the truth either way, since she doubted he cared what
she thought of him. But knowing that they had released the man surprised her,

leaving her speechless for a brief moment.

“How can ye be so certain he willnae speak?’



“He is too scared,” said Evan. “An’ we dinnae wish tae stain our hands with blood
when it wasnae necessary.”

Once again, Bonnie couldn’t help but think that she had misunderstood Evan after all.
If he had spared the man’s life, then perhaps he wasn’'t as bad as she had originally
thought. So far, he had kept his word and had not hurt her. He had even been
respectful, if alittle rude and brooding.
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It did nothing to help with the way her heart fluttered in his presence. If anything, it
made it even worse. Now that she knew she wasn't as cruel of a man as she had
originally thought, it was difficult to resist his good looks and the way he made her
fedl.

“Yer fing,” Evan said, pulling Bonnie back into reality. Just as quickly as he had
uncovered her body, he covered it once more, making sure that her tunic lay perfectly
over her back and that every part of her was covered. “Nae more ticks.”

“Thank ye,” Bonnie aid, for lack of anything better to say. A part of her wished that
she could talk to him about that attraction just to see if he felt it, too, but she could
never find the courage to start such a conversation between them. Instead, she gave
him asmall, faltering smile and pushed her way past him, exiting the room before the
tension between them became unbearable.

Evan didn’'t follow, at least not at first, and Bonnie was glad for it. Her entire face
was on fire and she didn’t want him to see the blush on her cheeks.

The moment she stepped out of the room, she saw Alaric bent over the rail, his face
pale as he stared at the waves. Concern flooded Bonnie and she rushed to him,
leaning over to take a better ook at him, only to find that he looked like a ghost.

“What happened?’ she asked. “What is the matter?’

“Naething,” said Alaric, waving his hand dismissively. “I am simply nauseous.
Rough seas today.”



It was true. The storm hadn’t quite caught up to them but now that Bonnie was out of
the room, she could see how choppy the seas were and how dark the sky above them.
She could hardly blame Alaric for being sea-sick. If anything, she was surprised that
it hadn’t affected her yet.

“Come,” she urged him, wrapping her hands around his arm to tug him away from
therail. “It will help if ye sit.”

Alaric followed her reluctantly, swaying as he walked, and Bonnie had him sit by the
small room, where the wind wasn’t as strong, but where the air still hit his face to
help with the nausea. It was then that Evan came out of the room and glanced at
them, a deep frown forming on his face as though the mere sight of Bonnie was
enough to anger him.

She couldn’t understand it. What was it about her that made him look so murderous
when she had done nothing to earn such behavior?

Bonnie didn’t ask, as she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of an argument.
Instead, she focused on Alaric, rubbing his shoulder gently as he took in deep,
calming breaths. When he looked up and saw Evan standing there, though, he shifted,
pulling back from Bonnie alittle until her hand slipped off his shoulder.

“Thank ye, Bonnie,” he said. “I’'m feelin’ better.”

It was a lie. Bonnie could clearly see it in the way he still struggled to breathe, to
swallow, the sea affecting him deeply.She couldn’t understand him, either. What was
it that made him so distant al of a sudden, when he had been more than willing to
accept her help before?

Only when Evan walked off did Alaric relax once more, letting his head fall back
with a sigh, though Bonnie didn’t try to touch him again.



“Why is he like this?” Bonnie asked him.

Alaric gave asmall shrug. “Heisastrange man.”

A strange man, indeed.

CHAPTER EIGHT

When they finally reached Castle Ruthven, Evan could have cried with relief. At least
now, he thought, he could focus on his plan instead of being confined on a small boat
or in a narrow road with Bonnie and allowing himself to be driven crazy by the mere
sight of her. He didn’t know what it was that affected him so much, as it could not
only be her looks. He had seen plenty of pretty women in his lifetime, and though
Bonnie was one of the most beautiful, it didn’t explain why every time he saw her, he
felt like all the air rushed right out of his lungs, leaving him gasping for it. It didn’t
explain why every time she was near another man, especially Alaric—to whom she
seemed to have taken aliking—it soured his mood for the rest of the day.

It certainly didn’'t explain the irritation, the constant distraction, and the way his
thoughts kept circling back to her no matter how much he tried to think about
something else.

The entire situation was becoming alarming and Evan would do anything to put an
end to it. He hoped that now that they hadreached the castle, it would be easier for
him to ignore her, to pretend that they were nothing but reluctant allies.

An'’ that isall we are. We hardly ken anythin’ about each other.

His traitorous heart didn't seem to understand that, though, and it began to beat
erratically whenever she was near.



It was late at night when they reached Ruthven Castle, the stars and the moon
illuminating their way as they rode down the path. He and Alaric had decided that it
wasn't worth it to camp for the night, as they were so close, but by the time they
reached the gates, they were all exhausted. Much to his surprise, Ruthven didn’t come
outside to greet them nor did he invite them to meet him in his study or the great hall.
Instead, three servants came to fetch them and took each of them to their
chambers—three rooms that stood at the top floor of the castle in a row, one next to
the other. Alaric took the far right, Evan the one in the middle, and Bonnie the far left
as they were instructed, and once they were all settled in, the servants all disappeared
with promises of bringing them dinner to their rooms.

Evan had to admit that he was glad about it. The last thing he wanted was to sit
through a formal welcoming dinner after such along trip, when al he needed was a
few good hours of deep. He was certain Alaric and Bonnie wanted the same. None of
them was in the mood for any socializing.

Still, he found it odd that Ruthven didn’t welcome them at all. Could it be that he was
busy with John Balliol? Or was it ssmplya way for him to show them that he didn’t
truly care about their presencein his castle?

Evan supposed they would find out soon enough. Until then, he was going to enjoy
the warmth of the fire that burned in his room and the food the servants would bring
him.

The chambers he was given were spacious and richly decorated with tapestries in
green and golden hues, depicting scenes from a hunt. The bed was more comfortable
than anything he had dlept on ever since leaving his home and the rest of the place
was furnished with ornate pieces made of rich, dark wood.

A lavish display, he thought. The rooms Ruthven had given them were undoubtedly
some of the most ostentatious in the castle and Evan was certain it was a purposeful



choice.
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After the servants brought him dinner and Evan cleaned up for the night, he checked
in with Alaric, the two of them going over their plan. Once they were both satisfied
with the details, he made his way to Bonnie's room and opened the door without
knocking. It was a habit by then, as he and Alaric always entered each other’s rooms
unannounced, but it didn't take long for him to realize he had made a mistake
entering so nonchalantly in Bonnie's room.

She was in the middle of pulling her nightgown on, the thin fabric clinging to her
breasts and her hips, highlighting all her curves. Evan could do nothing but stare in
silence and he could only imagine Bonnie felt the same shock as she stood there,
mouth hanging open, staring right back.

The shock didn't last long. Before he knew it, she stomped towards him and kicked
him right in the groin, so hard that Evan instantly collapsed to the floor, groaning in
pain as he curled onto his side.

| deserved that.

Even so, he wished it had been a dap instead. His breath was knocked out of him and
he struggled to draw air into his lungs, the pain radiating from his groin down his legs
and up his stomach, and he closed his eyes firmly as he tried to get himself under
control again.

Somewhere above him, Bonnie was yelling, but he couldn’t pay any attention to what
she was saying. Surely, she was angry that he had barged into her room, and that was
enough for him to know.



The pain slowly subsided and Evan rolled onto his back, looking up at her. She stood
over him, hands on her hips as she glared down at him, looking at him expectantly as
if he was meant to say something.

“What?' he asked.
“1 said why are ye here?” Bonnie said, and Evan thought she must have asked him the
same question before, when he couldn’t hear her. “An’ why dae ye nae knock? Have

yelost yer mind?’

“1 came tae talk tae ye about the plan,” he said, asif it was obvious. “Why else would
| be here?’

His question gave Bonnie pause and she snapped her mouth shut, once again glaring
at him. Just then, the door opened once more and Evan saw Alaric there, wide-eyed

with concern.

“What happened?’ he asked, before taking in the scene in front of him and frowning
in confusion. “Why are ye on the floor?’

“Bonnie attacked me,” Evan said.

“Yedeserved it,” Bonnie countered.

“1 certainly didnae.”

“He came intae the room without even knockin’!”

Alaric’s face contorted strangely as he tried to hold in his laughter, his hand coming

up to cover his mouth. Still, Evan could see his laughter clearly in the way his
shoulders shook uncontrollably. Without another word to either of them, he slid out



of the room just as quickly as he had come, shaking his head.

“Dinnae fight,” he called over his shoulder. “I’'m goin’ tae sleep.”

Evan lay back on the floor with a sigh, before finally pushing himself up, groaning as
he stood. Instinctively, he took a step back, putting some distance between himself
and Bonnie.

“Y e shouldnae act like this,” he warned. “We're supposed tae be family,cousin.”

“Bein’ family doesnae give ye the right tae barge intae me chambers,” Bonnie
pointed out. “It certainly doesnae give ye the right that we're pretendin’ tae be
family.”

“Nae one will believe we're family if ye keep attackin’ me,” Evan said. “Sit. | came
tae talk tae ye about the plan.”

“The plan?’ Bonnie asked, making no move to sit. “I thought | kent the plan.”

“The details o' the plan,” Evan corrected. “Alaric an’ | need ye tae distract Ruthven
while we are trying’ tae find information an’ look around the castle. Keep him
company. Make sure he stays away from us while we look around the castle.”

“So, I'll have tae spend time with him?’ Bonnie asked, sounding less than thrilled by
the prospect.

“Naturally,” said Evan. “But if we dae this right, then ye will never have tae see him
again.

It was clearly the right thing to say. Bonnie brightened at that, her eyes twinkling
with mischief. “I will remember ye promised me that.”



“Asye should,” said Evan. “We will keep ye safe, as much as we can. Still, ye need
tae be careful. Ye need tae be very careful withRuthven. He is more dangerous than
ye ken. Dae ye ken how tae fight?’

Bonnie hesitated for a moment, before she shook her head, just as Evan had expected.
What noble girl knew how to fight? Their fathers and mothers thought it better to
teach them skills that would make them good wives rather than showing them how to
protect themselves, which, in his opinion at least, was far more important. One could
never be too careful.

“Alright. I'll show ye how tae defend yerself, at least,” he said. “It's aright if ye
dinnae dae everythin’ right from the beginnin’. We will work on it.”
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Bonnie nodded, staying still as Evan approached her and came to a halt a few inches
from her. He would have to be especially careful with her, he thought, what with how
much smaller than him she was. He was used to fighting men close to his size and
compared to them, Bonnie had to be fragile.

“1 will try tae grab ye,” he warned her, slowly showing her how he would do so,
reaching for her with his hand. “I want ye tae hit me as hard as ye can here,” he said,
pointing at the weak spot on his arm, “and then go behind me.”

“Isthat all?” Bonnie asked. “It sounds too simple.”
“Fer now,” Evan said. “| dinnae want tae make it too difficult fer ye.”

Bonnie had an odd look on her face, one that Evan couldn’t decipher. He didn’t try
too hard, though, as it didn’t really matter. He mainly wanted to gauge her strength
and her natural talent for a fight first, and so he did as he warned her, swiftly
attacking her.

And then he was on the floor, the breath knocked out of him once more as his back
hit the stone, his eyes staring at the ceiling. For a moment, he didn’t know what had
happened, but then pain spread over his arm and his leg—right at the weak points.

She kicked me on the knee!
Once again, Bonnie stood over him, staring down at him with a satisfied smile. Not

only was she extremely accurate with her attack, but she was also incredibly fast, her
Size giving her the advantage of speed.



With his guard down, Evan had never had a chance to defend himself, but he didn’t
think it counted at all. Bonnie had claimed to know nothing about fighting and yet
there she was, fighting like someone who was raised with the expectation that one
day, she may haveto join a scuffle.

“Y e shouldnae underestimate me,” she said smugly, grinning down at him. “It is a
mistake that may cost you sometime.”

Evan couldn’'t help the chuckle that escaped him, no matter how much he tried.
Bonnie was full of surprises and just when he thought he was getting to know her, she
revealed a side of herselfhe had no idea was there. Who was this woman, he
wondered? Where had she been all hislife?

As he stared at her in the soft light of the fire and the candles, he couldn’t help but be
entranced. Slowly, he stood and leaned close, only redlizing that his intention was to
kiss her when hetilted his head to the side, his desire getting the better of him.

There was no resisting her anymore. There was no denying how he felt for her, and so
he needed to have her.

CHAPTER NINE

Evan was so close to Bonnie that she could feel his warm breath on her lips as she
looked up at him, his hand ghosting over her side to draw a shiver out of her. She
held her breath as he leaned even closer, not knowing what to expect from him.

Was he going to kiss her? Did she want him to kiss her? Bonnie was too conflicted to
know her own desires, her attraction to Evan warring against her fear that he was not
the kind of man he claimed to be and the knowledge that she didn’t know him at all.
On top of everything else, they were in Ruthven'’s castle and though they were alone
in the room, she couldn’'t help but fear that someone would see them—a maid



perhaps, or a servant who would barge into the room just as Evan had.

What would happen then? Ruthven would surely be furious, Evan's and Alaric’s
mission would be ruined, and the MacLaren council would never forgive her for
disgracing the clan. Everyone would find out, as the rumors would spread
likewildfire, and she would never have the chance to marry a good, suitable man.

And yet, even with all the doubts that swirled in her mind, Bonnie found it impossible
to move away from Evan. His pull on her was irresistible and no matter how much
she tried to convince herself to stay away, her traitorous body seemed to have a mind
of its own, swaying closer to him against her better judgement.

Thisisit. .. hewill kissme.

Bonnie's heart beat so fast and with such intensity that she could have sworn she felt
her ribs rattle with the force of it. It was odd to think that another person could have
such a strong effect on her, that Evan could drive her out of her mind with nothing
but a simple approach.

She closed her eyes and waited.

Then she waited some more; and then some more. The kiss never came. Instead, the
clatter of an object, followed by a whispered curse, forced her eyes open once more,
only for her to see that the edge of her sheet was rapidly catching fire.

“What did ye dae?’ she screeched as Evan grabbed a pillow and began to hit the end
of the sheet in an attempt to put the flames out. He didn’t need to explain what had
happened to her, though, as she soon realized one of the candles that stood on the
nightstand by her bed had fallen to the ground, the flames spreading to everything
they could reach. Alarmed, Bonniebegan to stomp onto the flames with her dlipper,
but Evan was quick to push her aside, turning momentarily to glare at her.



“Stay back,” he commanded, startling her into inaction. Bonnie stood back and
watched, quickly realizing that the fire was, in fact, very small and what had made it
seem so terrifying at first was ssmply her panic.

Before long, Evan had managed to put out the flames and he straightened with a huff,
patting the pillow he had used to get the ashes off. Some of the bedding was ruined,
but the carpet seemed undamaged from where Bonnie stood and so did the bed. The
candle, long since extinguished, was still smoking on the floor.

In the silence that followed, she and Evan stared at each other, stunned. Then, an
awkward, disbelieving laugh bubbled out of her and she sat on the edge of the bed,
burying her face in her hands.

Mefirst kissan' | didnae even have it!

“l should . . . ye should sleep,” Evan said, sounding just as awkward as Bonnie felt.
Even in the half-light of the room, when she raised her gaze to look at him, she could
see afaint blush on his cheeks. It was little more than a soft wash of pink, but it was
enough to crack that tough and impenetrable facade that he had crafted so carefully
around him. “Goodnight.”

Before Bonnie could say anything else, Evan was gone, much like a specter. Bonnie
could almost be convinced that she hadimagined all of it had the evidence of the
candle not been right in front of her eyes. It was difficult to believe, after al, that
Evan had almost kissed her. To say they had not begun on the best of terms would be
an understatement, and Bonnie couldn’t understand her own attraction, let alone his.

Cleaning up the mess as best she could, Bonnie then crawled under the covers,
burrowing into the blankets. She missed her home. Most of all, she missed her sister,
who would surely have some advice to give her about all this.
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If only she had made it here.

But she hadn’t. Cathleen was far away and Bonnie was alone in Castle Ruthven. She
couldn’t talk to Evan or Laird Ruthven, naturally. The only person she could turn to
was Alaric, but what would she tell him? The mere thought of discussing these
strange feelings with him was mortifying, not only because she hardly knew the man,
but also because he was Evan’'s brother. No, he simply was not an option and the
reality Bonnie had to accept was that she had to deal with her feelings alone.

There was no other explanation other than temporary insanity for the way Evan had
behaved that night. It weighed on him until the break of dawn as he tossed and turned
in his bed, the unfamiliar guest room providing him with no comfort even as lavish
and cozy as it was.

How could he think it was a good idea to kiss Bonnie? How could he think even for a
moment that entangling himself in that sort of relationship would end well for them
both?

He had been lucky to nudge that candle to the floor. Had it not been for the flames, he
had no doubt that he would have kissed her and made things awfully complicated for
them all. His self-control had vanished in a rare moment of weakness, but he knew
better now. He had to keep himself in check.

After arestless night and only a few hours of slegp, Evan prepared for the day and
headed down to the great hall after asking several different guards and servants for
directions. In the darkness of the precious night, the castle had seemed cavernous in
its size and complexity, corridors shooting off towards all directions, and it wasn’t



much different in the light of day. The only difference was that now Evan could see
all the details of the castle—the carefully stacked stone walls, the colorful tapestries
that decorated them, fluttering in the soft breeze, the paintings and precious trinkets
that lined the halls. Generations of Ruthven rulers had left their mark upon the place
and each of them seemed to be fonder of luxury than the next.

Castle MacGregor was neither small nor penurious and yet Evan and those before
him had not felt the need for such obvious luxury. The castle he had inherited was
large, well-kept, but the MacGregors preferred to keep their people fed than display
their wealth on their walls.

Disgustin’ . . . but what shall anyone expect from a man like Ruthven?

His alliance with John Balliol had one goal and that was to gain as much wealth as he
could, with no regard to the consequences. He was willing to betray the other clans
for gold. He was willing to lead them all to ruin for personal gain.

Evan was aready in a sour mood when he stepped foot in the great hall, where
Ruthven, Alaric, and Bonnie dready sat as the servants served them their
breakfast—Ruthven at the head of the table with Bonnie and Alaric to his left and
right. Evan walked straight to Alaric’s side and took the seat next to him with a curt
greeting to them all, trying to ignore Ruthven’s cheerful voice as he welcomed him.

It was all an act. Ruthven didn’t want them there any more than they wanted to be
there.

“l was tellin’ Miss MacLaren an’ Mister MacGregor that | regret nae welcomin’ ye
last night,” said Ruthven as Evan took a bite from a piece of dried meat, though his
appetite had yet to make an appearance. Simply looking at Ruthven seemed to ruin it
entirely. “Unfortunately, | was occupied in clan matters an’ | couldnae attend yer
welcome. Please, accept me apologies.”



Evan forced a tight smile on his lips, nodding once. “There is nae need fer an
apology.”

He couldn’t help but wonder what kind of clan matters kept Ruthven so busy late at
night; what else could it be other than something that had to do with John Balliol?
Surely, any other matters could be discussed during the day, not needing the secrecy
nightfall provided. Ruthven said nothing more on thematter, though. In fact, he said
nothing more to Evan once he saw that he was forgiven. Instead, he turned to Bonnie
with a sickly sweet smile that had Evan’s stomach churning.

“When yer council sent me yer likin’, the picture they chose didnae capture yer true
beauty, Miss MacLaren. They promised me a bonnie wife but | didnae realize ye
would be as bonnie asye are.”

“Thank ye, Laird Ruthven,” said Bonnie with a smile of her own.

Evan gritted his teeth so hard that he feared he would crack a molar. He found
Ruthven's attempts at flattery as infuriating as they were pathetic, nothing but an
empty effort to easily gain Bonnie' s favor.

“Is beauty all ye seek in awife, Laird Ruthven?’ Evan asked drily.

From the corner of his eye, Evan caught the murderous look Alaric was giving him,
though he couldn’t bring himself to care. Bonnie, too, stared at him, though her look
was one of surprise rather than rage.

As for Laird Ruthven, he turned that smile to Evan and responded without missing a
beat, as though he had rehearsed every possible scenario of their interaction in his

head.

“O’ course it isnae the only thing but it is a quite important one,” he said. “Ye



wouldnae agree, Laird MacGregor? I’ m certain beauty matters tae ye just as much.”

“What matters tae me is integrity,” Evan said, and even he didn’t know if they were
still talking about wives. “Loyalty. Kindness. That is what is most important tae me.”

“Aye, aye,” said Laird Ruthven as he laughed good-naturedly, nodding along. “As it
Is tae everyone. But such things one can strive tae acquire. A beauty like Miss
MacLaren’'sis difficult tae find.”

Silence fell over the table for a few moments, not even the sound of cutlery breaking
it since al of them had stopped eating. Alaric watched Evan carefully, certainly
preparing to interrupt the conversation the moment it went too far, while Bonnie
stared at her plate, cheeks tinted a bashful red.

Evan didn’t like the way Ruthven spoke about Bonnie. He didn’'t like the way he
looked at her, as though he could hardly restrain himself from touching her, as though
he wanted to devour her whole. He recognized the feeling for what it was. jealousy,
curling deep in his stomach and urging him to antagonize the other man even when
he knew it could be detrimental to his mission. Still, he could hardly stop himself
from saying the next words that tumbled past his lips.

“1t seems that the rumorsregardin’ yer . . . appetites are true, then.”

The air between them seemed to chill, the moment of silence stretching into an
eternity before Ruthven asked, “What dae ye mean?’

“It is said many have crossed the doors 0’ yer chambers.”
The words had hardly left his mouth before Alaric kicked him hard on the shin. Evan

swallowed down the pained groan that threatened to escape him and didn’t even spare
his brother a glance. His gaze was glued to Ruthven, watching him as if he was



challenging him to give him his best attack.

For awhile, no one spoke. Finally, Ruthven smiled—though it didn’t quite reach his
eyes—and said, “Many things are said about many people. There are several rumors
about ye, too, Laird MacGregor. Surely, ye must ken that.”
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Ishe sayin’ he kens more about me than he wishes tae reveal ?

As far as Evan knew, there were no damaging or false rumors about him, despite
what Ruthven claimed. Perhaps he was only trying to rattle him or to make him seem
untrustworthy in Bonnie's eyes. Either way, Evan didn’t like the insinuation and he
was about to respond when Bonnie interrupted him, turning to Ruthven.

“I would love tae see the castle grounds,” she said, shifting the tone of the
conversation entirely with afew well-spoken words and a warm smile. “Could that be
arranged, perhaps?’

It took a few moments for Ruthven to drag his gaze off Evan, but when he did, he
seemed to only have eyes for Bonnie. “Consider it done. | will show ye the grounds
meself.”

Though Bonnie had saved Evan from saying something he could potentialy regret,
he wished she had said nothing. He was itching for a fight, his hands curling into fists
under the table, but he wouldn’t get to release all this anger on Ruthven—at least not
that day. If anything, his outburst had only served to get Ruthven and Bonnie closer,
which was precisely the opposite of what he wanted.

Under the table, Alaric kicked Evan once more, this time preemptively, so that he
wouldn’t say anything else that could offend Ruthven. Evan could have said a lot
more—he could have pointed out there was evidence against Ruthven or made him
see that Bonnie didn’t truly want to be around him. In the end, he decided it was best
to keep his lips sealed for the rest of their brief breakfast, saying not a single word
until Bonnie and Ruthven had |eft the table so he could show her around the castle.



It was then that Alaric turned to him, brows furrowed and hand reaching for his
shoulder to catch his attention.

“What was that?’ he demanded. “1 ken ye are nae as foolish as tae speak tae him like
that. What is the matter with ye?’

Evan swallowed drily, trying to push down his rage. His gaze kept drifting to the
windows, but he couldn’t get a glimpse of Bonnie and Ruthven.

“It’ s naething,” he said. “Let usgo.”

Before Alaric could say anything else, Evan stood and stomped out of the great hall,
heading back to his chambers. Behind him, Alaric’s footsteps echoed down the
entrance hall as he rushed after him, catching up near the stairs.

Neither of them spoke until they were behind closed doors once more. Evan sat on
the edge of his bed, but Alaric, too irritated by the situation, paced back and forth in
front of him with his hands on his hips.

“Ye cannae claim it was naething,” Alaric said, stopping in front of Evan and
throwing his hands up in exasperation. “| despise him as much as ye dae, but we must
remember our place here. We must remember why we came. Dinnae allow yerself tae
be controlled by yer anger.”

Does he think thisis because 0 Ruthven’s alliance with Balliol ?

Evan didn’t try to correct his brother. It was better if Alaric thought the source of his
anger was Ruthven himself and not that jealousy that clawed at his insides,
threatening to rip him apart. He doubted Alaric would understand, after al. Evan
didn’t understand it himself, this all-encompassing desire, this unquenchable thirst for
awoman he barely knew.



“Evan,” Alaric said, his voice adopting a gentler, mellower tone as he walked over to
him. “This must stop or Ruthven will ken there is somethin’ wrong. We have worked
too hard fer thisWe cannae reveal ourselves now. Ye understand how much is at
stake, dae ye nae?’

“O’ course | dae,” said Evan. He did; he truly did. There was nothing more important
to him than their mission. Failing could mean the end for many Highland clans and
many people had put their faith in him and Alaric. They couldn't fail them. He
couldn’t do anything that would jeopardize their plan.

Includin’ thinkin' about Bonnie.
He had to cast her out of his mind once and for al. If he could help her avoid this
marriage by revealing the truth about Ruthven, then that would only be a nice bonus.

But he couldn’t allow himself to get too close.

“1t willnae happen again,” Evan promised with all his conviction. “1 will . . . I'll make
sure he doesnae suspect.”

“Good,” said Alaric, relieved. His brother never doubted him when Evan made a
promise and it only made him want to keep that promise even more. “Good. Thiswill

be all over soon an’ then we can return home an’ ye willnae have tae see him again.”

“Aye,” said Evan, though he didn’t sound particularly enthused about it even in his
own ears.

Slowly, Alaric came to sit next to him on the bed, pushing his shoulder with his. The
wood groaned under their combined weight but thankfully didn’'t givein.

“Areyethinkin’ about the weddin’?’ Alaric asked.



Alarmed, Evan’s head whipped to the side to look at him, eyes wide. “What weddin’ ?
Bonnie' s?7’

Alaric frowned in confusion, staying silent for amoment. “What? Nay. Y er weddin’.”

In al the chaos, Evan had forgotten all about the fact that there was a very good
chance his council would have found him awife by the time he returned home. It was
something he didn’t like to consider often, something that had been easy to cast aside
as he worried about the plan and fretted over his feelings for Bonnie, but now that
Alaric had brought it back to the forefront of his mind, it quickly became yet another
concern for him.

“l suppose | am,” he said with a shrug. “At least I'm thinkin' about it now that ye
reminded me o’ it.”

Alaric chuckled and gave him a pat on the shoulder before he stood, as if he couldn’t
keep still, even if Evan was the one out of the two of them who had to be nervous. “It
isonly aformality.”

“Is that what ye would be sayin’ if ye were the one who had tae wed?’ Evan asked,
looking at his brother through hislashes. “Or would ye be doin’ anythin’ in yer power
tae avoid it?’
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Alaric fell silent but that was al the response Evan needed to know the truth. Neither
of them wanted to be forced into a marriage, but Alaric wouldn’t have to, at least not
any time soon.It was only Evan, as the laird of the clan, who had to marry and
produce heirs. He understood his duty, he did, but he wanted to choose for himself. If
he had to marry, then he wanted it to happen on his own terms.

“Dinnae fash,” said Alaric. “Y€'ll surely have yer pick. The council will give ye
plenty o’ options.”

Perhaps that much was true, Evan thought. They were a powerful clan and he had the
reputation of being ajust man, if alittle terrifying to those who didn’t know him well.
It didn’t hurt that many women found him handsome. With any luck, he would have
his pick of noble girls.

And yet, even as this thought was supposed to bring him some relief, it did nothing to
lift his mood. He could have been thinking about his future, with a beautiful and kind
wife, with children he could raise and shape into the next generation of the clan. He
could have been thinking about all the great moments he could have with such a
family by hisside.

And yet the only thing on his mind was Bonnie, the thought of her haunting him in all
his waking moments.

CHAPTER TEN

The moment Bonnie stepped out of the warmth of the castle, she immediately
regretted ever suggesting taking a walk. In the heat of the moment, she had said the



first thing that popped to mind just to diffuse the tension between Laird Ruthven and
Evan, but now that she was in the gardens with him, the two of them walking side by
side as Bonnie desperately held her cloak around her shoulders in an attempt to
remain warm, she wished she had never opened her mouth.

Evan could have dealt with the consequences of his actions. He was a grown man and
he deserved what he would get, she thought.

And yet the prospect of allowing him to ruin his own plan when it had only just been
set in motion was terrifying to Bonnie. Evan and Alaric were the only ones between
her and this unwanted marriage, so if she had to suffer walking in the cold, then it
was asmall priceto pay.

“Dae ye like the gardens, Miss MacLaren?’ Ruthven asked, drawing her out of her
thoughts. “I must admit it is a more pleasant sight in spring, when everythin’
blooms.”

Bonnie looked around at the trees and the bare bushes that were scattered around the
gardens, trying to imagine the place in full bloom. There were plants there she
recognized from what she knew about healing, plants that would paint the entire place
in their vivid colors the moment the weather warmed.

She was certain it would be a majestic sight. Even now, though, all the greenery was
enough to suffuse the place with the beauty of nature.

“Itislovely,” she said, giving Ruthven the most genuine smile, she could muster. In
the short time she had spent there, she hadn’'t seen him treat anyone the way he had
treated that servant at the Hamilton feast, and he had been nothing but a gentleman to
her, speaking politely and keeping his distance, but making hisinterest in her known.

Perhaps it had been only a drunken mistake. Perhaps he isnae as violent as | thought.



Bonnie still didn’t trust him, though, and she doubted she ever would, especially after
Evan'sand Alaric’ swarnings.

Evan . .. why must he act so strangely?

Could it be it was jedlousy that drove him to speak such words to Ruthven? No,
Bonnie thought, surely it couldn’t be anything as petty as that. It was no secret that
Evan hated Ruthven. He must have lost his self-control upon seeing him, his anger
getting the better of him. That was al it was; she doubted she had anything to do with
it.

“What is yer favourite place in the castle, me laird?’ Bonnie asked, trying to steer the
conversation towards something that could get her information. “Surely, ye must
spend alot 0’ timein yer study, aye?’

“Och aye,” said Ruthven. “Most 0 me days are spent there.”

The wind blew past Bonnie, pulling her hair out of its updo and stinging her eyes. She
had half a mind to tell Ruthven to head back inside, but he was quick to notice her
discomfort and placed a hand on her shoulder, steering her so that they were walking
with the wind to their backs. He seemed to be in no rush to head back inside, and
Bonnie convinced herself it was for the best. She had him all alone. It was the perfect
chance to get something out of him, no matter how small.

“It must be lonely,” she said.
“It can be,” said Ruthven. “But once we wed, | will have ye tae keep me company.”
Bonnie forced her smile to remain on her lips, even as it trembled. “O’ course,” she

said. “Though | doubt ye would wantme tae sit with ye in yer study. I’m sure ye have
plenty tae dae every day.”



“1 dinnae mind yer presence. Quite the opposite, in fact. | find that | am enjoyin’ it
very much,” Ruthven said. “Besides, | am used tae havin’ severa people in the study.
There are always maids comin’ in an’ out, aways some Chieftain who desires
somethin’.”

“Maids?’ Bonnie asked, remembering what Evan had said about Ruthven being a
philanderer. She could see it; Ruthven was a handsome man and it wouldn’t surprise
her if the maids who came to his study did more than just serve him food and drink.

“They are. . . curious,” said Ruthven, giving no further explanation. “So much so that
| must keep everythin’ important in another room.”

Bonnie stumbled but quickly regained her footing, trying not to show the interest in
her expression or her tone when she spoke. “ Another room?”’

Could this be what she needed? If there was a room where Ruthven kept al his
important items, then the documents about him and Balliol would surely be there. She
couldn’t show just how much she wanted him to keep talking, though, and so she had
to tread carefully, making sure he suspected nothing.

“Aye,” sad Ruthven. “I carry the key with me at all times so they cannae enter it.
They an’ nae one else either.”

Ruthven offered no more information and Bonnie didn’t know how to ask for it. She
couldn’'t outright ask him for the location of that room or interrogate him on its
contents without appearing suspicious, and so she decided to change the topic
entirely. The little she had found out would have to do for now, she thought, and then
she would try to gather more information as the days went by.



Page 25

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:31 am

“It must be difficult, bein’ the laird,” she said. “I see it in Macauley . . . it weighs on
him, this responsibility fer his clan. An’ it's the same fer me sister. The Lady o’ the
Clan has a heavy burden tae bear.”

Wrapping a gentle hand around Bonnie's arm, Ruthven said, “Trust me, ye will want
fer naething. Dinnae fash. All ye'll have tae dae is raise our bairns. | will handle the
rest.”

So even if he wants me in his study, it isnae tae assist him. It is tae act like another
ornament . . . or like a beloved pet.

Bonnie tried her best to keep the disdain from showing in her features and smiled
instead, forcing her mouth to contort into the shape. For a while, they continued their
walk and Bonnie let Ruthven ramble about their future until she had heard enough.
She could excuse herself without appearing too eager to leave or giving him areason
to suspect her.

“Thank ye fer showin’ me the gardens, me laird,” she said. “But | am very tired an’ |
wish tae retire fer awhile. | hope ye dinnae mind.”

“O’ course,” Ruthven said. “Forgive me fer keepin’ ye fer so long. Ye must be tired
after yer travels.”

With that, he led her back to the castle and excused himself to his study the moment
they were inside, much to Bonni€'s relief. With him gone, she could find Evan and
Alaric and tell them about the room and the key, in the hopes that they could find its
location on their own.



Bonnie began to comb the castle methodically, starting from the bottom floor before
moving upstairs. For a while, she feared that they were nowhere to be found because
they had left, neglecting to inform her of their departure, but then she caught a
glimpse of Evan as she passed by one of the corridors, and she rushed to him, finding
him there with Alaric.

“1 must speak with ye right the now,” she said in a breathless voice, grabbing both
their arms to tug them along. “Come.”

At first, they didn't move and Bonnie walked in place, held there by their combined
bulk. When she realized she was going nowhere, she turned to face them expectantly,
arush of breath escaping her lips.

“Well?" she asked. “Come!”

Finally, they followed obediently after her, letting her take them to her rooms. Once
she ensured that no one was watching, she pulled them both inside and shut the door,
taking a moment to breathe.

“I have information,” she said.

Instantly, Evan and Alaric were upon her, bombarding her with all sorts of questions
that she couldn’'t hear as they spoke over each other. She waved them both off and
pushed them towards the chairs that stood near the fireplace, forcing them to sit, and
it was only then that they fell quiet and allowed her to speak.

“There is a room,” she said. “Ruthven said he keeps everythin’ important there
because the maids look through his things. He keeps the key on himself at al times.”

Evan and Alaric looked at each other, once again communicating silently between
them. Then, they turned to Bonnie, both sporting alook she didn’t like at all.



“Yemust steal the key,” Evan said.

“Steal the key?’ Bonnie asked in a hiss, her hand coming up to rub her eyes wearily.
How did she always find herself involved in something dangerous? She had gone
along with her cousin’s mad plan not so long ago, but at least then she had the excuse
that she was under threat by him. What excuse did she have now for her reckless
behavior? “Why would | steal the key? Why cannae one 0’ ye daeit?’

“Because yer close tae Ruthven,” Alaric pointed out. “He thinks yer tae wed an’ he
already wishes tae spend time with ye. Y er the only one who can daeit.”

Bonnie knew it was true, but it didn’t mean that she liked the thought one bit. She had
had enough danger to last her alifetime and she didn’t want to put herself in such a
precarious position again.

But what other choice did she have? If she wanted not only to avoid the wedding but
to also help her neighboring clans, then she had to do her part. She had to help Evan
and Alaric stop Ruthven and Balliol.

Even though she said nothing, Evan and Alaric seemed to sense that she was going to
agree. They both smiled at her, those identical, devilish smiles that she had already
come to hate.

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “But if anythin’ happens tae me, ye should ken
me sister will have her revenge.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Catching Ruthven at a time when he wasn’t busy turned out to be much more of a

challenge than Bonnie could have ever anticipated. Days passed with her trying to run
into him only to find him locked up in his study along with his advisors from dawn to



dusk, the man rarely ever leaving the room. Had it not been for the necessity of
sharing at least one meal with his guests, she wouldn’'t see him at all.

Is that how it would be were we tae wed? | suppose it wouldnae be so bad if | never
saw him.

It was the kind of bargaining she had reached when she realized her council wouldn’t
let her get away with turning down this marriage proposal. But now she had another
choice. Now she could hold onto some hope that Evan and Alaric could bring the
truth about Ruthven to light and save her from this loveless pact.

The difficulty Ruthven posed, though, also meant that Bonnie couldn’t get him to be
alone to extract more information from him no matter how much she tried. She had
begun to despair,thinking that all her efforts were in vain, when that morning she
stumbled upon Ruthven as he walked out into the courtyard, for once alone.

She didn’'t waste a moment before she rushed to him, eager to grab her chance now
that she had it.

“Good mornin’, me laird,” she said, bowing her head to him. “| havenae managed tae
speak with yein awhile”
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“Miss MacLaren,” Ruthven said, for a moment taken aback by her sudden
appearance, before he smiled warmly at her. “Indeed. | must apologise. Y e came here
so we could spend more time together an’ yet | have neglected ye all thistime. It truly
isterrible o’ me.”

Ruthven sounded truly remorseful, though Bonnie couldn’t be certain that it wasn't
al an act. “It' saright. Yer abusy man.”

“Aye, so | am,” Ruthven said. “But | have some time now if ye would like tae speak.”

As he spoke, Ruthven offered Bonnie his arm and she beamed as she took it, her heart
beating rapidly in her chest. She could finally get what she wanted—perhaps she
could even get the key from him if she found the opportunity.

Ruthven must have mistaken her excitement as directed towards himself, but that
only made Bonni€'s task easier. As long as hethought that she was fond of him, she
was confident she could trick him into many things.

“Shall we take a walk around the grounds?’ Bonnie asked. “1 enjoyed the gardens
very much when ye first showed them tae me.”

Ruthven obliged with a tilt of his head and the two of them headed towards the
gardens once more, where there was more privacy than in the open field of the
courtyard. It was chilly that morning, too, Bonni€e's breath fogging the air in front of
her every time she exhaled, but the sky was clear, bathing the gardens in its golden
light.



It was an idyllic scene, so much so that Bonnie could almost forget why she was there
and with whom. She would have liked to show the gardens to her sister, she thought;
Cathleen would have enjoyed the lush greenery, the way the dappled light illuminated
everything around them, the birdsong that echoed from the trees. When Ruthven
tightened his grip on her, though, steering her another way, Bonnie was brought back
to the present abruptly, reminded of the man next to her.

“Are ye enjoyin’ yer stay here?’ Ruthven asked. “It is rather unfortunate yer sister
couldnae come. | am concerned ye dinnae have anyone with whom tae spend yer
time.”

“l have Evan an’ Alaric,” Bonnie said with a small shrug. In the past few days, she
had spent most of her time with them, but always made sure she was never alone with
Evan. She even hadthe suspicion that he was careful, too, keeping his distance and
leaving the room whenever Alaric was not around.

Still, she couldn’t claim the time they spent together was unpleasant. The more she
got to know the two of them, the more she realized they were not as brutish and
violent as she had once thought. It was even entertaining to listen to them, the two of
them bickering all the time for the ssmplest of things and then making up moments
later with nothing more than a shared chuckle.

“l see,” said Ruthven, but offered nothing more. The animosity between him and
Evan was obvious and for a moment, Bonnie feared that mentioning the two brothers
had been unwise, souring Ruthven’s mood, but then he changed the subject as if they
had never been mentioned at all. “Perhaps we can write tae yer sister tae visit soon.
Surely, the weather must have cleared by now or at least it will soon. An’ | will try
tae find more time fer ye, Miss MacLaren. | didnae expect tae be so occupied in clan
matters that | couldnae attend tae yer needs.”

“Dinnae fash, please,” said Bonnie, waving a hand dismissively. “It’s perfectly fine.



Like |l said, Evan?—"

A blur of movement drew Bonni€'s gaze towards some trees in the distance, the oaks
swaying gently in the wind. It was as though speaking his name had summoned
him—Evan, hiding there behind one of the tree trunks as he watched her and Ruthven
walk around the gardens.

What ishedoin’ here? Has he lost his mind?

Bonnie wondered about Evan's sanity a little too often for her liking. Just when she
was starting to think that maybe she had misunderstood him, he did something like
this, watching her from the shadows of the trees, and proved to her that he was
perhaps not as stable as she had thought.

There was no good reason for him to be trailing after them. Perhaps he worried about
her, Bonnie thought, or perhaps he was trying to find out information on his own by
watching Ruthven, but either way, he should have left once he saw that she had
everything under control. If Ruthven caught him snooping around, then he would
certainly have several questions to ask him and his suspicion would be warranted.

“What about Evan?’ Ruthven asked, startling Bonnie. There was a brief moment
when upon hearing Evan’s name, she thought Ruthven had already spotted him, but

then she remembered she had stopped talking in the middle of her sentence.

“Evan . .. Evan an’ Alaric keep me company,” she said with an awkward chuckle as
Ruthven looked at her in confusion, his head tilted to the side.

“Is somethin’ the matter?’ he asked. “Y e have lost yer color.”

Bonnie cursed silently, chancing a glance back at the trees. She saw no trace of Evan,
but she didn’t know if he had left or if he was simply hiding better.



“I'm fine,” she said, forcing a smile on her face. Then, an idea popping into her mind,
she said, “Only alittle cold, perhaps.”

Ruthven had said he always carried the key to the secret room on him, though he
hadn’t specified where, precisaly. It was a gamble, but there was no real in risk trying
to get his coat, pretending to be cold so he would giveit to her.

The key could be in his pocket. If | can find it, then | can give it tae Evan an’ Alaric,
an’ we can put an end tae al this madness.

“It is cold, though the weather is surprisingly nice fer the time 0’ the year,” Ruthven
said, but Bonnie's complaint didn’t seem to faze him much. They continued their
walk around the grounds, Ruthven making no move to give her his coat. “It is often
much colder than this here. Isit nae the same in yer lands?’

“Our lands are cold, as well,” Bonnie confirmed, her gaze flitting back and forth as
she tried to spot Evan. Soon, she caught another glimpse of him, their eyes locking,
and she tried to wave him off as discreetly as she could.

Whether he realized or not, Bonnie didn’t know. Either way, he didn’t move. Instead,
he continued to watch them from the shadows and the little cover the trees and the
bushes were providing.

When Ruthven came to a halt, Evan swiftly hid behind a tree once more and Bonnie
was seconds away from yelling at him in frustration.

“Areye certain yer aright?’ Ruthven asked. “Yeseem .. . . worried.”
From the corner of her eye, Bonnie saw Evan’'s head popping out from under a bush

and she quickly grabbed Ruthven, making sure that he was positioned with his back
to Evan.
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“I'm fine!” she said, her voice taking on an amost hysterical tone which surely did
nothing to reassure Ruthven. “Truly . . . it isonly the cold.”

Ruthven watched her carefully but Bonnie offered no further explanation. Y et again,
he continued to walk, pulling her along without offering her his coat, and Bonnie
didn’t know how many times she would have to complain before the man got the hint
and handed his coat to her.

In the end, she decided that perhaps the best approach would be to ask him directly
for it.

“Me laird . . . dae ye think | could have yer coat? | truly am very cold an’ | dinnae
wish tae head back inside so soon.”

Ruthven stuttered, eyes opening wide as he realized that Bonnie had been trying to
get that coat for a while now. Even his cheeks had a wash of pink over them, his
embarrassment apparent as he shrugged off the coat and draped it over Bonni€e's
shoulders with an awkward chuckle, shaking his head.

“Forgive me,” he said. “It didnae cross me mind.”

It was a heavy thing, that coat, enveloping Bonnie entirely and almost reaching the
ground. The fur on the hem was thick andluxurious, the hide from which it was made
sturdy. Bonnie had been so focused on her task that she hadn’t realized just how cold
she had truly been until she was nestled in the garment, its warmth seeping into her
sKin.



Behind Ruthven, in the distance, Evan was glaring daggers at him from behind yet
another bush where he had been hiding.

Bonnie quickly dragged her gaze off him and met Ruthven’s instead, smiling softly at
him. “Thank ye,” she said, as she sipped her hand discreetly into one of the pockets
only to find it empty. Surely, the coat had more pockets, though, she thought, and so
she didn’t allow disappointment to wash over her just yet.

As they continued their walk, Bonnie explored all the pockets, always a half-step
behind Ruthven so that he wouldn’'t notice. When she slipped her hand into the
interior one, her fingers brushed against something long and made of metal—it
certainly had the contours of akey.

Now all she had to do was place it in her own pocket without being detected. Ruthven
wouldn’t suspect her of stealing it if she did it now, in his presence—or at least so she
hoped.

“We could take aride around the loch one 0’ these days,” Ruthven said. Once again,
Bonnie was startled to hear his voice, but she schooled her features into an expression
of neutrality quickly, hiding her surprise. “It’s a bonnie place. Ye ken how tae ride a
horse, dae ye nae?’

“Och aye,” said Bonnie. “I never take acarriage. | prefer ridin’.

“It does make one feel free, does it nae?’ asked Ruthven. “| prefer it, too. I’ ve been
ridin’ sincel wasabairn.”

Bonnie let Ruthven talk about his childhood and riding, only half-listening to him as
he spoke about his favorite horse and the fact that he rode the same one for over
twenty years. The entire time, she nodded along, keeping him occupied as she
carefully plucked the key from the pocket of the coat and quickly stashed it in her



tunic, making sure it was secure.

“What was that?’

Cold swesat drenched Bonni€'s back in an instant, a ripple of fear running down her
spine. She had been so careful. Had she been discovered already?

“What, me laird?’ she asked, surprised by her own ability to keep her voice steady
and well above awhisper.

It took her a few seconds, but soon Bonnie realized Ruthven wasn't looking at her at
all, but rather somewhere in the distance, in a small thicket of bushes, and she barely
resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

Evan! That fool!

“1 thought | saw somethin’, over there,” Ruithven said, pointing at the bushes. “ Stay
here... | will goan’ see.”

“I'm sure it was naething!” Bonnie said, stepping in front of him to stall him,
hopefully long enough for Evan to flee. “Yer castleis secure, 0’ course. It must have
been a squirrel or abird.”

Ruthven wasn’'t deterred. He placed a strong, warm hand on her shoulder and stilled
her, before brushing past her to walk over to the bushes. Bonnie's breath caught in
her throat as she watched him, her heart beating erratically and the blood rushing to
her head with fear.

What if Evan was there? What if Ruthven found him hiding among the leaves?

To her horror, Ruthven pulled his sword out of its sheath as he approached. Bonnie



tried to close her eyes, her terror getting the better of her, but it was as though her lids
would not cooperate with her. She could only watch, wide-eyed, mouth hanging
open, as Ruthven parted the bushes with one decisive move of his hands—and found
nothing.

Relief washed over Bonnie when Ruthven turned around after hisinspection, satisfied
that there was no threat. Her legs could hardly hold her upright, knees shaking
uncontrollably, but she couldn’t collapse just yet; not in his presence. She would have
to wait until she was back in her chambers and could allow the fear to overtake her in
peace.

“Yewereright,” he said. “It must have been asquirrel.”

Behind him, far enough that he wouldn’t be seen or heard by Ruthven, Evan dlipped
through the trees and the shadows, heading back to the castle.

CHAPTER TWELVE

“I’ve got it!”
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The door of Evan’s room had hardly closed behind her when Bonnie pulled the key
out of her pocket and held it up triumphantly, grinning from ear to ear. She had been
waiting all day to get him and Alaric alone, and now that they were done with dinner,
she finally had the chance to dlip into his chambers unnoticed.

Evan and Alaric both stood from their chairs and approached, Evan plucking the key
from Bonni€'s hand to take a better |ook.

“Areye certain thisisit?’ he asked.

“How could | ken?’" Bonnie said with aroll of her eyes. “He said he always has it on
him an’ that was the only key he had on him . . . in his coat, at least. It isnae as if |
could ask him if it’sthe right one!”

As she spoke, Bonnie snatched the key back from Evan, holding it behind her back.
For a moment, he stared at her and when he lunged for the key, Bonnie was ready for
it, taking a swift step back, much to hisirritation.

“Why were ye watchin’ us?’ she asked, knowing it would be more effective to hold
onto the key if she wanted an answer from him. “Did ye nae think that ye could have
ruined everythin’ ? After al the trouble | put meself through tae get this key!”

“Yewere watchin’ them?’ Alaric asked, raising a curious eyebrow.
Evan stood with his hands on his hips, glaring at the two of them. “We are meant tae

be watchin’ Ruthven, in case ye have forgotten. | was only doin’ what | was supposed
tae be doin’.”



“Yewere glarin’ at him from afar,” Bonnie pointed out. “1 dinnae understand how ye
could ever think such a strategy could help ye.”

“Isyer strategy any better?’ Evan asked.

“Well, | have the key, so | would say aye, it's much better,” Bonnie said.

“Let us nae argue,” Alaric said, stepping between them to put an end to their
argument. “Now that we have the key, we can go tae the room an’ see what we can

find.”

Bonnie and Evan glared at each other over Alaric’s shoulder, at least until Alaric
shifted to hide them from each other.

“Enough,” Alaric said, turning back and forth to face both of them. “We should go
tae the room now.”

“Fine.” Bonnie handed the key to Alaric, giving him a smile that was more of a
baring of teeth. “Here. I'll be waitin’ fer ye.”

“Yer comin’ with us,” said Evan, in atone that implied she had no other option.

Bonni€'s eyes narrowed, head tilting to the side. “What dae ye mean? Why would |
come with ye?’

“Because someone needs tae keep guard an’ it’s better tae have two pairs o' eyes over
one,” said Evan wearily, as if it was perfectly obvious. “Alaric will keep watch an’
we will search fer anythin’ we can find.”

Bonnie shook her head vehemently. “Nay . . . nay, nay, | am nae goin’ there with ye.
| already stole the key fer ye. Y e can dae this on yer own.”



“Yer comin’ with us,” Evan insisted.

“An’ why would | dae asye say?’

“Be quiet, both 0’ ye!l” Alaric said, a hand coming up to pinch the bridge of his nose.
“Yer givin' me a headache an’ yer both shoutin’! What if someone walks by an’
hears ye? Be quiet!”

Bonnie’'s and Evan’s mouths snapped shut immediately at the reminder that someone
could hear them. At least they both had enough common sense to keep their voices
down, Bonnie thought, even as they continued to glare at each other, neither of them
willing to back down. She didn’'t think she would ever manage to understand Evan
fully. One day, he was leaning close to her to kiss her and now he was looking at her

as though he wanted to murder her.

With a sigh, Alaric turned to Bonnie, giving her a gentle smile that she didn’t like at
all, aready knowing what was to follow.

“1 understand that the idea 0’ lookin’ around in Ruthven’s things isnae very appealin’
an’ may even sound dangerous?>—"

“It isdangerous,” Bonnie corrected.

“An’ is dangerous,” Alaric said without missing a beat, “but we need ye. It will be
easier with ye there. Faster.”

“I dinnae even ken what it is | should be lookin’ fer.”

“Neither dae we,” Alaric said with asmall shrug. “We will ken when we find it.”

“1’d rather nae be involved in this,” Bonnie said, trying to refuse as diplomatically as



possible.
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“Yer already involved,” Evan said as he headed to the door, yanking it open. “Come.”

Bonnie looked between him and Alaric, who only gave her an apologetic look. It
meant little to Bonnie, though, when she knew he, too, wanted her to follow them but
was simply not as vocal about it as Evan.

Throwing her hands up in exasperation, Bonnie followed Evan out of the room,
Alaric walking close behind. “Dae ye even ken where the room is?’ she asked,
hoping that they wouldn’t have to go around the entire castle testing out the key in the
locks.

“We have an idea,” Alaric said quietly, even though there was no one else around.
“We saw him exit and lock aroom two days ago. We think that must be the one.”

Evan led them all towards the room, the entire time watching all around them to make
sure no one was following. Alaric was doing the same from where he was walking
behind Bonnie, the two of them working together seamlessly. In the soft light of the
torches that lined the hallways, Bonnie kept thinking that someone was, indeed,
following them, every time a shadow stretched over the walls, every time a flame
flickered nearby. Soon, though, Evan stopped in front of a narrow, unassuming door
not too far from Ruthven’s study and pushed the key into the lock, quietly pushing it
open.

When he looked at Bonnie and Alaric over his shoulder, he was grinning.

“Quickly,” Alaric said, pushing the two of them inside and closing the door.
Suddenly, Bonnie and Evan were alone after days of having a buffer between them,



and she froze for amoment, uncertain of what to do or say.

Evan didn’t seem to have the same internal turmoil as she did, though, and he
immediately threw himself to his task, looking through the documents that were piled
on asmall table by an equally small fireplace. After seeing him, Bonnie began to look
through Ruthven’ s belongings as well, looking into the drawers of the desk.

It was a small room, illuminated only by the moonlight that streamed in through the
window, but it was packed to the brim with small cabinets, chests, and papers. Bonnie
didn’t even know how they could possibly manage to go through it all and find what
they were looking for, especially when they could hardly see what they were doing.
Once again, the shadows loomed over her, ominous and terrifying, and she
swallowed drily around the knot in her throat, trying to convince her heart to slow its
erratic beating.

“Good evenin’'! Areye on patrol again?”’

Alaric’s loud voice made both Bonnie and Evan freeze, the two of them glancing at
each other in the darkness of the room. Bonnie could hardly see his expression, but
she was certain it was one of fear, just like the one on her face.

Guards. . . daethey ken we are in here?

Silently, Evan approached her, walking slowly so that his footsteps would remain
quiet, as well. Then, he placed a hand between her shoulders and steered her behind
the desk, pushing her down to the floor before joining her there, huddling behind its
large frame. When Bonnie looked at him, Evan raised a finger to his mouth,
motioning to her to stay silent.

“Ach, | couldnae sleep!” Alaric said from outside, in response to something Bonnie
hadn’t heard the guards ask. “I thought | would go fer awak an’ seeif it would tire



me.

Evan was torturously close, warmth radiating from his body. Bonnie could feel al of
it, every tiny shift of muscle, every breath he took, too loud in the quiet of the room.
As they knelt there, hiding behind the desk, Evan's hand was still on her back, all
solid heat that seeped into her body even through her tunic, and her own breath
stuttered, a shiver running through her.

She only hoped Evan couldn’t feel it or if he could, then at least that he would blame
it on the fear of being caught.

“On the morrow?’ Alaric asked, his voice only getting louder the more he spoke.
Bonnie wondered if the guards found it strange that he was shouting for no reason,
but so far, no one had come in through the door, so she considered that a victory.
“Aye, perhaps| could. I’'ll tell yein the morn.”

The more they stayed there, the closer Evan seemed to lean towards Bonnie, until
they were pressed up against each other,sharing the same air. Perhaps it had been
Bonnie, too, who leaned closer, seeking any comfort she could find in her terror.
When they touched, Evan turned his head to look at her, the two of them staring at
each other in silence, his dark eyes glittering in the dim light. Once again, they were
close enough to kiss. All Bonnie would have to do was move just a little closer,
bridging the gap between them.

She didn't and neither did Evan.

Laughter echoed through the room as Alaric and the guards said their goodbyes, but
even after it faded, neither Bonnie not Evan dared to stand from their hiding spot.
Only when the door opened a few moments later did Evan move, trying to stand only
to bang his head on the ornate arm of the chair that stood next to him, a curse flying
past hislips.



“What did ye find?’ Alaric asked, closing the door once more behind him. Bonnie
was relieved to hear his voice, to know that it was him who had come into the room
and not one of the guards.

Dazed and rubbing the top of his head, Evan stood and Bonnie followed him as he
walked around the desk. The moment was gone, dissipating like smoke from an
extinguished candle, and a part of her was relieved for it. Another part, though, a
small, hidden part that she would never acknowledge truly, mourned yet another lost
chance to feel Evan’'slipsagainst her own.

“Nae much,” Evan said in a hushed voice, but then he rummaged through some
papers at the same spot where he had previouslybeen looking and handed them to
Alaric, who perused them quickly. “Only these letters. But there is so much here.
Surely, we can find more proof than this.”

“What are these?’ Alaric asked. “Did ye manage tae read them?’

“Correspondence between Ruthven an’ Balliol,” Evan said. “We must read them
carefully, but it'sall | could find fer now.”

“Alright,” said Alaric, nodding. “Alright, we will take these an’ study them an’ then .
.. then we'll try tae return here an’ find somethin’ more.”

“Ye must be jestin’, surely,” Bonnie said, hands on her hips as she stared the other
two down. “We're here now. An" we cannae keep the key or Ruthven will begin tae

suspect us. We should try tae find out as much as we can.”

“There isnae any time,” Alaric said. “The guards will be back soon an’ we cannae
risk them seein’ us here. It’ s too dangerous.”

“So iskeepin’ the key,” Bonnie insisted.



“WEe'll return the key,” said Evan. “An’ then we will steal it again.”
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Bywe, Bonnie had the distinct and unpleasant suspicion that Evan meant her and her
alone. She could aready imagine his voice as he would try to convince her, claiming
that since she hadalready done it once, she could very easily do it again and not get
caught.

Before she could protest any further, Evan grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the
room, much to Bonni€' sirritation. Once they were a few steps down the corridor, she
yanked her hand away from his grip and Evan let her go without protest, though she
didn’t missthe way herolled his eyes at her.

He was an infuriating man. Even when Bonnie was close to changing his mind about
him, he did something to prove that her initial assessment of him had, in fact, been
correct. Evan MacGregor was a brute and he would never change.

When they reached their chambers, Evan and Alaric both entered Evan’'s, leaving the
door open for Bonnie to join them. She had no desire to spend another minute in
Evan’'s presence, though, and even Alaric had begun to irritate her with his attitude,
as he let Evan do as he wished with her, never once standing up for Bonnie.

But why would he? He' s Evan’ s brother.
Bonnie would do the same for Cathleen, had they been in their shoes. In fact, she had
done much worse for her, going along with a scheme that could have hurt several

innocent people had she and Cathleen not changed their minds in the end.

Once she was inside her room, she pushed the door shut with a slam, making sure
Evan and Alaric would hear it and know justhow upset she was. Whether they would



care or not, though, was an entirely different matter.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Determined to stop himself from thinking about Bonnie during each and every one of
his waking moments, Evan threw al his efforts into the plan, he and Alaric working
tirelessly to gather as much information as they could. After Bonnie refused to join
them in his chambers, he and Alaric, spent the rest of the night going over the letters
again and again, desperately trying to find any evidence that would be incriminating
enough, but with no success.

Evan had proposed the possibility of ciphers being used. Alaric took it a step further
and proposed those letters were only meant to be a distraction, something to confuse
those who would intercept them and reveal their identities to Ruthven and Balliol.
Both of them labored over the papers, trying to find some meaning, only to fall asleep
over them near dawn, too exhausted to continue.

When Evan opened his eyes, his cheek was pressed against the table, drool collecting
in the corner of his mouth. He sat upquickly in his chair, one of the letters sticking to
his skin before he ripped it roughly off his face.

The sound startled Alaric awake, who also shot up straight, eyes wide as he scanned
the room around him. He only relaxed when he saw there was no immediate threat,
and then he turned his gaze to the pile of letters on the table, looking at them
forlornly.

“Did we manage tae find out anythin’?’ he asked Evan as he rubbed the sleep from
his eyes. “I dinnae even remember.”

“Nay,” Evan said with a groan. “We cannae prove much other than the fact that there
Is correspondence between them, but that doesnae damn him. We need more



information if we wish tae destroy Ruthven.”

Alaric cursed under his breath, letting his head fall back against the chair. Outside,
the sun was high up in the sky, the light relentless as it poured through the window.
Evan didn’'t know how long they had slept, but it was certainly not long enough, even
If it seemed to be later in the day. In fact, it had been several days since he had last
had a good night’s sleep, and he didn't know how much longer he could take this
before he stopped functioning.

“We need somethin’ . . . somethin’ more,” Evan said, racking his brain to try and find
another way to gather information. “We cannae bribe the guards, we have limited
access tae Ruthven . . "

“The maids?’ Alaric asked, suddenly alert as he leaned forward in his seat. “Bonnie
said they look intae the laird’s things, didnae she? So maybe they’ll have somethin’

tae tell us.”

“Why would they tell us?’ Evan asked. “| suppose we could offer them some gold,
but enough fer them taerisk their lives?’

Alaric pinned Evan with a mischievous look, cocking one eyebrow and smirking at
him suggestively. At first, Evan didn’t know what it was he was trying to imply, but
then it struck him and he shook his head, unwilling to even consider it.

“Nay,” he said. “Nay, I’d much rather find a different way.”

“Why?' Alaric asked. “All ye have tae dae is charm them. Yer good at it.”

“Why dinnae ye dae it instead?’ Evan asked. “Why must it always be me?’

“Because they’'re nae as afraid 0' ye as they are 0 me,” Alaric pointed out and Evan



had to admit that he had a point. There were always women, though, who enjoyed
Alaric’s rugged and frankly dangerous look a lot more. He even often had more
success with them—not so much because of his looks, but rather because Evan was
not well-versed in the art of meaningless conversation.

Evan could do it, of course, if he wanted to. He could sweet-talk the maids and make
them spill some of their secrets, but themere thought brought forth a pounding
headache. He preferred a more direct approach, something simple and honest, like
taking an important man hostage and getting the truth out of him. Flirting with the
maids, though perhaps a necessary evil, was not high on hislist of preferred methods.

“Find one 0’ the young uns,” Alaric said. “One who is impressionable. It willnae take
long.”

“Or she'll suspect mean’ she will tell Ruthven,” Evan pointed out.

“Y e can make sure she willnae suspect.”

Evan tapped his fingers against the armrest of his chair, watching Alaric through
narrowed eyes. He knew his brother would not budge no matter what he said, but
even if it wasn't something Evan wanted to do, he figured there was more to gain
thanto loseif hetried.

He would be discreet about it. He would make sure the woman wouldn’t suspect him.

“Fine,” he said with a sigh, finally relenting. “Fine, but if it doesnae work, we'll dae
it theway | want.”
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“An’ what, precisely, would ye suggest?’ Alaric asked, gesturing hisarms asiif to say
hewas all ears. “| would love tae hear yer suggestions.”

Evan glared at him, unimpressed by Alaric’'s sarcasm. He didn’t, in fact, have any
suggestions and Alaric knew that perfectly well. Had he been capable of coming up
with another plan, he would have done so already.

“Well . .. get out 0 me chambers,” Evan said, standing up with adecisive sigh. “An’
let me prepare.”

With an inelegant snort, Alaric stood and slapped Evan encouragingly on the back as
he walked by him. He was gone without another word, heading to his own chambers,
and once Evan was aone, he began the task of looking as presentable as possible.

It was easier said than done for him, of course. There was a natural roughness to his
looks, from his dark beard to the hair that refused to lay neatly on his head. His size
didn’t help either, as he towered over men and women alike, looking very much like
what he was—a human weapon.

After trying his best with his hair, looking intently at his reflection in the looking-
glass, he gave up and decided he was simply going to have to take his chances.
Leaving the room, he made his way around the castle and tried to figure out which
girl he should approach first, his mind going through the list of all the maids he had
met during his stay.

As he passed by the bottom of the stairs, he caught a glimpse of one of them as she
hurried towards the kitchens. Evan recognized her as Ada, one of the younger women



in the castle, who had smiled openly at him only afew days prior.

Asfar as his options were concerned, she was perhaps the best one.

Evan approached her quickly, dliding up in front of her to block her way. At first,
Ada was startled, but when she saw it was him, she smiled warmly, giving him a
bow.

“Good mornin’, melaird,” she said bashfully, her cheeks turning a soft shade of pink.
Though she didn’t resemble Bonnie at al with her blonde hair and bright blue eyes,
Bonnie was still the only one Evan could think about in that moment. He had to chase
the thought of her out of her mind to focus on the task at hand, and he forced a smile
on hislips as he leaned against the wall.

“Good mornin’, Ada,” he said, voice dropping low and taking on a sultry tone. “Are
ye busy?’

“Only alittle,” Adasaid. “Isthere somethin’ ye need?’

“1 only wished tae speak with ye,” Evan said with a small shrug.

Around them, the corridor was empty, but the privacy they had was little more than
an illusion. Not too far from them, the kitchens were bustling with activity and at the
other end of the corridor, guards and servants went about their days and chores. Evan

didn’t have much time to get what he needed, and he had to be clever about it.

“Did ye?’" Ada asked, looking at him through lowered lashes, her hand coming up to
smooth her hair. “ About?’

Evan gave another shrug, his mind scrambling to figure out a way to ask her what he
needed to ask. “Just about ye,” he said. Perhaps if he turned the conversation towards



her, then he could eventually steer it towards Ruthven. “What have ye been doin’
today?’

Ada raised an eyebrow as if she didn’t quite believe that was all Evan wanted from
her, though she probably thought it was a pathetic attempt at flirting rather than a
ploy to get information on her laird. She looked at Evan from head to toe and then up
again, gaze locking onto his.

“Well . . . | helped in the kitchens an’ then | scrubbed the floors,” she said. “I'm
afraid it isnae anythin’ that would thrill ye, melaird.”

Evan took a deep breath, considering his next words carefully. “A bonnie lass like ye
... ye shouldnae have tae dae such things.”

As he spoke, he took her hands in his, thumbs brushing over the calluses and the
roughened skin, drawing a gasp out of Ada. She blushed once again, her cheeks
turning a bright shade of red, but made no attempt to pull away from Evan.

“An’ what should | be doin’?” Ada asked, eager to play along.

“If ye were in me castle, | would have ye servin’ me an’ only me,” said Evan. “How
isit that Laird Ruthven doesnae dae that?’

“Well . .. I’'m nae only servin’ Laird Ruthven, but | dae serve him often personally,”
Ada said, taking the bait much to Evan’s relief. “I bring him his meals, | clean his
study . . . | serve his guests.”

“His guests? Does he have guests often?’

“Och aye,” said Ada. “People visit him often an’ he invites them tae stay fer as long
asthey’'d like.”



“How kind 0’ him,” said Evan, though even he couldn’t make the words sound like
he meant them. “Is John Balliol one 0’ those guests, perhaps?’

Ada gave him a curious look, one that betrayed her suspicion. At first, she said
nothing, glancing around her for a moment as if she wanted to see if someone could

hear them.

“1 will tell ye in exchange fer a kiss,” she said in the end, all that bashfulness from
before suddenly gone.

Was it all an act? Perhaps she isnae the shy lass | thought she was.

Then again, Evan wasn’'t who he claimed to be either. He could hardly blame her for
putting on an act to get what she wanted when he was doing the exact same thing.
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“Very well,” Evan said, chuckling as he leaned closer to cradle her cheek in his hand.
For amoment, he only looked at her, before he captured her lipsin a soft kiss, feeling
her sigh against his mouth.

Footsteps echoed down the corridor before coming to a sudden halt. Ada, frightened
by them, wrenched herself free of Evan and turned around to look at the intruder with
wide eyes.

Evan's were just as wide when he saw who it was. Bonnie, standing there, at the end
of the hallway, her delicate features contorted into a mask of betrayal.

Dinner was once again a tense affair. Bonnie and Evan sat across from each other,
with Laird Ruthven at the head of the table and Alaric next to Evan, but they had
exchanged no words so far. They only glared at each other every chance they got,
over their forks and the rims of their cups, uncaring of what Alaric and Laird Ruthven
would think of it.

Bonnie pushed the piece of rabbit around her plate, her appetite gone from the
moment she had stepped foot in that corridor earlier that day and seen Evan kissing
one of the maids. The sight had made the blood in her veins run cold, a chill running
through her as though she had been doused with cold water. Her stomach had turned
into aknot since and she couldn’t stomach any food that was placed in front of her.

The worst part was that she shouldn’t care. Why should she care what Evan did? Why
should she care if he kissed other women? What had happened between them was
nothing more than a mistake, nothing more than a few moments of weakness, and
besides, it meant nothing. They hadn’t kissed. They owed each other nothing.



Still, the mere sight of Evan was enough to stoke the fires of her rage, her fury
threatening to bubble over. She couldn’'t stand being at the same table as him. She
couldn’t stand the memory of him kissing that maid.

“Yer very quiet today, Miss MacLaren,” Laird Ruthven said and Bonni€'s grip
tightened around her fork, a wave of fury coursing through her. “Is somethin’ the
matter?”’

“Nay, me laird,” said Bonnie with a reassuring smile—as reassuring as she could
muster, at least. “| simply dinnae have an appetite.”

“Is the food nae tae yer likin’?" Ruthven asked. “The cooks could prepare somethin’
different fer ye. Anythin’ yewish.”

“Thank ye, yer very kind, but | truly am fine,” Bonnie said, before she turned her
gaze back to Evan, eyes narrowing. “Perhaps | will eat later, in me rooms. Alone.”

Silence stretched over the table for severa moments. Even the sounds of scraping
cutlery stopped entirely, and Bonnie could hear nothing but the ringing in her ears as
her rage grew.

“If | am affectin’ yer appetite,cousin, perhaps | should leave the table,” Evan said
through gritted teeth. “We wouldnae want ye tae waste away because 0’ me.”

The nerve 0’ him tae be angry with me!

Ruthven and Alaric both looked back and forth between them, wearing identical
looks of confusion. Though she had thought that Evan and Alaric said everything to
each other, it seemed the kiss with the maid was something Evan hadn’t shared with
his brother.



“Or perhaps it is time fer ye tae head back home,” Bonnie said. From the corner of
her eye, she could see the panicked look on Alaric’s face, but she continued to speak
before he could interrupt her and try to salvage the situation. “I’'m sure there are
plenty o' maids there who are tae yer likin'.”

“Perhaps there are,” Evan said with a shrug. “What does it matter tae ye?”’
It was a good question, Bonnie thought—one that she couldn’t answer, of course,
especialy not in front of Ruthven. Instead of the truth, she said, “It is hardly proper

an’ yearewell aware 0’ that. It doesnae become ye.”

“An’ this doesnae become ye,” Evan shot right back, his tone taking on a sharp edge.
“Ye speak 0’ things ye dinnae ken.”

“1 think | ken enough.”

“Y e ken naething.”

“Alright!”

Alaric’s booming voice cut through the argument, silencing both Evan and Bonnie
immediately. Sheepishly, Bonnie looked at him and then at Ruthven, color rushing to
her cheeks when she realized how much the argument sounded like a lovers' spat.
She shouldn’'t have lost her temper like this, especially in front of Ruthven, but then

again, Evan hadn’t been any better than her.

“We will discussthis later,” said Alaric with atight, forced smile on hislips. “Asa. .
. family.”

Bonnie drew in a shaky breath. Distantly, she heard Alaric explain to Ruthven that
she had always been protective of her family, her sister and her cousins alike, the



excuse coming to him with practiced ease. She hardly heard anything Alaric and
Ruthven had to say, though. She could only hear the rush of blood to her head, the
rabbit-fast, erratic beat of her heart.

Though she could hardly call what Evan had done a betrayal, it still hurt; it hurt more
than she ever thought it would, as though an arrow had pierced through her, leaving
her to bleed out in agony. After a few seconds of her and Evan staring at each other,
she couldn’t take it anymore, and so she stood, the chair’'s legs scraping loudly
against the stone floor.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled. “I require some fresh air.”

Before anyone could stop her, before anyone could even offer to accompany her,
Bonnie was gone, spilling out into the darkness of the courtyard where she could
finaly be alone.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Arelentless wind blew through the training grounds of Castle Ruthven that morning
and the sky was a dark grey, reminding Evan of the steel of his blade. After that
disastrous dinner the previous night, he had come there to train with the Ruthven
men, eager to get some of his frustrations out before he would have to see Bonnie
again later that day, but none of them posed areal challenge to him.
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He had begged Alaric to fight him. Then he had tried to goad him into it, irritating
him just to get him to agree, but Alaric hadn’'t stooped low enough to accept the
challenge. He had only given him a pat on the shoulder and told him he would spend
the day trying to find information if Evan wished to meet him later.

It frustrated Evan to no end. He couldn’t do his job while he was frustrated and he
couldn’t let go of his frustration unless he released it.

Sweat dripped from his brow as he parried the blow dealt by the man he was fighting.
He was young, barely more than a boy, withbright eyes and fat still clinging to his
ruddy cheeks, and though he was nimble and spry, he was no match for Evan’s skills.
At the next blow, Evan swung his dulled sword hard, disarming him when their
blades met, before he pressed the edge of it just against the skin of the man’s throat.

Even without the threat of areal blade, he froze, his throat bobbing as he swallowed.
“Yer skills make me men seem incompetent.”

The familiar voice broke Evan out of his thoughts and he turned around to see
Ruthven there, standing just at the edge of the training grounds. How long had he
been watching, Evan wondered? And how was it that even though his words were
praising him, they sounded mocking coming out of his mouth?

Evan grinned, though the gesture lacked all warmth. He walked over to Ruthven, the
tip of his sword dragging over the ground with a hiss, and he stopped right in front of
him, their gazes locking. From up close, there seemed to be little difference in their
sizes—Ruthven was almost as tall and broad as Evan, posing a different kind of



challenge for him.

“Perhaps ye should fight me yerself, Laird Ruthven,” he said, making it sound like
the challenge it was. “If ye think that yer men are nae good enough fer me.”

Ruthven responded with a smile of his own, one that was just as fake; nothing more
than a fragile, barely polite mask that threatened to dlip off his face at any moment.
Even though Evanwas already too close, Ruthven took a step forward, invading his
space.

“| accept yer challenge,” he said. Then, he sidestepped Evan and held his hand out as
he walked to the middle of the large, marked-out square the men used for training,
waiting for someone to hand him a sword.

One of his men was quick to offer him one, placing the hilt into his pam. Evan
chuckled to himself before he approached, his fingers curling tightly around the
handle of his sword, his gaze never straying from Ruthven. There was no doubt in his
mind he could defeat him. There were few who were a match for him, and with his
fondness for luxury and a soft life, he doubted Ruthven was one of them.

A small cloud of dust kicked up as Evan planted his feet into the ground, bracing
himself. Asthey stared at each other, afew drops fell on Evan’s skin, announcing the
beginning of the storm that had been looming over the land ever since dawn broke.
Neither man was fazed by it. It was cold, it was windy, and the ground would soon
turn into mud, but all Evan could see was Ruthven as a target in front of him, all but
asking to be defeated.

For a short while, they only circled each other, taking care to notice the pattern of
each other’ s footsteps. In order to really gauge Ruthven’s ability, though, Evan had to
attack him, and so he threw himself at him with a huff of breath, their swords
clanging in the silence around them as Ruthven easily parried the blow.



It had been a lazy attack, one meant to test, and Evan was certain Ruthven knew as
much. It wouldn’t be long, though, before they were both trying to prove themselves
to each other and to their audience, striving for the victory. After the first attack,
Ruthven dealt one of his own, another attempt at testing skill.

The two of them continued like this for a few more minutes, trading blows without
trying to get the upper hand. Once Evan had puzzled out the pattern of Ruthven's
attacks, though, his next blow was areal one.

Ruthven realized in time, his sword coming up to parry the blow just at the right
moment. The force of the impact sent both men stumbling backwards, away from
each other, but Ruthven wasted no time before attacking again. His sword arced in
the air as he rushed towards Evan, his lips curled into a snarl and his eyes wide with
more than the excitement of the fight.

There was no doubt in Evan's mind that the same rage which coursed through him
had also overtaken Ruthven. Their animosity towards each other was not a secret
anymore, laid bare in front of the eyes of al the men who stood around them,
watching them fight. And yet, neither man cared enough to stop or to try, at least, to
hide the real reason behind their fight.

It was all because of Bonnie, Evan knew. Before the disastrous dinner of the previous
night, he hadn’t been so openly hostile to him.

Around them, the rain had begun to pour in earnest, thick drops of water splashing
onto the ground under their feet. The dirtwas quickly turning into slick mud and
Evan’'s boots sank into it with every step he took, making his task al the more
difficult for him. At least Ruthven seemed to have the same problem, feet sliding over
the ground as he rushed towards him with his sword prepared to strike.

With a swift, hard swing of his blade, Evan disarmed Ruthven. Under the force of the



blow, it flew out of Ruthven’'s grip and landed in the mud a few feet away, much to
Ruthven’s chagrin. He growled deep in his chest, the sound reverberating in the air
around them, but then planted his feet into the ground and raised hisfists.

“Come on, then,” he said, eyes narrow as he looked at Evan. “If ye are so good, ye
dinnae need a sword tae defeat me.”

Evan wanted to point out that he had already defeated him. All he had to do was press
his blade against his throat, and that would end the fight between them, declaring him
the winner. Fighting him—properly this time, with his fists colliding with
flesh—seemed more appealing, though, and so he tossed his sword aside, hands
curling into fists.

The gesture drew a shocked gasp out of the audience. Those around them whispered
among them, but Evan neither could nor cared to hear what they had to say. They
were al Ruthven's men, so naturally, they would be supporting their leader, but no
one had the gall to chant his name or yell any encouragement.

In fact, the training grounds were almost silent, save for the patter of the rain. Evan
pushed a few strands of hair away fromhis face, water dripping from them as he
circled Ruthven like a predator, trying to find the best moment to strike.

Still, Ruthven struck first. Hisfist flew towards Evan’ s face and he barely managed to
dodge it, ducking just in time for Ruthven to miss and stumble forward with his
momentum. As he moved forward, Evan threw himself at him and grabbed him by
the waist, tackling him to the ground.

Ruthven landed on his back, his breath rushing out of his lungs. Evan’'s fist swiftly
found Ruthven's cheek, knuckles colliding with the bone hard with a sickening
crunch. Pain flared up his arm, his knuckles stinging with the impact, but Evan didn’t
care. All he cared about was that he had Ruthven exactly where he needed him, in his



mercy.

Once again, he brought his fist down, only for Ruthven to move his head at the last
moment. Evan’s hand plunged into the mud and Ruthven took the chance to wrap his
fingers around his wrist, using his hips as leverage to throw Evan off him and onto
the ground on his back. Suddenly, Evan found himself staring up at the grey sky, the
rain pouring on his face as he lay there for just a second, trying to catch his breath.
Then, he pushed himself up and steadied himself as Ruthven circled him in turn,
watching him like a hawk. At least he was giving him some time to stand instead of
attacking him right away. He had enough honor to hold back until they were at the
same level once again; until Evan was on his feet, steady and ready to go.

Uncertainty spread around them as the men debated whether or not they should pull
the two of them apart. Evan hoped noone would intervene; he and Ruthven needed to
settle this, and leaving the fight unfinished would only cause more problems between
them. Once again, Ruthven rushed towards him, but this time Evan was ready for it.
Still, Ruthven's fist connected with his cheek, his head snapping to the side as his
ears filled with aringing sound. At first, there was no pain. There was nothing but the
vibration of bone against bone, before the pain finally seeped in, spreading all over
his skull.

Evan was quick to retaliate, even disoriented as the punch left him. He grabbed
Ruthven by the front of his tunic with his left hand as he dealt one punch, then
another on the side of his face. Before he knew it, though, a dull pain bloomed in his
stomach as Ruthven hit him there with a strong fist, making him double over.

“Stop!”
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Bonnie's voice rang over the training grounds, though Evan hardly registered it. The
only thing that stopped him from attacking again was the hand on his shoulder, rough
asit tugged him back and away from the other man.

“That is enough,” Alaric growled, coming to stand between them. At the sound of his
brother's voice, Evan's head cleared a little, some of his rage dissipating—just
enough for him to hold himself back instead of tearing his way through to get to
Ruthven.

A few paces away, Ruthven spat blood on the ground, a hand coming up to rub his
injured cheek. But then, when Evan felta pair of hands—these much gentler than
those of his brother—Ruthven’s features contorted with uncontrollable rage, a snarl
baring his teeth.

“It seems like Miss MacLaren has clear preferences,” Ruthven said, his words
dripping with venom. “It’ s rather odd, dinnae ye think?’

Evan didn't know who, precisely, it was that Ruthven was addressing with his
guestion, but he doubted he was talking to him. Bonnie, her hands dlipping off Evan's
shoulders, took afew steps forward, mouth set in afirm line.

“l am concerned fer me cousin,” she said. “Is that so terrible, Laird Ruthven? Dinnae
yethink it is me duty tae take care 0 me kin?”’

Ruthven said nothing. He only stared at the three of them, his frown deepening the
longer he remained silent. Then, he huffed and turned around, stomping back towards
the castle without offering another word.



“Come,” Bonnie told Evan, placing a hand on his shoulder to guide him. “Let us take
ye tae the healer.”

“1 am fine, Bonnie,” Evan said with a roll of his eyes. “I’ve had much worse than
this.”

“Ye should still see the healer,” Bonnie insisted, completely ignoring Evan’s protests
and pushing him insistently towardsthe healer’ s quarters near the training grounds. “I
will feel better if ye dae.”

Evan frowned in confusion as he turned to look at Bonnie while she dragged him
along. Not so long ago, they were arguing, eagerly shooting hurtful words at each
other, and yet now there she was, worrying about his health. Though he didn’t think
there was any need to see the healer, he went along with it just because it would give
Bonnie some peace of mind.

Once Bonnie shoved him into the healer's quarters, the man took over, quickly
checking over al hisinjuries. He was not particularly gentle as he poked and prodded
at Evan, but at least he was efficient and thorough, and in only a few minutes, he had
reassured both him and Bonnie that he was perfectly fine—he only needed some rest
and ointments for his bruises.

“Forgive me,” the healer said. He was an older man, with greying hair and shallow
lines around his eyes that betrayed alife of smiles. “1 must attend tae me laird.”

With that, he was gone before either Evan or Bonnie could leave his quarters, and
suddenly the two of them were left all alone for the first time after severa days.

At first, neither spoke. Evan sat at the edge of a ratty bed pushed against the wall,
while Bonnie paced in front of him, her eyes never meeting his.



When she finaly spoke, she said, “Why would ye dae such a thing? | dinnae
understand ye. Why would ye attack Laird Ruthven in his own home?’

“He suggested it,” Evan was quick to say. He wouldn’t take the blame for this when it
had been Ruthven who had come to him searching for a fight. “I only did what he
wanted.”

“Even if he suggested it, ye shouldnae have agreed,” Bonnie pointed out. Deep down,
Evan knew she was right, of course. He should have kept his temper in check. He
should have taken a step back, tried to diffuse the tension between them as much as
he could. He hadn't done that, though. He had taken the bait and he had risked
ruining al his plans.

Will Ruthven send us away now?

It sounded more likely than Evan would have liked to think. After all, Ruthven had
every right to kick them out of his castle after such aviolent display from Evan.

“Well, he deserved it,” Evan said. It was easier to insist, to pretend that he wasn’t in
the wrong at all. “An’ he asked fer it, so | dinnae see why ye are beratin’ me instead
o him.”

“Because we are meant tae be nice tae him!” Bonnie huffed in exasperation, a hand
coming up to rub her forehead wearily. “I dinnae have tae explain this tae ye. Ye
already ken we must be polite.”

Gritting his teeth, Evan considered his next response carefully, since he knew Bonnie
was right but didn’t want to admit it. Still, he didn’t know how he would get out of

this unscathed.

“It was only a spar between two men,” he said in the end with a deep sigh. The



excuse was weak even to his own ears, but it was too late for him to back down now.
He had long since made the decision to stick to this line of defense and admitting he
was at fault now seemed less than ideal to him. “I am sure he will ook past it. It was
only aminor brawl.”

“Isthat what ye call it?" Bonnie asked with a humorless laugh, coming to a halt right
in front of Evan to glare at him. “A minor scuffle? Y e are both covered in bruises an’
cuts! Ye fought in front o' dozens 0’ his men! Everyone saw ye an’ everyone will be
discussin’ thisfer weeks!”

“Why should | care what Ruthven’s men discuss?’ Evan asked, standing from where
he sat on the edge of the bed. Suddenly, they were impossibly close, Bonni€'s chest
brushing against him with every breath she took. The realization brought them both to
atense silence and a shiver passed through Evan at their proximity, his hands itching
to reach out and touch.

Yet again, al he had to do to kiss her was close that small gap between them, and
suddenly, it was the only thing he could think about, every other thought banished
from his mind.

“If I must explain this tae ye, then | can only assume ye are an unthinkin’ fool,” said
Bonnie, amuscle in her jaw jumping asshe gritted her teeth. Evan raised an eyebrow
at the insult, more intrigued than offended.

“It doesnae become a lady tae speak like this,” he said, half-serious and half-teasing.

Predictably, Bonnie didn't miss a beat. “ It doesnae become a laird either. Is this how
yer parents raised ye?’
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Evan froze. The last thing he had expected was for Bonnie to mention his parents,
and the memories of their death flooded through his mind, as they tended to do
whenever he thought about them. Everything, from the smallest smile they had ever
given him to his most vivid and important memories, had been marred by their death.
There was nothing joyful left. There was nothing he could hold onto that didn’t bring
back this lancing pain that tore his heart in two.

Slowly, Evan pushed past Bonnie, throat closing uncomfortably around the lump
there. For amoment, he felt the brush of her hand over his arm, but then she let go of
him.

A part of Evan wished she hadn’t.

“I'must ...l must go,” he said, providing no better explanation. Behind him, Bonnie
sighed but said nothing as he stumbled to the door, opening it to reveal that dark sky
once more and the rain that poured relentlessly on the cold ground.

He chanced a look over his shoulder as he stepped out of the room, but Bonnie had
already turned her back to him.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Bonnie saw neither Evan nor Ruthven after the fight. Both men seemed to simply
vanish into thin air, disappearing into different wings of the castle, and Bonnie—if
she were honest—was quite relieved about it. Ruthven would surely be furious with
Evan and she didn’t know how that would affect his attitude towards her; after all, he
had argued with Bonnie over the preference she showed towards Evan, and so for all



she knew, he was furious with her, aswell.

On the other hand, just when she had thought Evan would finally kiss her, he had
withdrawn from her and left her without an explanation. Bonnie could never
understand him, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted to at all. Every time they got closer
to each other, he pulled back. Every time she thought she understood him better, he
acted in a way that not only confused her, but also angered her, to the point where
rage ssmmered under her skin at all times, just waiting for the right moment to erupt.

She didn’t want to be like this. She missed the cheerful, joyful person she was before
she was thrust into Evan’'s schemes, like a pawn he could use and discard as he
wished.

The following morning brought more rain with it, thick, cold drops of water pattering
against the outside walls of the castle. Bonnie sat on her bed, twirling the key to
Ruthven’s secret room in her hand as she considered her next steps. They had aready
kept it for too long; it was a wonder Ruthven hadn’t realized it was missing yet. But
with the tense dinners and the fight between him and Evan, and then their subsequent
disappearance, neither she nor Alaric had found the chance to place it back where it
bel onged.

| must find away tae return it.

Slipping the key into her pocket, Bonnie made her way to the laird’' s study, knocking
on his door. At his call, she entered and bowed, her eyes immediately scanning the
room for anyone else who could be there, as well as for any places where she could
put the key without being noticed.

Thankfully, no one but Ruthven was there, sitting on alarge, intricately carved high-
back chair behind his desk. The rest of the study was just as grand, with a heavy
cabinet taking up an entire wall and a plush carpet that warmed the room even more



than the fire that burned in the fireplace.

It was a terribly neat place, very different from his secret room, where papers were
thrown haphazardly everywhere and coveredseemingly every inch of space. Any
change would be rather obvious, Bonnie thought, no matter how small.

When Ruthven saw her, he stood and gestured at her to sit. Bonnie did so, perching
herself on the edge of another beautiful, heavy chair of English oak, but just as she
was trying to come up with an excuse for her visitation, Ruthven spoke first.

“Miss MacLaren . . . | am glad ye came tae see me,” he said, reaching for the carafe
of wine on his desk. He poured some in a cup that was already in use and then pulled
another, filling it as well before passing it to her. “I would summon ye had ye nae
come.”

Bonnie took the cup in her hands but didn’t sip from it. Her stomach had tied itself
into a knot, her hand trembling slightly as she began to wonder what Ruthven could
possibly want from her.

Will he tell me that we must leave? We must have all offended him so it wouldnae be
surprisin’.

“Is there somethin’ ye wished tae discuss with me, me laird?’ she asked, desperately
trying to keep the tremble off her voice.

“Indeed,” said Ruthven. After taking a sip of his wine, he placed down his cup and
leaned forward, steepling his fingers in front of his face as he looked at Bonnie
through them. His eyes, usually a light blue, seemed to turn a steely grey in the dim
light of the day, mirroring the sky outside. “1 wished tae ask ye if ye are interested in
this marriage, after all. Our councils have beenplannin’ thisfer along time an’ | have
put significant amounts o’ effort, asweel. It is only ye who seems reluctant.”



There was something about Ruthven—something about the tone of his voice, the way
he pinned her with that cold gaze. So far, she had only seen this side of him once, at
the Hamilton wedding, when he had been displeased with one of the servants, but she
had never seen this intensity directed towards her before. All this time, despite his
rivalry with Evan, he had been a charming man, always smiling warmly and making
sure Bonnie lacked for nothing while she stayed in his home.

Now, it was as though a different man sat before her; someone whose face had never
even formed awarm smile.

The change was unsettling, making Bonni€'s breath catch in her throat. She was
suddenly very aware of the fact that she had to tread lightly, to consider her responses
carefully before she uttered them.

She hesitated. She couldn’t promise Ruthven that she would marry him, not when her
plan from the very beginning had been to avoid this marriage. Still, she couldn’t
outright refuse. Aslong as there was no proof of what Evan and Alaric claimed about
him, then he seemed like the perfect match and Bonnie would be blamed for ruining
such an alliance.

“Well . . . every lass dreams 0’ the perfect husband, wouldnae ye say so, me laird?’
she asked, giving him a half-hearted smile. “An’ yer certainly an excellent choice fer
anyone. Many would be thrilled tae wed ye.”

“This doesnae answer me question, Miss MacLaren,” said Ruthven in a clipped tone.
His impatience showed in the way he tapped his fingers against the desk, their
rhythmic bouncing sounding like deafening drums to Bonni€'s ears. In her panic,
with her heart leaping to her throat, she could hardly focus on anything else. “I
believe | asked ye a very simple question, an’ yet ye seem incapable 0’ givin’ me a
simple answer.”



“Dinnae ye think that we should ken each other better first?” Bonnie asked, thinking
that perhaps it was better to seem like a hesitant, rather than a reluctant, bride. If she
played the role well enough, then perhaps she could buy herself—and Evan and
Alaric—some time. “It has only been a few days since | came here tae visit ye an’
several O' these days, ye have been occupied with other matters. Surely, ye
understand that | wish tae spend time with the man | will wed first.”

“Others have wedded complete strangers,” said Ruthven, uncaring about her excuses.
“Ye are lucky ye had the chance tae visit me here. Besides, what more dae ye need
tae ken? Ye ken me clan is strong an’ wealthy. Ye have seen me an’ | can only
assume me appearance istae yer likin'. | have provided fer ye al thistime. What else
Isit that ye require?’

Bonnie let out a shaky breath, her fingers curling around the edges of her seat. In her
other hand, she was still holding the cup of wine, and now she took a tentative sip,
trying to calm her nerves.

How isit that | am always involved in somethin’ dangerous? Why couldnae they find
me a better man tae wed?
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And how was it that her council hadn’t seen Ruthven for the man he was? She, too,
had been fooled at first by his charm and his politeness, but now she could see it had
al been a facade, one that had easily cracked under the smallest of pressure. In the
back of her mind, Bonnie had always had doubts about Evan’s and Alaric’s claims,
seeing what a perfect gentleman Ruthven was, and had he held onto this mask of
politeness for just a little longer, perhaps she would have believed him to be the
perfect suitor, after all. But now, seeing him like this only confirmed what Evan and
Alaric had warned her about.

This was not a good man. This was not a man who would be kind to her in marriage,
nor the kind of man who would hesitate to ally himself with the likes of Balliol.

It must all betrue. .. it must al be as Evan says.

And if it truly was, then Bonnie had, once again, involved herself into something
much bigger than her.

“I am only askin’ ye fer some time,” she insisted, her tone turning pleading. If she
could only trick him into believing she wanted nothing more than to know him better,
then perhaps she could escape his clutches. “ Spend some time with me. Let us. . . let
us speak 0’ our past an’ our future. Perhaps we could go on aride or visit the loch
likeye said.”

That seemed to appease Ruthven, if only alittle. He leaned back against his seat and
stared at Bonnie for a few moments, clearly studying her for any signs of deception.
If he found any, hedidn’t share it with her. Instead, that charming smile was back as
though it had never left his plush lips, lighting up his whole face.



This change was even more intimidating than the previous one to Bonnie. Once the
mask had slipped, it was uncanny to seeit back on all of a sudden, asthough it was as
easy as breathing for him to fool those around him. Bonnie had underestimated the
man. Perhaps even Evan and Alaric had underestimated him, but now she knew him
for who he truly was: aruthless liar, terrifying in his abilities.

“Aye, the loch,” he said, his gaze taking on a faraway look. “It’s a bonnie place. I'm
surey€'ll enjoy it very much.”

“We will go soon?’ Bonnie urged. The last thing she wanted was to be alone with
Ruthven, but for now, it seemed like her best option. She could only count on the fact
that he seemed to need the alliance with the MacLaren Clan, and so he couldn’t hurt
her—not before their marriage, at least. That gave her some time to protect herself.
“ Perhaps once the weather clears?’

Ruthven turned to stare out of the window over his left shoulder, gazing at the rain
that was still falling with no sign that it would soon stop. As he had the back of his
head turned to her, Bonnie took the chance to pull the key out of her pocket, quickly
placing it onto the carpet and dliding it in the gap under his desk, where it could have
easily fallen off his pocket.

Her heart pulsed everywhere—in her throat, in the ends of her limbs, rattling the
bones of her chest. She bit down hard, molar to molar, waiting for the moment
Ruthven would reveal that hehad caught her in the act, that he knew precisely what
she had done and would now punish her as she deserved.

The moment never came. Ruthven simply turned around again, sipping casually on
hiswine.

“When the weather clears,” he confirmed. “Hopefully, it will be so soon.”



Bonnie could only nod, not trusting herself to speak. She knew the moment she
would open her mouth, her voice would be shaky, breathless, betraying her fear, and
so sheremained silent, taking a sip of wineto hideit.

“Well . . . if ye wish tae ken somethin’ about me, all ye must dae is ask,” Ruthven
said. It was as though the previous conversation had never happened, as if the tension
had been nothing but a bad dream, and with the sudden change, Bonnie could almost
believe it. But she held onto the memory of his gaze, cold and relentless, betraying
hisreal intentions. “Shall | tell ye about me family?’

With asmall smile, one that was as sincere as she could muster, Bonnie nodded.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

By early afternoon, the skies had cleared over Castle Ruthven and the sun shone
through the gaps in the dark clouds, the dappled light bathing the grass and the trees
in gold as Graeme Ruthven looked out of the window. In the courtyard, the servants
and the guards scrabbled to complete their chores for the day after being unable to
step foot outside all morning, reminding him of a colony of ants as they rushed
around the grounds.

And there, among them, were Bonnie and Evan. They walked leisurely side by side,
just the two of them, discussing something Graeme would never know.

He was so close to getting what he wanted. He was so close to getting Bonnie and the
power and influence that came with a bride like her. The MacLaren Clan was more
powerful than ever, after al, ever since her sister Cathleen married Macauley
Sinclair, and thus solidified the MacLaren ties with the Drummonds, the Hays, the
Murrays, and the Menzies—all just as powerful clans, connected through the ties of
marriage.
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Graeme wanted to be part of that alliance. Nothing could prove more useful in his
guest for influence. Not only would his own clan have important alies, but he could
also get the resources he needed in order to suppress any opposition against the
English and Balliol.

| could be the one who wins this war fer him. | could be the one who keeps him in
power.

And if he kept him in power, then Balliol, and even King Edward I, would owe him
plenty.

The knock on the door pulled Graeme away from the window and he sat once again
behind his desk, instantly reaching for his cup of wine.

“Enter,” he called, and the door opened to revea his advisor, Ranald, as he walked
into the room. Ranald was older than him by a decade and his dark hair had begun to
grey at the temples, lines adorning the corners of his dark eyes, and yet he was still
one of the best warriors the clan had seen. “Ranald . . . come, sit.”

Ranald bowed before taking his seat across from Graeme, his expression turning even
more somber than usual. He wasn't the kind of person to smile often. In fact, Graeme

couldn’t remember if he had ever seen a genuine smile from him.

“It is just as we suspected,” Ranald said with a weary sigh. “Miss MacLaren an’
Laird MacGregor are nae cousins, as they claim tae be.”

Graeme echoed that sigh, a hand coming up to scratch at the back of his head as he



drained the rest of his wine. With the last drop, he slammed the cup on the desk, his
rage getting the better of him.

“Areye certain?’ he asked, even though he already knew the answer.

Ranald nodded. “Perfectly certain, melaird. We made sure.”

“| see”

It was nothing Graeme hadn’t already expected to hear. For one, he didn’'t think he
had ever heard of a connection between Clan MacGregor and Clan MacL aren, at |east
not one recent enough to render Bonnie and Evan cousins. Then, he had thought that
perhaps they were distant cousins and simply happened to have a closer bond, but
Ranald’ s research had disproved that. From the way they were acting, he could only
assume they were lovers, but he couldn’t imagine what their scheme was.

Perhaps they wish tae stop thisweddin’.

But then why wouldn’'t Evan simply ask for Bonni€e's hand in marriage? Why would
he go to such lengths when he, too, was a good match for her?

Doesit matter? All that mattersisthat | wed Bonnie.
“What shall we dae about him, then?” Graeme asked, mostly talking to himself.
There really was only one thing he could do; Evan had left him no other choice. “I

suppose we must dispose o' him as soon as possible.”

“Dispose 0' him, me laird?” Ranald asked with the sort of timidity Graeme wasn't
used to hearing from him. “Dae ye think that is wise?’

“Why wouldnae it be?” Graeme asked with a shrug. “We shall make it seem



accidental .”

“Even so0 . . . he is the laird o' Clan MacGregor,” Ranald reminded him, rather
unhelpfully. Graeme knew as much, of course, and it didn’t matter to him at all. “An’
thereisaso theissue 0’ his brother.”

“His brother?’

“Aye” said Ranad. “Heis here, too. What if he doesnae believe it was an accident?
What if he suspects?’

Much could point to Graeme as Evan’'s Kkiller, especially after their brawl in the
training grounds. It had been a mistake, fighting him like that in front of everyone.
Now not only his people, but Bonnie and Alaric, too, had seen the murderous rage
Graeme carried for Evan and it was likely that they would question his death, no
matter how accidental it would seem.

Graeme couldn’'t deny that it could cause a problem, though if Alaric had no proof,
then there was little he could do.

“We will be discreet,” Graeme said. “Or . . . perhaps we could dispose 0’ them both.”

What was one more body in the line of bodies he had left behind him in his efforts to
gather more power and wealth? Alaric wouldn’t be the first to become collateral
damage nor the last.

“There may be a better way tae deal with this,” Ranald said. For a man who was such
a skilled fighter, he certainly did his best to avoid a bloody conflict. Then again, that
was why he was his advisor, Graeme thought. He didn’t allow Graeme to make any
rash decisions. “Bloodshed may yet prove tae be unnecessary.”



“If ye have a better plan, then by all means, tell me,” Graeme said, though he had
already made up his mind. There was no better plan. Some things were unavoidable.
“But it must happen soon. I’'m sure ye have seen Laird MacGregor’s interest in
Bonnie. | cannae allow him tae ruin this alliance afore it even begins.”

“Surely, Miss MacL aren kens what her duty is,” said Ranald. “The MacLaren council
has already arranged yer marriage.”

“1 dinnae think it matters tae her.” For all her reassurances that all she wanted was to
get to know him better, Graeme couldn’t believe her until they were both saying their
vows in front of the priest. She had aready stalled long enough and still claimed
thetime they had spent together was not enough, so Graeme could only assume she
was trying to find away out of this marriage.

And Evan would be more than willing to help her.
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Graeme fell silent, surely considering the best course of action. In the end, there was
only one way forward, and that was to kill Evan. With him gone, Bonnie would have
no reason to reject his offer of marriage.

“Very well,” said Randal. “1 will arrange it.”

“Good,” said Graeme. He wanted to be done with Evan as soon as possible. “An’ find
out why he came here with her if they are nae cousins. How dae they ken each other?
What does he want?’

“It is certainly suspicious.” As he spoke, Ranald's brows furrowed in that way they
did whenever he was trying to puzzle something out, whenever he was close to a

revelation. “ As far as we ken, they had nae connection afore the Hamilton weddin’.
“Areyesayin’ that they met there fer the first time?’

That was perhaps the oddest thing out of this entire situation, Graeme thought. How
could it be that they had only met each other? Surely, they must have had some
history if Evan and Alaric decided to accompany her all the way to Graeme's castle
and stay by her side this entire time.

Unless they have areason o' their own tae be here.
Judging by the concern in Ranald’s face, in the tense line of hisjaw and the eyes that

shifted around as though he expected an attack to jump out of nowhere at any
moment, Graeme was certain he was thinking the same thing.



“We cannae say fer certain,” he said. “It is possible they are friendly an’ have been
fer along time.”

“But thereis nae evidence 0’ it?”

“Nay, melaird.”

Odd, indeed.

“Find out why they are here,” Graeme said in the end, reaching for the wine pitcher to
pour himself another drink. He would need as many as he could get if he was going to
survive that day without marching over to Evan and Alaric and demanding an
explanation.

They would deny it all, of course. This time, Graeme had to keep him rage in check
and wait for the right moment to strike. Too soon and he could ruin all his chances to
rid himself of Evan, and perhaps even his chances of marrying Bonnie.

“O’ course,” said Randal, smoothing his tunic with his hands as he stood. He bowed
and then turned on his heel, leaving Graeme alone with his cup of wine.

Graeme stood as well, wine in hand, to look out of the window. His gaze instantly
found Bonnie and Evan as the two of them strolled around the gardens, walking
closer to each other than ever.

Graeme's mouth twisted into a snarl around the rim of his cup. He finished the wine
in afew gulps and tossed the cup on the floor in his rage, relishing in the clatter of the

metal against the stone floor.

They think they can fool me. They think | willnae discover the truth about them.



They were the ones who were fools. They had made the mistake of coming to his
castle under false pretenses, thinking they would not be discovered, but nothing could
happen within those walls without Graeme's knowledge. He had eyes and ears
everywhere.

Pushing himself away from the window, Graeme left the study and headed to the
room where he kept al his important documents, wondering if perhaps there was
something there that could help him. Perhaps there was something he had missed in
the reports his men brought him. Perhaps there was something which could reveal the
relationship between Evan and Bonnie, or give him some idea of the reason behind
hisand Alaric’svisit.

When he got to the room, though, he reached into the pocket where he always kept
the key only to find it empty.

It cannae be. Whereisit? Where hasit gone?

That key was like an extension of himself. He only rarely removed it from his pocket
and yet now it was nowhere to be found.

Alarmed, Graeme dug into the pocket, thinking that perhaps he had missed it the first
time he looked for it. Still, the pocket was empty, offering no clue as to the key’s
whereabouts. His heartbeat quickened as he searched his other pockets, thinking that
maybe he had accidentally slipped it in one of them, but they were all just as empty as
the first.

Doubt crept into his mind. The only one who could have taken the key from him was
someone who was close, but there was no one in the castle he kept that close. Could it

be a maid, he wondered? Could one of them had taken it while tidying his clothes?

But what could their goal be? Those wenches cannae even read.



Blood rushed to Graeme's head as he stalked the corridors of the castle. He had to
find that key before it could fall into the wrong hands—assuming it hadn’t done so
already. The papers he kept there were too precious, too incriminating to leave them
unprotected.

As he stomped through the hallways, he couldn't help but think that Evan had
somehow found a way to take it, impossible as it sounded. Had he managed to creep
into his quarters in themiddle of the night? Had he somehow managed to convince
one of the maids to grab it for him?

“Guards!” Graeme called and instantly, half a dozen pairs of footsteps approached
him, his men rushing to hisaid.

He was going to find that key one way or another.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The hallways were dimly lit, shadows flickering in and out of existence along with
the flames of the torches that lined the walls. The castle was eerily quiet at that time
of the night, at least in the wing which held the sleeping quarters, and every step he
and Alaric took sounded like a thundering drum in Evan’s ears. His fingers, white-
knuckled and stiff, were wrapped firmly around a copy of the key to Ruthven’s secret
room—a key he and Alaric had painstakingly created in secret and which Evan could
only hope would work.

It took them several minutes to reach the room, not because it was far from their
chambers or because the maze-like interior of the castle confused them, but rather
because they snuck from corner to corner, dodging the guards and keeping to the
darkness that permeated those small pockets of space between the torches. Thislate at
night, there were few men around and even fewer walking the corridors. Most of
them remained outside, up on the walls, watching for any signs of danger, but Evan
and Alaric remained vigilant, quiet and careful asthey snuck around the castle.

Once they finally reached the door, Evan pulled the key out of his pocket and glanced
over his shoulder to make sure they were aone. His heart raced, anxiety settling
heavy in his stomach. For a moment, he thought he heard a sound, but the more the
two of them waited there, the more evident it became that they were truly alone and
no one was watching.

Still, after the chaos Ruthven had caused when he couldn’t find his key, Evan thought
it best to exercise plenty of caution. Though Ruthven didn’'t seem to suspect that it
had been taken from him at all after it was found under his desk the very same day,



he realized he had lost it, even a hint of suspicion from his part would be enough to
warrant afull investigation.

Evan couldn’t allow him to look too closely. One wrong step and the truth about him
and Alaric—the truth about their goals—would be reveal ed.

Sliding the key into the lock, Evan turned it slowly, praying that it would work. At
the soft sound of the door opening, he breathed a sigh of relief, and he and Alaric
snuck into the dark room, closing it firmly behind them once more.

The last remnants of a dying fire burned in the fireplace. Evan didn't want to risk
getting caught by lighting a candle, but he had no other choice. The sky bore no sign
of the moon that night, dark clouds blocking its light, and so Evan grabbed one of the
candlesin the room and held it near the last of the flames. One of them would have to
do; any more and they risked flooding the room with light, the illumination that
seeped out from the cracks in the door announcing their presence to anyone who
walked by.

“We must be quick,” Alaric said in a whisper as Evan approached him, the two of
them using the scant light of the single candle to ook through the documents strewn
al over Ruthven’'s desk. Some of them Evan recognized from the last time they had
searched the room, but others were new, the ink still fresh on some of them.

We barely missed him.

“Some of these are new,” said Alaric, echoing Evan’s thoughts. “How will we read
al these? There are mountains o' documents in here!”

“We'll read as much as we can,” said Evan. Surely, there would be something they
could find. Any mention of the English, any mention of Balliol or the King would be
enough to point them to the right direction.



Unless, 0’ course, they are written in cypher.

For all Evan knew, Ruthven and Balliol were working hard to keep ther
correspondence as secret as possible.

With nimble fingers, Evan looked through a stack of papers that sat on the desk right
in front of him, flicking thought the pages as quickly as he could. His eyes strained to
read the letters in the dark, sguinting to make out the words, but no matter how hard
he looked, he could not find a single reference to Balliol or the King.

What if there is naething here? What if he keeps those |etters somewhere else?

If he had one secret room, then there was a chance he aso had another—a room no
one but him knew about.

“Here,” Alaric whispered, nudging Evan with his elbow. “Look.”

As he spoke, he held up a piece of paper and upon closer inspection, Evan saw that it
was a letter from Balliol himself. His eyes scanned the words quickly, catching on the
ones that seemed most damning:debt, favor, alliance. According to the letter, Balliol
owed Ruthven for the assistance he had already provided, as well asfor the assistance
he would provide in the years to come, and he promised Ruthven not only his own
support, but the King's, as well. It was the kind of proof Evan and Alaric needed to
show the clans that Ruthven was working with the English—the kind of proof that
was irrefutable. Ruthven wouldn’t be able to deny it once word reached the other
clans. No matter how he would try to spin this, in the end the letter would be palpable
proof of everything he had been trying to hide for so long.

“We must copy it,” Evan said, rushing to rummage through the drawers for a pen and
paper. He only found the latter, but Alaric handed him an inkwell and a pen he found
nearby, and Evan wasted no time before he hurriedly copied the letter, making sure



he wrote it down word by word, missing not a single one.

“What if they dinnae believe us?’ Alaric asked, standing over Evan’s shoulder. “The
original >—"

“It is far more dangerous tae take the original,” Evan pointed out. The letter must
have been recent, he thought, since it was near the top of its pile and they hadn’t
found it the previous time they had looked for proof. There was a good chance
Ruthven would know something was amiss if he couldn’t find the letter and Evan was
unwilling to risk it.

If the clans didn’t believe them, then he would have to steal the letter; until then, a
copy of it would have to do.

Once he was done, he placed everything back where he had found it and by then, the
ink on the paper had dried. Folding the letter, he blew out the candle, replaced it in its
spot, and he and Alaric fled the room as quickly and as silently as they could, all but
barricading themselves inside Alaric’s room.

Alaric pressed himself against the closed door, letting his head fall back against the
wood with athump. Evan crossed the room and all but collapsed on the bed, his heart
still beating frantically, even though the worst of the danger had passed.

It was easy to forget they were in the mouth of the wolf, its fangs bearing down at
them at every moment. It was easy to get swept up in other things—the normalcy of
their dinners with Ruthven, Evan's encounters with Bonnie—but through it al, the
danger was ever-present. In the moments when that danger became more apparent,
when its reminders were suddenly all around Evan, unease began to ssmmer once
more just under the surface.

This wasn’'t a battle. The victor would not be decided through raw strength and



numbers, at least not if Evan and Alaric playedtheir roles well enough. It was only the
two of them against Ruthven and al of his men, and were they to be discovered, there
would be no salvation for either of them. Ruthven would have their heads and there
would be nothing Evan or Alaric could do about it.

“We should make several copies,” Alaric said as he finally peeled himself off the
door and took a seat at the chair by the window. “An’ | shall leave at once tae deliver
them.”

“It is the middle o’ the night,” Evan pointed out. “Dinnae ye think ye will raise
suspicion if ye leave now? We must wait until the morn.”

Alaric didn't seem very pleased at the thought that he would have to wait, but he
didn’t try to argue with Evan. Surely, he knew Evan had a point and that such a
sudden departure would only draw more attention to them, but patience was not one
of hisvirtues.
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Evan couldn’t claim it was one of his either.

“Fing,” Alaric said, though he stood regardless and began to pack for his trip, as
though he couldn’t stay still. Evan could hardly blame him. Even as he sat on the
edge of the mattress, shoulders and head slumped forward, his foot had not ceased its
tapping against the floor.

It was more than the anxiety of being in enemy territory, so bare and unprotected,;
more than the thrill of ajob well done, the proof of Ruthven’s treason in their hands.
He shared thosethings with Alaric, the two of them trapped in the same cycle of
constant worry and fleeting victory, but there was something that plagued Evan and
Evan only—something his brother didn’t know.

Evan couldn’t keep it to himself anymore.

“Thereis somethin’ | must confess,” he told Alaric as he walked back and forth in the
room, gathering his things. At his words, he came to a sudden halt, piercing gaze
turning to Evan.

“What isit?" he asked, worry tinting his tone.

“I havenae been meself these days,” Evan admitted, shaking his head. “I am
distracted . . . | have trouble focusin’ on what is truly important an’ | often lose me

temper around Ruthven.”

“Aye” said Alaric. “I’ve noticed. But ye' ve aways been quick tae anger, brother. |
washae expectin’ ye tae be any different now.”



Evan couldn't resist the urge to roll his eyes, no matter how accurate Alaric's
assessment was. It was true that he was short-tempered—especialy when it came to
the English.

“This isnae what troubles me,” Evan said. “Nae thistime.”

“What then?’

Evan drew in a deep breath, the words turning to lead on his tongue. It was rare that
he couldn’t find a way to say something to Alaric, the two of them close their whole
lives, but now it seemed impossible to give sound to his feelings.

Perhaps because this is naething but foolishness.

He didn’'t want Alaric to be disappointed. He didn’t want him to think their mission
wasn’'t important enough to Evan for him to keep his wits about himself when a
pretty girl was around.

But Bonnie is more than ssmply a bonnie lass . . . this isnae why | cannae stop
thinkin about her.

“Well?’ Alaric prompted. He abandoned the task of preparing for the trip and instead
came to sit next to Evan, bumping his shoulder with his. “What isit?’

“It's Bonnie,” Evan admitted with a sigh. “I cannae . . . | never thought it would be
thismuch o' an issue, but every time | see her with Ruthven . . . every time | see him
lookin’ at her likethat . . .”

He didn’t know how to finish his sentence. There were feelings he hadn't even
admitted to himself, feelings that he couldn’'t face. Alaric, though, didn't seem to
need any more explanation to understand what Evan was trying to say. It was often



like this between them, the two of them understanding each other deeply without
either of them having to speak, and Evan was grateful for it.

“1 think ye should follow yer heart,” Alaric said, reaching over to lay a hand on
Evan’'s shoulder, fingers curling comfortingly around the joint. “If this is what ye
want, then ye should pursue it.”

With a groan, Evan let his head fall in his hands, fingers clutching at the strands of
black hair in desperation. Next to him, Alaric chuckled softly, patting his shoulder.

“What isit now?’ he asked. “Isthat nae what ye wished tae hear?’

“1 dinnae ken,” Evan admitted. “There is still the matter o' the marriage the council is
tryin’ tae arrange fer me.”

“Och aye,” said Alaric. “But as far as we ken, they havenae found anyone yet. An’
Bonnie would be a good bride fer ye. I’'m sure they would accept her with ease.”

Evan's eyes widened as he stared at the floor under his feet. His gaze traced the
intricate details of the carpet, the reds and greens that weaved into each other to
create those intricate patterns. He hadn’t considered marriage in any way other than
the theoretical. He knew, of course, that one day he would have to wed, either
because the council would find a woman for him or because he would, unlikely as the
latter sounded.

An’ yet | have found someone, even when | didnae expect it.

Still, he hadn’t considered the possibility of marriage with Bonnie. He didn't even
know what, precisaly, it was that he was feeling for her. All he knew was that every
time he looked at her, the mere sight of her punched the air out of his lungs and made
his heart beat erratically, off-rhythm and so fast that the whole experience was akin to



fear. All he knew was that he couldn’t bear to think of her in someone else’ s arms and
he would do anything to avoid such afate.

“We will speak tae the council together,” Alaric continued, seemingly unaware of
Evan’'s conflicting emotions. “Even if they disagree, we will make them see reason.
Dinnae fash. All ye have tae dae is tell Bonnie how ye feel.”

But how can | tell her how | feel when | dinnae ken how | feel mesalf?

With one last pat on his shoulder, Alaric stood and resumed his task of preparing for
his travels. Evan, knowing Alaric would need more than one copy of the letter, sat by
the window at the small table there and began to painstakingly create more copies,
one by one until he had a dozen on them in his hands and dawn was already breaking
in the horizon. By then, Alaric was ready and once the ink was dry, he tucked al the
lettersin his bag, where they would be safe for the journey.

“What shall | tell Ruthven when he asks where ye' ve gone?’ Evan asked as Alaric
grabbed his cloak and his bag, adjusting it over his shoulder. “There will surely be
guestions.”
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“Tell him | was urgently needed back home,” said Alaric, but Evan wasn’'t convinced
that was a good idea. After all, he was the laird of the clan. If anyone would be
summoned back urgently, it would be him, not Alaric.

“What kind o' emergency would require yer presence but nay mine?’ asked Evan.
“Nay . .. nay, | will tell him ye had tae return fer alass.”

“A lass?’ asked Alaric, incredulous. He gave a short laugh, shaking his head. “How is
that better?”’

“It isnae as suspicious,” Evan pointed out with a small shrug. “He willnae question ye
runnin’ after alass.”

“It'sembarrassin’.”

“Precisely.”

The more embarrassing the excuse, the less likely that Ruthven and his men would
guestion it. Evan could get away with minimal explanations, giving them just enough
information to justify Alaric’s absence.

For a few moments, the brothers only stared at each other, neither of them willing to

back down. In the end, Alaric gave along-suffering sigh, finally relenting with a nod,
much to Evan’ s satisfaction.

“Fine,” he said. “Fine, tell them what ye wish. But dinnae forget tae speak tae
Bonnie. Y e willnae feel any better until ye dae.”



Evan knew that to be true, of course, but he also couldn’t help but worry something
would go wrong. After all, haf of their conversations seemed to devolve into
arguments and the last thing Evan wanted was to try and confess his—largely
unknown to him—feelings only to say something foolish and anger her.

It sounded more likely than he wanted to admit. He had never been good with words,
neither had Alaric. But at least Alaric could always handle women better than he
could and he was bound to know how to speak to Bonnie.

Perhaps he could tell me what tae say.

Just as that thought popped into Evan’s mind, he dismissed it. It wouldn’'t be honest,
he figured. Alaric could give him some pointers as to how to charm her, but he
couldn’t know what Evan felt for her.

Besides, Alaric had to go. Their mission was more important than Evan’s inability to
form a proper sentence in the presence of the woman with whom he was infatuated.

“1 will,” he promised Alaric, and once the two of them exchanged their goodbyes,
they left the room—Alaric heading to the stables and Evan heading to the
neighboring chambers, which he had called home ever since they had arrived at
Castle Ruthven.

It was still early in the morning; too early for Bonnie to be awake, and so Even
resigned himself to the fact that he would have to wait for a few agonizing hours,
until she woke. In the meantime, there was only one thing he could do: practice what
he was going to say to her.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The water was like a warm cocoon around Bonnie, its surface still steaming from the



last bucket the maids had poured into the tub. Small ripples formed around Bonni€'s
fingers as she did them through the water, watching the displaced liquid move back
and forth with the kind of serenity she missed those days.

Even this bath wasn’t enough to calm her. For hours after she had returned the key to
Ruthven, only for him to finally realize it was gone and sending all of his guards on a
hunt around the castle, she had feared the man would figure out the truth and have
her, along with Evan and Alaric, hanged. As the time passed, though, no one had
come to her chambers to drag her to the gallows or demand an explanation. If
Ruthven suspected anything, he certainly didn’t suspect her.

But what if he suspects Evan an’ Alaric?

Bonnie hadn’t gathered the courage yet to speak to either man, fearing that if Ruthven
caught them together, he would see thetruth. It was a foolish notion, she knew—after
all, she had every right to speak to the men who were meant to be her cousins. Still,
the concern held her back and so she had stayed in her chambers since the incident,
claiming she was feeling under the weather so she could avoid the previous night’s
dinner.

Sooner or later, she would have to face Ruthven, though. Sooner or later, she would
have to spend time with him without even anyone else acting as a buffer between
them.

With a sigh, Bonnie held her breath and sank under the surface of the water, closing
her eyes. It was peaceful in there, the warmth of the water enveloping her entirely,
every outside sound muffled. For a few moments, she could pretend that she was all
alone in the world; no responsibilities on her shoulders, no schemes she had to
follow. Just her and the silence of the water, holding her safely initscradle.

The peace didn’t last long. Suddenly, a pair of hands grabbed her and dragged her out



of the water, and Bonnie screamed in terror. In her surprise, she inhaled just as she
broke the surface, water shooting up her nostrils and down her throat and choking
her, the hair that plastered itself on her face and the drops that fell in her eyes
blinding her entirely.

With frantic hands, she tried to push her hair back, eyes blinking rapidly to expel the
water. Distantly, she was aware that someone was talking to her, the voice rough and
demanding, but she could hear nothing over the rush of blood to her ears.

“Bonnie!” that voice shouted and she finally recognized it as Evan’s. “Are ye alright?
What happened? Talk tae me.”

“What?’ Bonnie asked around a cough. Her eyes still stung, but she managed to focus
her gaze on Evan, noting the terror in his wide eyes, the rapid rise and fall of his chest
as he took quick, shallow breaths.

What is he askin’ ? What happened?

Bonnie’s mind struggled to catch up with Evan, her initial panic at being dragged out
of the water so suddenly still lingering. Her heart had almost lurched out of her chest
in her fear and now no matter how much she told herself there was no danger, her

body didn’t seem to understand that.

Mebody . . . me body! I'm still in the bath!
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“What are ye doin’?” Bonnie demanded, her voice coming out in a shrill cry. “Let go
0 mel”

Stunned, Evan stumbled backwards as Bonnie drew her legs up and wrapped her
arms around her knees, trying to hide as much of her body as she could from him. It
hardly mattered now, she supposed; Evan had aready seen everything there was to
see and Bonnie would never get over the embarrassment. Even now, her face burned
with it, hotter than the water in which it was half-submerged.

“l thought . . . | thought somethin’ had happened,” said Evan sheepishly, a hand
coming up to scratch the back of his head. He lowered his gaze and for the first time
ever since Bonnie had first met him, he looked like a scolded child, uncertain and just

as embarrassed as she felt. “Forgive me, | didnae mean tae frightenyeor...or...
Or barge intae me chambers like this?

Bonnie didn’'t say those words out loud, not because she wanted to spare Evan any
further embarrassment, but rather because she could hardly speak herself. What was
there to say? Nothing either of them could say would make the situation any less
awkward.

“Turn . . . turn around, please,” Bonnie said, teeth grinding as she clenched her jaw.
Evan swiftly turned, staring at the far wall, and Bonnie stepped out of the bath, drying
herself quickly with the cloth the maids had given her, before she threw on her tunic
and over that, her cloak. Perhaps it was alittle ridiculous, pulling on her cloak in her
own chambers, but until she could dress properly, it would have to do.



“Alright,” she said, drawing in a deep breath. “Y e can turn around now.”
Evan turned once more, his gaze resolutely glued to her face. He didn’'t dare glance
below her neck, even though she was now fully covered from her shoulders to her

ankles, asif he feared her clothes would suddenly disappear if he looked.

When Evan remained silent for several moments, Bonnie realized he wouldn’t speak
unless prompted. “Did ye wish tae speak with me?’

“Och aye,” Evan said, as if he had only just remembered the purpose of his visit.
“Aye...why wereyein the water?’

“Isthat what ye wished tae ask me?’

Evan sighed, shaking his head. “Nay. I’'m only concerned. | thought perhaps ye had
fainted or somethin’ had happened tae ye.”

Bonnie responded with a heavy sigh of her own. Evan was only concerned; as
embarrassed as she was, she shouldn’t resent him for it. “I was fine. | only dipped me
head in the water tae wash me hair.”

It wasn't the truth, but Bonnie didn’t know how to explain the truth to Evan. How
could she put into words the desperate need for a few moments of quiet away from

the world? How could she stop that need from sounding desperate?

She wasn't desperate, she told herself. She was only tired, weary to the bone. Once
all thiswas over, she would be back to normal.

Unless | cannae avoid this marriage. Unless | end up weddin’ Ruthven.

“That's good,” Evan said and if he had any suspicions regarding her lie, then he



didn't make them known. There was only relief in his features, in the way his
shoulders finally slumped, falling from his ears. “I can only ask fer yer forgiveness
fer comin’ intae the room without yer permission.”

“Yer forgiven,” Bonnie assured him. “Y e were only concerned.”

“Aye” said Evan, taking a stumbling step forward before stopping himself, as if he
didn’t want to get too close to Bonnie even now. “Aye, I’m very concerned, Bonnie.
Yemust stay as far away from Ruthven asye can.”

Bonnie wanted to point out that she was doing her best all this time, refusing to be
alone with him whenever she could avoid it. The worry in Evan's tone, though,
stopped her. Instead, she asked, “Did somethin’ happen?’

Something must have happened, she thought, if he was so eager to come into her
chambers and warn her. Surely, Evan already knew she had no desire to be around
Ruthven if she could help it.

“We found a letter which proves everythin’ we suspected,” Evan said hurriedly, his
voice hushed as though he feared someone would overhear him. “Alaric has already
left with copies o’ it. He will distribute them all tae our alies.”

Bonnie couldn’'t stop the relieved laugh that escaped her, her hand laying over her
chest as the readlity sank in. They finally had proof. The world would know Ruthven
for the man he was and she could rest assured this wedding would never happen.The
council wouldn’t allow it once they found out Ruthven was connected to Balliol.

“Yer certain ye have all ye need?’ she asked, needing that final reassurance that she
was truly free from Ruthven.

“The clans have nae reason tae doubt us,” Evan said. “But if they dae, | will steal the



original letter an’ show it tae everyone who doesnae believe us.”

It wasn't as reassuring as Bonnie wanted it to be, after all, but she didn’t allow herself
any doubt. This would work, she told herself. Like Evan pointed out, the clans had no
reason to distrust him or Alaric.

In her relief, in the joy of the moment, Bonnie flung herself into Evan’'s arms,
laughing delightedly at the news. For a moment, he stiffened against her, staying still
like apillar of salt, before hisarms finally wrapped around her in atight embrace.

His body was solid heat against her, his arms enveloping her entirely as she laid her
head on his shoulder. It occurred to her then that this was the feeling she had been
seeking in the tub—this quiet warmth, this certainty that everything would be alright.

Pulling back just enough to look at him, Bonnie found Evan already staring at her,
lips dightly parted as he drew in a soft breath. The golden light of the morning
brought chiseled away the usua chill that his features held, replacing it with a
pooling warmth in his dark eyes. The severity of the lines of his face wasstill
there—the sharp, bearded jawline, the strong nose, the dark, heavy eyebrows—nbut it
had shifted to something softer, asif the walls he always kept around him had begun
to crumble.

It was in moments like this that Bonnie regretted the circumstances of ther
acquaintance. If only her council had decided Evan would be the best choice as her
husband; if only she had been allowed to make that choice herself; if they had met at
agathering or by sheer chance then perhaps, they could be happy now.
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Her own breath caught in her throat as Evan leaned closer and her eyes dlipped shut,
eagerly awaiting the kiss he would give her. Just as she felt the first brush of hislips
on hers, though, athunderous knock echoed in the room.

Bonnie planted her hands on Evan’'s chest and pushed him back before she could
even realize what she was doing, but Evan was aready stepping backwards, putting
distance between them. It was too late, though; Bonnie had gathered too much
momentum and she planted right into Evan's chest, the two of them falling
backwards for a few terrifying seconds before he managed to right them both, one
hand on Bonnie swaist and the other on the post of her bed.

“Miss MacLaren?’

It's Ruthven!

Evan, too, must have recognized the voice, as the two of them stared at each other,
wide-eyed. Slowly, he brought his finger to his lips, silently motioning for her to be
guiet.

“Miss MacLaren, may | comein?’

“One moment!” Bonnie shouted, as she had no other choice. Ruthven knew she was
in the room if he was so insstent, and she couldn’t remain silent and let him enter

when she and Evan were in such a compromising position.

Taking a few steps back from him, she looked frantically around the room, trying to
find a place for him to hide. At first, she thought about shoving him in the closet, but



it seemed too small for a man his size. One wrong move and he would spill right out
of it in front of Ruthven’s eyes.

“Hide!” she hissed at him. Evan, too, was trying to find a hiding spot, before giving
up on something more creative and falling to the floor. Quickly, he shimmied under
the bed, his bulk knocking once against the frame before he settled—surely with no
comfort—into the small space.

Bonnie took a moment to breath and smooth her cloak over her torso. Clearing her
throat, she said, “Comein.”

The door opened to reveal Ruthven, looking regal as aways in his extravagant tunic,
the fur trim of his collar an unnecessary expense for something that he only wore to
break his fast. It didn’t surprise Bonnie, though; every time she saw him, he looked
even more grand than the last.

“Good mornin’, Miss MacLaren,” Ruthven said, his curious eyes taking in her
appearance and then the tub full of water near her. “Are ye headin’ somewhere?’

For a moment, Bonnie frowned in confusion before she remembered she was still
wearing her cloak. “Ach! | was on me way tae the gardens, actualy . . . it seems like
such alovely day.”

As she spoke, both she and Ruthven glanced at the world outside, where most of the
sun was concealed by dark clouds, nothing but afew golden rays shining through.

“Indeed,” Ruthven said with a tight-lipped smile. “Perhaps ye wish tae dry yer hair
first. Yewill catch acold.”

Bonnie's hand shot up to her still soaking hair, throat convulsing as she tried to
swallow around the knot there. “How foolish | am!” she said, her voice sounding



shrill even to her own ears. “I must have forgotten.”

Ruthven stared at her as if she truly was quite dull-witted, though Bonnie could
hardly blame him. “Well . . . | came tae ask ye if ye would like tae ride with me tae
the loch on the morrow, as we discussed. Hopefully it will be an even nicer day.”

With an awkward laugh, Bonnie dragged her gaze away from the window, cursing
under her breath for the terrible excuse she had given him.

How can | avoid thisride? | was the one who suggested it in the first place!

The more she stalled in her answer, the more expectantly Ruthven looked at her,
hands clasped behind his back and he shifted his weight back and forth from foot to
foot. In the end, Bonnie realized there was nothing she could do but agree.

“1 would be delighted,” she said, only for something to pinch her ankle, making her
jump in surprise.

“Areye aright?’ Ruthven asked, brows furrowing in a frown.

“Och aye,” Bonnie assured through gritted teeth, subtly trying to kick Evan’s hand
away. “| believe there must be somethin’ in me shoe. Well! It doesnae matter. Shall
we |leave after we break our fast?’

Ruthven tilted his head in agreement. “| would like that, aye.”

Another pinch from Evan, this time more insistent. “Ach!” said Bonnie, suddenly
aware of what he was trying to tell her. “But | would like tae have a chaperone with
us. Me cousin. It is only proper that Evan accompanies us while we're nae yet wed,
dinnae ye think?’



Ruthven’s lips split into a wide grin, one that looked a little too pleased for Bonnie's
tastes. What was it, she wondered, that pleased him so about her request? Surely, he
would rather itwas only the two of them, with no one else to interfere with his
courting plans.

“Excellent,” sad Ruthven. “Asyesaid. . . itisonly proper.”

For a few moments, neither of them spoke. Ruthven stared at Bonnie as though he
was looking straight into her mind, peering into her thoughts. It was a ridiculous
notion, and yet Bonnie couldn’t help but feel a raw vulnerability, as if she had been

flayed open right before his eyes.

“1 will leave ye, then, tae finish . . . whatever it is yer doin’,” Ruthven said. “Good
day, Miss MacL aren.”

“Good day.”
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The words were barely a whisper on Bonni€'s lips as she watched Ruthven leave the
room, closing the door behind him. Something about their interaction had filled
Bonnie with unease. Something told her Ruthven knew something she didn't,
something vital that she was missing.

But if he kent about Evan an’ Alaric, then surely, he would have captured us all by
now. Why hesitate?

Ruthven didn’t seem to her like a man who waited for anything. As long as she,
Evan, and Alaric lived, then it meant he was none the wiser.

Crawling out from under the bed, Evan stood and dusted himself. Once again, he kept
his distance from Bonnie and she kept his distance from him. She never knew how to
act around him after they were inevitably drawn into each other’s orbit once they
were |eft alone.

“That was too close,” Evan said.

Ever since she had stepped foot in Castle Ruthven, Bonnie had that very same
thought too often.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

With Ruthven gone, Evan perched himself on the edge of Bonnie's bed, relief
washing over him. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so strange, he thought, for a man to visit
his cousin’s chambers, but with Alaric’s absence and the fact that she looked like she
had just been in the bathing tub, his presence there would surely raise some



suspicions.

“Ye truly should stay away from him,” Evan mumbled, his elbows resting on his
knees as he let his head fall in his hands. For a moment, he sat there, slowly sinking
into awell of guilt that threatened to swallow him whole. He had been the one to drag
Bonnie into this. He had been the one to put her in danger in the first place.

But what would happen if | hadnae involved her in this? She would still be in
Ruthven’s clutches.

She would have been safer, though, knowing nothing about the plan. Evan should
have found a different way into the castle, one that didn’t involve her at all.

Too late fer that now.

When he felt the mattress dip next to him, Evan looked up to see Bonnie there, taking
a seat next to him. Slowly, she unclasped her cloak and folded it neatly, placing it by
the foot of the bed, and then simply sat there in silence next to him, one hand coming
to rest on hisforearm in a gesture of comfort.

Just as slowly, Evan placed his own hand over Bonnie's and after a moment of
hesitation, laced their fingers together.

“Believe me, | dinnae wish tae be around him,” Bonnie assured him. “An’ | promise
ye, | will stay away from him as much as | can. But | couldnae reject his invitation. |
was the one tae suggest it in the first place.”

With afrown, Evan turned to look at her. “Y e were?”’

“l panicked,” said Bonnie sheepishly, giving a small shrug. “I had tae tell him
somethin’, so | told him the first thing that came tae mind.”



Evan couldn’t help but laugh, shaking his head in disbelief. It was just his luck to be
caught up in something like this. “Well . . . dinnae fash. I'll be there.”

“1 ken,” Bonnie said, fingers squeezing around his. “Thank ye, Evan. But | can also
take care 0’ meself. It isnae the first time | must deal with aterrible man.”

“It isnag?”’

Bonnie shook her head, hiccupping as she drew in a deep, steadying breath. “After
me faither an’ maither died, the clan was given tae a cousin until either | or me sister
would wed. But Faolan, me cousin . . . he didnae wish tae relinquish his power. He
wished tae keep the clan fer himself. An’ he . . . he forced me an’ Cathleen tae dae
horrible things. He wanted us tae hurt innocent people, but we couldnae dae it. I'm
lucky that me sister isalive. . . that weal are.”

Evan listened to Bonnie's story in silence, his heart aching at the thought of
everything she must have gone through. She was such a sweet, compassionate woman
that Evan couldn’t imagine her ever hurting someone else. And now, instead of her
troubles finally being over, she had been thrown into another violent and dangerous
situation she could not escape.

“I’'m sorry,” Evan said, for lack of anything better to say.I’m sorry fer makin’ ye dae
this. I’'m sorry fer puttin’ ye in danger. I'm sorry fer everythin’ that has happened tae

ye.

“It's aright,” Bonnie assured him with a tentative smile. “We must all endure
hardship.”

Evan wished that wasn't true. He wished he could protect Bonnie from it
all—everything that could cause her pain, everything that could harm her.



“Yer parents. . . what happened tae them?’ Evan asked.

Bonnie drew a shuddering breath. She parted her lips as if to speak, but no sound
came out at first, as though the mere thought of speaking about them was painful.

Evan couldn't understand that. It was difficult for him, too, to speak about his
parents.

“They were murdered in a village raid,” she said after a few moments of silence.
When Evan looked at her, her eyes shone with unshed tears. “It should have never
happened. | was ssmply stubborn an’ wished tae stay at the village market longer. We
were meant tae be gone by the time 0’ the raid. Had it nae been fer me, they would
still be aive.”

“Bonnie. .. it wasnae yer fault,” Evan said, but even as he spoke the words, he knew
Bonnie wouldn't believe him. There was nothing anyone could say to her that would
change her mind on this matter. Evan knew, because it was the same for him.
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Not a single day had passed since his parents’ deaths when he didn’t blame himself
for their demise.

Bonnie didn’t respond and Evan didn’t know what else to say. The two of them were
plunged in silence, time trickling by slowly as they sat there, clinging onto each
other.

Evan had never spoken to anyone about the demise of his parents. He hadn’t even
discussed it with Alaric, though his brother had tried to get him to talk several times
since their deaths, only for Evan to refuse every time. It was doing more harm than
good, he knew, and it didn’t hurt only him—it hurtAlaric, who wanted to talk about it
only to be met with a brick wall of silence.

Alaric didn’t deserve this. Every time Evan thought he could speak to him about their
parents, though, he regretted it the moment he opened his mouth and eventually
decided to say nothing.

Perhapsif | tell Bonnie, it will be easier tae speak tae Alaric, too.

It felt easier, talking to her about it, smply because he knew Alaric would insist none
of it was Evan’'s fault, while at the same time blaming himself. It was what Evan was
doing, after all—putting the blame on himself while knowing Alaric could have done
nothing to prevent their deaths.

“Me parents are dead, t00,” he said, the words like thorns in his throat as he spoke,
tearing into his flesh. “They were murdered in the hands o' Sassenachs. That’swhy . .
. that’s why | must fight Balliol. | ken what will happen if he remains in power,



Bonnie. | ken how many people will suffer an’ | cannae allow it. They will stop at
naething tae get what they want.”

It was all he could share about them. He couldn’t talk about the day he found them
glain, his mother’ s dress soaked in blood, his father’ s blade still in his hand as he tried
to save her and himself. He couldn’t talk about the night before, when they had all
gone to bed thinking they would have a lifetime ahead of them—nhe, Alaric, and their
sister Isabeau none the wiser to the catastrophethat was to follow. He couldn’t talk
about the goodbye he never got to give them.

Distantly, he realized that his eyes were burning with tears that threatened to spill and
he pulled back from Bonnie, quickly wiping away any evidence.

Bonnie, though, didn't alow him to get too far. She reached for him, her hands
cupping hisface gently as she stared into his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Evan,” she said. “I’'m sorry this happened tae ye. Tae yer parents.”

Evan nodded quietly. There was nothing more he could say. The words had run dry in
his mouth and now all he could do was look into Bonni€'s eyes, wishing he could at
least tell her how grateful he was for her, how much she meant to him.

That was why he had come to her chambersin the first place, he remembered—to tell
her how he felt. And yet now the words wouldn’t come.

Instead, he did what he had been trying to do for so long. He leaned forward and
kissed her, pressing his lips against hers gently for a brief moment.

But when he made to pull back, Bonnie didn’t let him. Her grip on him tightened and
she deepened the kiss, lips parting to allow for a brush of his tongue against hers.
Evan sighed softly in hermouth, his hands reaching for her, grabbing her waist to pull



her in hislap, greedy to touch and explore every inch of her that he could.

Then, when they finally parted, it was easy to speak.

“I'minlovewith ye,” he said and knew it to be the truth.

Bonnie stared up at Evan, her eyes wide with shock. Warmth spread over her chest
and up to her face, and her heart lurched in her chest, skipping beat after beat. At
first, she thought that she must have surely heard Evan wrong, but the more she
looked at him, the clearer it became that not only had she heard him correctly, but
also that he was serious.

Never would she have guessed that someone like Evan could have grown to love her
like she loved him in such a short time. Bonnie had resigned herself to the fact that
whatever existed between them was mostly one-sided and that—even if perhaps he
would grow to love her one day—his actions were driven by desire and not love.

But now he had proven her wrong. Evan loved her. He wanted more than just a night
with her.

“I am in love with ye,” Bonnie whispered. “| am.”

She had hardly finished speaking when Evan’'s lips crashed against her own once
more, claming them in a searing kiss. His hands on her waist were like twin flames,
burning even through her tunic, their warmth travelling all over her body and settling
deep within her core, her desire like molten lava. There was no going back now, she
knew. After al the times they had kissed, this had become inevitable, but now they
had crossed aline they could never uncross.

An’ in me betrothed’ s own castle, at that.



It didn’t matter to Bonnie. All that mattered was that she finally had what she had
longed for ever since she had felt the first stirrings of love for Evan.

His lips trailed a heated path down her neck as he pressed kiss after kiss on her
sensitive skin, leaving goosebumps in their wake. Bonnie let her head fall back with a
gasp, losing herself in the pleasure, her eyes faling shut so she could feel Evan's
touch in its full intensity—every brush of his lips, every caress of his fingers, the
ghost of his breath on her skin. It was almost too much. She had never experienced
anything quite as maddening, her need for another body so inescapable that she
couldn’t help but pull him closer and closer.

As she trailed her hands down his shoulders, his chest, she traced their grooves, the
muscles strong and firm under her hands. Evan arched into it asif he, too, craved her
touch; as if he was just as affected as she was, taken over by his desire for her. It was
difficult to believe that after al the women he must have had in his lifetime, Bonnie
could affect him like this, but whentheir kiss came to an end and she pulled back to
look at him, she found him looking as dazed as she felt, eyes glazed with lust and
unfocused, cheeks flushed afaint red.

Bonnie took a moment to admire the sharp lines of his features, the dark, hooded
eyes, the thick dark hair that shone faintly under the morning sun. Her fingers traced
the curve of his brows, the peaks of his cheekbones, then down to the cupid’s bow of
his lips. Evan laughed softly, tongue darting out to flick over her thumb. It drew a
responding laugh out of her and she leaned in to kiss him again, yelping in surprise
when Evan flipped them over, laying her over the mattress and crawling over her
body.

For a moment, he hesitated, looking at her as his hands found the hem of her tunic,
pushing it up just a little over her thighs. It was only when Bonnie nodded that he
continued to push the fabric up, baring her thighs, then her stomach and breasts.
When he pulled it off entirely and tossed the bundled-up tunic aside, Bonnie couldn’t



help but wrap her arms around herself, trying to hide as much of her body as she
could, but Evan was quick to take her hands in his and bring them to his|lips, pressing
akissto each of her knuckles.

“l wish tae seeye,” he said. “Dinnae hide yerself from me.”

Heat spread over Bonnie's body, her chest and face burning under Evan's
appreciative gaze. It was like a physical caress, the sensation of his eyes on her,
roaming over the swell of her breasts, the valley of her stomach, taking in every detail
as though he wanted to commit it all to memory.
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Bonnie had never felt more bare in her life, but the more Evan looked at her, the more
she realized she didn’t mind. Once the initial embarrassment subsided, she even
found that she enjoyed it. Never before in her life had she felt so desired, so wanted
by someone else.

“Yer the bonniest lass I've ever seen,” Evan said as he leaned closer once more,
pressing kisses over her chest. His hands circled her waist, thumbs tracing gentle
circles over her skin, and Bonnie couldn’t help but melt into the touch.

How had she gone so long without experiencing something like this? She couldn’t
Imagine spending another day without Evan. She couldn’t imagine a future anymore
in which she couldn’t be close like this to him, the two of them clinging onto each
other as though they wanted to become one.

A soft moan escaped Bonnie as Evan’s lips found her breast, kissing the soft swell of
her flesh. When those lips wrapped tightly around her nipple, teeth grazing just barely
over the hardened nub, that moan deepened, turning loud and unabashed. Bonnie
buried her fingersin Evan’s hair, tugging at the soft strands, and Evan responded with
amoan of hisown, the rumblein his chest reverberating through her entire body.

Evan tore himself away from Bonnie with what seemed to her like great difficulty,
though he didn’'t go too far. He only hovered over her, watching her intently, and
pressed a soft kiss to her forehead.

“Dae ye wish me tae touch ye?’ he asked and before Bonnie could respond, he added,
“I’ll make yefeel good. | promise.”



Drawing her bottom lip between her teeth, Bonnie nodded slowly. “Please,” she
breathed, shuddering at the promise.

“1 willnae take ye,” Evan said, mumbling against Bonni€e's throat as he scattered
kisses there once again. “But there are more ways in which | can bring ye pleasure.”

He doesnae wish tae ruin me afore marriage.

On the one hand, she was grateful for his understanding. She knew as well as he did
that a woman of her standing could not enjoy sexual relations outside of marriage. On
the other hand, it was a painful reminder of the fact that she was still meant to marry
someone el se.

As he spoke, his hand reached between them, sneaking over her stomach and mound.
Shivering at the touch, Bonnie held her breath for a moment that seemed to stretch
forever—the anticipation of that first touch, the endless wait for it to finally happen.
She didn’'t know what to expect. She had nothing in her past to which to compare it.

And then Evan finally brushed his fingers over her, the touch barely more than a
tease. Still, it had Bonnie's toes curling in pleasure, her hips jerking first in surprise
and then in an attempt to repeat that sensation, to feel him once more against her.

When she looked at him, Evan gave her a cocky smile, one that looked infuriatingly
handsome on him. His other hand reached for her thigh, fingers caressing the ample
flesh before pushing her leg aside gently, baring her core for him.

“Keep them open fer me,” he whispered as he pressed a kiss to that knee, settling
between her legs on the mattress. It was easier said than done, though, when a new
wave of embarrassment flowed through her, the urge to hide away from him warring
against the desire for more. “1 told ye. . . dinnae hide.”



Bonnie wanted to point out that it was easier said than done, as she didn’'t have the
same experience as he did, but her words were cut short before she could even utter
them at the first tender touch of Evan’s tongue over her folds. Once again, her hips
jerked, her body uncertain of what to do at the sudden pleasure. Evan’'s hands were
there, though, holding onto her thighs and keeping her still as he began to feast on
her, his tongue pressing in firm strokes over her opening again and again before it
circled a spot just above that tore a wailing moan out of Bonnie. Even far gone as she
was, she had the presence of mind, at least to slap a hand over her mouth, muffling
the sounds in case someone walked by her chambers and heard her, knowing just how
precarious their position was.

One mistake and everyone would find out about her and Evan.

Pleasure coursed through Bonni€'s entire body as she surrendered to the sensations.
Her hips moved again on their own accord, rocking against Evan, chasing maddening
feeling of every soft stroke of histongue and lips, the warmth of him as helicked over
sensitive flesh. Her other hand found his hair again, holding onto him, fingers carding
through the strands. It pulled another moan from him, its rumble passing through her
and making her shiver, amplifying each sensation.

Tentatively, she craned her neck to look at Evan and found him already staring up at
her through dark lashes, taking in the flush of her cheeks, the lust-drunk look in her
eyes. Instantly, she was captivated by the sight: Evan between her thighs, his hair
mussed by her fingers, his own cheeks a faint red. As she watched, one of his hands
let go of her thigh and instead reached under his own body, disappearing under his
stomach. His gaze never left hers as his hips began to roll in a languid rhythm,
matching that of histongue.

With asigh, Bonnie fell back against the mattress, back arching as she pressed herself
closer, hungry for more. Evan was happy to oblige, it seemed to her, tongue flicking
repeatedly over that sensitive nub until pressure began to coil deep inside her, her



body instinctively searching for some form of release.

When Evan’ s tongue dipped inside her, just past her entrance, Bonni€' s body felt like
a taut string on the verge of breaking apart. Her entire body shook with pleasure,
which was only amplified by the slight burn of Evan’s beard on her thighs as his face
rubbed against her delicate skin. It only took afew more flicks of histongue over her
sensitive spot, coupled with a gentle suction as his lips closed around her, for Bonnie
to come apart.

She had to bite down on her hand to keep herself from screaming out his name, her
climax washing over her likewave after wave. It seemed to last forever, that lingering
pleasure as her body twitched and shivered, Evan continuing his ministrations until
Bonnie had to pull him up, pushed over the edge of oversensitivity.

Evan went easily, draping himself over her. He rested his head on Bonni€e's chest, lips
finding her nipple again as he continued to work himself over, his hand buried under
his tunic. Soft moans fell from his lips and Bonnie couldn’t help but watch him,
shifting so that she could pull his head towards her and kiss him.

Evan's movements quickened, his hand moving eagerly over his length as they
kissed. Hesitantly, Bonnie reached between them, hoping that she could give back at
least a fraction of the pleasure that he had given her, twining her hand with his around
his shaft.

That first touch had Evan curling in on himself, hips stuttering as he pushed into their
joined hands. Their lips met again in a searing kiss, and Bonnie held onto him with an
arm wrapped tightly around his shoulders, her thighs bracketing his hips as they
rocked together to bring him to completion.

It didn’'t take long for Evan to spill over their fingers with a groan muffled in the
crook of Bonnie's neck. For a few moments, he stayed there, motionless against her



as he tried to catch his breath, before he finaly rolled off her and settled on his side,
watching her with a small smile on hisface.

This one was neither teasing nor smug. It was simply fond, giving her a glimpse of
the love, he had confessed to her when hefirst kissed her. Bonnie scooted closer to
him, burying her face in his shoulder as Evan held her close, pressing akiss to the top
of her head.

“Did ye mean it?" she asked, her voice barely audible where it was muffled against
him.

“What?" Evan asked, pulling back just enough to look at her.

Bonnie, though, couldn’t meet his gaze as she said, “ That ye love me.”

Evan’'s smile widened as he nodded once, firmly. “O’ course | meant it,” he said.
Slowly, he disentangled himself from Bonnie, standing from the bed and smoothing

down his clothes. “But | must leave now,mo ghraidh, afore someone finds me here.
We shall discussthislater.”
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“Dae ye promise?’ Bonnie asked as she pulled the bed covers over herself, suddenly
very aware of her nakedness. Even though Evan had seen all of her only moments
prior, now her embarrassment was too strong to resist the urge to cover. “Or are ye
leavin’ so we dinnae have tae speak about it?”

Laughing, Evan approached her, leaning over the bed. “Ye willnae rid 0 me so
easly, lass,” he said, pressing akissto her lips.

Bonnie knew the day would never come when she would want such a thing.
CHAPTER TWENTY

The next morning arrived too soon for Bonnie's liking. It was just past dawn when a
maid woke her under orders from Ruthven himself, claiming that the man had
requested her appearance at breakfast once she had prepared for the horse ride to the
lake. Reluctantly, Bonnie stood and dressed, wishing that she could somehow get
away with staying in her chambers instead.

She could pretend to be sick, she thought, feigning a cough. But then, that would only
prolong the inevitable and draw unwanted attention to herself. The last thing she
needed was Ruthven fretting over her, concerned about her health.

No, it was better to take that ride with him, Bonnie thought. After all, Evan would be
right there with her.

The breakfast was a quick affair. Ruthven had summoned Evan, too, and the three of
them broke their fast while making small talk about the weather—already sunny, if a



little cold—the bannocks—very fresh and soft that morning—and the horsesthey
were to take—very calm and obedient, Ruthven assured her. He seemed excited that
morning; perhaps a little too excited for something as ssmple as a ride to the nearest
lake. In contrast, Evan seemed sullen, barely saying a word the tire time they sat
around the table.

Once they were brought their horses, Bonnie took a few moments to acquaint herself
with the mare she had been given. She was a young one, strong and sturdy and white
as snow, calm as Bonnie strapped her bow and arrows to the saddle. Petting her flank,
Bonnie smiled as the mare snorted, bowing its head to munch on the grass that grew
at the edges of the castle grounds near the gates.

“A good day fer aride,” Ruthven said, not for the first time that morning. For a
moment, he stood with his hands on his hips as he stared out into the distance, then
up to the blue sky adorned with small, fluffy white clouds. “ A good day, indeed.”

Bonnie exchanged a quick glance with Evan, and though he frowned as he glanced
back at Ruthven, he said nothing. Once Ruthven mounted his horse, the two of them
followed him and they rode past the gates and down the path that led to the lake.

“1 used tae visit this lake with me faither when | was a bairn,” Ruthven said as they
fell into a leisurely pace, Bonnie riding between him and Evan. It was a comfortable
path, worn smooth and wide, allowing them to stay next to each other with ease. The
breeze blowing past them was pleasant, gentle, ruffling the hem of Bonnie's cloak. “I
enjoyed it greatly asayoung lad. Sadly, | dinnae often visit it anymore.”

“Why is that?” Bonnie asked, figuring it would be better if she feigned interest with
Ruthven. The more interested in him he thought she was, the easier it would be for

her to gain his favor, to stop him from ever suspecting her.

“I dinnae have thetime,” said Ruthven. “It is unfortunate, but thisisthelifeo’ alaird.



I’m sure Laird MacGregor understands, though he has been away from hislands fer a
long time. Tell me, how isit that ye can stay away fer so long?’

“1 have loyal men,” Evan called from Bonni€ s right side. “I trust them with me life
an’ | trust them with me clan. Me council can aways take care 0 me people
whenever | am away, an’ now that Alaric isreturnin’ home fer hislassie, he can also
take over fer awhile, until | can return.”

“Ye can return at any moment, surely,” said Ruthven, and it was the first time that
day that histone was so strained. “What is keepin’ ye here?’

Bonnie's heart came to a halt, skipping a beat, then another. Fear ran cold in her
veins, the implications of Ruthven’s words not escaping her.

He wanted Evan gone—or perhaps he wanted an explanation for his presence other
than the fact that he was there for Bonnie. Did he not believe this excuse anymore,
she wondered? Or had he smply tired of Evan’'s presence, wanting Bonnie al to
himself, with no one there to stop him from finally getting what he wanted?

Would he force me tae wed him were Evan tae be gone? Would he care about what |
desire? What me council desires?

He had the council’s approval, though. They had sent Bonnie there for the explicit
purpose of marrying him and she doubted there would be something they could do if
Ruthven forced her into a marriage, even if they found out the truth about him.

“Me cousin,” Evan said gruffly, his gaze glued straight ahead. “Until Bonnie wishes
me tae leave, | will stay.”

Silence stretched over them for several moments as they rode down the path, Bonnie
right in the middle of it. Though she, too, looked straight ahead, she could feel



Ruthven's gaze as he looked just past her shoulder and at Evan, the tension he
radiated almost palpable in the air around them. She wrung her mind for something to
say, anything that would take the attention off Evan and back to herself, but she
didn’t know how to subtly change the subject.

In the end, she gave up on the subtlety, as the silence lasted too long.

“Tell us more about the lake, me laird,” she said. It took Ruthven afew moments, but
he finally tore his gaze away from Evan to look at Bonnie instead, his lips stretching
into atight, thin smile. “Isit big? I’ ve never seen avery big lake. . . the ones near me
home are all quite small.”

“It'squite big,” Ruthven confirmed and his tone held the same cheery quality asit did
at breakfast, only now Bonnie recognizedhow artificial it sounded. “There’'s even a
small waterfall that feedsit. It'salovely place.”

“1t sounds marvelous,” said Bonnie, mustering a smile of her own. It wasn't entirely
sincere, she knew, but she hoped it was enough to convince Ruthven she was as
excited about this short trip as he was. “Isit possible tae swim there?’

“Och aye,” said Ruthven. “Though the water is very cold. Perhaps too cold fer a
lady.”

“1 find it pleasant,” Bonnie assured him. “Just as ye visited yer loch with yer faither,
so did me sister an’ | with our maither. When we were young, our parents took us
there often an’ we swam with our maither fer hours an’ hours.”

Bonnie remembered those days fondly, though any mention of her parents brought a
familiar ache in her chest, one that had never ceased ever since their demise. When
she glanced over at Evan, he found him clenching his jaw, the change in his mood
hardly perceptible. She noticed, though; there was no mistaking it for anything else



now that she knew about his parents.

Asthey entered a part of the path that ran through the forest, Bonnie couldn’t help but
notice the way Evan glanced around them, gaze searching through the trees and
bushes as though he had caught a glimpse of something. She saw the way his fingers
curled around the reins. She saw how his other hand came to rest on the hilt of his
sword, seemingly in a casual way. There was little that betrayed the tension in him,
and the only reason why Bonnie could recognize it at all was because it reminded
herof the way she tensed momentarily when catching a glimpse of game while
hunting, before relaxing into her hunting stance.
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Ishe huntin’ or is he hunted?

Something told Bonnie the latter was more likely. Evan said nothing, perhaps not
wanting to alarm her, but Bonnie was alarmed nevertheless. She, too, began to look
around, wondering if she could see whatever it was that he was seeing. To her left,
Ruthven continued his leisurely ride, showing no signs of concern.

Perhaps there is nae reason fer concern. Ruthven kens these parts better than anyone.
If somethin’ was wrong, he would ken, surely.

And yet now that all her senses were aert, Bonnie couldn’t shake the feeling that she
was being watched. The short hairs at the back of her neck stood straight, a shiver
running through her that left her feeling chilled to the bone in away that had nothing
to do with the gentle breeze.

This is athick part o' the forest. If someone were tae attack us, this is where they
would daeit.

And yet no attack came. The forest only became thicker and thicker, the tree branches
growing closer together. Sparse sunlight shone through the lattice of the leaves,
dappled and dim, shadows growing dark and long around them.

“Is there nae other way tae reach the loch?’ she asked. This seemed like a dangerous
path, one which should be avoided if possible.

“There is,” Ruthven said. “But it is much longer. It goes around the forest an’ takes
hours. Thisway isthe fastest.”



It made sense, then, Bonnie thought, that Ruthven would choose this one. They didn’t
have al day ahead of them, after all. They were meant to be back before nightfall.

From the corner of her eye, Bonnie saw Evan looking at her, his gaze flitting back
and forth between her face and her bow—a silent warning.

Bonnie’'s hand hovered just over her bow as the first arrow whizzed past her head.
The sound of it splitting the air right next to her ear forced her to freeze for a
moment, every muscle in her body seizing up in shock, her breath rushing out of her
lungsin aterrified exhale. Immediately after, though, her bow was in her hand, along
with an arrow that she quickly strung, firing it towards the general direction of her
attacker with no hesitation.

In the chaos, she didn’t know where the archer was, but it didn’t matter. She only
wanted to create a distraction, to make it harder for the other to find the mark.

Within seconds, more arrows followed, coming from several directions. A cry
tumbled out of Bonnie's lips as some of them came too close, her horse—now filled
with terror—rearing at the face of imminent threat.

“Stay behind me!” Evan called as he positioned himself between her and the arrows,
grunting as he tried to steer his equally fearful horse into position. It was no easy task,
keeping them from running away towards any direction they wished, and as much as
Bonnie tried to keep her balance on her mare while stringing another arrow, she was
closeto dipping off her saddle with every movement the horse made.

“Bonnie!” Ruthven called. It was the first time he had called her by her given name,
and even in the middle of the fight, Bonnie couldn’t help but think it sounded odd,

coming from him. “Come with me, quickly!”

As he spoke, Ruthven made to turn back and head out of the forest, towards the



castle, but Bonnie refused to move. She was not going to follow Ruthven, the two of
them fleeing. She was not going to leave Evan there alone.

Instead of responding, she began to fire arrow after arrow once more, taking the
chance when Evan came close and grabbed the reins, steering both their horses
expertly. Suddenly, unburdened by the task of keeping her mare still, Bonnie could
focus on picking out her targets where they were hidden between the trees. One of
them was to their right, she saw—a man whose arrows landed too close for comfort.
Taking a deep breath, she aimed and let her arrow fly through the air, hitting her
target fractions of a second later.

The man collapsed immediately, but the rain of arrows didn’t stop. Neither did
Ruthven’ s shouts as he commanded Bonnie to follow him, his voice ringing clearly in
her ears even as sheignored him. Evan, on the other hand, remained silent save for the
grunts of effort as he controlled the horses, using his body as a shield for Bonnie.

She had to take out the others quickly. One of those arrows could find their target in
Evan at any moment.

She spotted another man up in one of the trees ahead, standing on a sturdy branch.
From where she sat on her horse, Bonnie had a clear view of him, and all she needed
to do was twist her body to the left, firing another arrow. When he moved, though, to
grab another of his own, Bonnie's flew straight past him, embedding itself on the tree
trunk behind him, splinters flying everywhere.

In the time it took the man to utter a curse, Bonnie had reached for another arrow, this
time determined not to miss. The horses hooves were deafening as they stomped
against the ground, demanding to be released from Evan’s control—so was Ruthven’s
voice, echoing all around them. Still, Bonnie shut everything but her target out,
exhaling as she let the arrow fly and tear through the man's chest, sending him
tumbling to the ground.



There was only one archer |eft, she knew. He was somewhere up ahead of them and
her gaze scanned the area around them, looking into the bushes and the trees for any
sign of him.

“1 dinnae see him!” she called, hoping Evan or at least Ruthven could spot him.

It took afew moments of futile search before Evan shouted, “ There! In the bushes!”

Bonnie followed Evan's directions, catching a glimpse of the last archer in a thicket
several meters ahead of them. Relieved, she strung one last arrow, sending it towards
the man.

Her relief was short-lived. Just as the arrow left her grip, a searing pain exploded in
her shoulder, a cry of agony tearing itself through her chest. When she looked down,
she saw blood trickling steadily down, soaking her tunic, an arrow sticking out of her
right under the end of her clavicle.

No pain she had ever experienced could compare to this. The muscles torn by the
arrow’ stip burned, the ache radiating down her arm and chest. The bow fell from her
hand, her fingers letting go of their grip on their own accord, and her vision began to
go dark at the edges with every pulse of pain that shot through her.

Distantly, she heard Evan call her name, but with every passing moment, his voice
grew dimmer and the ringing in her ears louder. The last thing she felt before
darkness finaly swallowed her was her body dipping off the saddle of her horse.
Before she met the ground, the world went dark.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Time trickled by like water falling in slow drops from the edge of aleaf. Hour after
hour, Evan sat by Bonni€'s bed in the healer’ s quarters, praying that she would wake



up, but every time he looked at her, she still had her eyes closed, far away from the
world. There was a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead and blood had already soaked
through the cloth with which the healer had bound her shoulder.
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And yet, Bonnie had managed to save them from such an attack—not against one or
two but three archers, all of whom died by her hand.

She had been swift and decisive, showing no hint of hesitation. Evan had not
understood the extent of her skills until that very day and now that he had seen just
how good she was with a bow and arrow, he couldn’t help but see her in a completely
different light.

She tricked me the last time. She didnae wish fer me tae ken how good sheis.
Clever lass.

A chuckle escaped Evan, though it was short-lived when his gaze fell on her again,
laying on that bed. For someone who had seemed so powerful only afew hours prior,
now she looked so fragile, her small frame looking even smaller in that bed that was
meant for soldiers. Now more than ever, she seemed pale, the color drained from her
face. She had lost a lot of blood; the healer had told him. Some of it was still on
Evan’'s clothes, staining histunic adark red that had now dried to black.

“Is there somethin’ funny?”’

Ruthven’s voice sounded grating in Evan’s ears. He didn’t turn to look at the other
man; he had no desire to see the irritation etched clearly on his features.

Ever since Evan had brought Bonnie to the healer’'s quarters, neither he nor Ruthven
had left her side, no matter how much they didn’t want each other there. Evan wanted
Ruthven to leave them alone, Ruthven wanted Evan to leave his castle, but in the end,



they both sat there, waiting for Bonnie to wake up.

They had not exchanged a single word up until that moment. What was there to say,
after all? Ruthven had wanted Bonnie to flee the attack with him and she had ignored
him, choosing to stay by Evan’s side, and Ruthven would never let that go.

| hope Alaric has reached some o’ our alies. We cannae stay here much longer.

But perhaps we dinnae have tae stay.

With Bonnie hurt like this in Ruthven’s own lands, no one would blame them for
leaving. Evan could play the role of the concerned cousin and take Bonnie back
home, where she would be safest. Ruthven would try to stop them, of course, but
there was nothing he could do as long as he had no way of proving that his lands were
safe.

If nothing else, it would buy them some time.

“What happened?’

Bonnie's voice tore Evan’'s gaze away from Ruthven and he stood from his chair,
rushing over to her bedside. He sat on the edge of the bed, but as much as he wanted
to reach for her, to pull her into his arms and never let her go again, he refrained from
touching her. He didn’t want Ruthven to think they were too close—that they could
be something other than cousins.

“Yer awake,” he said, alowing himself a small smile. “There was an attack in the
forest. Y e were hit with an arrow.”

Bonnie blinked up at him, then looked down at her injured shoulder before her head
fell back onto the pillow with a groan. “I remember now,” she said. “I never even got



tae seethe loch.”

Evan couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of him, shoulders shaking with it. “Nay
... | suppose ye didnae. But ye did fool me. Y e made me think ye could hardly shoot
abow.”

“O’ coursel did,” Bonnie said. Still, her voice was weak, barely more than a whisper.
“1 couldnae let ye ken me real skill.”

Footsteps echoed in the small room as Ruthven approached, looming over both of
them as he stood by the bed. Bonnie frowned as she looked up at him, as though she
was surprised to see him, but when she made to sit up, Ruthven gestured at her to stay
down.

“l am so relieved yer well, Miss MacLaren,” he said. “How are ye feelin’? Are ye in
pain?’

“Some,” Bonnie said, but Evan knew that had to be an understatement. Though the
healer had assured them there would be little lasting damage, as the arrow had
pierced straight through flesh and had not damaged any bone, the injury still had to
hurt. If it was anything like a knife wound, then Evan knew just how bad the pain
was, and yet Bonnie didn’t complain. “How long has it been since we returned?’

“A few hours,” said Evan. “The hedler instructed us tae allow ye tae rest. An’ ye
should still rest if ye wish tae recover soon.”

“Ye will have the services 0 me healer, 0 course,” Ruthven assured Bonnie, but
Evan was quick to shake his head.

“We willnae stay long,” he said. “In fact, | think we should part on the morrow.”



Both Bonnie and Ruthven stared at him as though they couldn’t comprehend him. It
was Ruthven who spoke first, confusion evident in histone.

“Where will ye go?’ he asked. “The weddin’—"

“The weddin’ is o' little importance now,” Evan said, interrupting him before he
could finish his sentence. “What matters is Bonnie's safety, Laird Ruthven. I’m sure
yewill agree.”

Ruthven stammered for a moment, uncertain of what to say in response. He couldn’t
argue with Evan on that point, of course, but he couldn’t agree, either, if he wanted to
keep Bonnie there.

“l can assure ye the castle is perfectly safe fer Miss MacLaren,” he said instead,
assuming a haughty look. “There is nae threat tae her life here. Me men guard these
wallsan’ they ken their tasks.”
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“Perhaps,” said Evan with asmall shrug. “But unless ye wish tae keep her imprisoned
in these walls, then | dinnae see how she can be safe. Are ye sayin’ that ye would
rather keep her hereinstead o' allowin’ her tae return tae her home?’

Evan could practically feel the smugness radiating off Bonnie as she stared at
Ruthven expectantly, waiting for his response. Ruthven glanced back and forth
between them, his lips parting as though he was about to speak before he shut them
once more, changing his mind.

When he spoke, he addressed Bonnie rather than Evan.

“Ye'll be safe here,” he said. “Those men were naething but brigands, surely, an’
brigands exist everywhere. Y e must have brigands in yer lands, too, Miss MacL aren.
An’ I'll have me men sweep the woods tae ensure ye will be safe.”

“Ach ... I dinnae kenif that will be enough, melaird,” Bonnie said, regret tinting her
tone. “As much as | wish tae stay here an’ acquaint meself better with ye, | think me
cousin isright. We should head back tae Castle MacL aren as soon as possible.”

“An’ the weddin’?’ Ruthven demanded. Blood had begun to rush to his head, his skin
turning a faint shade of red, though he hid his anger well. “I dinnae think | need tae
remind ye that we are supposed tae be wedded soon.”

“As me cousin said, we will be in communication,” Bonnie told Ruthven with a
placating smile. “Once we are back with me council, | will make sure they write ye

tae arrange everythin’.



Ruthven, naturally, wasn't convinced. Evan had expected resistance from his side,
and he was willing to argue about this matter for as long as he needed in order to get
Bonnie out of there. Not only was it a good opportunity for them to leave, but he was
also truly concerned that someone else could attack them. After all, Ruthven surely
had plenty of enemies and people who wanted him dead. What would stop them from
killing Bonnie and Evan too in the process?

“1 truly think ye should reconsider,” said Ruthven, one final, half-hearted attempt at
making them stay.

Bonnie and Evan exchanged a quick glance, and Evan instantly knew they were in
agreement. They had to leave.

“We shall take our |eave on the morrow,” he said. “An’ we will bein touch.”

With that, he turned to Bonnie, carefully examining the wound on her shoulder. It
was as good as any dismissal, but Ruthven still lingered for afew moments before he
turned on his heel with a huff and left the room.

The moment he was gone, Evan could finally breathe with ease.

“We can leave,” Bonnie mumbled, as though she could hardly believe it. “We can
truly leave.”

“Aye,” said Evan with a soft chuckle, nodding. “Aye, we can.”
It was good to see her relief at the realization that they would soon be away from
Ruthven. Nothing but a few hours stood between them and their departure, and Evan

was determined to keep Ruthven as far away from them both as he could until then.

“Rest,” Evan told Bonnie, leaning closer to press a kiss to her forehead. “I'll stay



here. | promise.”

Bonnie nodded, closing her eyes once more. Soon, she fell into a calm, deep deep,
and Evan watched her, that weight in his chest slowly disappearing as his mind
caught up with the fact that she was alive and well.

When Evan had seen that arrow pierce Bonnie's shoulder, he had instantly been
flooded with terror at the thought of losing her. There had been so much blood—no
matter how much pressure Evan had placed upon the wound, it had still flowed over
his fingers, warm and sticky, a stark reminder of Bonnie's mortality. He could lose
her at any moment, he thought, especialy if Ruthven found out the truth about their
plans.

He didn’t think he could handle such a terrible fate. If anything happened to Bonnie,
he would spend whatever would be left of his life as a broken man. The only reasons
for him to keep going would be the clan and his brother, but even so, he didn’t know
if it would be enough to keep him going.

But sheis alive. Sheis aive an’ nae harm will come tae her aslong as | live. | will
ensure it.

Even if he had to give hisown life, he would do anything to protect her.

Bonnie slept peacefully through the night, knowing Evan was right there, next to her.
When she opened her eyes once more, it was just starting to turn bright outside, the
first rays of the sun bathing the land in a cold light. Out of the window, she could
seethat it was going to be another nice day—the sky clear and blue, the weather
perfect for travelling.

She couldn’t wait to get out of there.



Dragging her gaze away from the window, she searched for Evan and found him
slumped in a nearby chair, his head tilted back and his mouth hanging open as he
dept. The sight of him like that drew a soft chuckle out of her, though she couldn’t
help but feel alittle sorry for him. Surely, the position in which he was sleeping could
be nothing but uncomfortable.

Bonnie took a few moments to stretch—her left arm, at least, since that was the one
attached to her uninjured shoulder. Her right shoulder still ached, the pain sharp and
ever-present despite the soothing brews the healer had given her the previous day.
She supposed their effect had to be fully gone by now, leaving behind this insistent
pain that she would have to call her companion for their entire trip back home, until
she could be given another analgesic.

She would rather be alert while they travelled, after all. Even if there was little she
could do to defend herself with her right arm useless, she could at least run and hide
in the face of danger if she was fully aware of her surroundings. An analgesic would
only fog her mind and slow her down.

With a wince of pain, Bonnie pushed herself off the bed. She tested her shoulder
once, rolling it gently, but the pain that shot down her arm and torso as she moved
halted the movementbefore it was complete, and Bonnie had to bite down on her
cheek to stop herself from making a noise.

She didn’t want the first thing Evan heard when he woke to be her groans of pain.

Nae movin’ that shoulder, then.
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Riding, too, would be difficult, but she refused to spend another day in Castle
Ruthven. She was well enough to travel and so she would, reluctant to miss this
opportunity to leave.

Once she stood, dlipping her feet into her shoes, she made her way over to Evan and
laid a gentle hand on his shoulder, shaking him awake. Slowly, he opened his eyes
and blinked up at her, before glancing over his shoulder at the windows that lined the
far wall.

“What time is it?’ he asked, hands coming up to rub the sleep from his eyes before
one of them rested over Bonni€'s.

“Early still,” said Bonnie. “But we have along way ahead 0’ us.”

They would have to spend the night somewhere, she knew, and she didn’t know the
way from Castle Ruthven to Castle MacLaren at all. As far as she knew, neither did
Evan, and so it was best to be as cautious as possible, which included leaving early.
Besides, she was certain Evan was just as eager to get out of there as she was.

“l shall prepare the horses,” Evan said, standing from the chair and stretching the
kinks out of his back. For a moment, he glanced around as if he was looking for
someone, before he leaned close to pull Bonnie into a kiss, one that had her melting
against him. Then, he was gone too soon, heading for the door. “1 shall meet ye at the
courtyard once ye are ready. Have a servant call me.”

With that, he was gone and Bonnie took the chance to gather some supplies from the
healer' s quarters—clean cloth, some of the ointment that was left by her bed, larger



strips of cloth with which she could rebind her shoulder—before she, too, left and
headed to her chambers to pack for their trip.

It was a quick affair. By the time the rest of the castle was up, she was already done
and two servants were carrying her items down to the courtyard for her.

When she stepped out of the doors, she found not only Evan there, two horses ready
for them by his side, but also Ruthven, who seemed anything but pleased by their
departure. The man stood a little to the side, arms crossed over his chest as he glared
at a seemingly oblivious Evan—though Bonnie knew better than to assume he hadn’t
notice the stare—and even when he spotted Bonnie, the frown didn’t leave his face.

It was odd, seeing that look directed at her. Ruthven had always made a point of
being pleasant to her, but she supposed now he had no reason to hide his irritation.
All his hopes rested with the MacL aren council, but he had to know that the farther
Bonniewas from him, the harder it would be to have the wedding he so desperately
wanted.

“Laird Ruthven,” Bonnie said in greeting, bowing to him. “Thank ye fer bein’ such a
gracious host.”

Ruthven gave Bonnie one of those half-hearted smiles that she had come to expect
from him. “It was me pleasure,” he said. “I only wish ye could have stayed.”

“It is rather unfortunate,” said Bonnie, but that was all she offered on the matter. “As
me cousin promised ye, we shall write tae ye as soon as we are back.”

“1 will be awalitin’ yer letter, Miss MacLaren,” said Ruthven. “I hope yer travels are
ﬁe.”

There was something about Ruthven’s tone that sent a shiver down Bonni€'s spine.



There was nothing that justified that feeling, though—at least nothing she could
identify. Perhaps it was all in her head, she thought. Ever since she had found out
Ruthven worked with the English, her dislike of him had been infected by athread of
fear.

With one final, strained smile and a small bow, Bonnie turned around and mounted
her horse with Evan’'s help, favoring her left arm for the first time. It would slow
them down, but at least they weren’t in aterrible hurry. They could take their time as
long as they were out of that castle.

Ruthven stood by the castle doors and watched them as the two of them left, but
Bonnie refused to look behind. She rode out of the gates without hesitation, and only
when they were severa steps down the path, did she finally breathe with ease, her
chest expanding with the first deep breath she had taken after days.

The sound of the gates closing behind them was like music to her ears.

“Free at last,” Bonnie mumbled to herself. Behind them, the castle seemed smaller
and smaller the farther they travelled. Ahead of them, there was nothing but the open
path, the one that would finally lead her home.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“1think we should go tae me castle instead.”

Evan had been thinking about it for a while now, ever since he and Bonnie had gone
around the first forest in their way—the very same one they had crossed the previous
day where they had been attacked. Neither of them was eager to go through the same
path again, and so they had decided to take the longer route, even if it would delay
them by hours.



Now, the sun was slowly sinking in the horizon and there was no town in sight. When
they had left Castle Ruthven, Evan had been under the impression that they would
find a place to stay, some inn or even a cottage where they could seek shelter in
exchange for some gold. They had found nothing but empty land, though, as all the
settlements and towns seemed to be at the other side of Castle Ruthven, closer to the
north than the south.

Neither of them knew the area and so they didn’t know when they would reach
another town. Evan didn’t want to risk goingtoo far in the dark. Sooner or later, they
would have to set up camp.

“Yer castle?” Bonnie asked, frowning as she turned to look at him. “Why?’

“Because we dinnae ken how many people Alaric has managed tae reach,” said Evan.
“An’ we dinnae ken if yer sister an’ her husband have made it back by now. If they're
nae there, then yer council will make the decision about ye an’ Ruthven an’ there will
be nae one tae oppose them if they decide tae go ahead with the weddin’.”

“Surely, Cathleen an’ Macauley must have reached the castle by now,” Bonnie said.
“It’ s been along time since the Hamilton weddin’.”

“It ismost likely,” Evan agreed. “But if there is even a small chance that they’re nae
there an’ Alaric’s news havenae reached yer council, | would prefer ye were with me
instead 0’ them.”

Evan had to admit that he al'so had a selfish reason for wanting to go to his own castle
rather than Castle MacLaren. If he brought Bonnie home, there was no telling
whether or not he would be allowed to remain near her. If he brought her to his home,
then no one could tell him athing.

He didn't reveal that to Bonnie, though, even if he doubted she would fault him for it.



He smply found it alittle embarrassing, and he even felt his cheeks heat alittle at the
thought of sharing the whole truth.
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“l suppose yer right,” said Bonnie after a few moments of contemplation. “I will
write tae Cathleen once we are there tae make sure she has returned an’ tae inform
her 0 me departure. | truly hope she willnae look fer me in the time it will take me
tae write tae her. | dinnae want her tae think somethin’ happened tae me.”

“Surely, Ruthven will tell her ye left if she does,” Evan said. “ She willnae fash.”

“She will,” said Bonnie, sounding certain of the fact. “She always does, even when
there is nae reason.”

With a chuckle, Evan nodded slowly, thinking about him and Alaric. The two of them
worried about each other all the time, even though they were used to danger, even
though they always sent each other to risky missions. It was only natural. Even if they
knew what had to be done, they never once stopped worrying about the other.

Bonnie and Cathleen must have been the same, he thought. From what Bonnie had
shared with him, the two of them were close; they had always been. Now that they
had no one left but each other, their parents long gone, they only clung to each other
even more.

“We should make camp,” Evan said just as the sun began to dip under the horizon. “It
IS best tae stop now while we still have some light.”

“We willnae try tae find atown?’ Bonnie asked, seemingly alarmed at the concept of
spending the night in the middle of nowhere. She wasn't as used to it as Evan was,
surely, he thought. It would be a rough night for her, especially with her shoulder
injured. “Isit. .. isit safe tae stay here?’



“It is safer than searchin’ fer atown,” said Evan. “At least if we arein a camp, | can
defend us if someone attacks.”

“Y e cannae defend us on the road?’ asked Bonnie in a teasing tone, following Evan
out of the path as he brought his horse to a halt near the first trees.

“1 can defend us anywhere,” he said with a soft chuckle, helping her dismount. The
wince of pain she gave at the movement didn’t escape his attention.

Sheisin pain. It is dangerous enough fer anyone tae travel, let alone an injured lass. |
must be more careful than ever while she cannae use her bow.

“But it is still better if we are stationary,” he added, grabbing the two horses to bring
them further into the woods. It was darker there the deeper they walked into the trees,
and cooler, the temperature dropping significantly under the shade of the leaves.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Bonnie clutch at her cloak, tightening it around
her shoulders.

Deeper till, though not too far away from the man path, Evan found a small
clearing, just big enough for them to camp there for the night. He tied the horses to a
nearby tree and thenunfastened his cloak, draping it over Bonni€'s shoulders as he
brought her to sit by the large roots of atowering tree.

“What are ye doin’?’ she demanded, making a valiant, though still unsuccessful,
effort to give him the cloak back. “Ye€'ll be cold, Evan! An’ then ye'll fall ill an’ how
will | ken where tae go?’

“I'll be fine,” Evan assured her, rolling his eyes at the dramatic scenarios her mind
conjured up. “I’ll gather some wood fer afire, so that will keep me warm. Stay here. |
willnae take long.”



“1 can help ye,” Bonnie said.

“Nay, ye cannae,” Evan countered, already walking away from her. “Yer injured an’
ye must conserve yer strength. An’ as | said, it willnae take long. There is wood
everywhere here.”

As he spoke, he began to gather up branches, some bigger and some smaller, bringing
them to the middle of the clearing. Thankfully, he didn’t have to argue with Bonnie
for her to stay put, and she simply watched him as he brought all the wood he needed
to the pile, before grabbing the tinderbox from his bag to light the fire.

Within seconds, the warmth of the flames seeped into him and he rubbed the life back
into his arms. Despite his promise that he would not be cold, he had to admit that the
chill of the late evening had quickly gotten to him, leaving his skin freezing.

With some effort, Bonnie pushed herself closer to the fire, joining him by the flames.
The sky was dark now, a deep, velvety blue that amost blended with the darkness of
the forest, the branches above them casting shadows all around them. Their little
clearing, though, was illuminated well by the fire—perhaps a little too well,
announcing their presence to anyone who passed by.

Evan kept his sword close. If there was going to be an attack, he would be prepared
for it.

In the silence that followed, Bonnie leaned closer to him, resting her head on his
shoulder, and Evan wrapped her arm around her with a soft, content sigh. It was
enough to simply have her close to him. It was enough to hold her, knowing that she
was unharmed and that he hadn’t lost her like he had feared back in that forest.

“When | saw ye. .. when | held ye while ye were bleedin’,” Evan said, but then he
didn’t know how to continue. How could he explain to her how terrified he was?



How could he explain to her that his world had come to a halt and he thought that in
the span of mere moments, he had lost one of the things he held dearest? There were
no words to explain the terror, the sorrow that flooded his mind when he thought she
would not make it. There were no words to describe the horror of her blood coating
his hands as he desperately tried to keep that wound closed, the nauseating weight of
reality asit crashed down upon him.

“I'm here,” Bonnie assured him, reaching up to cup his face in her hands. She
brought their foreheads together, the two of themresting against each other, sharing
the same air. “1I’'m here, Evan. I’'m fine.”

Obvious as it was, hearing it from her brought Evan some peace of mind, some
comfort he had been lacking. “I love ye,” he said, pulling her into a kiss. “I love ye,
Bonnie. | never wish tae lose ye.”

“Ye willnae,” she said, voice hushed and gentle against his lips. “I promise ye. Ye
willnae lose me. I'm all yers.”

As she spoke, Bonnie fell backwards onto the earth, pulling Evan along with her. He
let himself be tugged, though he braced himself on his forearms over her, mindful of
her injured shoulder. When her thighs bracketed his hips, wrapping around him, he
couldn’t help the soft gasp that escaped him. No woman had brought him to this kind
of despair, this kind of need before. Every part of him craved her, seeking out her
warmth, the softness of her skin, the tender, yielding flesh of her curves where he
could sink hisfingers and drag his lips, histongue, just to see her shiver.

“l want ye,” she whispered. “Make me yers.”

Evan could hardly refuse such a sweet order.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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The words were out of Bonnie's mouth before she could stop them, but she didn’t
want to take them back. At first, she had been a little hesitant, especially as she
remembered Evan’s warning that he would not take her as a husband takes a wife,
since they were not married. But then she couldn’t help but crave him, every part of
her body calling to her to be as close to him as she could. She didn’t want anything to
separate them any longer. She didn’'t want to hide a single part of her from him.

She had come close to death, and she knew the day could come when Evan would be
in dire danger. If anything, that day was close. He was going against powerful men,
men who could kill him with a ssmple order, and Bonnie couldn’t handle the grief
that welled up inside her at that thought.

Before that day came, she wanted to be his and for him to become hers.

Evan showed no resistance as he kissed her, despite his previous claims. Had he
changed his mind, Bonnie wondered? Did he, too, want it as much as she did after
realizing that they could lose each other at any moment?

She didn't want to break the spell cast over the night by asking him, and so she
remained silent as he pushed his cloak off her shoulders, smoothing it down onto the
ground, and then unclasped hers, doing the same. Bonnie shivered as the cool night
air hit her exposed skin, but Evan’'s warmth, coupled with the heat of the flames, was
more than enough to keep the chill of the night away.

Just as the cloak fell off her shoulders, though, Evan hesitated and Bonnie realized it
wouldn’t be as easy for her to convince him that it was aright, even if she was
unmarried.



“Areye. .. areye certain?’ he asked, himsalf sounding entirely uncertain. “Ye ken
what could happen if thisisrevealed. If anyone finds out?—"

“1 ken,” Bonnie assured him, nodding. She wasn’t afool. She knew that any hopes of
marriage with anyone but Evan would be ruined for her if anyone ever found out, but
the truth of the matter was that she didn’t want to marry anyone else. “I ken, Evan.”

“l cannae promise ye anythin’,” Evan said in an anguished tone that had Bonnie
frowning in confusion. “As much as | would love tae promise ye that I’ [l make ye me
wife, | must first speak tae me council. They've been lookin' fer a wife fer me an’ |
tried taeavoid it as much as | could, but they may have found one already, an’ | . . . |
wish tae wed ye, Bonnie. | dinnae want anyone else, but if me council ?>—"

Bonnie hushed Evan gently, pulling him into another kiss to soothe his fears. All that
mattered to her was that he wanted to marry her, just as she wanted to marry him. As
long as they had each other, as long as they loved each other, then that was enough
for her.

“Please,” she said, whispering against his lips. She looked right into Evan’'s eyes,
gazing into their dark depths. “I want ye.”

It was that which convinced Evan in the end and he wasted no more time before he
began to push Bonnie's tunic down her shoulders, eager hands exposing her breasts.
Then, he paused, looking down at her body as though he was in awe of what he saw,
before he quickly helped her take off al her clothes, leaving her entirely nude.

“Yer so bonnig, lass,” he said, leaning down to drag the flat of his tongue over her
nipple before his lips wrapped around it, sucking hard on the pebbled nub. Bonnie
moaned, loud an unabashed, and Evan’s hips jerked against her, a gasp shuddering
through him as he drew back. “Make that sound again.”



Evan’'s hands found her breasts, fingers toying with her nipples, and Bonnie didn’t
need to be told again. She couldn’t stop the moans that tumbled past her lips even if
she tried, the pleasure shooting straight to her core. Against her thigh, she could
feelEvan’s manhood already hardening, athick, solid heat even through their clothes.

“Ye make the loveliest sounds when | play with yer breasts,” Evan said, one of his
hands sliding lower and lower as he stared at Bonni€' s heaving chest, tongue darting
out to lick hislips. “Dae ye like it? Does it make yer bonnie cleft all wet fer me? Let
us see.”

Bonnie's face burned at the seemingly endless stream of filthy words, but as
embarrassed as she was to hear Evan speak like that, it also only served to make her
want him more, spark after spark of lust igniting inside her. When Evan held her
thighs apart, his hand reaching between them to brush over her folds, Bonnie realized
with growing embarrassment that she was, indeed, already wet, Evan’'s fingers
rubbing slickly over her flesh.

“Soakin’ wet,” he said around a deep, rumbling moan as his thumb circled her
sensitive spot, drawing out her pleasure. Bonnie was entirely at his mercy, caught
between the pulsing pleasure in her core and the strange mix of lust and
embarrassment that fogged up her mind. “Keep yer legs spread wide fer me. | want
tae watch ye take me inside ye.”

“Evan,” Bonnie whined, heart hammering in her chest. “Y e cannae say those things!
It's. .. it'sutterly indecent!”

“Then let us be utterly indecent,” Evan all but growled as he brought his fingersto his
lips, both wetting them and tasting Bonnie on them at the same time. “If only | could
taste yersweetness al thetime. . . but nay. We shall try somethin’ different now an’ |
wish tae look at ye.”



His fingers found Bonnie' s opening once more, a wicked grin on his face as one of
them dlipped slowly inside her. Bonnie cried out, half in surprise and half in pleasure,
her innermost walls fluttering around Evan as they adjusted to the new sensation.
Evan, true to hisword, never once looked away from where they were joined, staring
like a man dying of thirst who found an oasis.

“Sotight. . .| canonly imagine how tight an’ hot ye'll be when | push inside ye.”

Nothing could have prepared Bonnie for the intensity of her need when Evan began
to talk to her like this, teasing out things she didn’'t even know existed within her.
Certainly, on the one hand, she could hardly bear to listen to him, feeling as though
she would combust from sheer embarrassment, but on the other hand, she never
wanted it to end. She had never felt such desire, such lust before. Nothing could
compare to this urgent need that left her gasping and moaning and begging for more.

“Ye want more?’ Evan asked, and Bonnie realized she had begged him out loud for
it. “I’ll give ye more,mo ghraidh. I'll give ye anythin’ ye want. I’ll make ye come
apart fer me, listen tae yer bonnie moans as | plunge inside ye an’ make ye mine.”

“Yers,” said Bonnie mindlessly, hips rolling ceaselessly against Evan as she sought
out more from him. “All yers.”

“All mine, aye,” said Evan, and then pushed another finger inside her, making her
arch off the cloaks and into his touch. His hands were still gentle as he thrusted inside
her, but the rhythm of his fingers was demanding, Evan determined to draw the first
orgasm out of her.

When he curled his fingers, hitting a spot inside Bonnie again and again that made
everything else melt away, her world turning into nothing but blinding white, her
body surrendered to him, Bonnie reaching her peak with a scream of his name.



At first, there was nothing but the warm, pulsing sensation travelling up and down her
body, her mind beautifully blank, anything that wasn't Evan too far away to matter.
Bonnie came sowly back to her body, thighs shaking as Evan gently removed his
fingers and draped himself over her, pulling her into a deep, searing kiss.

Bonnie lay there, practically boneless, lazily kissing Evan back, all the urgency now
gone—from her, at least. Evan was still eager, hips twitching against her as though he
couldn’'t help it. A laugh bubbled out of her, bright and happy, and she wrapped her
arms around his shoulders as they kissed, letting the joy wash over her.

It had been a while since she had last been so happy. Being with Evan was a relief
like no other.

Soon, though, she remembered that Evan hadn’t had the chance to reach his own
release, nor had he truly taken her as she had asked. Breaking the kiss, Bonnie looked
at him, her handsneaking between them to wrap around his length over his clothes.
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It had an immediate effect on Evan. He froze, his entire body shuddering with
pleasure, eyes falling shut. Bonnie loved to see him like this, so affected even though
he had been with many others before.

“l told ye | want ye tae take me,” she reminded him. “An’ | still dae.”
“Areye certain?’ Evan asked. “We can?—"

“l am certain,” Bonnie insisted. “I want it, Evan. | wantye. Please . . . dinnae make
me wait any longer.”

For a moment, Evan was stunned into silence, but then he nodded and pulled back
from Bonnie. In only a few seconds, he had ridded himself of his clothes, throwing
them in the same pile as hers, and for the first time, Bonnie could appreciate him in
al his beauty.

Under the light of the fire, he looked as though he was sculpted from marble; broad
shoulders, thick arms, a muscular chest and stomach. And right below, his length
curling towards his belly, thick and weeping from the head.

Bonnie swallowed in adry throat. She had never seen a man entirely nude before and
certainly no man who looked like Evan.Too late, she realized she had been staring,
and Evan chuckled as she quickly averted her gaze.

“Yer alowed tae look,” he said, shuffling closer to her. “Dae ye like what ye see?’

Bonnie nodded, one hand tentatively reaching out to caress the grooves of his



muscles on his chest and stomach. They were hard under her fingers, the skin alittle
rough from the sparse coating of hair, dark as that on his head. A trail of it led under
his bellybutton to his crotch, drawing her gaze back to his manhood once more.

She had to admit it was rather intimidating. Evan was a big man—proportionate
everywhere. Compared to him, Bonnie felt too small.

Gathering some of her wetness in a sudden movement that had Bonnie gasping, Evan
brought his hand to himself and stroked his length languidly as he watched her. Then,
he draped himself over her once more, his other hand carding gently through her hair.

“1f ye wish tae stop, y€'ll tell me.”

It wasn't a question—more of an order—but Bonnie nodded regardless, even if she
knew she had come too far now to stop. She wanted Evan more than she had wanted
anything in her life and she would be damned if she left that clearing without having
him at least once.

The first thrust was torturously slow as Evan entered her, taking his time and giving
her time, too, to adjust. He was shaking above her, seemingly using all his willpower
to go this slowly, controlling himself as well as he could, his eyes firmly shut and his
lips parted around a moan. Bonnie clung onto his shoulders, fingers digging into the
rigid flesh, her breath caught in her throat as Evan filled her to the brim, taking up all
the space inside her.

By the time he was buried in her to the hilt, they were both covered in athin sheen of
sweat, panting as they tried to catch their breaths.

“Ye truly are . . . so tight,” Evan said, voice strained as he stopped himself from
moving, his hips only giving small, restrained twitches. “Yer heavenly, lass. How |
wish | could remain inside ye, pleasurin’ ye time after time.”



Bonnie didn’t respond. There was nothing she could say when each and every sense
in her body was overtaken by Evan and by the pleasure, he was giving her. Slowly,
he withdrew his hips and then plunged himself inside her once more, twin moans
falling from their lips.

“Bvan...”

She didn’t know how to finish that sentence, but Evan nodded anyway, pressing a
Kissto her lips.

“I ken,” hesaid. “| ken.”

And it was then that Bonnie knew he felt the same thing she did, the two of them lost
into each other, chasing the same release.

Nothing could have prepared Bonnie for this. Nothing could have prepared her for
how close she felt to Evan now, how it felt as though they were becoming one. More
than ever, she knew just how much she wanted him by her side, the two of them
spending the rest of their lives together.

Every thrust of Evan’'s hips sent a jolt of pleasure through Bonnie, the brush of his
manhood against her walls driving her mad with need. Her body responded to each of
his movements, legs wrapping tightly around his hips to keep him close, her opening
parting eagerly for him as he pushed deeper and deeper. Whatever she couldn’t say to
him, she showed it in the way she kissed him, deep and greedy, their tongues twining
as they rocked together on the ground.

Slowly, her pleasure grew once more, Evan’'s ministrations bringing her closer and
closer to another climax. She could feel him everywhere around her, inside her, the
sweet assault on her senses too good to resist.



“Evan, please,” she said, the words coming out in a breathless gasp.

“Are ye close,mo ghraidh?’ Evan asked, doubling his efforts. “Come . . . | wish tae
seeye again.”

It only took a few more thrusts for Bonnie to be tipped over the edge, diving into the
depths of another climax. Her body shookwith the force of it, head thrown back and
ears buzzing with the rush of blood in her veins until it was the only thing she could
hear.

Warmth spread all over her body, her core pulsing even as she came down. The
aftershocks of pleasure drew a startled gasp out of her as Evan gave a few more
thrusts in quick succession, and then buried his face in her neck with a groan, spilling
against her thigh.

Afterwards, neither of them could move. They stayed there, entwined as they tried to
catch their breath once more in silence, their chests heaving. It was only when Evan
became too heavy to bear that Bonnie pushed him off, and though he went easily, he
quickly pulled her into his arms.

Bonnie was grateful for it as she snuggled against his chest. Now that they were
finished, the cooling sweat on her body had left her shivering, even with the warmth
of thefire.
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“Did ye enjoy it?" Evan asked, and Bonnie looked up to give him an unimpressed
look. She was quite certain that her enjoyment had been more than clear, and yet
Evan still asked. She could only assume he was trying to stroke his own ego.

“Must ye ask?’ she said, giving him a playful shove. “I think ye ken the answer.”

“l wish tae hear it from ye,” Evan said with a small shrug. “I truly dae. Is that so
bad?’

It occurred to Bonnie then that Evan was not asking because he wanted to hear her
admit it, but rather because he feared there was a chance, no matter how small, that
she had not, in fact, enjoyed it. The realization stunned her into silence for a few
moments, but then she rolled on top of him, bracing her hands on his chest to look at
his face.

“l enjoyed it very much,” she said. “In fact, | dinnae think | have ever enjoyed
anythin’ as much asthis.”

As he looked at her, Evan’s lips split into a wide grin, genuine joy radiating off him
inwaves. “I'm glad,” he said. “I enjoyed it very much, aswell.”

For a while, they stayed like that, content to ssimply enjoy each other’'s presence.
Then, they quickly cleaned up and dressed, before settling in for the night, once again
in each other’s arms. The only difference now was that Evan had his sword right next
to him, and the mere sight of it brought some uneasiness to Bonnie at the thought that
there could be an attack.



There was another thought, too, which filled her with unease. She remembered what
Evan had said about the two of them getting married, and she didn’t know if she
should believe him or if he was only using the council as an excuse. He had told her
repeatedly that he loved her and his actions spoke of the same, but Bonnie had long
since learned to be wary of people.

What if he doesnae wish tae wed me? What if it was naething but an excuse?

“Hush,” Evan said, his eyes closed, as though he could sense what Bonnie was
thinking. “Relax . . . go tae sleep. I'm right here.”

He' sright here. . . he'snaelyin’ tae me.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Bonnie's eyes shot open only to find that everything was dark. There was little light
around her, only what remained of the dying fire and the few rays of moonlight that
penetrated through the branches of the trees. She didn’t know at first what it was that
had woken her. Could it have been a dream? Could it have been pain from her
shoulder injury? Could it have been nothing more than the stress of the past few
days?

But then she heard it. There was a sound not too far from her and Evan, a sound
which reminded her too much of footsteps. It wasn’t the natural rhythm of the forest.
It wasn't a small critter, trying to find some prey in the middle of the night. No,
Bonnie was quite certain it was a human and the only reason she could come up with
regarding their presence was an attack.

Which could only mean there were more than one of them.

Slowly and quietly, she shook Evan awake, instantly motioning at him to stay silent.



At first, he opened his mouth to speak,confused as he was so suddenly woken from a
deep sleep, but Bonnie was quick to clamp a hand over his mouth silencing him.

Then, his gaze snapped away from her when another sound echoed around them and
he, too, knew that there was someone watching them.

Bonnie pulled her hand back, knowing Evan would stay quiet. The darkness around
them was thick, but it was even thicker the farther she looked from the fire, where
whoever was watching them was hiding. It hid them better than it hid her and Evan,
who were close to the small flames and every movement they made was much more
visible to their attackers.

Just as several footsteps suddenly sounded, rushing towards their small clearing,
Evan stood, his sword already in his hand. Bonnie saw three men, all of them large
and armed, approach, circling around them as she cowered by thefire.

What was there for her to do? She had no weapons on her and even if she did, her
dominant hand was useless. She couldn’t fight. All she could do was hope that Evan
could kill or at least chase away al three of them while she found a place to hide.

But she couldn’t move. From the way the three men were circling them, there was
nowhere for her to go without running straight into one and that would only make
matters worse. It was safer, she thought, to stay where she was rather than try to hide
or escape.

The only sound in the clearing was that of the men’s footsteps and of the night—the
rustling of the leaves, a nearby river whose gurgle could be heard even there. Before
her, Evan stood perfectly still, waiting for the first attack.

“When | tell ye,” he said, his voice quiet so that only she could hear him. “Run tae
the horses. Untiethem an’ flee. I'll try tae follow.”



Bonnie’ s voice died in her throat as Evan spoke those last words. She knew there was
no time for arguing, not when death was so near, but the last thing she wanted was to
leave him there all aone against three men. She couldn’t flee without him. She
couldn’t go on, knowing that he would die there.

What she could do, though, was follow his orders and untie the horses at his
command. It would give them a chance to escape, no matter how small, and so
Bonnie pushed herself up but didn't stand quite yet, as she didn't want to make
herself into a target. She only watched carefully, keeping her ears open for Evan’'s
command.

The first man to attack was the one from the right, charging towards Evan. He was
savage in his attack, swinging his sword wildly as the other two joined him in an
unfair fight, the three of them quickly threatening to overwhelm Evan. With all of
them occupied, though, Bonnie saw the same opening as Evan would and stood,
muscles tense as she waited one moment, then another.

“Now!” Evan shouted and Bonnie shot into a sprint, rushing to the horses. No pain
slowed her down. She could feel nothing but the wild beating of her heart even as she
used her right arm, trying to untie them as quickly as she could. In that moment, she
was certain she could have even shot her bow or fought with a knife. Such was the
adrenaline that kept her going, allowing her to feel no discomfort from her injury, no
fear from the attack.

“Go!” she heard Evan say, but she decided right then and there that she would go
nowhere without him. The clanging of the swords and the shouts of the men, the
grunts coming from Evan all filled the clearing with deafening sound. The horses,
spooked as they were, reared and neighed, trying desperately to get away from
Bonni€' s grip as she held tightly onto the reins, trying to stop them.

Soon, they would overpower her, she knew. They were both young, strong horses and



the only reason why they hadn’t yet fled was because they were too confused and
terrified to even flee in the dark. Behind her, she heard a grunt of pain and turned
with wide, fearful eyes to see that one of the men dropped to the ground, dead, blood
pouring out of the wound in his chest.

The other two men took a few steps back from Evan, who was looking at them as
though he was issuing a challenge. Before any of them could move, though, Evan’'s
horse reared once more and this time, it managed to escape Bonnie's hold on it,
rushing into the clearing. Bonnie's eyes met Evan’'s for a moment so brief, it was
amost as though she had imagined it. It was enough, though, for them to know they
had both reached the same conclusion: there was only one way out of this that could
almost guarantee the safety of them both.
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Bonnie jumped onto her horse just as Evan swung around, grabbed the reins to his,
and still running alongside it, heaved his body up to the saddle. Something akin to
awe sparked within Bonnie as she watched him, the feat nothing short of impressive,
adisplay of his physical strength that left even the two attackers stunned, unable to do
anything but watch as she and Evan fled the clearing. They had no horses, after al, at
least not nearby. It would take them too long to grab them and follow in pursuit,
especialy in the dark, and they knew it just as well as Bonnie and Evan did.

Steering and controlling their frightened horses was no easy task. Bonnie felt the
mare's fear, her panic as she galloped erratically down the path, eager to get as far
away from the commotion of the clearing as she could. A less skilled rider would
have already fallen off the saddle and the only reason why Bonnie could still hold on
and even fought the mare’ sinstincts was her early training and the fact that her father
had encouraged her to ride instead of taking the family carriage ever since she was a

young girl.

For a while, she rode alone through the narrow path that led away from the forest.
Evan’'s own spooked horse had taken him somewhere through the woods, through a
more treacherous path, and Bonnie kept her eyes open for any sign of him—but also
for any sign of danger, which could still lurk in the shadows. The men who had
attacked them didn’t look like brigands. From the glimpses Bonnie had caught, they
were well-groomed, with cropped beards or clean-shaven, in cloaks that may have
been patched and mended, but had been done so with care and expertise. Their
swords had glinted in the light of the fire, newly polished and sharpened.

No, those had been soldiers, not brigands. But that didn't mean that there were no
brigands lurking around, waiting for the right moment to strike, and Bonnie was



defensel ess without the use of her arm.

It was then that her shoulder began to ache once more, that throbbing pain returning
in waves of increasing intensity. At first, it did nothing more than bother her,
distracting her attention from the shadows. As she rode, though, her arm stiffened,
pain shooting down its length with every movement she made, as though the tip of
that arrow sank into her flesh again and again, relentlessin its search of atarget.

A whistle cracked the silence around her, loud and clear, and Bonnie had to swallow
back a cry of pain as her horse reared once more, forcing her to tighten her grip.
Then, it stopped, idly turning to the left and right as Bonnie took a moment to catch
her breath.

Evan found her moments later, bringing his own horse to a halt next to her. Sweat
coated his brow, glistening on his skin under the light of the moon, and his cheeks
were flushed with exertion, eyes wide as he reached for her arm and cradled it gently
in his hand.

“Areyearight?’ he asked. “Were ye hurt?’

“Nay,” said Bonnie, shaking her head. “Y e?’

“Nay,” Evan assured her. “But we must keep ridin’. It's too dangerous tae stay here
much longer.”

“Aye,” said Bonnie, already gripping the reins once more. “How far is Castle
MacGregor?’

“We should be there by morn,” Evan said. “But we could stop an’ rest once we're far
enough from Ruthven.”



“1 dinnae need tae rest,” Bonnie said, knowing it would be for her benefit rather than
Evan's. She would much rather keep going, riding as far as the horses would take
them before they reached the point of exhaustion, putting as much space between her
and Ruthven as she could.

Those men werenae brigands.

That thought had bothered her ever since it had first appeared in her mind. The only
one who could have any reason to send men after them was Ruthven himself, but that
had to mean that he knew the truth, at least partially.

Or was he ssimply so angry we left that the sent men after us?

It sounded absurd, but then again, she had found out plenty about Ruthven that would
seem absurd at first glance. He had always seemed like the perfect gentleman, up
until he wasn'’t.

“Let us continue, then,” said Evan, his voice pulling Bonnie out of her thoughts. She
didn’t share any of them with him yet, though she would be surprised if he wasn’t
thinking the same things as she did, suspecting Ruthven just as much as her. It was
the only explanation that fit.

What if those men who attacked us near the loch were his men, too?

But why would he risk the bride he so wished tae have?

Maybe the arrow that struck her was meant for Evan and not for her, after al. Maybe
he was the one they were trying to kill, Ruthven eager to get him out of the way so he

could have Bonnie under his thumb, doing as he pleased with her with no one around
to stop him.



The thought sent a chill down Bonnie's spine. They had both been so much closer to
peril than they realized.

For the rest of the night, they rode in silence, pushing their horses as much as they
could to reach Castle MacGregor by the morning. The sun had just risen in the
horizon when the hill appeared before them after a bend in the path, the castle sitting
atop like agleaming jewel in the morning sun.

“Thereit is,” said Evan as he and Bonnie came to a brief stop, letting the horses drink
from asmall creek and munch on the grass that grew on its banks. “Home.”

Bonnie gazed upon the castle, taking in the pale rock of its walls, the turrets and the
steepled roofs, the green valley that stretched under the hill. It was a beautiful place,
one that she would be happy to call home, though she didn’t know if she ever would.

Evan had been clear: he had to speak with his council first, and that could either mean
that he truly meant it and there was a chance his council would reject his decision or
that he was merely trying to avoid any commitment by using them as an excuse.
Either way, Bonnie feared her chances were lower than she would have liked.

Once the horses were ready to continue their journey, they made their way down that
hill, through the valley, and up the next, finally reaching the gates of Castle
MacGregor. Upon seeing their laird, the guards threw the gates open while shouting
for Alaric, who appeared in the courtyard before Bonnie and Evan had even had a
chance to dismount, his face pallid and waxen with concern.

“Ruthven kens,” was the first thing Evan told his brother, confirming Bonnie's
suspicions that he had come to the same conclusion as she had. “He sent men after us.

Or after me.”

“WEell, he certainly kens we're nae Bonni€'s cousins,” Alaric said, rushing over to



Evan. “I dinnae ken how much else he kens but . . . | wouldnae be surprised if he
kens everythin'.”

“We must prepare fer?—"
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A dry cough sounded around them as Bonnie jumped off her horse with Evan’s help.
It drew everyone's gazes on the source, and Bonnie turned to see a man standing a
few paces away from them. He was tall and lean, his skin weathered by time but his
body appearing robust still. His pale blue eyes found Bonnie firstand then slid over to
Evan, who stood a little straighter at the man’s presence, a small, confused frown on
his face.

He couldn’'t place him, Bonnie knew, and so was being careful with how he
addressed him.

“Laird MacGregor,” said the man before Evan could speak. He bowed to Evan, but
despite the inherent submission of the gesture, he still held a haughty, unaffected air
about him. “I am Dougal Mcllroy, advisor tae the Lady Medea Buchanan. | am here
tae discuss yer weddin’ tae yer betrothed.”

The pain that tore through Bonni€'s chest was akin to that which she felt as the arrow
pierced her flesh, leaving a gaping wound in its path. The wordbetrothedbounced
around in her mind again and again, a torment which seemed to have no end. Evan
was already betrothed to someone else. That man was not here to discuss a betrothal
but rather a wedding, and now Bonnie knew Evan for the liar he was.

He had promised her he would speak to the council. He had promised her he would at
least try to convince them, but what was there to convince them of when he aready
had a woman? This was an arrangement he couldn’t change without a valid reason
without risking the wrath of Clan Buchanan, and no man was foolish enough to put
his clan in peril because of awoman.



Hekent . . . he had always kent an’ he lied tae me.

And he had even pretended to care about her virtue. How could he care when he so
thoughtlessly ruined her when he knew there was no chance, they could ever wed?
How could he be so cruel?

Bonnie looked at Evan and suddenly he, too, was as pale as his brother, the color
drained from his face when their gazes met. Good, Bonnie thought. Perhaps it meant
he could still feel guilt over what he had done. She hoped it would torment him for
therest of his days.

“1 dinnae understand,” Evan said, turning back to Mr. Mcllroy.

“1 think | was quite clear,” the man said, turning on his heel and taking a few steps
towards the castle. Then, he stopped and looked at Evan over his shoulder, seemingly
puzzled to find him so far away. “Well? Follow me, Laird MacGregor.”

It was a blatant disregard of etiquette, but Mr. Mcllroy seemed to have no patience or
desire to wait for Evan. He walked around the castle as if he owned the place, and
Bonnie could only wonder what kind of clan the Buchanans were for one of their
advisors to have such power over alaird.

As if dazed, Evan gave Bonnie another brief glance before he followed Mr. Mcllroy
into the castle. From where she stood, frozen in her spot, Bonnie couldn’t hear them,
but she could see Evan gesturing wildly as he spoke to Mr. Mcllroy, who remained
Impassive as he listened. Then, they both disappeared inside, Alaric trailing quickly
after them.

And then Bonnie was all alone, with nothing to hold onto but her grief.

“Lady MacLaren?’



It was a soft, melodic voice, one which befitted a girl just at the cusp of maturity, but
when Bonnie turned around, she saw a young woman close to her age who towered
over her. Her hair was ink-dark, spilling down her back in straight strands, and her
green eyes held a softness Bonnie had seen in few people before.

“Isabeau MacGregor,” the girl said when Bonnie didn’t respond, curtsying elegantly.
Bonnie rushed to copy her, remembering her manners, but compared to her, she felt
like a clumsy drunkard who had never even seen a curtsy before. “It’s a pleasure tae
meet ye. Alaric has told me much about ye.”

Isabeau . . . thisistheir sister.

Evan had spoken of her a few times and now that Bonnie was looking at her, she
certainly saw the resemblance. Even though she was far more delicate in her features
than her two brothers, who upon first glance seemed like brutes, she had the same

colors, the same way of carrying herself with imperial dignity.

“Miss MacGregor!” Bonnie said, the words rushing out of her mouth. “Forgive me.. .
. | must be tired from the journey an?—"

“Please, dinnae apologies. An’ call me Isabeau,” she said. “A friend o' me brothersis
afriend 0’ mineaswell.”

Bonnie smiled. “ Then please, call me Bonnie.”

“Come, Bonnie,” Isabeau said, as she threaded her arm around Bonni€'s. “Let us
head inside.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“Melaird, such aunion cannae be allowed.”



Evan sat behind his desk, fingers tapping repeatedly against its surface as he regarded
his advisors, al of them standing around him in a semi-circle. Alaric was by his side,
but he had taken no part in this conversation—or rather argument, Evan though
would be a better term—so far, choosing instead to stay silent and observing.

The man who had spoken was one of those advisors; a Chief of his clan who had
served his father before him; Padraig Malloch, a man of approximately fifty years of
age, his dark hair peppered with grey. Out of all the advisors, he had always been the
one to share his thoughts most openly with Evan, and Evan couldn’t help but think it
was because he still viewed him as a young boy rather than a man, a laird with an
entire clan in his hands. He had been an advisor to the clan as long as Evan
remembered and though Evan valued his opinion more than anyone else's in the
council, the thing he admired most in him was also the thingwhich now enraged him:
Padraig only considered the good of the clan, letting no other factors affect him.

Evan had expected such backlash from him, more so than from anyone else. He had
no doubt Padraig had been the one to select Medea Buchanan as the woman he was to
wed after careful consideration, finding Evan the best match he could politically and
financialy.

But Evan would not be swayed.

“Y e didnae even consult mein this!” he said, hand slamming down onto the desk in a
rare show of rage against his council. Slowly, he took a deep breath and tried to
control himself. Showing such anger could only complicate things. “Y e betrothed me
tae alass without me ken an’ ye expect me tae agree tae this weddin’? Y e never once
asked me. Ye never once even informed me O yer decision afore | came here an’
found that man in me castle!”

To say the presence of the Lady Buchanan’s advisor had been a surprise would be an
understatement. Evan had lost his wits in that moment, freezing, his words failing



him like they never had before.
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An’ al o' it happened in front 0 Bonni€'s eyes!

How heartbroken she had been when Mr. Mcllroy had spoken. How she had looked
at Evan, betrayal etched in her eyes. Evan had felt her grief in his own body, settling
heavy in his stomach, and he hadn’'t even yet had the chance to find her and explain
thesituation to her, all because his council would not let this matter go.

“It was necessary,” Padraig said with a slight bow of his head. “Y e were gone fer too
long, me laird. The council was forced tae make a decision, an’ | maintain it was the
correct decision.”

“Y e should have consulted me first,” Evan insisted. “I have told ye now o' me plan
tae wed Bonnie an’ there is naething ye can tell me about the Lady Buchanan or her
men tae change me mind.”

“An’ yer men?’ Padraig demanded, taking a halting step forward. “Everyone in this
room agrees. A union with Miss MacL aren would be too perilous. We ken 0° Graeme
Ruthven’s intentions. We ken Miss MacLaren is betrothed tae him an’ it is only a
matter o’ time afore they wed.”

“It is more than a matter o’ time,” Evan interrupted, holding up a hand. “I willnae
allow him tae touch her.”

“It may come tae be that yer involvement is unnecessary,” Padraig said. “Once
Ruthven’'splan isrevealed, surely Miss MacLaren will berelieved o' her betrotha tae
him. Either way, our involvement is ill-advised. We will remain neutral in this
conflict.”



“It is far too late fer that,” Evan pointed out, looking at every man in the room. “I
have aready brought her here an’ | will wed her. An’ if any 0’ yeis opposed tae this,

then. ..

What threat was there for him to give? Replacing them with other advisors would
surely cause a riot among them, and so would challenging them to a fight. Tensions
between them were already high and Evan was doing aterrible job at calming them.

“What me brother is tryin’ tae say,” Alaric said, stepping forward, “is that perhaps
there is merit in considerin’ Miss MacL aren as a potential bride. Is there doubt among
ye that the MacLaren Clan is stronger than ever? Surely, they would make better
allies than Clan Buchanan.”

“It is 0’ nae importance when ye consider that both our laird an’ Miss MacLaren are
aready betrothed!” cried Padraig in arare burst of exasperation. He had always been
a patient man, level-headed and mild-mannered, but now he could hardly contain his
anger. Evan saw it in the way his eyes narrowed, the skin around them crinkling with
annoyance, his skin getting afaint tint of red.

Silence followed the man’s outburst and Padraig took a moment to breathe, bringing
himself back under control. Presently, he said, “I implore ye, me laird . . . see reason.
It is a heavy burden ye carry, but ye ken as well as anyone in this room that the clan
IS more important than the matters o’ the heart.”

Evan knew that to be true, of course. Few in his position were lucky to marry for
love, fewer still could say they had made the right choice. And yet, whenever he
thought about Bonnie, whenever he remembered the pain in her gaze, he couldn’t
bring himself to agree to this wedding with the Lady Buchanan.

“Leave me,” Evan said eventually, having the council away.



“Melaird?>—"

Before Padraig could finish, Evan said, “We will discuss this later, Padraig, |
promise. | wish tae speak tae me brother.”

After amoment of hesitation, Padraig nodded and ushered the rest of the advisors out
of the room. When the door closed and plunged them in silence, Evan let his head fall
in his hands, drawing a deep, steadying breath. From the corner of his eye, he saw
Alaric pull achair next to him, perching himself on it.

“1 cannae dae this, Alaric,” he said. “I cannae betray her like this.”

Castle MacGregor was as grand inside as it was outside, though it lacked the
ostentatious character of Castle Ruthven. The glory of this place came not from
sprawling tapestries and branching chandeliers of solid gold, but rather from the
portraits of the previous generations, hanging in the rooms and the hallways and
revealing the clan’s past to Bonnie.

|sabeau hardly gave her time to see any of it, though, as she dragged her around the
place, until the two of them came all the way to the north side and went once again
out into the courtyard, but this time at the other end of the castle. There, Bonnie
noticed a smaller building, one that resembled one of the cottages out inthe country,
surrounded by a garden of flowers and herbs whose scents permeated the air, making
it fragrant.

“This is where | spend much o' me time,” said Isabeau as she pulled Bonnie along
once more, into the small building. Inside, the air was just as fragrant from the dried
bunches of herbs that hanged from the ceiling, dappling the light as it crossed them.
The walls were lined with shelves, some of which held books while others held jars
and other containers, al of them neatly labelled.



Bonnie knew a healer's cottage when she saw one and now she walked around,
looking at the old, cracked spines of the booksin awe.

“Yer aheder?’ she asked | sabeau.

“A midwife,” said Isabeau, leaning against the table that dominated the middle of the
room. “But | have learnt many things. An’ | can seeyer hurt.”

Bonnie turned to look at Isabeau in surprise, her hand reaching for her shoulder on
instinct. “How did ye ken?’

“1 can see that ye favor yer left arm,” said Isabeau. “An’ ye protect yer right arm as
though there is afresh wound. An’ we received word from Evan, so | already kent.”

Bonnie couldn’t help but laugh, joining Isabeau at the table when she gestured at her
to approach. Bonnie sat in one of thechairs there, a ssimple wooden seat with a short
back, as Isabeau walked around the room to gather her supplies. She returned with
clean cloth, afew jars filled with pastes Bonnie couldn’t identify, and a small pot of
hot water from the large one which sat over the fireplace.

“An’ | thought fer a moment that ye were a witch,” Bonnie teased as she bared her
shoulder for Isabeau to take alook at the injury. The cloth that was wrapped around it
had only a few specks of blood on it, and Bonnie could only think that was a good
thing—slowly, she was healing.

“Ach, | hope nae one thinks I’'m awitch!” Isabeau said, only half-joking as she began
to clean Bonnie's wound with soft, methodical movements. She was very careful,
Bonnie noted, making sure she missed none of the blood and the old paste the healer
at Castle Ruthven had applied over the wound. “I promise ye, I'm nae evil.”

“I dinnae think anyone could see ye an’ think yer evil,” Bonnie assured her. It was the



truth. Isabeau looked like innocence personified, with her wide green eyes and the
smile that never seemed to leave her rosy lips. She resembled the dolls with which
Bonnie played as a child with her patrician beauty and her shiny dark hair. “Nae one
who is evil would care about a wounded person . . . or fer a maither an’ her bairn, in
fact. How isit that a young noble lass wishes tae be a midwife?’
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| sabeau shrugged a shoulder, opening one of the jars with delicate fingers. “1 wished .
.. lwishtae help people. | ken that perhaps | willnae have the chance once | wed, but |
will daeit feraslong as | can. I’ ve seen too many maithers, too many bairns sufferin’.
This clan has lost some good, young lasses in labor an’ | want tae put an end tae
that.”

| sabeau spoke with such passion, such conviction, that it was difficult for Bonnie—or
for anyone else, she suspected—to remain unmoved by her words. She wasn’'t doing
this because she was in need of gold. She was only eager to help other, to ease some
of the pain of her people.

“1 wish there were more people like ye in the world,” Bonnie said, meaning every
word. Isabeau smiled and the two of them fell into a silence that was surprisingly
comfortable for two women who had only just met each other. Bonni€'s thoughts
drifted to Evan once more, thinking about all the similarities he shared with | sabeau,
but also all the differences between them. Her mere appearance radiated a certain
calmness, one which seeped right into Bonnie and gave her some comfort in the
midst of all thisgrief and chaos.

She seemed to be perceptive, too, as she said, “Me brother . . . he came into his power
very suddenly. There are many things he doesnae yet ken how tae handle. Afore our
parents death, nae one 0’ us thought he would have tae take our faither’s place so
soon. But he did an’ he hasnae even had a chance tae mourn them.”

Bonnie knew that to be true, but it didn’t ease the ache in her chest at the thought that
he had lied to her so blatantly, so carelessly. She wasn’t about to share with |sabeau
that he had bedded her, but that was the one thing she could not look past—despite



his reassurances, he had taken his pleasure from her when he knew they could never
wed. Instead of promising her that he would speak to his council, he could have
admitted that he was aready betrothed to someone else. Had Bonnie known that, she
wouldn’t have given him her virtue.

“1 ken that,” Bonnie said, forcing asmall smile to her lips as she nodded. “I dae. | ken
i’ sdifficult fer him, more so than fer many other men in his position.”

| only wish it wasnae so.

Bonnie didn’t speak those words out loud, nor did she say anything else on the
matter. She didn’t want to burden Isabeau with her own pain, nor did she think it
proper to tell her everything about her relationship with her brother, no matter how
easy it already wasto talk to her.

| suppose that is somethin’ they all have in common . . . they make ye feel at home.

Once Isabeau had finished cleaning and bandaging the wound, Bonnie pulled her
dress over her shoulder once more, reaching for her hand. “Thank ye,” she said. “It
feels much better now.”

“Doesit hurt?’ Isabeau asked, giving her hand a gentle squeeze before she cleaned up
the table. It was spotless, Bonnie noted, and she wondered if |sabeau allowed maids
in thisroom or if she kept it like this herself. She knew how possessive healers could
be of their spaces, how they disliked anything being out of place—whether that place
was on a shelf or strewn over the floor.

“It does, but it comes an’ goes,” said Bonnie. “If I’'m nae careful an’ try tae move me
right hand, there’s much pain.”

“Let ussee...” Isabeau looked through her shelves, eventually picking a small bottle



and handing it to Bonnie. “This will help with the pain. Place three drops in yer tea
twiceaday. An' if it getsworse or if yerun afever, ye must see meimmediately.”

Thisisalasswho has also lost her parents. An’ yet she seems so strong.

Stronger than her brothers even, perhaps. Ever since Bonnie had met Evan and
Alaric, the two of them had been visibly fraying at the edges, slowly coming apart
under the pressures of their clan. Isabeau may not have had the same pressures, but
she, too, had gone through much and Bonnie could understand all of it. She, too, had
gone through the same thing, after al. Surely, Isabeau felt the pressure of being the
perfect daughter, of honoring her parents memory. It was more than likely that she
would end up in an unwanted marriage, one which would soon come.

“Come,” Isabeau said, offering her hand once more with a smile, and Bonnie couldn’t
help but think she would be a ray of sun in this gloomy time. “There is much | must
show ye.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Evan paced back and forth outside Bonnie' s chambers, all the frustration of the past
few days clouding his mind like a thick fog. He had tried approaching her in the
gardens only for her to slip away from him. He had tried talking to her in the library,
in the great hall, even in the stables where he managed to corner her by chance, but
Bonnie kept refusing to speak to him, either outright ignoring him and walking away
or managing to evade him at the very last moment.

But now she was in her chambers. Evan had watched her enter and he had proceeded
to follow, reaching the door just after she shut it.

He came to a halt, hard gaze fixed on the carved wood of the door. Vines decorated
its surface, twisting and twinning in dizzying patterns. It was the first time Evan had



stood there so long, staring at that door, and now he thought it was a shame that he
was about to ruin it.

He took a deep breath and a few steps backwards, muscles tensing in preparation.
Then, he threw himself right at the door.

A shriek sounded from inside the room, but Evan barely heard it over the buzz in his
ears, the pain of the impact radiating down hisright side. Maybe it hadn’t been avery
good idea, in retrospect, but he wasn’'t going to give up. With a growl, he threw
himself at the door again, the hinges budging under his weight but not yet breaking.
He didn’'t know what would break first—the door or his arm.

One last time, Evan threw himself at the door and this time, splinters flew around him
as he broke both the lock and one of the hinges. At the other side, he found Bonnie
standing near the bed, a candelabra clutched tightly in her hands as she stared at him,
wide-eyed.

“What are ye doin’?’" she demanded, voice high and thin with terror. “l thought
someone was comin’ tae kill me!”

“In me castle?” Evan asked in disbelief, as if the mere thought was ridiculous. “Nae
one will harm ye here.”

“Y e broke the door! Y e could have harmed me!”
Evan hadn’'t thought about that. His goal had been to get in the room, and so he did.
“Aye, | suppose | could have,” he admitted. “I am sorry, Bonnie. | only wished tae

speak with ye.”

“An’ s0 ye decided tae break down me door?’ Bonni€'s cheeks were flushed a deep
red, her knuckles bone-white where she was still gripping the candelabra. Slowly, she



put it down and collapsed on the bed, face in her hands as she breathed deeply. “Ye
scared me half tae death.”

Evan looked down, avoiding her gaze. He had been so eager to talk to her that he
hadn’t quite thought about the consequences of breaking down the door, other than to
make a mental note to have it repaired later. Now he stood by the broken door
awkwardly, unsure of what to do or say.

“Well?" Bonnie asked, looking up at him. “Yer here now an’ ye broke a door tae
speak tae me. So speak.”
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Evan was there and he had Bonnie attention. And yet now that he could talk to her,
the words failed him, dying in his throat before he could ever utter them. How could
he explain this situation to her in a way that wouldn’t make him seem even worse
than he was? How could he tell her he never wanted this marriage with Medea when
he couldn’t even promise Bonnie, she would be the one he would marry?

Bonnie looked at him expectantly; impatiently. Evan didn’t have much time before
she would get fed up with him and tell him to leave.

“l ... didnae ken, Bonnie, | swear it,” Evan said, taking a few halting steps towards
her, uncertain of whether or not he should approach. “I didnae ken about the
betrothal. Me council arranged it with her advisors an’ they never informed me o’
it. They thought once | returned, | would dae as they asked an’ . . . an’ | would if |
hadnae met ye.”

Had it not been for Bonnie, Evan would have married Medea Buchanan without any
protest. It wouldn’'t matter to him that she was a stranger. It wouldn’t matter whether
or not they were compatible, whether they could be happy together. Such things had
been inconsequential—at least until he met Bonnie and she showed him what true
happiness meant.

“But | did meet ye,” Evan continued. “I did an’ | loved ye an’ because o' this, |
cannae marry the Lady Buchanan. Me heart is an’ always will be yers. Ye can dae
with it as ye please. Ye can send me away. Ye can curse me an’ scream at me an’
scorn me fer therest o' yer life, but ken | will never marry her.”

Bonnie stared at him in silence for so long that Evan began to think she would never



speak to him again. With a defeated sigh, he turned around and made his way to the
door, thinking it would be better to ssimply leave her be. He had told her everything he
needed her to hear, and he had promised her she could now do as she wished. If what
she wished was to never see him again, then Evan would have to accept it, even if the
ache was so much that his feet could hardly carry him to the door.

With one last look at Bonnie, he righted the door on its hinges; one last attempt to fix
what he had broken.

“Wait.”

Evan paused by the door just as he was crossing it, his gaze hopeful as he turned to
look at Bonnie. For a few moments, though, she remained silent. She didn’t know
what she wanted to say to him. She only knew she didn’t want him to go.

“Yewill nae wed her?”’

It was all Bonnie could bring herself to ask. None of this mattered if this was just
another lie, if Evan's council managed to convince him to go through with the
wedding in the end. Evan was not a weak man, prone to outside influence, allowing
others to dictate his actions, but at the same time, his sense of duty was so strong that
Bonnie couldn’t help but fear he would rather sacrifice himself, his happiness, their
love than risk anything happening to his clan.

And it was that which filled her with guilt—knowing Evan was trying to do the best
for his people and still being filled with this fury that gnawed at her insides ever since
she had found out the truth.

She shouldn’t be happy that he would refuse to wed that woman. She shouldn’t find
joy in the fact that he was letting down his council, his people.



Evan shook his head. “I willnae wed her. Y e have me word.”

There was no mention of a wedding between the two of them, though. Evan wouldn’t
wed the Lady Buchanan, but he also wouldn’t promise Bonnie she would become his
bride.

Even so, nothing could stop her as she stood and approached Evan, a hand cradling
his cheek to pull him into a tender kiss. In an instant, Evan’s arms were around her
waist, pulling her close and clinging onto her as though she was the only thing that
kept him upright.

“Forgive memo ghraidh,” Evan whispered against her lips. “Forgive me. | never
meant tae hurt ye like this.”

There was no doubt in Bonnie's mind Evan was telling her the truth, but that didn’t
lessen the ache of their reality. Could it be that she could never truly have him? Could
it be that even after he refused to marry the Lady Buchanan, his council would still
forbid him to marry Bonnie?

It seemed more likely than she wanted to think. It was no secret that his council
didn’t approve of her as an option and they made it clear to her, even without outright
admitting it to her face. Padraig, one of his advisors, asked her when she would be
leaving every time he saw her—aless than welcoming thing to do.

Bonnie didn’t want to think about any of that, though, not when Evan'’s lips were soft
and warm against hers, his hands holding possessively onto her waist. Even if it was
only for a short while, she wanted to be lost in the fantasy of being his. Even for a
short while, she wanted to believe it—she wanted it to be asreal asit could be.

“Make love tae me,” she mumbled as they kissed. Moaning softly into the kiss, Evan
kicked the door shut as well as he could,small gaps forming between it and the frame



asit failed to close. Picking her up, he carried Bonnie to the bed and she wrapped her
legs around him, holding on, never once breaking their fevered kiss.

Evan laid Bonnie on the bed gently, crawling over her as they both settled on the
mattress. She was completely surrounded by him and his warmth, his weight a
comforting pressure over her, helping her push any other thought away from her
mind. Nothing else mattered but the two of them in that moment, twined together on
her sheets, reaching to each other for whatever they could get.

As he undressed her, dlipping her dress off her shoulders, Evan’'s hands were soft,
gentle, moving with deliberate slowness. Inch by inch, he bared her skin and followed
the path of his hands with his lips, his kisses leaving goosebumps in their wake.
Bonnie gasped, breath catching in her throat, her body arching off the bed as she
sought out the drag of hislips over her skin, the drag of his beard. It left a dlight sting
behind, one that drove her mad with lust.

“Evan,” Bonnie said in a soft moan, her fingers carding through his dark hair. She
could feel him getting impatient, his hands tugging insistently at her dress as he tried
to take it off her, laughing softly in triumph once he finally had her naked.

He wasted no time before he descended upon her once more, tongue dragging hotly
over the swell of her breast before the tip swirled the hardened nub of her nipple.
Bonnie could not look away from him, mesmerized by the sight of him as he grazed
histeeth over her sensitive skin, her fingers curling in the strands of his hair to tug
gently at it, just to feel his rumbling groan as it reverberated through her. Already,
warmth pooled deep in her stomach, her desire coursing through her, wetness
gathering in her core, and Evan’s groan deepened as his thigh pressed against her,
feeling that liquid heat.

“Already wet fer me?’ Evan asked, grabbing Bonnie' s waist as she writhed against
him, shuddering with every brush of her sensitive spot against the heated skin of his



thigh under hiskilt as she rolled her hips. She would have thought his words mocking
had he not sounded just as affected as she felt, his voice rough and gravelly, thick
with desire. On her own thigh, she felt the rigid length of Evan’s manhood growing
thicker and she couldn’t help but reach for him, dlipping her hand under the Kilt.

When she wrapped her fingers around him, stroking him firmly once, Evan gasped,
his forehead coming to rest against hers. Bonnie stared into his eyes, tongue darting
out to wet her lips before Evan captured them in a kiss, her other hand insistently
tugging at his shirt in asilent pleafor him to undress.

Reluctantly, Evan peeled himself away from her, quickly tossing al of his clothes on
the floor carelessly. The moment he was done with the last layer, he was on top of
Bonnie once more, refusing to stay away from her for any longer than necessary.

Not for the first time, Bonnie was distracted by the sight of him before her, hands
reaching out to touch before she could even realize what she was doing. Her tender
touch as she dragged the tips of her fingers over the ridged wall of muscles that was
Evan'sstomach drew a sigh of pleasure out of him, one that deepened when she
scraped her nails just under his navel. His length twitched in response, flushed and
leaking as Bonnie wrapped her fingers around him once more to stroke the feverish
flesh, losing herself in the soft moans he made. She loved watching him, listening to
him as he gave in to pleasure, and she loved even more knowing that she was the
source of it.

“Me love,” Evan whispered as he buried his face in Bonnie's neck, sucking the
sensitive skin there between his lips as he thrusted lazily in her fist. His hands stroked
her hair, her jaw, her shoulders, running over her breasts and the dip of her waist in
an almost reverent manner, as if Evan was trying to map every inch of her in his
mind. For the first time, neither of them was in a hurry; they were content simply
enjoying each other’'s touch, each other’s proximity, Bonnie's need stoked and
intense, but ssmmering just under the surface.
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It was as though neither of them wanted thisto end.

Slowly, Evan rolled onto his back, settling against the pillows and pulling Bonnie in
his lap. For a moment, he only looked at her, pushing her brown hair over her
shoulders until it cascaded down her back. Another teasing touch then, fingers
ghosting over her body and coming to rest on her mound, giving Bonnie a moment of
anticipation before Evan circled her sensitive spot with his thumb, drawing a
desperate cry from her. As she straddled his hips, she couldn’t resist the urge to rall
hers, seeking the friction of his manhood against her folds, her wetness leaving
Evan’ s length sicked and throbbing with desire.

“Please,” she said, and Evan was quick to indulge her, taking himself in his hand to
guide his length in her entrance. The first contact stole all the air from Bonnie's
lungs, forcing her to brace herself on Evan’'s shoulders as he breached her.

And then, he looked up at her with ateasing smirk, simply waiting.

Bonnie decided right then and there that she was going to wipe that smirk off his
face. Just as lowly as he had moved, just as teasingly, Bonnie sank onto his length,
taking him inside her inch by inch until she was fully seated on his manhood. Just as
she had wished, that smirk had been replaced by an expression of raw desire, Evan's
gaze glazed and his lips parted, his breath coming in pants as he stared at her, his
hands leaving marks on her hips. She felt him pulse where he was buried in her core,
already close to reaching his climax.

She could hardly blame him. Her body throbbed around him, the stretch of her
sengitive flesh as she accommodated his girth quickly bringing her closer to the edge.



As Bonnie began to move, holding onto Evan’s chest as she rode him, his gaze flitted
between the place where they were joined, watching as his manhood disappeared
inside her, and the bounce of her breasts as she picked up speed. Then, he glanced to
the side and Bonnie followed his gaze over her shoulder to see their reflection in the
looking-glass in the corner of the room. She saw herself, her skin flushed all the way
to her chest, her breasts engulfed in Evan’'s large palms as he reached for her,
pinching her nipples between thumb and forefinger to draw a moan out of her. She
saw the arch of her back, the swell of her buttocks, and under her, she saw Evan,
illuminated by the soft light of the evening sun thatstreamed in through the windows,
looking like a statue carefully chiseled by aloving hand.

Pulling her gaze back to Evan, Bonnie met his eyes, keeping the eye contact as she
rolled her hipsin a slow, sensual rhythm. There was no part of her that wasn't filled
by him, the honeyed drag of him against her walls a sweet torture like no other.

Bonnie’s moans turned high and needy as every thrust brought her closer to her
climax. Evan’s fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips while her nails painted
crescents on his shoulders, desperately holding on as one of Evan's hands slid from
her hip to stroke her, thumb matching the rhythm of her movements. It didn’t take
long for Bonnie's pleasure to crest over her, rushing like fire in her veins and setting
her entire body aflame. She couldn’t help but quiver as her core pulsed and throbbed,
her opening clenching hard down on Evan’s length and pulling his own climax out of
him within moments.

Afterwards, Bonnie sat there, still straddling Evan’s hips, trying to catch her breath.
Wrapping his arms around her, Evan pulled her over his chest and Bonnie went
easily, nuzzling into his neck.

“Everythin® will work out, me love,” said Evan in a reassuring tone, though Bonnie
didn’t know if he was saying it for her sake or his. “I promise.”



An’ yet, still nae mention 0’ marriage.

Perhaps Bonnie was expecting too much. Perhaps it would be better if she stopped
hoping, if she let go of any expectations andsimply accepted whatever ended up
happening in the end. After all, there was no changing Evan’s mind if he had already
decided he didn’t want to wed her.

She only wished she didn’t have to think about changing his mind in the first place.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

It was a gloomy day, thick clouds looming ahead, a storm quickly approaching. Evan
looked up at the darkening sky, glad that his men had spotted a carriage heading their
way from down the valley.

It meant Cathleen and Macauley would arrive before the storm caught up to them,
hopefully. They ran little risk of getting soaked in the rain.

Next to him in the courtyard stood Alaric and Isabeau, the three of them standing
close to the castle doors while Bonnie paced back and forth farther down, close to the
gates as she waited for her sister to arrive. Ever since they had received word of the
carriage’ s approach, she had been outside, waiting to greet Cathleen, getting more
restless by the minute.

Evan got restless too just by watching her.

“What is troublin’ ye?’ |sabeau asked, perceptive as always. Could it be she had
spoken to Bonnie about this? In the short time they had spent in Castle MacGregor,
the two girls had become fast friends, Evan knew. He often saw them together around
the castle, walking arm in arm, engaged in deep conversation.



“Ye ken what is troublin” me,” he said, figuring he didn’t need to explain any of it to
|sabeau. If she hadn’'t talked to Bonnie, then she had certainly talked to Alaric. “But
let us nae discuss it now.”

For a few moments, Isabeau remained silent, but Evan could feel her gaze boring
holes into him, his sister shifting her weight from foot to foot restlessly, in the way
she aways did when she had more to say. There was no avoiding this conversation,
he knew, even when they were all standing in the middle of the courtyard.

“1 think we should discuss it now,” she said eventualy and Evan couldn’t stop the
sigh that escaped him.

He turned to face her fully, lips stretched in a thin line. “What is there tae discuss?’
he asked quietly, making sure Bonnie wouldn’'t hear him, even though she stood too
far for his words to carry over to her. “Ye ken how it is. Ye ken what the council has
said, dinnae ye?’

“I've heard,” admitted Isabeau with a small shrug. “But yer council is there tae
counsel ye, nae tae make decisions fer ye.”

“Padraig—"

“Padraig is worried,” Alaric said, interrupting Evan before he could finish. “An’ his
concern is makin’ him overly cautious. He istruly doin’ what he thinks is best fer the
clan, but there is nae point talkin’ about what is best fer the clan if we dinnae consider
what is best fer ye. We need ye tae be as strong as ye can be.”

“Dae ye truly think | will let romance cloud me judgement?’ Evan asked, offended at
the mere suggestion. “I will always dae what is best for the clan, even if | dinnae like
it.”



“It already is,” said Isabeau calmly. In moments like this, she reminded Evan terribly
of their mother—her quietly commanding nature, the way she could sway a crowd
with just aword. “1 heard ye will refuse tae wed the Lady Buchanan.”

S0, she has been talkin' tae Bonnie.
“Aye,” said Evan. There was no point in hiding it now. Alaric didn’t look surprised,

either, though perhaps that was because he was there at the meeting when Evan had
argued endlessly with the council. “That is the plan.”



Page 62

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:31 am

“Then yer judgement is already clouded,” she said. “But yer happiness matters, too,
Evan. An’ we want tae see ye happy.”

“We'll deal with Ruthven,” Alaric was quick to assure him, before Evan could
protest. “We were always goin’ tae be his enemies. We made that choice when we
decided tae stop him an’ Baliol. If anythin’, ye'll stop him from gettin’ the resources
he needs if ye wed Bonnie. Padraig wishes tae take the conservative approach, but
when have we done things that way?’

Alaric, Evan thought, had a point, but how could alaird go against his entire council
and keep their trust? How could he defy them al and still have them wish to serve
him?

Before any of them could say anything else, the gates opened and the guards
announced the arrival of Macauley and Cathleen as their carriage rolled into the
courtyard. Evan watched as Bonnie rushed to them, falling into her sister’s arms the
moment she was out of the door.

“Come,” said Isabeau, putting a hand on Evan’s shoulder as the three of them walked
over to the carriage. It was the first time Evan was seeing either of them, and upon
first look, he had to suppress a small laugh.

While Bonnie and Cathleen looked only vaguely alike, sharing their delicate features
and long, brown hair but little else, he and Macauley could have been long lost
brothers. He, too, was a large man, towering over everyone else around him, with
dark hair and eyes that made him seem right at home in Clan MacGregor.



“Laird MacLaren, Lady MacLaren,” Evan said in greeting as he bowed to them.
“Welcome. | hope yer travels were pleasant.”

“Laird MacGregor,” said Macauley with a bow of his own, Cathleen mirroring him.
“Thank ye fer receivin’ us. But | dinnae think there is any need tae be so formal with
each other. Any friend o' Bonnieisour friend, as well.”

“l agree,” said Evan, his shoulders relaxing a little. He was not yet used to all the
formalities that came with histitle. “Thisis me sister, |sabeau, an’ me brother, Alaric.
Let us head inside af ore the storm comes.”

Leading the way, Evan guided everyone into the drawing room, where the servants
were aready laying out a spread of food and tea. Asthey all sat on the couches, only
one remained standing: Bonnie, who was still pacing back and forth as though she
couldn’'t help it.

Evan didn’t have the chance to ask her what was wrong. Just as Cathleen had taken
her seat, Bonnie spilled everything.

“l helped Evan an’ Alaric find proof against Ruthven that he is workin’ with Baliol
an’ the King,” she said, the words tumbling out of her mouth so fast that Evan had to
concentrate to understand her. “An’ now Ruthven is very angry with me, with us, an’
| am quite certain those men who attacked us were sent by him an’ he willnae stop
until we are all dead.”

The five of them stared at Bonnie, stunned into silence. After afew moments, it was
Cathleen who spoke first, her tone soft and gentle.

“Alright,” she said, standing to wrap an arm around Bonni€'s shoulder and bring her
to the seat next to her. Even when they sat, she didn’t let go of Bonnie. “We have
been through worse. We can . . . we can get through this, Bonnie. | promise.”



Evan had not once seen Bonnie tremble in fear, and she didn’t tremble now. Her foot,
though, tapped incessantly against the floor and she wrung her fingers with such force
that he could only imagine it was painful.

“Proof?” Macauley asked. “What proof did ye find?’

“A letter,” Evan said. “Alaric copied it an’ distributed it tae our neighbourin’ clans. It
proves that Ruthven an’ Baliol are workin’ together.”

“Here,” Alaric said, puling one of the copies from his pocket and handing it to
Macauley. The other man red it quickly, eyes skimming over the words, before he
shook his head.

“It is proof,” he said. “But a copied letter . . . | dinnae think it will be enough. We
must find somethin’ more. People can say it is forged. Ruthven himself can say it is
forged.”

“Aye, we thought o’ that,” said Evan. “But we had nae other choice. We thought we
would have a chance to steal the original if they didnae believe us, but now . . . |

suppose we will never make it back intae Castle Ruthven.”

But they couldn’t have stayed there. That attack had rattled Evan and Bonnie still
bore the consequences of it.

“We will write tae Kian an’ Deirdre,” said Macauley. “Laird Drummond, he is me
good friend. He will help us.”

“An’ we will writetae . . . anyone we can,” Evan said with afirm nod. It was all they
could do for now, as they waited to see how Ruthven and Ball would act.

“Melaird, if | may.”



Evan turned to see one of the messengers at the door and beckoned him closer, a
weary sigh escaping him before he had even received the note. He didn’t need to read
it to know that whatever it was, it couldn’t possibly be good. It had been along while
since something good had happened.

The note was from his scouts, informing him that Ruthven’s men had been spotted
near the clan borders. So, Ruthven had sent men after them, Evan thought, and he
was most certainly preparing for an attack. Whatever it was they were going to do to
defeat him, they had to do it fast.

“What is it?’ Alaric asked, glancing over his shoulder. With vicious strength, Evan
crumbled the paper in hisfist.

“War-”
Ever since his conversation with Isabeau and Alaric, Evan couldn’'t get his mind off
what they had told him. It didn’'t help, this looming threat over his head that was

Ruthven and his forces, even now scouting his lands to find the best way to attack.

What am | doin’? | could end up in the ground an’ Bonnie would never ken how
much | love her.
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What was the point of any of this—being the laird, fighting against the English,
seeking victory after victory—if he couldn’t be a decent man to Bonnie? He had been
so selfish with her. He had acted on his desires and then hidden behind the words of
his council like a coward, leaving her to wonder if what they had was even real.

He had caused enough damage already. All he could do now was try to fix it and pray
that Bonnie would still forgive him for everything he had done.

| must find Cathleen.

In the two days that had passed since her arrival, Evan had been avoiding her,
worried of what she would think of him. Bonnie had surely told her sister everything,
and he didn’t want Cathleen to think he was toying with her, giving her empty
promises. But now it was time to seek her out and talk to her, as he had finally made
up his mind.

Pushing himself off his chair, Evan rushed out of his study and asked every guard and
servant in his way if they had spotted her. It was only when he reached the ground
floor that one of the guards directed him to the library, where he had last seen them.

Even better. | can speak with both o’ them.

The storms of the previous days had passed and now the sky was clear outside the
windows as Evan ran to the library, finding Macauley and Cathleen there just as the
guard had said. Macauley leaned against alarge chair as Cathleen browsed the books,
crouching down to look at the ones on the lowest shelves.



Macauley spotted him first, smiling as Evan approached. “Good mornin’,” said
Macauley, but then frowned, perhaps spotting the flush on Evan’s cheeks, the thin
sheen of perspiration on his forehead. “1s somethin’ wrong?”’

“Nay, nay,” Evan assured him, waving a hand dismissively. “I merely wished tae
speak with thetwo o’ ye.”

Cathleen straightened, smoothing her hands over her green dress that seemed to make
her eyes sparkle an even deeper green. “What is it?’ she asked. “Is it about me
sister?’

“Aye,” said Evan, but then Cathleen looked at him, alarmed, her eyes wide with fear.
“Ach, nay ... | mean, it isabout Bonnie, but it isnae a bad thing. | hope.”

Cathleen frowned in confusion, but then she and Macauley looked at Evan
expectantly, waiting to see what he had to say. It was then that he realized he had no
idea how to approach the subject.

Better to get it over with, he thought.

“1 wish tae wed yer sister,” he said. “Me council, they dinnae want this marriage, but
| love Bonnie. | love her. | dinnae care what me council says or if they approve. |
have already caused Bonnie too much pain an’ | never wish tae hurt her again. I'll
spend me whole life makin’ her happy, Cathleen. | swear it.”

For a few moments, neither Cathleen nor Macauley spoke and Evan feared he had
said something wrong or that perhaps after everything he had done to Bonnie,
Cathleen didn’t want him anywhere near her. But then, before he could question her
reaction, she grinned and grabbed his shoulder, patting it with a surprising amount of
force for such a small woman.



“Yehave meblessin’,” she said. “I’'m sure Bonnie will be very happy tae hear this.”

It took Evan several seconds for his mind to catch up with the fact that he had
Cathleen’s permission. A relieved laugh escaped him and he laid his hand over his
chest, trying to calm his racing heart.

It was as though he was a boy again, preparing to speak to hisfirst infatuation for the
first time. It was strange, he thought, how love could reduce him to such a babbling,
Nervous mess.

“Dinnae waste any more time,” Macauley said, nodding towards the door. “Go. Find
her.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Evan nodded, turning on his heel. Macauley was right; he
shouldn’t waste any more time.

Rushing through the castle, Evan spilled out into the courtyard and hurried to the
gardens. Just as he reached them, though, he came to a sudden halt at the sight in
front of him—Bonnie, standing over a rosebush, her hand cradling one of the flowers
as she took in its fragrance, the morning sun bathing her in golden light, the scene
like a portrait painted by aloving hand.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Bonnie had taken to spending her time in the gardens, surrounded by the
kaleidoscope of flowers and bushes that grew there. Today, the clear sky gave her the
perfect opportunity for a stroll and she waked around aimlessly, enjoying the
fragrant air around her. The sunshine, the calmness of the gardens helped her clear
her mind, though she still couldn’t chase the thought of Evan away.

And then, as though her mind had summoned him, she saw him standing near the



gardens, staring at her in silence.

What ishe doin’ there? Why is he standin’ so far?

Slowly, as though he was reluctant to approach, Evan walked closer, stopping only a

few paces away from her. “Good mornin’,” he said in such a stiff tone that Bonnie
feared something was wrong.

“Good mornin’,” said Bonnieg, resisting the urge to fidget with the edge of the Sleeve.
For awhile, they fell in an odd, awkward silence as Evan shifted his weight from one
foot to the other, opening and closing his mouth repeatedly as though he was trying to
say something but then changed his mind.

Looking over his shoulder, Bonnie saw there was no one else there. Patiently, she
waited for him to get his bearings and tell her whatever it was he was trying to say,
but the more seconds ticked by, the more restless she became.

“Iseverythin’ aright?’ she prompted when Evan said nothing.
It was amusing, seeing him freeze, eyes wide as though he had been caught stealing

bannocks from the kitchen. He was a tower of a man, a laird with so much power in
his hands, and yet here he was, unable to speak.
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“Ayel” Evan said way too loudly and then he shook his head, taking a deep breath. It
seemed to calm him a little and he smiled at Bonnie, reaching for her hand to lace
their fingers together. It was a tender gesture, one that made her smile, too, despite
herself. “Aye. Everythin’ isfine. | wished tae speak with ye because | . . . | came tae
adecision.”

“A decison?”

Evan nodded firmly. “I’ ve been terribly unfair tae ye, Bonnie. | never meant tae hurt
ye. | never meant tae make ye think that ye dinnae matter tae me because ye dae. Ye

matter more than anythin’.

Bonnie frowned, tilting her head to the side. She was waiting for him to shift his
words around, to tell her that even though she mattered to him so much, he couldn’t
disobey his council; that even though he wished they could be together, they never
could be.

“1 wish tae make ye me wife.”

Bonnie’'s heart stopped. At first, she feared that she had misheard Evan or that
perhaps she was dreaming, her mind conjuring up fake scenarios in which she could
be happy. But Evan was real next to her, his hand warm and solid around hers, his
smile as blinding as the morning sun. It was real. There was no doubt about it.

“Say somethin’,” Evan prompted and it was only then that Bonnie realized she had
been stunned into silence, giving him no answer.



“1 want that,” she said, nodding fervently as she flew into his arms. Evan’s laughter
was a deep rumble in her chest as their bodies collided, his arms wrapping tightly
around her and holding her impossibly close. “I want it. | want tae be yer wife.”

Neither of them wanted to leave each other's arms. They stood there for severa
moments, Bonnie hiding the tears of joy in Evan’s shoulder as she clung to him, her
happiness so overwhelming that she could think of nothing else. Her entire body felt
warm, a tingle of excitement spreading through her as she imagined their future
together.

When she pulled back, though, she couldn’t help but ask, “An’ the council?’

“I will tell them soon. Today,” Evan promised. “| dinnae care what they say. They
cannae stop me. If they so wish, they can give the lairdship tae Alaric. Yer more
important that this tae me.”

Fresh tears welled up in Bonnie's eyes. She could hardly believe Evan would be
willing to give up his title, his position, al just for her. She didn’'t want him to do
such athing but when she looked at him, he seemed to be at peace with his decision.

“Come,” he said, before she had the time to wonder if she should protest, if she
should try to convince Evan to do anything to keep the lairdship. “1 wish tae show ye

somethin’.

Evan had barely finished speaking before he began to drag her along as he walked
towards the castle walls. Bonnie followed him, trailing after him and wondering
where he was taking her when she saw a small door there in the wall, hidden behind
some bushes. Two guards stood on that side and Bonnie and Evan greeted them
before they dipped outside and found themselves at the far side of the castle, where
the land spread in a gentle slope.



In the distance, a small lake glimmered under the morning sun. If the slope of the
land didn’t deceive her, then she thought it must have been a twenty-minute walk to
the lake, down a narrow, winding path.

“Arewegoin’ there?’ she asked, smiling at Evan.

“Aye” hesaid. “If yewish. It is me favorite place in the world.”

“Letusgo.”

Still hand in hand, the two of them walked down the path, Evan helping her whenever
the path became too dlippery or steep. Bonnie looked around her in wonder, gazing at
the beautiful valley that spread all around her and farther down the distance, a
sprawling forest of towering trees. All around them, the air was filled with the songs
of birds, the whole world alive under the morning sun.

When they reached the lake, Bonnie realized it was a little farther down the path than
she had originally thought, but still close to the castle. She could see why Evan loved
the place so much; not only was it beautiful, but since it was so close, he could
probably visit it often, even as a child. It was even alittle bigger than it seemed from
the top of the hill, with shrubs and flowers growing all around the bank in an
explosion of color.

“It's a very bonnie place,” she said, the soft, long grass brushing against her legs as
she raised the hem of her dress a little, trying to keep it from getting soiled by the
mud which collected near the edges. “ Dae ye come here often?’

“Nae as often as | would like,” said Evan as he laid out his plaid and sat on the edge,
gesturing at Bonnie to join him. When she did, he wrapped his arm around her
shoulders, pulling her close and pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I’ve been
away a lotlately . . . an’ when I’'m here, there is too much tae dae. But I'll try tae



come here more often . . . with ye. With our bairns.”

Our bairns.

Bonnie's heart melted at the mention of children. She could hardly believe that Evan
was already thinking about the family they would have, that he didn’t fear talking
about such things when only the previous day, he had been so reluctant to oppose his
council.

Would they ever accept her, Bonnie wondered? Or would they always spurn her,
blaming her for their laird’ s decision?

And what if they were right? What if Ruthven attacked with the shadowed support of
Baliol and the King, bringing the MacGregor Clan to its knees? What if the clan was
destroyed and Evan was killed by Ruthven’s hand?

Bonnie didn’t think she could ever bear it.

“Me love,” Evan said softly, cradling her cheek and making Bonnie look at him.
“Whatever it isthat is makin' ye fash, forget it. | am here right the now, with ye. I'm
with ye.”

Bonnie nodded, sighing softly when Evan kissed her. At first, it was barely more than
a brush of lips, but then it quickly turned hungry, lips and teeth clashing together as
they tried to get ever closer. Evan pulled her into his lap once again and Bonnie
hadquickly come to realize how much she loved being like this, their bodies plastered
together as she was enveloped in Evan’s arms.

“Maybe we should begin tae try fer those bairns,” Evan said, laughing against
Bonnie'slips. “What dae ye say,mo ghraidn? Will ye give me an heir?’
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Bonnie couldn’t help but laugh, too, pushing Evan playfully away. He was quick to
move close again, nosing a her jaw and neck, his hands trailing a path down her
curves until they came to rest on her rear, fingers digging roughly into her flesh.
Then, he gathered the fabric of her dress, pulling it up, up, until he could dlip his hand
underneath, fingers searching for her molten core.

When they brushed against her, Evan swallowed the gasp Bonnie let out as they
kissed. Every first touch was like the very first time, sending the same sweet thrill
down Bonni€'s spine as when Evan had first touched her, and this was no different.
She couldn’t help but shiver when Evan caressed her folds, his touch light and teasing
before it turned more insistent, one of those devious fingers dlipping inside her with
no resistance.

“Come,” Evan said, mumbling against her lips. “Let me hear ye.”

Bonnie moaned as Evan crooked his finger, brushing up against a sensitive spot
inside her that had her seeing stars behind her closed lids. With trembling fingers, she
undid her dress as much as she could, pushing the collar down to bare her breasts just
to see the wild look in Evan's eyes as he stared at her curves. Hidlips found the crook
of her neck, the kisses he pressed there on her soft skin driving Bonnie wild with lust.

One hand curled around the back of Evan’'s head, threading through his hair as the
other reached for him, slipping under his kilt to stroke his manhood. Bonnie thought
she would never get used to this, this feeling of closeness, of oneness, the likes of
which she had never experienced before. But now she had her whole life ahead of her
with Evan by her side, and she would never have to be without this feeling.



“l wish tae be inside ye,” Evan said, voice a hushed whisper, his tongue dragging
over her neck, her collarbone, leaving behind atrail of heat. “Please.. . . | cannae take
this any longer.”

Nodding in agreement, Bonnie shifted her hips, moving even closer to him. The loss
of his fingers was regrettable for only a moment before Bonnie guided his length to
her opening, her arousal already so great that she could easily sink down, taking him
al the way to the hilt.

Their lips met again in a feverish kiss. Their movements were syrupy slow, bodies
writhing together in a slow rhythm as Evan’s arms caged Bonnie between them, both
of them clinging to each other desperately. Every thrust of their hips pushed Evan
deeper and deeper, filling Bonnie to the brim, stretching her walls in a way that sent
shivers down her body. When Evan tilted his hips just right, groin meeting her
sensitive spot with every thrust, Bonnie threw her head back in pleasure, a shuddering
moan escaping her.

It was as though flames licked her skin, leaving her overheated and desperate under
the morning sun. There was nothing around them but the sound of their coupling and
their broken moans, the whispered promises they exchanged between them.

Bonnie looked at Evan, pressing their foreheads together. He was intoxicatingly
handsome under the golden light, his dark eyes shining with all the emotion that hid
behind them, all the love he felt for her. Bonnie had no doubt he loved her. She had
no doubt he meant every word and that from now on, she would never have to
wonder.

“Inside me,” she said as she felt his manhood throb and twitch, hearing the desperate
moans that tumbled past his lips. She quickened her pace, hips rolling frantically as
she tried to bring them both closer to their climax, her nipples brushing against the
stiff edge of her dress as her breasts bounced—a dlight sting that only served to stoke



her lust. “Inside me, Evan. | want tae feel ye.”

Groaning, Evan grabbed Bonni€'s hips, rolling her over onto her back before he
drove relentlessly into her, making her cry out with every push of his hips. He took
her hard and fast, seemingly losing all patience until they were both adrift, swimming
in the depths of their pleasure, the world narrowing to the point where their bodies
were joined.

Just as Evan dtilled, spilling inside her, Bonni€'s orgasm shook her to the core, the
pleasure so intense that everything around her went white. She held him close,
soothingly whispering in hisear as he trembled where he was draped over her, chasing
the last of the aftershocks with short, jerky thrusts.

Then, he collapsed on top of her with a chuckle, one that Bonnie echoed even as he
pushed all the air out of her lungs.

“Yer too heavy,” she said, pushing him off—or at least trying to. Evan moved
reluctantly, rolling over onto his back on the plaid and Bonnie sat up, fixing her dress
as best as she could, before focusing on her hair. It was a mess, she was certain of it,
but there was little she could do other than hope she wouldn’t meet too many people
on her way to her chambers.

“How long can we stay here, dae ye think, afore yer council >—"

The sound of approaching footsteps cut Bonnie's words short. There were several of
them, jarringly loud in the quiet of the lake, and before she could turn around to see
who it was, Evan was aready jumping to his feet, grabbing his sword from where he
had |eft it earlier by a nearby rock.

When she looked over her shoulder, breath catching in her throat, she saw a band of
men approaching, their weapons already drawn.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

We aretoo far from the castle. They willnae hear us. They willnae see us.

They had no one to rely on but each other, but Bonnie was once again unarmed. She
had not considered the possibility of a threat approaching them in the middie of the
day, especially so close to the castle. She didn’t even think she would be leaving the
castle in the first place, and so she had nothing but her fists with which to fight.
Against half a dozen men twice her size, she didn’t stand a chance.

Before they could get too close, Evan threw himself in front of her, using his body as
a shield. They had no time to flee, but Bonnie couldn’t convince herself Evan could
defeat six men at once. Their odds were too bad. Any hope that still lingered quickly
began to evaporate.

These must be Ruthven’s men. How have they come so close?

Had they slain Evan’s men to approach the castle? Or had they simply hid, making
their way through the shadows and staying away from Evan’s patrols?

Bonnie didn't know. All she knew was that those men were out for blood and they
wouldn’t rest until they had their fill.

She watched, helpless, as Evan threw himself at the first man on his path. Their
swords collided with a clang, the sound loud and jarring around them, slicing through
the silence. Another man was quick to join the fight next to his fellow soldier, both of
them attacking Evan at the same time.

They will kill him. They will kill him an’ there is naething | can dae about it.

“Bonnie, run!” Evan called as he ducked, avoiding the sword that threatened to dlit



his throat. As he stood back up, Bonnie saw something small and glinting in his left
hand—a knife. A knife that he tossed to her, the blade landing close to her feet. “Run

| say!”

Bonnie didn’t run. She wasn't going to leave Evan there all aone, especially not now
that she had a knife. Scrabbling to grab it, Bonnie held it tightly in her hand, ignoring
the pain that shot through her arm as she moved and tightened her fist. The physical
pain was nothing compared to the agony Evan’s death would bring her.

Unlike her sister, Bonnie was better with a bow than with a knife, and it didn’t take
her long to spot an archer among themen, his bow neglected in favor of a knife not
unlike the one she was holding. He was waiting in the fringes, wary of an approach
when Evan was wielding a sword, and Bonnie rushed to him, flying through the small
crowd of men, their hands shooting out to grab her only for her to dlip right out of
their clutchesin her haste.
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She hoped she had distracted them enough for Evan to get some advantage, at least.
She didn’t have the chance to look back, not when her target was right in front of her,
armed.

The archer was one of the smaller men in the group, but still larger than her, standing
a good head taller. He seemed nimble, too, light on his feet as he jumped back when
Bonnie approached him, watching her with a curious |ook.

It didn’t take long for him to lose all trepidation when he realized his opponent was a
small woman. This was the mistake every man made, Bonnie knew—they
underestimated her, thinking she was weak, lacking the skill they did. But Bonnie's
father had made sure his daughters knew how to defend themselves against foes twice
their size. The biggest mistake they all made was to underestimate them.

Bonnie's vision narrowed down to that man, taking in his stance and the way he
gripped his knife. With a feint to the right, Bonnie forced the man to guard his left
side and quickly shifted hands, switching her blade to the left with the goal of putting
an end to this as soon as possible. The man was quick and perceptive, noticing the
change in hands—he was just afraction too late.

Bonnie' s blade pierced through the man’s flesh right under his ribs. For a moment, he
seemed to be surprised by the pain, as though he couldn’t believe he had been struck
at all. His eyes were wide as he stared up at Bonnie, but she couldn’t bring herself to
look at him. Even if the man was the enemy, even if he would have harmed her, she
couldn’t stomach the fact that she was responsible for his death.

With a grunt, she pulled the blade out of him and let him fall to the ground, his blood



seeping into the earth. There was no time for her to consider what she had done, to
give the man any more thought. Instead, she grabbed his bow and arrows, stringing
one and swiftly turning to the men fighting Evan.

She noticed too late that the sounds of the fight had stopped. It wasn't until she took
in the sight before her that she realized Evan had already been overpowered and that
she, too, was too late in the end.

Two of the men from the crew were holding his head under the water as Evan jerked
and flailed, trying to push them off. Water sloshed everywhere around them, soaking
al three men, but the more Evan tried, the more he tired himself out. Bonnie could
see it in the way his movements turned weak, his legs barely holding his body up, his
arms going slacker with every passing moment.

“Unhand him!” she shouted, training her bow at the larger of the two men. “Unhand
him or | will shoot!”

The men only laughed and Bonnie's hands trembled with rage and fear for Evan's
life. Her blood rushed hot in her veins, every part of her demanding revenge.

“| dready killed one 0' ye!” she said and it was then that their laughter died, as they
saw their fellow soldier lying dead on the ground.

“But can yekill usal?

Bonnie looked at the man. He was still holding Evan under the water and he seemed
unfazed to have Bonni€'s arrow pointing right a him. In front of her eyes, Evan
slowly went still, all the fight draining out of him, and she realized she had no other

choice.

There were too many men for her to fight on her own. Even if she was shooting her



bow from a distance, there was only so far, she could get before one of them grabbed
her. There was no time for her to get to Evan, to pull him out of the water. Her only
chance was to beg them to let him live.

Slowly, she lowered her weapon, her stomach churning at the sight of that man
grinning in satisfaction. It sickened her to see just how much he was enjoying
inflicting this torture on her, on Evan.

“Unhand him,” she said once more. Before the man could answer, though, and before
Bonnie could demand Evan’s release again, a dull thud echoed in her head, a skull-
splitting pain radiating all over from her crown.

Within mere seconds, the world went black. The last thing she heard was the laughter
of those men, cold and crudl, like the rattle of bones.

Evan squinted against the light in the room that, for a brief moment, seemed blinding,
even though it was nothing more than afew burning torches. He blinked in confusion,
trying to place the room, but it was not one he recognized.

He was not home.

Slowly, the rest of his senses caught up. His lungs ached, his back ached, and the skin
on hiswrists burned where it had chafed. He was bound on a chair, he realized, hands
behind its back, the knots so tight that the rope was digging harshly into his flesh and
even the slightest movement was enough to irritate his skin.

His head was heavy, as if it was made of lead. With great effort, he looked to one
side, seeing nothing that could help him. Then, he rolled it to the other, and it was

then that he truly woke, the sight alarming him into full consciousness.

It was Bonnie. She, too, was bound and her head had lolled forward, the strands of



hair that had escaped her updo concealing most of her face. The only indication that
she till lived was the slow rise and fall of her chest, and Evan breathed a sigh of
relief when he spotted it. At least she was till alive. At least there was still hope.

“Yer awake. Good.”

A familiar voice spoke behind him. The memories rushed back to him—Ruthven’'s
men attacking, Evan trying to fight them off just so Bonnie could escape their
clutches, two of them holding him underwater until he lost consciousness.

So, he was once again in Ruthven’s castle, only this time, escape seemed unlikely.
Does he ken everythin’, then? How did he find out?

Even as Ruthven walked around him, coming to stand right in front of him, Evan
ignored him. He had no desire to hear whatever the man had to say. He'd rather
Ruthven kill him than subject him to his endless talking.

Instead, he focused his attention on Bonnie, calling her name gently afew timesto try
and wake her. He wished to reach for her, to cradle her in his arms, but he couldn’t
get out of his bonds, tight as they were. Ruthven’s men had completely immobilized
his hands.

“Bonnie,” he said, trying once more, but still, Bonnie remained unconscious.

With an impatient sigh, Ruthven approached Bonnie, his boots thundering against the
stone floor.
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“Nay!” Evan shouted; his rage so strong that it threatened to choke him. “ Dinnae dare
touch her.”

Ruthven ignored him without sparing him a single glance. He grabbed Bonnie and
shook her roughly, forcing her to wake with a gasp, her body jerking in panic in his
grip as she looked at her unfamiliar surroundings.

“There,” Ruthven said, taking afew steps back from them both.

“I'm here,” Evan told Bonnie, leaning as close as he could towards her. “I'm here,
Bonnie. It'saright. Everythin’ will be aright.”

Slowly, hearing his voice, Bonnie calmed down and glared up at Ruthven, a muscle
in her jaw twitching as she ground her teeth. Evan could only wish there was
something he could do, anything to comfort her, to reassure her that everything would
work out in the end, but even he couldn’t promise that.

How could he, when they were in enemy territory, with no one there to help them?
Thistime, Ruthven was bound to do anything in his power to keep them both there.

“How isit that ye thought | wouldnae find out the truth?’ Ruthven asked as he began
to pace back and forth in front of them. “How did ye think | would ever believe ye
were cousins?’

Evan glanced at Bonnie from the corner of his eye, only to see her giving him the
same guilty look. He supposed neither ofthem had been particularly subtle with the
way they had been acting around each other.



“S0, ye ken,” Evan said. “An’ we ken what ye have done. We ken ye' ve been workin’
with Baliol. An’ we've spread the word tae all our allies.”

Ruthven didn’'t seem surprised by this reveal, nor did he seem concerned. “Aye, | am
workin’ with Baliol. In fact, I've been workin’ with him fer a while now, gatherin’
information on the clansfer him . . . with our King's support, o' course.”

“He isnae me King,” Evan said, spitting on the floor in front of Ruthven’s feet. “An’
Baliol willnae be in power fer long.”

“That is what ye think,” said Ruthven, giving Evan a cold smile that didn’t reach his
eyes. “But once | wed Bonnie, I'll have al the gold an’ men | need tae solidify our
power.”

Evan’'s blood ran cold, his heart seizing. He could not believe that after everything,
Ruthven was still planning to marry Bonnie, but perhaps he shouldn’t have been so
surprised. He was still after the security Clan MacLaren could offer him. He just
didn’t understand that he would never get their help.

“Laird MacLaren will never help ye,” he said. Why would Macauley do anything that
would aid Ruthven’'s cause? He, too, wanted Baliol gone as much as Evan did and
knowing him and Cathleen, they would rage a war against Ruthven to get Bonnie
back to safety.

“Then I will kill him an’ the clan will be mine,” Ruthven said. From the corner of his
eye, Evan saw Bonnie stiffen, panicking at the threat, but once again, there was
nothing he could do to reassure her.

“Bonnie will refuse,” Evan said, hands straining against his bonds in an attempt to
loosen them. “What will ye dae with an unwillin’ bride? Sooner or later, everyone
will ken she despisesye.”



The first punch was one Evan hadn’t predicted. Ruthven marched up to him, fist
swinging, and Evan’'s head snapped to the side with the force of the blow, his nose
taking the worst of it with a sickening crunch. Instantly, blood pooled in his mouth,
the coppery taste of it making him wince, and he spat as much as he could out,
glaring up at Ruthven.

The second blow was one he anticipated, and yet the pain was still excruciating as it
spread over Evan’'s face, rattling his skull. Ruthven was no weak man and Evan had
little choice other than to sit there, bound on the chair, receiving punch after punch as
Ruthven took all his frustrations out on him, his fist colliding with Evan’s face so
many times that he quickly lost count.

“Stop!” he heard Bonnie scream next to him, her voice pleading and broken, the word
morphing into asob. “Stop it! Ye'll kill him!”

It was a cowardly way to kill someone, Evan thought distantly. First trying to drown
him and then beating him while hewas bound, unable to defend himself. But then
again, Ruthven seemed like a coward.

“Stop! I'll dae anythin’ ye want!” screamed Bonnie as another punch landed on
Evan’'sface. He couldn’t tell where the previous pain stopped and the new one began.
It was all afog, his ears buzzing, hisvision going dark at the edges. “I’ [l marry ye!”

It was only then that Ruthven stopped but Evan was anything but glad about it.
“Nay,” he tried to say, but al that came out was a quiet exhale, the word never
making it past hislips.

“I'll marry ye willingly if ye let him live,” Bonnie said and Evan could hear the
tremble in her voice, the panic that threatened to overcome her. “I’ll give ye what ye
want. But only if yelet him live.”



Evan’'s head fell back the moment Ruthven let go of him, taking afew steps back and
flexing his injured fingers. With a groan, Evan turned to look at Bonnie in a silent
pleafor her to stop.

“Nay,” he mouthed again and again, hoping she would listen to him.

But Bonnie wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at laird Ruthven, gaze pleading
and eyes brimming with tears.

“Guards!” Ruthven called. In an instant, two guards entered the room, ready to
receive his orders. “Take Miss MacL aren tae her chambers. She must prepare fer our
weddin’.”

It was then that Evan found his voice once more, even quiet and hoarse as it was
when he said, “Nay! Bonnie, dinnae daeit, | beg ye. | beg ye, leave this place.”

Turning that desperate gaze on him, Bonnie shook her head. “I love ye,” she said.
“I"m sorry.”

Then she was gone, the guards dragging her along down the corridor as Ruthven
followed them. The last thing Evan saw before he was left aone was Ruthven's
victorious, mocking smile.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Evan felt the bruises forming on his face. His left eye was swollen shut and blood
was caked all over his nose and chin, painting the front of his shirt a red so deep it
was almost black. His arms ached after being bound behind his back for so long and
the skin on his wrists was bloody and torn, the rope leaving behind its mark.

But Ruthven had made a mistake—he had | eft his legs unbound.

Despite the pain, despite the fact that the world was still spinning, Evan stood,
determined to get out of there and reach Bonnie before Ruthven could force her into
this marriage. Taking a deep breath to steel himself, he jumped and fell onto the floor,
bracing for the impact just as the chair shattered underneath him, pieces of wood and
splinters flying everywhere around him. Swiftly, he brought the rope under his legs
and pulled his hands to the front, gnawing on the knots to untie them as quickly as he
could.

He had barely managed to loosen up one of the knots when the door banged open and
a guard rushed in, surely having heard the commotion. Evan cursed under his breath
for not being quicker, tugging at the rope once, twice, three times.

On the fourth, the knot gave way.

Evan couldn’t help the grin that spread over hislips, one that seemed to unsettled the
guard, who held his sword in his hand but made no move to approach. He was a
young man—barely more than a boy, really. Perhaps Ruthven thought it unnecessary
to place more protection around Evan, so certain that his bonds and the damage he



had inflicted on him would be enough to keep him in that room.

He had thought wrong.

Evan lunged at the guard, who quickly swung his sword, trying to defend himself. He
was clumsy, though, his body not yet used to fighting a real foe with a real
sword—one with awickedly sharp blade, which could maim him as much as it could
maim Evan. With a hit to the man’s forearm, Evan forced his fist to relax around the
hilt and with a second hit, to fall completely from his hand, but Evan didn’t reach for
it immediately.

He didn’'t have the heart to kill him. Instead, while the guard was still dazed by the
encounter, he punched him once, hard, right in the face and knocked him out cold.

After dragging him into the room, Evan grabbed the sword and left, locking the door
behind him. Now it was only a matter of getting to Bonnie.

He hadn’t yet figured out how he would get to her. He didn’t even know where she
was being kept or how many guards he would encounter on his way.

I’ll try her old chambers first.

It was the only clue he had, and so it was the one he would follow. As he exited the
dungeons, he was met with the silence and the darkness of the night, and relief
washed through him as he snuck around the grounds, keeping to the shadows. Surely,
Ruthven would have tightened his security, but many would already be asleep. There
would be no maids and servants to stop him on his way—only guards, whom he
would have to avoid or kill.

With light footsteps, Evan made his way through the castle, staying close to the walls
and the shadows. When he heard footsteps approach, he ducked into the nearest



alcove, concealing himsalf until the guards were gone and only then continued his
journey to Bonnie' s chambers. It took him three times as long as it should have, but
by the time he peered around the corner into the corridor where Bonnie's old
chambers were, he hadn’t met a single guard.

But now he saw two standing outside her door. It was as good a sign as it was a bad
one. On the one hand, it meant that Bonniewas there. On the other, Evan would have
to kill them before they could sound the alarm.

Approaching them stealthily was not an option. Either way, they would see him
coming, and so Evan decided on speed instead, running towards them and engaging
them in battle before they could even shout for help. The first one raised his sword,
bringing it down just as Evan took the opportunity to slide his blade through his
stomach before pirouetting away, avoiding the guard’s blow by the breadth of a hair.
It was a risky move, one that could have cost him his life, but it left him with only
one more man to dispatch.

The second was not as easy. Their swords met with a clang, a sound that reverberated
throughout the entire hallway. It was that which scared Evan the most—if anyone
heard them, the guards would come running and he would lose any chance he had to
save Bonnie. The guard parried another blow, moving fast, but Evan abandoned his
double grip in favor of delivering a punch to the man’s stomach, knocking the air out
of him,

It had the intended effect; the guard stumbled back, faltering for just a moment, but it
was all Evan needed to pierce him with his sword, quickly silencing him.

He took a moment to listen for any approaching footsteps, but there were none. Then,
he grabbed the keys that the guard had hanged on his belt and opened the door to
reveal Bonnie, standing right behind it asif she was expecting him.



She didn’'t heed the blood that now covered Evan from head to toe. She only ran to
him, falling into his arms, and Evan embraced her tightly, her presence the only thing
that calmed his racing heart.

She'salivean’ well. We can still leave this place.

When Bonnie pulled back, she raised a trembling hand as if to touch Evan’s cheek,
but then stopped short, her palm hovering just over his face. “What did he dae tae
ye?’ she whispered as tears streamed down her cheeks, the horror in her eyes
showing him the damage Ruthven had done better than even alooking-glass.

“I'm aright,” he assured her, because he was. As long as he breathed, he was fine.
Those were bruises that would heal. “But we must leave. We cannae stay here any
longer.”

Bonnie nodded and made to leave, but Evan stopped her, going against his own
words in favor of holding onto her for one more brief moment. He kissed her, soft
and tender, and the kiss tasted of blood and salt.

“1 willnae et anyone hurt ye,” he said. “1 promise.”

Even if he had to give hisown life, Bonnie would make it out of there.

Bonnie could hardly bear to look at Evan without her heart shattering again and
again. She couldn’t imagine the pain he must have been in after Ruthven had hurt him
so viciously. And yet there he was, till fighting to get her out of the castle, doing
anything in his power to keep her safe.

His hand was a vice around hers as he pulled her aong through the hallways. Every
sound, no matter how small, sent a new wave of dread through Bonnie and she
looked around her in terror, trying to spot athreat that never came.



It was only when they were nearing the kitchens that Evan stopped and pulled her
into a small alcove, clamping a hand over her mouth as the two of them were pressed
against each other. She didn’t know what it was that had alarmed him so greatly until
she heard heavy footsteps and her breath quickened, her chest rising and falling
rapidly as shetried to push down her fear.
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They will hear me. They will ken we are here.

But then no one came to find them. The footsteps faded away as the guards went the
other way and Bonnie slumped against Evan, her legs barely holding her.

“We're aright,” Evan assured her in awhisper, pressing akiss to the top of her head.
“l promised ye, did | nae? | promised ye | would keep ye safe.”

Once again, he tugged her along, out of the alcove and towards the back of the castle,
where she could only assume there was an exit that was not as heavily guarded as the
front gates. Then again, wouldn’t Ruthven place more guards that night around the
castle to ensure neither she nor Evan escaped? Or would he think it was impossible?

Evan’s footsteps quickened as they got closer and closer to their freedom. But then,
just as they rounded one more corner, Evan came to an abrupt stop, Bonnie slamming
into himin her hurry.

In front of them stood Ruthven with a small group of his men, who all drew their
swords upon seeing Evan, pushing Ruthven behind the protective wall they formed
for their laird. Bonnie had to choke back a sob. They had been caught. Evan was as
good as dead, and she wished it was the same for her, knowing the fate that awaited
her.

“Will ye fight all me men?’ Ruthven asked with a cruel laugh.

“If I must,” said Evan, his hand tightening around the hilt of his sword.



“Yer both foolish,” Ruthven said. “I see now . . . | cannae even wait until the morrow.
WEell, | suppose it doesnae matter. We will wake the priest an’ he shall wed us
tonight, Miss MacLaren. Since | cannae trust yer word, | will take what | want by
force.”

The first line of solders advanced towards them, eager to rid themselves of Evan's
threat. They had only taken a few steps, though, before a bell rang throughout the
entire castle, loud and jarring, the kind of bell that signaled an attack to everyone who
was there to hear it.

Evan laughed, the sound sweet and clear over the sudden chaos that erupted around
them. Outside, Bonnie heard the first sounds of battle—men screaming orders, others
screaming in pain, the gates obliterated under the force of an unstoppable army.

“It seems |’m nae alone,” Evan said.

Just behind Ruthven, men poured into the castle through the main doors. Suddenly,
his men’'s job wasn’t to protect him from Evan, but rather to protect him from the
hordes of soldiers who had broken in through their defenses and were now heading
for their leader. In the chaos of the battle, some of them pulled Ruthven away to
protect him while others scattered, trying to defend their castle from within.

And Bonnie was in the middle of it all, not knowing what to do.

“Evan, what?—"

She didn’t finish her sentence, stopping dead in her tracks when she turned to look at
Evan and found that he was not there. In the few moments of indecision, during
which she had remained there, frozen, the battle had pulled Evan away from her.
Bonnie saw him in the distance, blood and sweat dripping off hisforehead as he
fought one of Ruthven’s men. He seemed not only exhausted, but distracted as well



as he looked around as though in search of something—or someone. It was only
when his gaze fell on Bonnie through the thrashing crowd that he regained his focus,
gaining a new determination as he struck his opponent down and began to make his
way towards her.

He only made it a few steps before another soldier stepped in his way, stopping him.
Bonnie would never be reunited with him like this, she realized, not if she didn’t try
to reach him, too.

Around her, the floor was covered in bodies, the stench of spilled blood thick in the
air. Once again, her stomach churned at the thought of al this violence, al this
senseless death. So many lives had been lost, all because of one man’s greed.

Bonnie refused to be one of those dead bodies. Grabbing the first sword she found
discarded on the floor, she decided to reach Evan in the middle, no matter what it
took. The sword was a solid weight in her hands, but lighter than the ones her tutors
had used to train her, and Bonnie wielded it with confidence, even if it wasn't her
weapon of choice.

There were no bows around. The sword would have to do.

The first man to attack her was one Bonnie had never seen before—a young guard
who seemed built for battle. Bonnie tried to parry the first blow, but when their
swords clashed, she couldn’t hold him back, her strength no match for his. His blade
inched closer and closer, threatening to slice her throat.

She should have seen it coming. She should have relied on her speed instead.

“Yefool!” another man called and this time, it was a guard Bonnie recognized—one
of those who had dragged her to her chambers. “Y e cannae kill her!”



Both Bonnie and her opponent froze. That was right, she thought. No one could kill
her unless Ruthven gave the order, and Ruthven was too busy defending himself and
his castle. Even if he wanted her dead now, his men didn’t know it.

Grinning up at the man, Bonnie shoved his sword away from her but before she could
run away, he grabbed her arm to stop her.

“1 cannae kill ye, but | can stop ye,” he said, his voice a malicious grow! in her ear.
“Our laird doesnae need all o' ye, does he? Only the parts that will make him an
heir.”

Rage coursed like fire through Bonnie. She had had enough of people treating her
like an object, like nothing more than a means to an end, and any inhibitions she had
about taking another life vanished in an instant. With a cry of rage, she put al the
force she could muster behind a kick to the man’s knee, knocking him off-balance.
He collapsed on the floor with a pained moan, and Bonnie hesitated for only a brief
moment before she sliced through his stomach with her blade, silencing him forever.

Afterwards, watching him, she didn’t tremble. She wasn’t even sickened by the sight.
But then, before she could try to find Evan again, another blade flew just by her head,
and the only thing that saved her were her quick reflexes as she jumped back from its

reach—and right into awall.

She was cornered; there was no way out for her other than fighting.
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“Well . . . | never thought ye could kill one 0’ me men.”
Ruthven . . . so he will kill me himself.

Bonnie turned to face him; sword raised in defense. He, too, was now covered in
blood, though none of it seemed to belong to him. He didn’t ook injured. If anything,
the battle had given him anew glint in his eyes, as excited asit was mad.

“Mistake after mistake,” Ruthven said, shaking his head in disappointment. “Ye
could have had agood life with me, Miss MacLaren. | would have treated ye well.”

Bonnie couldn’t help but laugh, the sound bitter and dripping venom. “A good life?
While ye worked with Baliol tae bring death an’ misery tae the Highlands? How
could | be glad when everyone around me suffers? How could | stand by yer side as
yer wife with the ken that yer responsible fer al this pain?’

“All the gowns an’ the gold would have silenced ye,” said Ruthven. “Dinnae pretend
yer any better than this. Dae ye give yer gold, yer books, yer bonnie things tae the
poor O' yer clan?Nay. Ye sit in yer castle an’ enjoy yer wedth an’ yer balls. It is nae
different from what | dae.”

Disgust welled up in Bonnie at the suggestion that she was anything like Ruthven.
She would rather give all her wealth away than ever become the monster he was. “Me
people prosper,” she said. “An’ so dae our allies, because we work together. Because
we dinnae conspire with the Sassenachs.”

“A noble dream,” said Ruthven with a cruel laugh. “But a dream nonethel ess.”



As he spoke, he walked closer to Bonnie, preparing to strike. Could she fight him,
Bonnie wondered? Could she at least flee from him if she couldn’'t kill him? That
blade came closer and closer as she assumed a defensive stance. If nothing else, she
would try to make her death a quick one.

“Touch her an’ yedie.”

Evan's sword was suddenly between her and Ruthven, a protective barrier that would
strike him down if he dared harm her. A trembling exhale left Bonni€'s lips and she
glanced between him and Ruthven, heart threatening to jump right out of her throat.

Evan was breathing heavily, chest heaving with every drag of air. One of his eyes
was swollen shut and under all the blood, Bonnie saw that bruises had already formed
on his face from the beating he had taken.

He was in no position to fight Ruthven. He was in no position to fight anyone and yet
he still persisted, throwing himself in the midst of the battle to save his men—to save
Bonnie.

Ruthven growled like an angered beast as he swung his sword towards Evan, blades
clanging wildly as they began to fight in earnest. Bonnie stood, frozen, watching as
they danced around each other, each man taking every opportunity he found to attack.
Ruthven raised his sword in the air and brought it down towards Evan’s shoulder, a
blow Evan parried at the last minute, shoving Ruthven back with all his strength. In
retaliation, he aimed for Ruthven's stomach, dragging the sharp edge of his blade
through the air right in front of him, missing by a mere inch as Ruthven quickly
leaned back to avoid him.

Back and forth they exchanged blows, pushing each other away before the desire to
destroy the other brought them back together. Among the screams of the wounded
and those still fighting, their cries were piercing in Bonni€'s ears, the two of them



like wild animals whose only goa was to taste blood. Their blades met again and
again in deafening clashes. The very walls of the castle seem to tremble with their
feral fighting.

And then Bonnie watched in horror as Ruthven’s boot collided with Evan’s chestin a
blow so hard that he flew to the ground, back hitting the solid stone with a thud.
Immediately, he raised his sword but didn't have time to stand before Ruthven
loomed over him, ready to plunge his blade in his heart.

“Evan!”

His name tore through Bonni€' s throat in the form of a desperate sob as she fell to her
knees. Grief swallowed her whole as their eyes met for one last time, the seconds
before his death stretching into an eternity.

Another war cry rang out in the hall, drowning out everything else. Before Ruthven
could deliver the final blow, Alaric snuck up behind him and struck him in the back,
his sword piercing fully through him. Ruthven’s eyes widened in shock. He looked
down at the blade sticking out of his chest, and the last thing Bonnie heard from him
was a quiet gasp before the life bled out of him.

Tossing him aside, Alaric knelt next to Evan, his hands frantically hovering over him
even as Evan assured him, he was all right. Bonnie joined them, kneeling at his other
side and pulling Evan close the moment he pushed himself upright, clutching onto
him for dear life.

“I"'m dright,” he assured them both, one arm wrapping around her as the other found
his brother. “I’'m alright. I’m nae hurt.”

“l thought . . . | thought ye were dead,” Bonnie said. She couldn’t bring herself to
speak those words any louder than awhisper. “I thought I’d lost ye.”



With a small smirk, Evan pulled back, eyes crinkling with mirth as he said, “Me? I'm
nae goin’ anywhere, lass.”

Bonnie made a sound that was half a laugh and half a sob. “Ye are right. I'm nae
lettin’ ye.”

EPILOGUE

Two weeks later

Evan tapped his fingers nervously against his desk as the council members walked
one by one into the room. Next to him, Bonnie stood straight as arod, refusing to sit
or to even move from his side.

They were both tense—they had been tense for the past couple of weeks as they
waited for the council to come to a decision about their future.

Evan had made it clear to them he was not going to marry the Lady Buchanan. The
only woman he was going to marry was Bonnie and if they couldn’t find a way to
come to an agreement about this, well . . . he would marry her anyway, consequences
be damned. They could do as they pleased with him. As long as he could make
Bonnie hiswife, he wouldn’t put up afight.

He was done with fighting for a while, both figurative and literal. Though two weeks
had passed since the battle in Castle Ruthven, his face was still bruised and aches still
shot through him whenever he exerted himself, but the knowledge that Bonnie was
now safe gave him all the strength he needed.
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Once everyone was in the room, Padraig came to the front of the group as he always
did as the voice of the council. He looked as though he had grown older in a mere
few weeks, eyes sagging with weariness and expression pinched. Now, though, he
gave asmall smile, one that gave Evan hope there would be no further arguments.

“We have come tae an agreement, me laird,” said Padraig. “Mind ye, it wasnae easy.
The Lady Buchanan, as ye can imagine, was very displeased with yer decision.”

Evan could hardly blame the woman. She had been promised an aliance only to have
it yanked right out of her hands, and now many would view Evan’'s regjection as a
humiliation. He wished he could explain the situation to her. He wished there was
something he could say to ease the rejection and reassure her it was only because he
had fallen in love with another, but he feared that personally reaching out to her
would only make things worse.

“An’ what is yer decision?’ Evan asked, fingers finaly stilling. Both he and Bonnie
went rigid, and the only movement she made was to reach for his hand under the
desk. Evan laced their fingers together, holding on just as desperately as she was.

“We approve 0’ yer decision tae wed Miss MacLaren,” said Padraig and the relief
Evan experienced slammed into him much like those practice swords that stole his
breath whenever he was hit with one of them. “An alliance with Clan MacLaren will
surely be beneficial.”

Next to him, Bonnie finally sagged, all the tension seeping out of her. With a laugh,
she draped herself over Evan’'s shoulders and Evan brought her knuckles to his lips,
pressing atender kissthere.



“An’ it is good tae see ye happy,” Padraig added, smile widening. “Congratulations,
melaird, melady . . . ye shall wed in amonth.”

Each of the council members bowed as they took their leave. Bonnie and Evan were
alone, truly alone, for the first time ever since returning from Castle Ruthven after
Clan MacGregor’ s victory, and now that they were betrothed, there was no reason for
them to hide any longer.

Evan pulled Bonnie eagerly into his lap, the sound of her bubbling laugh like music
to his ears. When she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, he stole a kiss from
her, sweet and tender and lingering.

“l wish | could wed ye right the now,” Evan said, looking into her dark eyes, losing
himself in their warmth. “I wish tae call ye me wife. Tae have our own family.”

“Patience,” Bonnie said, smiling softly at him, warmer than the sun. “Soon, we'll
haveit al.”

“All”?” Evan asked as he trailed his hand down her breasts, drawing a gasp out of her,
before he laid it over her stomach. “Bairns?’

Another laugh, the sound of it filling Evan with joy. He wanted to make Bonnie laugh
like this every day for the rest of their lives. He wanted to give her a reason to laugh
and smile.

“Aye, bairns too,” Bonnie said, her own hand coming to rest over his. “I want a big
family. Three, perhaps four bairns.”

“1 can certainly dae that,” said Evan, resting his head against Bonnie' s with asigh as
he imagined the life they would have. He thought about four little children running
around—two girls and two boys, perhaps, all of them looking a little bit like Bonnie
and alittle bit like him. He imagined teaching them everything he knew. He imagined



taking them to the lake where he had spent his childhood years, watching them smile
and play under the summer sun.

“1 cannae wait,” Bonnie said, her fingers running through his hair in that way he had
quickly cometo love and crave. “I love ye, Evan.”

“An’ | adore ye,mo ghraidh,” said Evan, finally feeling at peace.

But there's more...



