
  
    [image: The Laird’s Forbidden Lady]
  


  
    
      THE LAIRD’S FORBIDDEN LADY

      
        HIGHLAND REBELS & ROSES

      

    

    
      
        AILEEN ADAMS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Aileen Adams

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          EVELYN

        

      

    

    
      The sea had not finished with her.

      A wave broke against the rocks and dragged at her skirts, pulling her sideways across the shingle like a hand trying to reclaim what it had thrown away. Evelyn dug her fingers into the stones beneath her and held on. Her nails tore. The cold had eaten so deep into her bones that the pain barely registered, just a dull protest from somewhere far away.

      The wave retreated. She crawled.

      One arm forward. Then the other. Her knees ground against wet stone and broken timber, and the taste of salt and blood sat thick on her tongue. The satchel strap had wound itself around her left wrist during the night, cinching tight enough to leave a bruise, and she was glad of it. The satchel was still there. The letter was still inside. That was the only arithmetic that mattered now.

      She dragged herself past the high-water line and collapsed onto her back. Above her, the sky was the color of a fading bruise, purple and grey and sickly yellow at the eastern edge where dawn was trying to break through. Rain had stopped, but the wind still carried the taste of it. Somewhere behind her, the ruined hull of the ship groaned and shifted against the rocks, a sound like an animal dying slowly, and she turned her face away from it.

      Get up. You cannot stay here.

      The voice in her head was her mother’s. It had been her mother’s voice for years now, that calm and practical instruction that surfaced whenever the world tilted sideways. Her mother had been dead for six years, but the voice remained, clear as the day it had last spoken aloud.

      Evelyn rolled onto her side and pushed herself up to her knees. Her ribs screamed. Something had struck her during the wreck, a beam or a barrel or a wall of green water that had tossed her like kindling. She pressed a hand to her left side and drew a careful breath. Pain, but the kind that came from bruising, not from anything broken. She had spent enough time in her mother’s stillroom watching bones set and wounds dressed to know the difference.

      The satchel was sodden. She worked the clasp open with numb fingers and felt inside. The letter was there, wrapped in the square of oilcloth she had sealed it in before boarding the ship. Damp at the edges but intact. She did not need to read it. She had memorized every line during the weeks of planning, had sat in the dark of her bedchamber mouthing the words until they were etched into the walls of her mind. Her mother’s handwriting. Her mother’s careful accounting of the betrothal contract’s terms. The clause about consent that her father had hoped she would never find.

      She knew it all by heart. But the physical letter mattered. Proof mattered.

      She sealed the satchel again and looped the strap across her body, tucking it beneath her arm where it pressed against her bruised ribs. Then she stood. Her legs shook badly enough that she had to lock her knees to keep from going down again. The beach stretched out in both directions, grey and empty, hemmed by dark cliffs to the north and a long slope of heather and bracken to the south and east. No road. No village. No sign of any other survivor from the wreck.

      She was alone.

      Good, the practical voice said. That is what you wanted.

      Evelyn turned her back on the sea and began to walk inland.
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        * * *

      

      The heather was thick and treacherous, and within twenty steps she had stumbled twice. Her shoes were useless, soaked leather with the soles half-peeling away, and the ground beneath was a shifting mess of peat and loose stone, hidden by the scrub. Mist hung in the hollows between the low hills, and the wind cut through her wet clothing with the patience of a blade being sharpened. Somewhere in the distance, a bird called, a thin, reedy sound that was swallowed almost immediately by the wind. The land stretched in every direction, enormous and indifferent, and for the first time since the ship had broken apart beneath her, Evelyn understood the scale of the trouble she was in.

      She was somewhere on the western coast of Scotland. That much she could reckon from the direction of the dawn and the feel of the wind off the Atlantic. But west of Scotland was vast, and the Highlands were not the kind of country that offered signposts to lost Englishwomen. The few maps she had studied before boarding had been vague about this stretch of coastline, marked with the names of clans she did not know and mountains she could not pronounce.

      She concentrated on the story. The story was the only armor she had now. She had built it in pieces over the weeks before her departure, testing each part the way her mother’s herbalist had tested tinctures, a drop at a time, watching for the reaction. The dress she wore was plain enough to pass for a merchant’s wife, bought secondhand from a seamstress in Leith who asked no questions. The rings were gone, stripped from her fingers and sewn into the lining of the satchel weeks before she boarded. Her hands, she noted with grim satisfaction, looked the part now. Scraped and raw, the nails broken. Nothing about them said Lady.

      Her accent would betray her as English, but English was not the same as noble. She could be a widow. A merchant’s widow traveling north to settle her late husband’s affairs. A woman of modest means, alone by misfortune and not by design. She rehearsed the details as she walked, assigning them the rhythm of truth. His name was Thomas. He traded in wool and linen. He had dealings with a factor in Inverness. She had loved him well enough, and he was gone, and the rest was just business.

      Evelyn. My name is Evelyn. That much is true.

      She would give them that and nothing more. If anyone asked for a surname, she had one prepared. Common. Forgettable. The kind of name that slid off the memory like water off stone.

      She climbed a low rise and paused at the top, breathing hard. Her ribs throbbed with each inhale, and her vision swam at the edges where the cold was doing its slow work. The landscape opened before her in shades of grey and brown and deep, rain-soaked green. Mountains rose to the north, their summits lost in cloud. A river glinted in the valley below, swollen and brown with runoff. And beyond it, perhaps two miles distant, the shape of a tower rising from a promontory above a loch.

      A castle. A clan seat.

      Her stomach clenched. A castle meant a laird, and a laird meant authority, and authority meant questions she could not afford to answer. But it also meant shelter. Warmth. A roof between her and the sky. She had not eaten since yesterday morning, had not been dry in two days, and the cold was doing something slow and dangerous to her thinking. Already the edges of her vision had gone soft, and a stupid, dreamy calm had begun to settle over her limbs.

      You will die out here if you do not find shelter before nightfall.

      She had not fled one cage to die in the open. She started down the slope toward the river.

      The riders came from the east.

      The drum of hooves reached her first, then voices carried by the wind, speaking in a language she did not know. Gaelic. The rhythm of it was unmistakable even without understanding. She stopped in a stand of birch at the river’s edge and pressed herself against the nearest trunk, one hand on the satchel.

      Three men on garron ponies crested the ridge above her. Two rode slightly behind the third, and all three wore plaids in muted greens and browns, belted at the waist, with swords at their hips and round targes strapped across their backs. The man in front sat taller than the others, broader in the shoulder, his dark hair loose and damp against his neck. Rain had darkened the wool of his plaid nearly to black.

      He raised a hand, and the others stopped. His gaze swept the riverbank with a slow, practiced attention that reminded Evelyn of the gamekeepers on her father’s estate, the ones who could spot a hare in the furze at fifty paces. When that gaze found her, it stopped.

      She did not run. There was nowhere to run to, and running would only confirm whatever suspicion was already forming behind those dark eyes. She stepped out from the birch tree and stood in the open, arms at her sides, chin level.

      The man on the lead horse spoke to the others without looking away from her. A few clipped words in Gaelic, and the tone of them was not warm. One of the other riders shifted in his saddle and answered with something that sounded like a question. The tall man ignored it and swung down from his horse in a single controlled motion.

      He was taller on the ground than he had appeared mounted. Broad across the chest and lean through the waist, with a face that looked as though it had been cut from the same grey stone as the mountains behind him. A hard face. A face built for decisions, not apologies. But the eyes were the problem. They were dark and watchful and too sharp by half, and they moved over Evelyn with the kind of assessment that missed nothing and offered nothing in return.

      “English,” he said. Not a question.

      “Yes.” Her voice came out rougher than she intended, scraped raw by salt water and cold.

      “And alone.”

      “Yes.”

      His jaw tightened. He looked past her toward the coastline she had come from, and something shifted in his expression. The remains of the wreck would be visible from higher ground.

      “The ship,” he said. “You were aboard.”

      “I was.”

      “Are there others?”

      “I do not know. I did not see anyone on the shore.”

      He studied her for a long moment. The wind pressed her wet skirts against her legs and pulled at the strands of hair that had come loose from the knot at her neck, and she was suddenly, painfully aware of how she must look. Half-drowned. Battered. The kind of creature that washed up and died quietly in the heather if no one bothered to look.

      “Your name.”

      “Evelyn.” She swallowed. “My husband was a merchant. He passed two years ago. I was traveling north to settle his accounts. The storm took the ship.”

      One of the riders behind him spoke again, louder this time, and the word Sassenach carried clearly on the wind. The second rider muttered something in reply and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. Not drawing it. Just making sure she saw it there.

      The tall man did not turn. His gaze stayed on Evelyn, and the calculation happening behind those dark eyes was almost visible, a weighing of risk against obligation that played out in the set of his mouth and the tension across his shoulders.

      “I am MacLeod,” he said. “Laird of these lands.”

      Her stomach dropped. Not just a clansman. The laird himself.

      “You’ll come with us.”

      “Am I being taken prisoner?”

      Something flickered across his face. It might have been irritation. It might have been something closer to reluctant recognition, as though her refusal to simply fall at his feet and weep was not what he had expected and not entirely unwelcome.

      “You’re being offered shelter,” he said. “Which is more than most would give an Englishwoman found on MacLeod land in times such as these.”

      She held his gaze. The wind howled between them and drove a fresh sheet of rain across the valley, and neither of them moved.

      “Then I accept,” she said. “And I thank you.”

      He gave a short nod. Then he unclasped the heavy plaid from his shoulders and crossed the distance between them in three strides.

      She had expected him to hand it to her. He did not. He swung the wool around her shoulders himself, settling it with a practiced efficiency that spoke of years dressing for weather like this. The plaid was enormous, heavy with damp, and warm from his body. It smelled of wool and horse sweat and something earthen beneath, peat smoke or heather or the land itself. It swallowed her whole.

      His hands lingered at her shoulders for the space of a breath. His face was very close, and in that nearness she caught something behind the guarded exterior. Not pity. Something rawer. A flash of recognition, as though he understood in his bones what it meant to be cold and alone and too proud to say so.

      Then the mask closed. He stepped back, jaw set like iron, and turned to address his men in Gaelic. Whatever he said silenced the one who had been gripping his sword. The other man shook his head but obeyed, wheeling his garron to make room.

      “Can ye ride?” MacLeod asked without looking at her.

      “I can sit a horse.”

      “That is nae what I asked.”

      “It is the answer I have.”

      The corner of his mouth moved. It was not a smile. But it was not nothing either.

      He led her to the nearest garron and placed his hands at her waist to help her mount. She was braced for it, or thought she was. But the strength in his grip surprised her, and the steadiness. He lifted her with no more effort than he might have used on a child, and when she was settled in the saddle, he held on for a moment longer than the task required, his hands warm and certain against the soaked wool at her sides.

      Their eyes met. His were dark as the loch in winter, and whatever was in them was not something he wanted her to see, because he looked away first. His jaw worked once, and then he released her and walked to his own horse without a word.

      He did not speak to her again as they rode.

      The track followed the river west and then turned north along a ridge where the wind was at its worst. Evelyn gripped the garron’s mane and concentrated on the rhythm of its gait, posting as best she could with stiff legs and bruised ribs. The animal was sure-footed on ground that would have turned an English riding horse lame in a hundred yards, picking its way over stone and root with a stolid patience that she envied.

      The two clansmen rode behind her. She could feel their attention on her back like a physical weight. They spoke to each other in Gaelic, their voices low, and the occasional word carried forward on the wind. She could not understand them, but the tone was clear enough. Suspicion. Displeasure. The resentment of men who had been overruled by their chief and would remember it.

      MacLeod rode ahead, his back straight, his gaze forward. The rain had soaked through the shirt and waistcoat he wore beneath the plaid he had given her, and the linen clung to the breadth of his shoulders and the hard line of his spine. He looked like a man carved from the landscape itself, grey and weathered and unyielding. And yet his hands, when they had held her waist, had been careful. That was the contradiction she could not reconcile, and it nagged at her like a loose thread.

      She clutched the satchel beneath the borrowed plaid and focused on staying upright. The plaid was warm, and the warmth was treacherous because it made her want to close her eyes and let go of the vigilance that had kept her alive since the storm hit. She could not afford that. She could not afford the strange flutter in her pulse, either, the one that had started when MacLeod’s hands had closed around her waist and had not yet stopped.

      He is a Highland laird with a sword on his hip and suspicion in his eyes, and you are a liar sitting on a borrowed horse. This is not safety. This is a new kind of danger.

      She believed the warning. Her body, traitorous and exhausted and still warm where his hands had been, did not.
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        * * *

      

      Castle MacLeod rose from the promontory like something grown rather than built, its grey walls stained with lichen and weather, its tower stark against the heavy sky. The loch spread beneath it, black and wind-chopped, and the track leading up to the gates was rutted deep with mud and the marks of iron-shod hooves. Smoke rose from within the walls, thin and pale, carrying the smell of peat and roasting meat. A settlement of low stone buildings clustered at the castle’s base, and faces appeared in doorways as they rode through. Hard faces. Watchful.

      Evelyn kept her spine straight and her gaze forward and told herself the trembling in her hands was from the cold.

      As they neared the gates, a sound rose from the east. Hoofbeats. Fast, hard, urgent. MacLeod reined in and turned his horse, his hand going to his sword in a motion so practiced it looked like instinct rather than thought. His two men did the same.

      A rider burst from the treeline at a gallop. A big man on a big horse, red-haired and wild-eyed, his plaid streaked with mud. He pulled up hard in front of MacLeod and the garron skidded on the wet ground, throwing clods of earth.

      “Fergus,” MacLeod said. His voice had gone flat. The voice of a man who expected bad news and wanted it delivered quickly.

      The red-haired man spoke in Gaelic, fast and low, leaning from his saddle. Evelyn caught nothing of the words, but she understood their weight well enough from the way MacLeod’s expression changed. The guarded stillness hardened into something colder. He asked a question. Fergus answered. Then MacLeod turned and looked at Evelyn, and the calculation was back in his eyes, sharper now, edged with something that might have been regret.

      He spoke to her in English. “English soldiers have been sighted two glens east of here. And a council of the clans has been called.”

      He let the words sit between them.

      “You understand what that means,” he said.

      She understood. English soldiers in the Highlands during a Jacobite rising. And her, an Englishwoman under a Highland laird’s roof.

      “I understand,” she said.

      MacLeod held her gaze for a long, weighted moment. Around them, the wind drove rain against the castle walls and the loch churned grey and restless below. His men waited. Fergus waited. The faces in the doorways of the village watched in silence.

      “Bring her inside,” MacLeod said to his men, and turned his horse toward the gates.

      Evelyn clutched the satchel beneath the borrowed plaid and followed. Behind her, the sea she had crossed lay hidden by cloud and distance, and she did not look back.
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          ALISTAIR

        

      

    

    
      The woman was a problem.

      Alistair stood at the narrow window of his study and watched the rain drive itself against the glass in sheets, and the thought circled through his mind like a dog that would not settle. He had brought an Englishwoman into his castle. He had given her his plaid and put her on one of his horses and ridden her through the village where every face that turned to watch would remember it, and he had done it because there was nothing else to be done. A man did not leave a half-drowned woman to die on the shore, not if he intended to call himself a man afterward. The code was older than the uprising, older than the clans themselves, and he would not break it.

      But the timing was a curse.

      He turned from the window and braced his hands on the desk. Maps covered its surface, weighted at the corners with river stones, and every one of them showed the same picture of a country tearing itself apart. Jacobite positions marked in charcoal. English garrison routes in red ink, supplied by Fergus’s scouts. And Castle MacLeod, sitting squarely in the middle of it all, exposed on three sides.

      Ye’ve a talent for finding trouble, lad. His father’s voice, that one. Dead four years and still offering commentary from the grave.

      He had settled the woman in the chamber off the west corridor. Small, but warm enough once the fire caught, and far from the main hall where his men gathered in the evenings. Moira had gone to her without being asked, which was like Moira, who had been tending wounds and clucking over broken people since before Alistair could walk. She had taken one look at the half-drowned Englishwoman and steered her toward the bed with the quiet authority of a general directing troops.

      “Bruised ribs,” Moira had told him in the corridor afterward, her voice low. “Cuts on her hands and knees. Half-frozen and nae eaten in a day at least. She’ll mend, if she rests.”

      “See that she does.”

      “Alistair.” Moira’s weathered hand had caught his arm. “She’s frightened. Beneath the steel of her. She hides it well, but I’ve tended enough frightened creatures to know.”

      He had not answered that. He had nodded once and gone to the great hall, because the great hall was where the real storm was gathering.

      Fergus was waiting for him, along with old Donal and two of the senior clansmen whose names carried weight when the talk turned to war. The fire in the great hearth threw orange light across the stone walls and turned the men’s faces into landscapes of shadow and hard line. The air smelled of peat smoke and wet wool and the mutton that had been roasting since morning. Dogs lay at the edges of the room, ribs showing, too thin for winter.

      “The scouts are certain,” Fergus said. He stood with his back to the fire, his red hair still damp from the ride. “Twelve men. English regulars. Nae militia. They’re moving west along the Allt Beag.”

      “Scouting or marching?” Alistair asked.

      “Scouting. A patrol, nae a column. But they’re nae lost.”

      “They know MacLeod land when they see it.”

      “Aye.”

      Alistair leaned against the edge of the table and crossed his arms. The position put his back to the wall and his face to the room, which was the way his father had taught him to stand in any gathering where the mood was uncertain. His father had taught him a great many things about the posture of leadership. How to fill a doorway. How to let silence do the work of argument. How to carry the weight of a hundred lives on his shoulders and never let the strain show in his face. He had been less thorough about teaching Alistair what to do when the weight became unbearable, but that lesson, Alistair suspected, was one his father had never learned himself.

      “And the council?” he said.

      “Glenfinnan. The chiefs are gathering. Cameron has already declared. MacDonald of Keppoch is expected to follow.” Fergus paused. “They’ll want to know where MacLeod stands.”

      Silence settled over the hall. The fire cracked and sent a shower of sparks up the chimney. Old Donal shifted in his seat but said nothing. The two clansmen exchanged a look that Alistair read without difficulty. They wanted an answer, too. Every man in this room had kin who would fight or die depending on which way their laird turned his standard, and they had every right to know. But the truth was that Alistair did not yet know himself, and saying so aloud would be an act of weakness that Callum would exploit within the hour.

      Before he could speak, the door at the far end of the hall opened, and Callum walked in.

      His cousin moved with the confidence of a man who believed he was arriving at exactly the right moment. Callum was lean where Alistair was broad, with sharp features and clever eyes and a way of standing that managed to suggest he was doing everyone the favor of his presence. He wore his plaid well and his sword better, and he had the kind of easy charm that made men listen before they realized they were being led.

      “I hear we’ve a guest.” Callum settled himself in a chair without waiting to be offered one. “An English guest.”

      “A shipwreck survivor,” Alistair said.

      “Is there a difference, in times such as these?”

      “There is to me.”

      Callum lifted an eyebrow. “And to the clan? With English scouts nae two glens from our door and a council calling for swords?” He spread his hands in a gesture of reason. “I mean nae disrespect, cousin. But the talk has already started. The people saw ye ride her in on yer own horse, wrapped in yer own plaid. They’re asking questions.”

      “Then they can ask me.”

      “They’re asking me. And I donnae have answers to give them.”

      The rebuke was delicate and perfectly placed, and Alistair recognized the craft of it even as his jaw tightened. Callum had always been skilled at framing ambition as concern. He did not want to protect the clan from the Englishwoman. He wanted to remind everyone that Alistair had made a choice without consulting his blood.

      “The woman stays,” Alistair said. “Until I know her story and the weather clears enough for safe passage. That is my decision, and it is made.”

      Callum’s mouth curved. Not a challenge. An acknowledgment that the line had been drawn, and a quiet promise to remember where.

      “Of course, Laird.” He rose from the chair with the languid grace of a man who had gotten what he came for. “I only thought ye should know the mood of the hall.”

      He left. The door closed behind him.

      Fergus exhaled. “He’s nae wrong about the mood.”

      “I know.”

      “And the woman?”

      Alistair stared at the maps on the table and said nothing for a long time. The charcoal lines blurred. He was thinking of the way she had stood among the birch trees with the rain beating against her and looked at him without flinching. The way she had answered his questions with the clipped precision of someone accustomed to choosing her words with care. The way her chin had come up when his rider’s hand had moved to his sword.

      Merchant’s widow. The story had the shape of truth without its weight. A woman who carried herself like that, who spoke with that careful diction, who stood before an armed laird and a wall of Highland suspicion and did not falter, was not the wife of a merchant.

      “I’ll learn what I can,” he said. “Give me time.”

      “Time is nae what we have in abundance,” Fergus said, but he let it rest.
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        * * *

      

      Evening came, and with it the silence of a castle holding its breath. The rain eased to a steady drizzle. Alistair stood outside the door to the west chamber and told himself he was there to check on Moira’s patient and nothing more.

      He knocked. A pause, and then her voice. “Come in.”

      The fire had caught and was throwing steady warmth across the small room. A tallow candle burned on the table by the bed, its light thin and yellow and not quite enough to reach the corners. She was sitting upright against the bolster, which was not what he had expected. Moira had told him she needed rest, and he had pictured her asleep, or close to it. Instead, she was bent over a small book that lay open on her lap, her lips moving silently, brow drawn in concentration.

      She looked up when he entered. Her face was cleaner now, the worst of the salt and grime washed away, and what remained was sharper
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