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            Chapter 1

         
         “Whinnie! Whinnnnnie!”

         
         Geordie Buchanan opened tired eyes as that call was followed by someone trying to make the sound of a horse whinnying. For
            a minute, he didn’t know where he was. Early-morning sunlight was streaming down at an angle that managed to reach him where
            he lay against the trunk of a tree, one of several he could see growing in rows in front and to the side of him. Seeing them,
            he remembered that he’d made his bed in the orchard behind the gardens when he’d returned last night. There hadn’t seemed
            to be much choice; after weeks away he’d arrived back in the middle of the night to find Buchanan crowded with people. The
            great hall had been overflowing with sleeping servants and soldiers, as had the kitchen, but it was his uncle sleeping in
            a chair by the fire that had told him just how full the keep was. The man only slept in a chair below when he had to give
            up his bed to guests. Geordie had assumed that probably meant his own bed had been given to someone too.
         

         
         “Whinnie!”

         
         Geordie scowled at the annoying voice followed by another high-pitched attempt at a horse’s whinny. The keep was apparently
            up and children were ready to play. He’d barely had the irritated thought when a young woman appeared halfway along the row
            of trees and turned her back to him to peer up into the branches. Geordie was just wondering if she was the person who had
            been calling out and whinnying when the sound came again from somewhere to the left and farther away.
         

         
         “Whinnnnnie!”

         
         The woman muttered what sounded suspiciously like a curse, and then bent down, reached under her skirts to grab the back hem
            of the long gown she wore and pulled it forward and up to tuck the cloth through the belt around her waist.
         

         
         Geordie’s eyes were widening at the tantalizing amount of shapely ankle and calf she was showing when she grasped the lowest
            branch of the tree and began to climb quite nimbly upward. She was quick about it, but had barely disappeared into the leafy
            haven the branches provided when two women appeared farther down the row of trees and glanced around.
         

         
         Where the first woman hadn’t noticed Geordie, these two did and sneered briefly as they took in the fact that he’d obviously
            slept out in the gardens. They didn’t lower themselves to actually comment. Instead, they turned back the way they’d come
            and one said with annoyance, “She must have slipped past us and returned to the keep. Come on.”
         

         
         Geordie watched them go before allowing his gaze to return to the tree. He fully expected the woman to climb down now, but
            when several moments passed without any sign of her, he rolled out of his plaid, then shifted to his knees to begin pleating
            it. He obviously wasn’t going to get any more sleep today. Besides, he had a sneaking suspicion that the lass was like a cat
            and now that she was up the tree, she couldn’t make her way back down. He’d give her the length of time it took him to get
            properly dressed again, and then offer his assistance . . . if she hadn’t fallen out by that time.
         

         
          

         Dwyn looked out through the branches of the tree she was in, and over the rolling hills beyond the back wall of Buchanan.
            It was a beautiful area, she acknowledged, but not as beautiful as Innes. There she would have had a view of the ocean, not
            to mention a sea breeze to soothe her jangled nerves. The thought made her grimace. Before this trip, Dwyn had never met a
            person she didn’t like. The people at Innes were always kind and friendly, at least to her. But the women she’d met since
            coming to Buchanan . . . Well, other than Lady Buchanan herself, there wasn’t one other woman she liked. The other female
            guests here were a bunch of catty bampots, the lot of them, and they seemed to have decided to target her with their cruel
            taunts for some reason. The thought made her mouth twitch unhappily. Dwyn wasn’t used to people not liking her, and wasn’t
            sure what to do about it. These women were like no one she’d ever encountered. They were bored, and had chosen to entertain
            themselves by picking on her.
         

         
         “Good morrow, lass.”

         
         Dwyn blinked at that greeting, and then leaned forward to peer down through the branches at the man who had spoken. He’d positioned
            himself right below her, and Dwyn’s eyes widened as her gaze slid over him. He appeared big from this angle, all shoulders,
            but she couldn’t tell how tall he was from her position. He was handsome though, his eyes a fine pale blue, his nose straight,
            his mouth having a larger lower than upper lip, and his hair was long and dark, with a bit of wave to it.
         

         
         “Can I help ye down, lass?”

         
         His words startled her out of gaping at him, and Dwyn shook her head. “Nay, thank ye.”

         
         “Nay?” He looked surprised at the refusal, and then frowned around at the orchard briefly before tipping his head back to
            look up at her again. “Are ye sure, lass? I’m pleased to help ye, do ye need it.”
         

         
         “Nay. I’m fine. Thank ye,” Dwyn murmured, and followed her refusal with lifting her head to gaze out past the wall again,
            hoping he’d take the hint and leave.
         

         
         He didn’t take the hint. Dwyn realized that when the branch she was on began to tremble a bit and she glanced down to see
            that the man was now climbing up. Her eyes widened incredulously, and then she sat back abruptly as he swung himself up onto
            the branch directly in front of the one she was on. It was actually a little lower than the large branch she was sitting on,
            but even so, Dwyn had to tilt her head back to look up at his face.
         

         
         “Good morrow,” he said again, offering her a smile. “Whinnie, is it?”

         
         Dwyn had just started to smile in response when he asked that and the expression died before it had fully formed. “Nay. My
            name is Dwyn.”
         

         
         “Oh. My apologies. I thought they were calling Whinnie.”

         
         “They were,” she said grimly, but didn’t explain, and silence fell between them briefly. Dwyn did her best to pretend he wasn’t
            there. Actually, she was mostly pretending she wasn’t there either, but was back home at Innes, walking the shores with her
            dogs, Angus and Barra.
         

         
         “Dwyn.”

         
         She turned reluctantly to peer at him.

         
         “Who is yer clan?”

         
         “Innes,” she murmured, turning away again. “Me father is Baron James Innes.”

         
         “Innes is on the North Sea, is it no’?” he asked with interest.

         
         “Aye, between the river Spey and the river Lossie. ’Tis beautiful lush green land,” she added with a faint smile. “Innes is
            really situated on a large inlet off the North Sea called Moray Firth, and between that bordering it on the north, the Spey
            river on the west and Lossie river on the east, but curving down around the bottom o’ Innes, ’tis nearly an island.”
         

         
         “It sounds lovely,” he admitted.

         
         “’Tis,” she assured him. “And as Da says, having the water nearly surrounding us aids greatly with defense. A good thing,
            since Da’s more a thinker than a warrior. Which is why we’re here, o’ course. For all the good ’twill do.”
         

         
         Geordie’s eyebrows rose at that. “I do no’ understand. Just why are ye here at Buchanan?”

         
         The question brought her gaze around with surprise, and then she scowled at the man. He’d seemed mostly nice up until that
            point. “There is no need to be cruel, sir. I ken I’ve no’ a chance with all the other women here being so beautiful, but ye
            need no’ point it out quite so boldly.”
         

         
         He seemed confused by her words and said, “I did no’ realize I was being cruel. I’ve no idea why any o’ ye are here.”

         
         She considered that briefly and then supposed it wasn’t perhaps something that Laird Buchanan would talk openly about. Still,
            gossip usually traveled quickly in keeps, and she was surprised that he didn’t know. Dwyn wished he did though. It was all
            rather embarrassing to have to explain. But it looked like she was going to have to. Dwyn drew in a deep breath to begin,
            and then paused when the action made her breasts rise perilously in the low-cut gown her sisters had insisted she wear. Grimacing,
            she pressed a hand to the tops of the round mounds to keep them down as she quickly blurted, “The other women are here hoping
            to catch the eye of one of the still-single Buchanan brothers and lure them into marriage.”
         

         
         “What?” he barked, his eyes shifting swiftly up from her breasts to her face with disbelief.

         
         There was no mistaking his reaction as anything but shock, she decided. He truly hadn’t known the purpose of the visitors
            presently filling the Buchanan keep. Perhaps he was one of the soldiers who usually patrolled the Buchanan lands so didn’t
            spend much time at the keep to hear the gossip.
         

         
         “Surely ye jest?” he asked now.

         
         Dwyn smiled wryly as she shook her head. “Nay. There are at least seven beautiful women presently wandering the keep and grounds,
            waiting for the three still-single brothers to return to Buchanan and select a bride.”
         

         
         “Seven?” he asked.

         
         “And their escorts,” she added. “Of course, a new woman or two seems to arrive every day so there may be eight or nine by
            the nooning, or sup.”
         

         
         When he just sat there seeming lost in thought, Dwyn left him to it and turned to peer out at the hills again. He obviously
            meant her no harm, and it was nice to talk to someone who was not nattering at her to sit up straight, and stick out her chest,
            or alternately pointing out her faults and making fun of her. Honestly, she’d never realized women could be so cruel until
            this trip.
         

         
         “Why would these women seek out the brothers for marriage?”

         
         Dwyn glanced around at that question, and noted that the man appeared completely flummoxed by the news she’d imparted. Shrugging,
            she said, “Presumably because they’re all without a betrothed and their fathers wish to make an alliance with the Buchanans,”
            she said, and then frowned and added, “Although I do know at least one of the women is betrothed. Apparently, Laird Wallace is willing to break the contract in favor of a Buchanan son, should one of them be interested.”
         

         
         “Why?” he asked again, this time sounding even more amazed, and she could understand his shock at this news. It was uncommon
            to break a betrothal. The family would lose the dower that had been promised in the contract.
         

         
         “Because the Buchanans are becoming quite powerful what with the sons each marrying so advantageously. The siblings are all
            very close, and each now has their own castle and warriors.” She shrugged. “What man wouldn’t want to be a part of that and
            have that kind of power at his back?”
         

         
         “Hmm.” He was silent for a minute, displeasure on his face, but then glanced at her and raised his eyebrows. “And yer one
            o’ these seven beautiful women?”
         

         
         Dwyn grinned with amusement. “Hardly.”

         
         That made his eyebrows rise in question. “Then why are ye here?”

         
         Dwyn drew in another breath that nearly dislodged her breasts from her gown and covered her chest again with irritation. Holding
            them down with one hand, she tugged her neckline up with the other as she reluctantly admitted, “Well, that is why me father
            brought me. He has no sons to pass the title down to, and me own betrothed died ere coming to claim me. Father is hoping to
            make a match to help protect us from our neighbors, the Brodies, who want to add Innes to their holdings, but . . .” Giving
            up on stuffing her breasts any farther back into the gown, she let her hands drop with disgruntlement as she finished, “I
            fear he will be disappointed. The Buchanans are no’ likely to even notice me among so many beautiful women.”
         

         
         “Why?” he asked, but she didn’t think he was really paying attention when he asked the question. His wide eyes seemed to be
            transfixed on her overflowing bosom.
         

         
         Smiling wryly, she said, “Because I am overlarge and very plain in looks, sir.” When he continued to stare at her chest, she
            added dryly, “’Tis why my sisters stuffed me into this ridiculously small gown. They are hoping that the Buchanans will be
            too busy ogling me breasts to bother to look at me face.”
         

         
         He wrenched his gaze up at that, his face flushing slightly, and murmured, “My apologies, m’lady. It was no’ well done o’
            me to—”
         

         
         Dwyn waved his apology away on a sigh that had her nipples peeking up over the neckline, and she muttered impatiently and
            returned to trying to tame her breasts and force them back into her gown. Honestly, this was going to be an embarrassing stay
            if her breasts kept popping out like this. Fortunately, the dress she’d worn when she’d arrived here yesterday had not been
            quite as tight as this one and she hadn’t been spilling out at every turn. Obviously, she needed to change when she returned
            to the keep.
         

         
         “No need to apologize,” Dwyn growled now, more annoyed than embarrassed. “This was my sisters’ plan, after all, and it would
            seem it works. Perhaps one of the brothers will be so enamored of me breasts that they won’t notice me face. Men do seem to
            like breasts,” she added thoughtfully. “I think it must reassure them that their bairns will be well fed or something.”
         

         
         Geordie restrained the laugh that wanted to slip out at her words. It wasn’t a bairn he was imagining suckling at her nipples
            as he looked on them. Damn, but the good Lord had been generous with her bosom. Shaking his head, he forced his gaze back
            to her face and examined her features.
         

         
         Dwyn Innes was not a beauty. At least, not an obvious beauty. She had a nice face, a straight little nose, a mouth that was
            neither full and luscious, nor small and mean, but somewhere in the middle, and her eyes too were neither too small nor large.
            They were perhaps average, but the color was a beautiful clear blue that actually seemed to sparkle when she was amused, he’d
            noticed.
         

         
         And then there was her hair. Dwyn had it pulled back tightly from her face and set in a bun at the back of her head that was
            as overlarge as her breasts, but it was a beautiful pale gold with darker highlights that he would have liked to see down
            and flowing around her face. Geordie imagined that now, but in his mind she wasn’t wearing the gown with its plunging neckline.
            Instead, she was naked, lying in the grass below the tree with her long hair spread out around her lush body.
         

         
         Geordie shifted uncomfortably on his branch as his body responded to that imagining, his cock now waking from rest and beginning
            to poke up at his plaid. Leaning forward slightly, he rested his arm across his lap to hide it and then stilled as he realized
            the pose placed his face closer to hers, just inches away, in fact. Close enough to kiss, he thought suddenly, and then reached
            quickly for her when she jerked back in surprise and nearly tumbled backward off her branch.
         

         
         “Careful, lass,” Geordie warned, his voice coming out a husky growl. Releasing her once the risk of her falling passed, he
            straightened and suggested, “Mayhap we’d best climb down now.”
         

         
         “Aye,” she agreed, her face a little flushed, and then without another word, she placed one tiny slippered foot on the branch
            next to his leg, braced one hand on the large branch she sat on and began to push her bottom off it.
         

         
         “Dwyn!”

         
         That shout from below startled both of them, but Dwyn physically started and he saw the way her eyes widened in alarm as her
            foot slipped from the branch and she began to fall. Geordie didn’t even think, but leaned down and caught her about the waist,
            then dragged her back up and onto his lap. They both froze then, neither seeming to even breathe as another pair of females
            appeared under the tree and stopped to look around the orchard with obvious exasperation. They were both tall and pretty with
            dark hair and appealing features that were presently somewhat vexed.
         

         
         “Oh, where has she got to now?” the lass in a pale pink gown muttered with irritation.

         
         “No doubt, hiding,” the second woman, dressed in a pale blue gown, responded on a sigh. “Ye ken how shy she is.”

         
         “Aye, well, she must work past that, Aileen, if she ever wishes to marry. Hiding is no’ going to get her a husband.”

         
         “Oh, let her have some peace, Una,” the lass named Aileen said wearily. “The single Buchanan brothers are no’ here at the
            moment anyway, and we have harassed her enough what with taking in her gowns until she can hardly breathe, and constantly
            pinching her cheeks trying to give her some color. Besides, that bitch Lady Catriona and her friend Lady Sasha have both been
            tormenting our sister horribly. I do no’ blame her for wanting a moment to herself.”
         

         
         “Aye,” the lass named Una agreed grimly, and then growled, “They are calling her horse face now, did ye hear?”

         
         “What?” Aileen said with dismay.

         
         “Aye, and they have taken to taunting her by calling her Whinnie instead o’ Dwyn too.”

         
         “I thought I heard them call her Whinnie, but then decided I just misheard and they were saying Dwynnie.”

         
         “Nay,” Una assured her. “And they follow it up with whinnying sounds too. I’d like to scratch their nasty eyes out for picking
            at her.”
         

         
         “They are like she-wolves scenting the weakest in the herd, separating them and then attacking,” Aileen said sadly. “I wish
            Dwyn would fight back.”
         

         
         “She is too nice for that,” Una said, somehow making nice sound quite disgusting. “And do no’ even bother suggesting it to her. She’d just make us feel bad for being angry at them
            and say they were obviously unhappy to act so and needed our sympathy.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Aileen agreed with a faint smile, following when Una moved away from the tree. “I swear she’d have sympathy for the
            devil did she meet him.”
         

         
         “Probably offer him mead,” Una muttered as they disappeared from view and their voices began to grow fainter.

         
         Dwyn remained completely still at first as the voices faded away. She’d barely dared breathe once her sisters had appeared
            beneath them, but now that they were leaving, she realized she couldn’t move anyway. Her back was pressed tight to the chest
            of her savior, the arm around her waist like a band of steel under her breasts, holding her in place . . . And pushing her
            breasts up out of her top again, she realized with dismay. There was more than a little nipple now on display in the oversmall
            gown, although Dwyn didn’t think that had been the man’s intent. She didn’t even think he probably realized what was happening.
            Did he?
         

         
         Dwyn turned her head and tipped it so that she could glance back at him. Much to her relief, his head was turned, his eyes
            pointed in the direction her sisters had taken as he waited to be sure they left. Just as she noted that though, he glanced
            down toward her and then froze, the arm around her waist tightening briefly and sending her breasts farther out of her gown
            until the nipples were almost completely on display.
         

         
         They both remained still for a moment. Dwyn was blushing fiercely and struggling to find something to say to ease her embarrassment
            when he suddenly lowered his head and pressed his lips to hers. Dwyn stiffened in amazement as his mouth brushed over hers
            once, then twice. When he nipped at her lower lip, drawing on it and tugging gently, she opened for him. The moment her lips
            parted, he released the lower one and covered her mouth again with his. This time she felt his tongue slide out and Dwyn gasped
            with surprise as it snaked in to fill her mouth. That reaction melted away, replaced by a warm rush of excitement though,
            as his mouth slanted over hers, his tongue thrusting and exploring.
         

         
         Dwyn found herself responding, or trying to. She hadn’t a clue what she was doing, and at first tried to keep her own tongue
            out of his way as her mouth moved under his, but he merely chased it. When his tongue rasped against her own, Dwyn moaned
            and stopped retreating to thrust back. Her hands came up to clasp his arm under her breasts, her nails digging into his skin
            as she kissed back with all that she was worth.
         

         
         This time it was him who moaned, and for a moment the kiss became most demanding and hungry. It was as if he was trying to
            devour her, Dwyn thought faintly, and found she wasn’t at all alarmed at the prospect. Tearing one hand from his arm, she
            reached up to slide her fingers around his neck, her body straining and twisting in his hold to press closer, and then he
            suddenly broke the kiss and lifted his head.
         

         
         For a moment he just stared down at her, his heated gaze sliding over her flushed face and then down over her exposed breasts.
            Dwyn followed his gaze, noting that the circles of dusky rose flesh had contracted and darkened around the small buds that
            had hardened and were now rising out of the center like flowers seeking the sun.
         

         
         She’d just noted that when the man holding her abruptly shifted his hands, caught her by the waist and turned Dwyn to set
            her on her branch again. The moment her bottom landed on the hard wood, he grabbed the front of her gown and tugged it up
            to cover her properly. He didn’t let go of the cloth at once though, but froze, still holding the material, the backs of his
            fingers warm against her nipples, which were responding most oddly to the unintentional touch.
         

         
         Panting breathlessly, Dwyn stared at his dark hands against her pale flesh. But then he groaned, drawing her gaze up to see
            that he’d closed his eyes and appeared to be in some distress.
         

         
         “I— Are ye all right?” she asked shakily, her gaze shifting from his pained expression to his fingers still inside her top
            and back. “Did ye hurt yerself lifting me? I know I am heavy. Did ye—” She paused, her own eyes widening slightly when his
            suddenly flashed open. He was looking at her like she was sweet meat and he hadn’t eaten in days, Dwyn thought faintly, and
            then he abruptly removed his hands and was gone. She blinked at the empty branch in front of her, and then leaned forward
            and looked down in time to see him land lightly on his feet on the hard-packed ground. He snatched up a sack that lay against
            the trunk and walked away.
         

         
         Dwyn watched until he was out of sight and then sat back with a shaky sigh. Well, wasn’t that . . . She shook her head slightly
            and reached up to press her fingers to her still-tingling lips. That had been . . .
         

         
         “Oh, my,” Dwyn breathed. She’d just had her first kiss, and it had been quite wonderful. At least, she’d thought so. She didn’t
            think his walking off like that was a good sign though, and wondered what it meant. Perhaps she shouldn’t have let him kiss
            her. Not that she’d had much choice, she assured herself. It had been somewhat unexpected, and her precarious position in
            his lap—
         

         
         Oh, give over, her mind argued at once. She hadn’t wanted to stop him, not once his tongue was in her mouth. Then she’d wanted him to continue
            to kiss her, and still did, she acknowledged with a grimace. Truly, she wished he was still there, holding her in his lap,
            his mouth moving on hers, his arms around her. But she wished he’d done more. She wasn’t sure what exactly, but . . . Her
            hands rose and closed over her breasts almost protectively. They had tingled and hardened as he’d kissed her, and were oddly
            sensitive now, the brush of her palms over them even through the material of her gown making them tingle all the more.
         

         
         Lowering her hands quickly, Dwyn turned to peer out over the land beyond the wall and tried not to think about the odd sensations
            now swirling through her body. Or who the man might be. And whether he might repeat the experience should they encounter each
            other again while she was here.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Brother!”

         
         Geordie nodded at that greeting from his eldest brother, Aulay, as he reached the high table, but then turned to lean over
            and press a kiss of greeting to his sister-in-law Jetta’s cheek.
         

         
         “Geordie! We have been wondering where you got to,” Jetta cried as she leapt up from her seat to embrace him warmly. Pulling
            back to peer up at him, she added, “We were not expecting you until today, but the stable master said your horse was in its
            stall when he went out this morning.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Aulay agreed, taking his wife’s place to hug Geordie next. Clapping him on the back, he asked, “Where did ye sleep
            last night?”
         

         
         “The great hall was so crowded I knew we must have company, so I took meself out to the orchard,” Geordie answered, his gaze
            sliding to the guests at the table who were now eyeing him eagerly. All but two, he noted. The women he had first seen in
            the gardens chasing after Dwyn with their taunts were looking a bit dismayed and chagrined. He suspected they were recalling
            the sneers they’d cast his way on seeing him sleeping out there and now regretted it.
         

         
         “A good thing,” Aulay said, regaining his attention. “I fear ye would have given the Innes lasses a scare had ye gone to yer
            own room.”
         

         
         “Innes?” He glanced at his brother sharply. “Dwyn?”

         
         Aulay’s eyebrows rose slightly, but he nodded. “Aye. Dwyn, Una and Aileen. Their father, James, slept in his traveling tent
            in the bailey, but we gave the girls yer bed last night.”
         

         
         Geordie hadn’t noticed any traveling tents set up in the bailey as he’d crossed it to the keep, but it had been late, and
            dark, and he’d been exhausted enough that he hadn’t really looked around much. That didn’t matter to him though. His attention
            had been caught by the knowledge that Dwyn had slept in his bed last night, her lovely hair spread out on his pillow, her
            body warmed by his linens and furs.
         

         
         Realizing his own body was responding to the image in his mind, he shifted the bag he held in front of him to cover his growing
            groin. “I just came to let ye ken I was back. I’m heading to the loch now to clean up.”
         

         
         “I’ll come with ye. We need to talk anyway,” Aulay announced, following on his heels when Geordie turned and started away.

         
         “I’ll join ye too.”

         
         Geordie glanced around at that eager cry, just catching the exasperation that flashed across Jetta’s face at being left to
            handle all their guests alone, before his gaze found his uncle Acair on his feet and hurrying after them with a speed that
            belied his age. Geordie’s gaze slid back to his sister-in-law with apology, but she smiled faintly and waved them off, then
            paused with surprise when Aulay suddenly turned and hurried back to kiss her. It was no quick peck, but a long, deep kiss
            that left his wee wife flushed and breathing heavily.
         

         
         Geordie shook his head and continued walking, and Aulay caught up as they reached the keep doors. The three of them were silent
            as they crossed the bailey to the stables to fetch their horses. It wasn’t until they’d reached the loch and dismounted that
            Aulay finally spoke.
         

         
         “I suppose ye noticed that most o’ our guests are female,” his brother started as they dismounted.

         
         “Aye,” Geordie agreed as he tied his mount’s reins around a low-lying branch.

         
         “How could he not notice?” Uncle Acair growled as he took care of his own mount. “We’ve got women crawling out of the woodwork
            just now. There’s no’ a room in the keep that a man can find a moment’s peace without giggling females following to ask questions.”
            Speaking in a high voice meant to imitate the women, he asked, “Which o’ the three brothers is most handsome, do ye think?
            Who is strongest? What kind o’ woman do ye think this one would like? Or that one? Do they have all their teeth? Which one
            is best at battle?” Shaking his head, he said in his own voice, “’Tis damned annoying.”
         

         
         Finished with his horse, Geordie turned to his brother, one eyebrow raised.

         
         Grimacing, Aulay avoided his gaze and muttered, “It appears you, Rory and Alick have become somewhat sought after.”

         
         “Sought after?” Acair hooted with amusement. “They’re being hunted, the three of them.” Turning, he speared Geordie with a
            look and said, “I’d run like the devil if I were you, lad, else ye’ll find yerself run to ground and shackled to one o’ those
            lasses back there.”
         

         
         “Uncle,” Aulay growled with irritation. He then turned a scowl Geordie’s way, and said, “Do no’ even think about running.
            I have been stuck with a keep full o’ females for several days now and want them gone. But they’re no’ going anywhere until
            you and yer brothers pick one each, or at least decide ye do no’ want any o’ them and make it known.”
         

         
         Geordie grunted at that, and moved to the water’s edge. Once there, he quickly shed his plaid. He started to remove his shirt
            next, but paused and turned back to Aulay. “How the devil did they all end up at Buchanan?”
         

         
         “Ah.” Aulay grimaced. “Well, ye remember when the lasses decided to have that visit a couple months back?”

         
         Geordie nodded. It was hard to forget. Jetta had sweetly but determinedly told him, Aulay, Rory, Alick and Uncle Acair that
            they were not welcome and to make themselves scarce while their sister and their brothers’ wives, as well as Jo Sinclair and
            Annabel MacKay and her daughters, visited. Aulay had taken her at her word, put his second, Simon, in charge of the men and
            he, Geordie, Uncle Acair, Rory and Alick had all left for the hunting lodge. They’d soon been joined by the rest of the brothers
            as well as MacDonnell, Sinclair and MacKay, who had escorted their wives to Buchanan, only to be sweetly kicked out by the
            women.
         

         
         It had got damned crowded in the lodge, and they’d ended up talking, laughing and drinking the nights away, and then spending
            the better part of the days nursing hangovers. There had been little actual hunting in the end. But the alcohol had been needed
            to make the floor seem less uncomfortable at night, and it had been a good time in the end.
         

         
         “Well,” Aulay said now, “it seems they got talking about the three o’ ye—you and Rory and Alick—and fretting about how they
            wished the three o’ ye were settled and happily married too. They apparently came up with the idea that they should help ye
            with that.”
         

         
         “Good Christ,” Geordie breathed.

         
         “Aye,” Acair agreed grimly.

         
         “So?” Geordie asked when Aulay didn’t continue. “What did they do? How the hell did we end up with a castle full o’ women?”

         
         “Apparently, they made a list o’ all the women they knew who had lost their betrothed and were available. They then whittled
            the list down to all those who were the eldest child without a brother to inherit land or title, and finally they wrote letters
            to their fathers, pointing out the advantages of the daughter marrying a Buchanan.”
         

         
         “Advantages?” Geordie asked with amusement. “I do no’ have a pot to piss in. What advantage is that?”

         
         Aulay scowled at his comments. “Ma and Da left ye coin and a bit o’ land just like they did our siblings. Ye ken it’s waiting
            fer ye the minute ye ask fer it.”
         

         
         “Aye, but a bit o’ coin and land is no’ a home to bring a wife to,” Geordie pointed out with exasperation.

         
         “That’s the beauty o’ it,” Aulay said with a grin. “When they got the responses from the interested lairds, they then wrote
            back and gave terms. Only the lairds who were willing to make one o’ ye their heir and name ye the next laird were invited
            to bring their daughters fer ye to meet.”
         

         
         “And the fathers of all those women in the keep were willing?” he asked with disbelief.

         
         “Geordie, we are Buchanans, a strong and proud clan, but now add that Niels and Edith are laird and lady o’er the Drummonds,
            Saidh and her Greer are laird and lady o’ MacDonnell, Conran and Evina are laird and lady o’ the Macleans, and Dougall and
            his Murine are not only laird and lady o’ Carmichael here in Scotland, but also Danvries in England . . .” He paused briefly
            to let that sink in and then added, “And that does no’ even include the Sinclairs and the MacKays, who are friends to us all,
            or Evina’s cousin, Gavin, who is like a brother and son to her all at once and is now laird of the MacLeods. Any one o’ them
            would certainly call up their men to help if any o’ us needed aid.” He pointed out, “Not only do we now hold considerable
            influence, we would have no less than eight strong and wealthy clans at our back if under attack.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Acair said now. “Many would like to join our circle and enjoy that kind of safety. Especially men who were no’ gifted
            with male heirs and seek to protect their daughters and lands from greedy neighbors who might like to take either or both
            by force.”
         

         
         Geordie shook his head. When put like that he could see why the fathers were interested in arranging a marriage. Still . . .
            “Ye canno’ mean to tell me that the women did all this writing back and forth in that one weekend?”
         

         
         “Nay. They sent the first messages that weekend, and then Jetta wrote the other women every time she got a response and they
            wrote back with suggestions about what to do next, and so on.” He raised his eyebrows. “Have ye no’ noticed I’ve had to send
            one o’ me men out almost every damned day for the last couple o’ months with messages from Jetta to the various women?”
         

         
         Geordie had noticed that before he left, but had just thought it nice that Jetta was getting along so well with all of the
            women. Sighing, he shook his head. “I’d like to say it was kind o’ Jetta and the others to go to all this trouble . . .”
         

         
         “But?” Aulay prodded when he paused.

         
         “But I do no’ want to marry yet,” he said simply.

         
         “Geordie, ye’re nine and twenty years old now,” Aulay pointed out.

         
         “Aye, but I have been so busy helping everyone else . . . First we were rushing this way and that for Murine and Dougall,
            and then Edith and Niels, and then . . .” He grimaced. “And I’ve spent the last six weeks helping Evina get Gavin set up at
            MacLeod.”
         

         
         “How did that go, by the by?” Aulay asked now.

         
         “Good,” Geordie assured him. “The uncle ran the place into the ground with his gambling and such, so the people were more
            than glad to welcome Gavin as their proper laird. I think the thyftbote Evina’s father had taken for Gavin in exchange for
            his silence on what Garret MacLeod did to Lady MacLeod helped. It should go a long way toward repairing the damage the uncle
            did. And Evina and Conran are going to help young Gavin find his feet as laird.”
         

         
         Aulay nodded, and then placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed until Geordie met his gaze. “I ken ye’ve spent a lot of
            time the last several years helping the family, and I’m sure ye probably feel ye’ve lost out on some time to sow yer wild
            oats. I’m no’ insisting ye marry right away. But it’ll no’ hurt to take a gander at the women and see if any o’ them interest
            ye. Ye could always agree to a contract stipulating the wedding does no’ take place for six months, or even a year from now,
            so ye have some time to sow those oats,” he said, and then pointed out, “This is a golden opportunity fer ye, Geordie. Do
            ye choose any one o’ the women at Buchanan just now, ye’d no’ just be gaining a wife, but a keep and people o’ yer own.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Geordie murmured, and then frowned and asked, “How far away is Innes?”

         
         Aulay’s eyebrows rose with surprise, but he answered, “About as far away as MacDonnell, but ’tis northeast rather than straight
            north.”
         

         
         Geordie nodded thoughtfully.

         
         “I did no’ ken ye knew the Inneses,” Aulay said after a moment.

         
         “Oh, I do no’,” he said, tugging his shirt off now, and tossing it to lie on his plaid.

         
         “But when I said the Innes lasses slept in yer room last night, ye mentioned Dwyn,” he pointed out with confusion.

         
         “Nay. I do no’ ken her,” he assured him firmly.

         
         “Ah, Dwyn,” Acair sighed from Geordie’s other side as he removed his own plaid. “Now there’s a good wee lass with a fine pair
            o’ bosoms to keep a man warm at night.”
         

         
         Geordie scowled at his uncle, but his words had brought up those bosoms in his mind. Dear God, when he’d looked down after
            her sisters had left the area, and seen her beautiful breasts pushing out of her gown above his arm . . . He swallowed as
            he recalled the sight. His mouth filling now with saliva as it had then, and his tongue tingling at the thought of rasping
            over the sweet nubs of her dusky nipples and sucking them into his mouth. Geordie still wasn’t sure how he’d stopped himself
            from simply closing his hands over each full globe and kneading her sweet flesh. But he had.
         

         
         Nothing could have stopped him from kissing her though, and damned if Dwyn hadn’t kissed him back. The lass had been awkward
            at first, obviously unskilled, but she’d learned quickly, and the soft mewls and moans of pleasure she’d given him from just
            kissing had nearly pushed him into doing much more. When Geordie had started thinking about how to get her out of that tree
            without having to stop their kissing, so that he could tear her gown away, lay her in the grass and drive himself into her
            welcoming heat, he’d known it was time to put an end to things and get the hell away from her. He’d done that so abruptly . . .
            He hadn’t even stayed to help her down from the tree, he realized with a frown.
         

         
         “Well, ye say ye do no’ ken her, but ’tis looking like ye want to,” Aulay said dryly.

         
         Geordie glanced at him with confusion, and then followed his gaze down to his groin where his cock was up, and waving around
            with excitement at the thoughts that had just been running through his mind. Cursing, he turned and strode into the icy water
            of the loch, then dove under the surface. Dwyn wasn’t someone he could sow his oats with . . . but he wished she was.
         

         
         “Well, now,” Acair drawled as they watched Geordie swim away from shore. “Despite his claiming he’s no’ ready to marry yet,
            I’m thinking our boyo might be interested in wee Dwyn.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Aulay agreed dryly. “So ye might want to refrain from commenting on her fine bosoms again. He did no’ look pleased
            when ye mentioned them.”
         

         
         “That, or mayhap I should woo the lass meself,” Acair said with a slow smile.

         
         “What?” Aulay turned on him with surprise.

         
         “Well, I’m a Buchanan too, lad. And unmarried as well as without a keep. I’ve a decade or two o’ good years left in me and
            could muster up enough energy to plant a bairn or two in a woman’s belly.” Grinning suddenly, he added, “At least, that’ll
            be me story to convince Geordie he has competition. ’Tis always good to make a lad think he’s no’ the only option a woman
            has. Makes him appreciate her more. Think on how it was with Dougall when the boys were all hankering to save Murine through
            marriage.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Aulay said thoughtfully, and then shook his head. “So long as ye explain the way o’ things to Mavis. Else the woman
            might kill ye both in her jealousy.”
         

         
         Acair stiffened. “Ye ken about Mavis and me?”

         
         “O’ course.”

         
         Acair frowned over that and glanced to Geordie. “Do ye think Geordie kens?”

         
         “I doubt it,” Aulay said after a moment, and then admitted, “I only ken because Jetta sorted it out and told me. I do no’
            think she’s mentioned it to him. She’d protect yer privacy.”
         

         
         “Good,” he said with satisfaction. “Then I’ll pretend to woo the lass.”

         
         “What about Mavis?” Aulay asked. “Will ye explain things to her so she’s no’ jealous?”

         
         Acair considered that briefly, and then shook his head. “Nay, ’tis best no’ to tell her. Just in case Geordie does ken about
            her. He’ll expect her to be jealous and me Mavis canno’ lie to save her soul. Besides,” he added dryly, “she’s been a mite
            testy with me o’ late, and I’m thinking it canno’ hurt to remind her that I have other options too.”
         

         
         Aulay raised both eyebrows at this and shook his head. “Ye’ll do as ye like, but it’s me experience that there’s nothing makes
            a woman more bitter or dangerous than being scorned by a lover. So I’d watch meself around her if ye do pretend to woo Dwyn.”
         

         
         Shrugging carelessly, Acair stripped off his shirt and followed Geordie into the water.

         
          

         “There you are!”

         
         Dwyn didn’t bother to glance up from the book she’d been reading when her sisters burst into the bedchamber. But she gasped
            in surprise when Aileen snatched the book from her hand. Sitting up abruptly, she cried, “Do no’ lose my page!”
         

         
         “Oh, I willna,” Aileen said with exasperation, slipping the bit of linen Dwyn kept as a place marker out of the front of the
            book, and laying it between the pages.
         

         
         “Honestly, Dwyn,” Una muttered, grabbing her hand and dragging her off the bed. “We’ve traveled days to get here and win ye
            a husband, and what do you do? Ye hide in the bedchamber and lie about reading books all day.”
         

         
         “’Tis crusading poems by Gille Brighde Albanach,” Dwyn explained, watching worriedly until Aileen set it carefully on the
            table. “We do no’ have that at Innes.”
         

         
         “We do no’ have men there either. At least, no’ the kind ye could marry, and that’s what ye’re here for,” Una said firmly.
            “Now let me look at ye.”
         

         
         Sighing, Dwyn stood still under her sisters’ inspection, unsurprised when they both began to frown.

         
         “What are ye doing wearing that gown?” Una snapped.

         
         “’Tis the only gown that I can breathe in without me bosoms popping out,” Dwyn growled unhappily.

         
         “Well, that is too bad. ’Tis what ye wore to travel here and is filthy. You canno’ wear that to the evening meal,” Una said
            firmly. “Aileen, fetch her a clean gown. That rose-colored one looks nice on her.”
         

         
         “Oh, nay,” Dwyn cried, her eyes going wide with alarm. She’d tried on all her gowns once she’d managed to sneak back into
            the keep. Not one of the damned dresses fit, but the rose gown was the worst. If she took more than a shallow breath in it,
            her breasts popped up and out like a vole sticking its head out of its hole to look around.
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” Una said firmly. “It looks good with yer coloring. Speaking o’ which—”

         
         “Ow!” Dwyn jumped back and glared at her sister when she suddenly pinched her cheeks painfully.

         
         “I was just trying to give ye more color,” Una said with exasperation.

         
         “Do no’ be mad, Dwyn,” Aileen said quietly, rushing over with the rose gown. “We are just trying to get you a husband. We
            both feel so bad that we are betrothed while you—”
         

         
         “Fine,” Dwyn interrupted on a sigh, and shook her head as she began to undo the lacings of the gown she was wearing. Her sisters,
            both younger than her, acted like it would be the end of the world if she did not marry. Neither of them could understand
            her attitude on the subject, and why she was not doing all she could to find a husband, but she knew her value. She was a
            good woman, and she wasn’t ugly, at least she didn’t think so. But she also wasn’t pretty, not the sort of pretty to draw
            the eye when pitted against the much lovelier women here at Buchanan anyway. The only way she was likely to get a husband
            was if someone came to Innes and stayed for a while for some reason. Once they got to know her . . . Of course, that wasn’t
            likely to happen, so she had resolved herself to being an old maid, or perhaps taking herself off to a nunnery someday in
            the future. But since it meant so much to her sisters, she would wear the rose dress . . . and hope she didn’t faint from
            lack of air, or alternately humiliate herself and her family by having her breasts pop right out of it.
         

         
         “There,” Aileen said moments later as she finished helping with the lacings and stepped back to examine her critically.

         
         “The dress looks lovely,” Una said finally. “But . . .”

         
         “Her hair,” Aileen said for her, and the other girl nodded.

         
         “Oh! No, wait!” Dwyn cried, reaching up to cover her head.

         
         “Nay. Ye have lovely hair, sister. Ye should show it, no’ keep it all pinned up on top o’ yer head like— Oh,” Una said with
            surprise as she pulled several pins from Dwyn’s hair and the golden strands unraveled and fell down her back.
         

         
         “My,” Aileen breathed. “’Tis so long. When did it get so long?”

         
         Una shook her head and moved away. “I’ll get the brush.”

         
         “’Tis glorious, Dwyn,” Aileen said solemnly, grasping several strands and pulling them out to the side before letting them
            feather away. “Why do ye never let it down? I do no’ think I’ve seen it down in years, no’ even when I’ve come to harass ye
            awake in the mornings.”
         

         
         “I never let it down,” Dwyn said on an exasperated sigh. “’Tis curly and it gets terrible knots do I no’ keep it up in a bun.”

         
         “’Tis too heavy to curl anymore. Now it just lies in lovely waves,” Una announced, returning with a brush and handing it to
            Aileen to hold while she took out the thong that held Dwyn’s hair in a ponytail. Once she had her long hair lying flat along
            her back, she began to brush it, but asked, “If ye do no’ like it so long, why do ye no’ cut it?”
         

         
         Dwyn grimaced at the question. “Mother made me promise never to cut it. She said I would be grateful one day, but . . .” She
            shrugged.
         

         
         “Oh, Catriona and Sasha are going to eat their own tongues when they see Dwyn like this,” Aileen said with excitement as they
            took in the results of their efforts a few moments later.
         

         
         “Aye,” Una said with satisfaction, and then met Dwyn’s gaze and said, “Ye look pretty.”

         
         Dwyn just shook her head. Her face was the same, it was only the frame that had changed. Her hair was just another distraction
            like her breasts. The only difference was, at least she could hide her breasts behind her hair if they popped out now.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “Dear God in heaven.”

         
         Geordie glanced up from his ale at that exclamation from his uncle, and followed his gaze to the stairs where three women
            were descending. It took him a moment to recognize Dwyn’s sisters, Una and Aileen. He didn’t recognize the woman with them,
            but his gaze narrowed with interest as he took in her long, flowing hair. It was quite glorious, reaching down to her knees,
            a shiny curtain of pale gold that seemed to have a life of its own as it swished around her.
         

         
         “With those breasts against his chest and that glorious hair wrapped around him, a man would be in heaven,” Acair growled,
            and was suddenly on his feet, crossing the hall.
         

         
         Geordie frowned, his gaze shifting to the blonde’s breasts, and his eyes widened when he recognized that bosom. Large, full
            breasts were presently doing their best to escape the rose-colored gown they’d been stuffed into and he knew at once that
            it was Dwyn. Geordie then lifted his gaze to her face, almost embarrassed that it was her breasts he’d recognized first.
         

         
         “Dwyn looks nice with her hair down, but why is Uncle Acair acting so strange?” Jetta asked next to him.

         
         “He’s decided to woo Dwyn,” Aulay drawled with amusement.

         
         “What?” Jetta asked in surprise.

         
         “What!” Geordie exclaimed at the same time.

         
         Aulay shrugged, his gaze focusing on Geordie as he said, “Ye said ye did no’ ken her and were no’ ready to settle down, and
            he’s a single Buchanan male too. So he’s decided he might like a keep o’ his own.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Jetta said with a frown. “I had not thought to include him, because, well, what about Mav—”

         
         “Mavis,” Aulay said abruptly, smiling over Geordie’s shoulder, and he turned to find the older woman standing behind him,
            a pitcher of ale in hand and a hurt expression on her face as she watched Acair bow and raise Dwyn’s hand for a kiss. The
            bow, incidentally, nearly rested the crown of his head against Dwyn’s bosom, Geordie noted with displeasure.
         

         
         “Oh, Mavis,” Jetta said sympathetically, and he glanced around to see the old woman rushing away toward the doors to the kitchen,
            the full pitcher still in her hand. Jetta followed after her with concern on her face, and Geordie turned a scowl on his brother.
         

         
         “Do no’ look at me,” Aulay protested, raising his hands. “I have done nothing.”

         
         “Ye ken Acair and Mavis—”

         
         “I do,” he acknowledged. “Though I did no’ think anyone else knew.”

         
         “Everyone else knows,” he said heavily.
         

         
         “Aye, well, they are no’ married, any more than you and wee Katie were.”

         
         “What does that mean?” Geordie asked, stiffening.

         
         “Nothing,” Aulay said at once, and sighed. “’Tis just that affairs with servants rarely last long, and Uncle Acair is a nobleman
            just as we are. There is no reason he canno’ marry and become laird o’ Innes if he wishes.”
         

         
         “Mavis is no’ just a servant,” Geordie argued. “She’s been like a mother to us since our own mam died. Before that even. She
            was always like a second mother.”
         

         
         “But she was no’ our mother, and she is no’ married to Acair,” Aulay said solemnly. “He is free to woo who he wishes.”

         
         Geordie opened his mouth to respond, but then paused as his uncle spoke beside him.

         
         “Here ye go, lass. Ye just sit down here beside me and I’ll have a servant fetch ye a drink.”

         
         Geordie turned to scowl at his uncle and asked spitefully, “Why do ye no’ ask Mavis? She was here with ale just a moment ago.”

         
         “Well, she’s no’ here now, so— Katie, love!” he called, smiling past Geordie. “Prey, fetch this lovely lady a beverage, there’s
            a good girl.”
         

         
         Geordie glanced over his shoulder in time to see the dark-haired maid rush away toward the kitchens. He turned back to peer
            at Dwyn. She seemed a bit flustered by his uncle’s attention; her gaze was lowered shyly, but her face was almost the same
            color as her gown, and there was no missing the relief on her face when her sisters rushed up from speaking to their father
            farther down the table and took up position on her other side. They had to make Lady Catriona Lockhart and Lady Sasha Kennedy
            shove down the bench to create room for them, but the sister named Una had no compunction about making the request. Geordie
            was quite sure the other two women were about to protest—both of them got spiteful mean looks on their faces—but then, noting
            that he was watching, Catriona smiled and elbowed Sasha, urging her to the side before leaning to whisper in her ear. Sasha’s
            eyes darted his way and then away and she moved along the bench.
         

         
         Geordie grunted and made a note to himself to warn Alick and Rory about the pair. They were both lovely on the surface, but
            he’d pity any man who married either of them, and he was damned if he’d have one of those vipers in his family. What kind
            of woman made a sport of taunting and harassing another one? His brothers’ wives would hate them.
         

         
         “Here ye go, m’lady.”

         
         Geordie tore his gaze from Dwyn’s flushed face, and glanced to Katie when the maid set a mug of ale before the lass. Seeing
            him watching, the maid offered him a sweet smile that he automatically returned, but it was Dwyn and Uncle Acair who thanked
            the girl before she hurried off.
         

         
         “Geordie?” Aulay said now.

         
         He saw Dwyn’s eyes widen slightly as she heard his brother address him by name, and realized only then that he hadn’t bothered
            to introduce himself in the tree that morning. He offered her an apologetic grimace for it, and then turned reluctantly to
            his brother, raising an eyebrow in question.
         

         
         “Have ye had a chance to meet any of the ladies since arriving?”

         
         A small sound of distress drew his gaze back around to Dwyn. She’d obviously heard the question and was afraid he might disclose
            what had happened between them that morning. Geordie gave her a reassuring look and then turned back to his brother. “Nay.
            Although I did see Lady Catriona and Lady Sasha in the orchard. They were chasing after one of the other women, taunting her,
            and then stopped to sneer at me when they saw me sleeping under a tree.”
         

         
         “Oh?” Aulay eyed the women briefly. “Good to know.”

         
         “They’re Lowlanders,” he pointed out with disgust. Lowlanders were nearly as bad as the English to his mind. You couldn’t
            expect much from them.
         

         
         “Oh, now, there’s nothing wrong with Lowlanders,” Uncle Acair said. “Just look at our lovely Dwyn here. She’s a Lowlander
            too and a fine figure o’ a woman.”
         

         
         Geordie frowned as he realized that was true. Innes was in the flatlands to the east of the mountains that made up the Highlands.

         
         “Aye, and Innes is on the North Sea. Surely that makes up for not having our lovely mountains,” Aulay suggested, offering
            Dwyn one of his rare smiles. Although they’d become much more common since the arrival of Jetta in his life, Aulay was still
            not used to company in his home. This was no doubt a trial for him, but he was making an effort, Geordie thought, and then
            glanced around as a maid responded to his uncle’s wave and rushed over with a platter of food.
         

         
         “Here ye go, lass.” Uncle Acair turned to take the platter and held it in front of Dwyn. “What will ye have? Or shall I feed
            ye?”
         

         
         When Dwyn’s face flushed with embarrassment, Geordie scowled at his uncle. “Can ye no’ see ye’re embarrassing the lass? She
            can feed herself.”
         

         
         “Young men today, eh, Dwyn?” his uncle said lightly. “No romance in their soul. You stick with me, lovey. I’m a man who kens
            how to treat a woman.”
         

         
         Geordie glowered at the man, and then glanced around with a frown when he was suddenly elbowed in the side. Seeing that Aulay
            had shifted over into Jetta’s empty spot and that he was the one who had jabbed him with his elbow, he raised his eyebrows.
            “What is it?”
         

         
         “Ye growled,” he murmured, keeping his voice down.

         
         “What?” Geordie asked with disbelief.

         
         “Ye did,” Aulay assured him with amusement. “Ye growled at Uncle Acair like a dog whose bone is threatened. Are ye sure ye
            do no’ ken Lady Innes?”
         

         
         Mouth tightening, Geordie stood up.

         
         “Where are ye going?” Aulay asked with interest.

         
         “I’m no’ hungry. I think I’ll take a walk about the bailey,” he muttered.

         
         “Ye’re no’ going to get to know the women that way,” Aulay pointed out with exasperation. “Me wife brought them here for
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