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LOSING CONTROL

“ ’Tis very dark here.” He grasped her hands when she put them against his chest and tried to push him away. “ ’Tis dangerous. Ye can never say what might happen.” He threaded his fingers through hers, then held her hands out to the side and against the wall.

“Aye. I could be accosted by some randy fool.” She tried to keep her tone of voice cool and steady, but it quickly wavered and grew husky when he rubbed his body against hers. She could feel his arousal and that fed her own. “What game is this? Do ye mean to take by force what I have refused to give ye?” He kissed her throat and Ailis knew that if he released her hands, her only hesitation would come as she tried to decide whose clothes to rip off first.

“Nay, but I could make ye want it—at least once.”

“That ye could and that could also make me angry with ye.”

“I will take my chances.”

She gasped with a pleasure that she could not hide when he nipped at her bodice. Then he kissed her with a hunger she quickly matched. When he released her hands, she wrapped her arms around him to hold him closer. He slipped his hands down her back, cupped her backside, and pressed her more tightly against him.

“Lift your skirts, Ailis,” he asked in a soft, demanding voice.

The shadows and her own hunger made her bold. Slowly, she lifted her skirts ...
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Scotland 1375

 



“A toast to the bride who will one day unite the MacFarlanes and the MacCordys in her womb.”

The bride Ailis MacFarlane’s deep brown eyes narrowed as she surveyed the men at the head table in the great hall of Leargan. Her lips thinned by a growing fury, she needed to unclench her even white teeth before she could take a reluctant sip of wine from an ornate goblet. The knuckles of her long slim fingers were bone white, but she was unable to ease her grip upon the goblet as she set it back down on the tapestry-draped table. Beneath the heavy oak table she agitatedly tapped her small booted foot. Her rage craved some outlet. None of the men so jovially toasting each other and making plans were paying any mind to her or her increasing fury.

She wondered if they would pay her any heed if she stood and screamed out her fury. Probably not, she decided. They rarely noticed her or her moods. She sent a hard glare at Donald MacCordy.

The cause for the increasingly rowdy celebration was her betrothal to Donald MacCordy, the eldest son and heir of the laird of Craigandubh. The union would strengthen their alliance of arms. The two families would now stand shoulder to shoulder against their enemies. Of which there were an ever-growing number.

For years the MacFarlanes had had a tentative connection to the MacCordys, occasionally coming to one another’s aid. Now it would be a much stronger tie, one of a common heritage in the children to come. As yet un-conceived despite Donald’s intensive efforts whenever he chanced to catch her alone, Ailis thought furiously.

For the past few days Ailis had struggled to avoid the man she was soon to marry. She was as determined to delay the fateful day when Donald MacCordy would make her a woman as the lecherous Donald was eager to precipitate it. His clammy hands were much too swift and cloying. His too full lips reminded her too much of the leeches the physicians so prized. As yet another toast was raised to the approaching nuptials, Ailis raised her goblet and briefly wished it held poison. She loved life far too dearly, however, even if it meant suffering bondage to Donald MacCordy.

At twenty she knew she was over ready to be married. Her uncle and guardian had no children of his own, and as she was the only surviving child of his only brother, she could inherit the small but prosperous holding of Leargan. There was only a slight chance that her uncle’s new wife, Una, who was young, lovely, and somewhat simple, could yet produce a child, and that slight chance faded more every day the poor woman suffered in Colin MacFarlane’s grasp. It was with a covetous eye on Leargan as much as enhancing the alliance that the MacCordys accepted her for a bride for their future laird.

Suddenly Ailis tensed. She realized that in all the talk of marriage, living arrangements, dowers, and the future of their clans, there had been no mention of her nephews and niece. Since her sister Mairi’s death two years ago, Ailis had cared for the three children conceived during a six-year liaison with a wild but unnamed man. Rath and Manus, the seven-year-old twins, and Sibeal, their five-year-old sister, were the only source of happiness in Ailis’s life. Ailis began to fear that she would not be allowed to keep the children with her. She decided it was time to find out for certain.

“Uncle? What about my sister’s bairns?” she demanded.

“The bairns have been considered,” Colin MacFarlane said in a cool, calm tone.

Ailis did not trust the smoothness of her uncle’s reply, a smoothness echoed in Donald’s smile. “I dinna expect any great cost to be expended upon them,” Ailis said. “I just want them to remain in my care as my sister wished and as I promised her they would.”

“We are all well aware of that promise, lass. Dinna worry on it.”

Her uncle then ignored her and returned to his drinking. Ailis silently cursed. A few minutes later she slipped away to go to her chambers. To stay and participate in the betrothal revelry would be like dancing at her own funeral. She was trapped and they all knew it, just as they all knew she would rather wed one of the devil’s own horsemen than Donald MacCordy.

“And now that I ponder it, Donald probably is one of the devil’s horsemen,” she grumbled as she paused in front of the door to the tiny, damp room that had been grudgingly allotted to her late sister’s children.

The poor quarters had been reluctantly offered by their uncle. Colin MacFarlane called the children the Bastard Trio. There were times when Ailis was hard-pressed not to do violence to the man, for his attitude hurt the children. They had suffered enough pain. Instead of being welcomed and comforted at Leargan, the children were crowded into a small, drafty room by a cold, unfeeling man. Ailis could do nothing. She could not even get the children into her more comfortable quarters. The few times she had tried, her uncle had had them forcibly removed, for, he claimed, her chambers were to be her bridal suite, and her groom would not appreciate it if it was cluttered up with bastards. Ailis had swallowed her fury, for she had finally realized that the bickering and confrontation were hurting the children more than if she simply let the matter be.

As she quietly entered the children’s room, Ailis looked at their faces, searching yet again for some clue as to who had fathered them. No one had been able to stop the besotted Mairi from meeting her lover, and after her father had died, no one had really tried. The twins had already been born, and Mairi had been considered unweddable. Ailis had only once stooped to following Mairi, but she had just managed to get lost. All attempts to get Mairi to tell her the man’s name had also failed despite their close relationship.

Although Ailis sorely missed her sister, she often thought that it was for the best that Mairi had died before their mother had, and before the onslaught of their uncle’s guardianship. The shame Mairi had brought to the family and the fury that stirred within her too-proud uncle would not have been tempered by a parent’s love. Colin MacFarlane would have made life a sheer misery for the lovesick, erring Mairi. Ailis doubted that she could have protected the sensitive Mairi from Colin’s venom any better than she had the children.

All three children were smiling at her and, although she smiled back, her attention was centered on the twins. She was sure they held the greatest clues to their father’s identity. They were handsome boys with rich blue eyes and gleaming black hair. The hair was like hers, like Mairi’s but the eyes and the lean faces were definitely from that unknown father. Little Sibeal had strawberry-blond hair. Yet another clue? The big brown eyes and small oval face were just like hers and Mairi’s. What bothered Ailis was that of all the men she could think of who held such features, none were friends to the MacFarlanes, and one clan, the MacDubhs, were the bitterest of enemies, for her uncle had stolen Leargan from them. Ailis hid a grimace as she thought yet again that it was bad enough her sister had carried on a liaison with a married man. She dared not let herself believe that it had been with one of their deadliest enemies as well. She forced the chilling thought aside and bent to kiss each of the three children.

“Are ye to be wed to Donald MacCordy, then?” asked Manus as Ailis tucked him in.

“Aye. There isna a thing I can do to alter that dire fate, laddie.”

“Are ye certain?”

“Very certain. I have thought on it long and hard, but there is naught for me to do.”

“I dinna like the man, Ailis,” Sibeal whispered. “I ken he doesna like us at all.”

Ailis tried not to place too much weight on the solemn little girl’s words. “No man can be at ease with another man’s bairns, sweeting. ’Tis all that is.” Ailis could see that the children had as little confidence in her soothing words as she did.

A half hour later, when Ailis finally sought her own bed, she found sleep annoyingly elusive. Sibeal was right—Donald could not tolerate the children. In truth, Ailis was beginning to fear that Donald deeply hated them. He had been betrothed to Mairi when her illicit liaison had become common knowledge, but Ailis did not think that was the whole of it. She began to suspect that Donald knew who Mairi’s lover had been, knew and hated the children for it. Unfortunately, Ailis did not believe it would be easy to get that knowledge from him.

She tensed as a noise yanked her from her musings. It took only a second to recognize the sound as that of her door being stealthily opened. Ailis slipped her hand beneath her pillow to grasp her dagger, a weapon she was never without. When the shadowy figure finally reached her bed and bent over her, she struck, driving her dagger deep into the man’s flesh and just as swiftly yanking her blade free as she leapt to her feet. The ensuing bellow of pain brought several people bustling into her room with candles held high. As the light filled her chamber, Ailis was not surprised to see that her erstwhile ravisher was Donald. The man was on the floor clutching his badly slashed arm and making an inordinate amount of noise. She watched scornfully as his father, brother, and cousin rushed to help him.

“What the devil are ye about, ye daft lass?” bellowed Colin MacFarlane. “Ye have just skewered the man ye are supposed to wed.” He swung at her, but she was used to his quick, brutal hand and neatly avoided the blow, returning his fierce glare as she clung to the bedpost. “Ye could have killed him!”

“I treated him as I would any man who comes a-creeping to my bed in the dark of the night,” she snapped. “He has no right to be here.”

“He was only a wee bit eager, lass,” growled the Laird of Craigandubh. “There was no need to nearly hack his arm off.”

“Ye exaggerate. ’Tis but a flesh wound, even though he bellows like a gelded bull. And if he meant no harm, he should have brought a light with him. Aye, and spoken out, instead of creeping about like a thief.”

Ailis was disgusted when the men tried to dispute the truth of her words. By the time all the shouting was over and she was again alone in her chambers, she was exhausted. She replaced her knife beneath her pillow, relieved that her infuriated uncle had carelessly forgotten to confiscate it. The dagger could still prove necessary to discourage Donald’s unwanted attentions. With a sigh and a curse for Donald MacCordy, she snuggled beneath her covers, refusing to let her troubles and worries rob her of sleep.

 


 



“Ye great fool,” snapped Duncan MacCordy, the bulky Laird of Craigandubh as, once in his chambers, he began to bandage his heir’s wound. “The lass could have killed ye. She was right to attack any man who crept up on her in the dark with nary a word. Do ye mean to spoil all our plans with your lust for the wench?”

“How was I to ken that the bitch slept with a dirk at hand?” Donald glared at his handsome cousin Malcolm, who laughed softly. “She will pay dearly for this come our wedding night. I will ride her hard and long just as I should have ridden her whore of a sister.”

“Ye, Mairi was a whore, but she gave us a cursed fine tool for blackmail and revenge,” said Duncan. “And soon wee Ailis will give it to us to do with as we please.” He rubbed his blunt hands together in anticipation.

William, the laird’s young, homely son, frowned and smoothed his hand over his receding chin. “Are ye sure that old Colin MacFarlane doesna ken who fathered the bairns?”

“Aye, I am very sure,” answered Duncan, and he shook his head, his lanky gray hair shifting clumsily with the movement. “And the old fool isna even interested. All he can see or think about is the shame of it, the mark upon the MacFarlane name. What we must hope for is that Barra MacDubh kens who the wee bastards really are.”

“He kens,” snarled Donald. “The cur kens well that he twice filled Mairi MacFarlane’s belly. His slut of a wife, Agnes, told me as much ere she died. For two long years I have ached to have my revenge on that whoreson. Soon, very soon, I will have it.”

Duncan scowled at his son. “The bairns are to be used to gain us the MacDubh land and naught else. Remember that, Donald. Ye arena to use them to soothe your poor wounded vanity. Ye had best keep in mind that the bairns are also of MacFarlane blood. Your wee bride is their aunt.”

“In her heart she is more than that,” remarked Malcolm, drawing all attention to himself. “ ’Tis a very strong bond she has with those bairns, and ye, Donald, had best begin to see it clearly. If ye want as little woe as possible, ye had best tread warily in all your plans for those bairns.”

“The bitch will be my wife, and she will do as I tell her or she will sore regret it,” snarled Donald. “She willna fight me for long, I vow.”

Malcolm sighed but said no more. Yet again he wished he had the wherewithal to be free of his cousins or to be in the service of some other man. He had so little in common with his kin.

But he was bound to his rough, unperceptive relatives. Unlike the others, Malcolm could see the finely honed steel that straightened Ailis MacFarlane’s lovely backbone. He also saw that she had as much feeling for those babes in her care as if she had borne them herself. There was no doubt in his mind that if she thought those children were in any danger, she could be as lethal as any she-wolf guarding her cubs. It was plain, however, that Donald would take no advice in the matter. Malcolm suspected that that blindness would eventually cause them a great deal of trouble.

“Aye,” muttered Donald. “Ailis will learn, and I suspect that she will grieve little for those bastards when she discovers who their father is.”

“If Barra MacDubh really is their father, why has he made no claim upon them?” asked Malcolm.

“He doesna care to have his kin aware of who his lover was just as Mairi didna want any one to ken it,” answered Duncan.

“Let us pray that he remains reticent, for I ken that his brother, Alexander, isna a man to sit back and wait to deal,” drawled Malcolm, then sighed as he was virtually ignored.

 


 



Alexander fought valiantly to stem his swiftly rising temper. His younger brother, Barra, was oblivious to his efforts, however, and blithely continued to add to his fury. The evening meal was becoming an ordeal, and the quiet in the great hall told Alexander that the other men expected matters to grow worse. The pages and the occasional serving woman crept amongst the men with the tense air of people awaiting an attack.

Yet again Barra was drunk. While Barra’s shrewish wife had been alive, Alexander had been somewhat sympathetic, believing Barra had sought peace in the wine. Yet Agnes had been dead now for two years, and Barra had remained almost consistently drunk since the day of the woman’s death.

That in itself was a source of extreme annoyance to Alexander. He simply could not believe that grief for the woman prompted Barra’s wallow in ale, and all of the man’s shame should have faded by now. Even more unsettling was that this night was the anniversary of Agnes’s death, and Barra was clearly worse than most nights. He would have to be carried to bed. If Agnes had been a worthy wife, Alexander might have found some sympathy for his brother, but his opinion was that the only drink that should be taken in Agnes’s name was a loud toast to her absence. Agnes had been a vicious, unpleasant wench who had delighted in making every man, woman, and child within her reach utterly miserable.

A grimace twisted Alexander’s mouth as he silently admitted that even if Agnes had been a sainted angel, he would have been hard-pressed to feel any sympathy concerning her untimely death. Even the women whose bodies he used received little more from him than a few grunts and a coin or two. It was difficult to believe that he had once been so flattering and gallant. He marveled at his own naïveté. The women his family had been cursed with over the last dozen years had certainly cured him of his amiable innocence as thoroughly as they had decimated his clan’s fortunes. Barra was simply yet another good man who had been caught between a woman’s thighs and drained of all good sense and strength. If Agnes were still alive, Alexander was certain that he would kill her himself.

Unable to restrain himself any longer, Alexander leapt to his feet, wrenched the tankard from his brother’s hand, and hurled it toward the far end of Rathmor’s great hall. “Ye have had enough.” His tall, broad-shouldered frame taut with anger, Alexander glared at Barra.

Barra calmly took the tankard belonging to the man seated next to him, refilled it, and took a drink. “I can never have enough.”

Alexander raked his fingers through his thick golden hair, agitated by his inability to understand his own brother. “Curse ye,” he snarled. “How can ye wallow in drink for two long years because of that whoring bitch Agnes?”

“Agnes?” Barra blinked owlishly at his brother. “Ye think this is for Agnes?”

When Barra suddenly burst into laughter, Alexander’s blood ran cold. The laughter was not the free, contagious sort customary to Barra in earlier, happier times. There was a sharp note to it that made Alexander fear for Barra’s mind. That fear was enhanced by the wild look in Barra’s red-stained eyes, eyes of a less intense blue than his own. Drink had been known to destroy a man’s mind before, Alexander thought, and uttering a foul curse, he slapped Barra, knocking the slender man off the bench he sat on. As he watched Barra pick himself up off of the rush-strewn floor and resume his seat at the table, Alexander clenched and unclenched his hands, fighting the urge to slap his brother until Barra was both sober and sane. The fact that there was no sign of anger in his brother only added to Alexander’s fury.

“I am not mad, Alex,” Barra murmured. “However, I have often wished that I were. Madness might finally release me from my hell.”

“I had thought ye released when your bitch of a wife breathed her last. She made your life a living hell.”

“Oh, aye, that she did, and she saw to it that her death wouldna put an end to my purgatory. Ere Agnes, died, she took from me the only thing that made my life worth a farthing.” He laughed hoarsely. “Although I dinna doubt that ye would thank her for it.”

“I wouldna thank Agnes for a thing save, perhaps, for dying.”

“Aye, ye would thank her. Do ye have any idea why, when she was so near to death with that fever, she took herself out of Rathmor and thus caught the chill that killed her so quickly?”

“Nay.” Alexander began to feel uncomfortably tense.

“Well, no doubt this shall lift your dark spirits. Agnes went to a crofter’s hut on the far western side of our lands and murdered all that made me happy, all that could ever make me happy. She cut Mairi MacFarlane’s bonny throat.”

Alexander grabbed Barra by the shoulders, a dread suspicion growing in his mind and making his grip painful. “And why should ye care that Agnes killed a MacFarlane?”

“Why? Because Mairi MacFarlane and I had been lovers for six years.” Barra barely stopped himself from falling when Alexander thrust him away as if he had suddenly contracted the plague. “Mairi was but fifteen and I was nearly twenty, newly wed to dear, vicious Agnes—the lass ye thought would bring heirs to Rathmor. God’s blood, six months wed and I was already in purgatory.”

“So ye went and lay down with the niece of the man who murdered our father?” Alex hissed.

“Aye, lay with and loved her is just what I did.”

“Nay!”

“Aye! Mairi was the very breath I needed to live, the food that kept my soul from dying, as yours had. Agnes couldna abide it. I couldna speak to ye, for I kenned your hatred for the MacFarlanes.” Barra sighed, his expression and tone of voice becoming maudlin. “Agnes took my Mairi. Aye, and my wee bairns, my sons and my wee bonny lassie.”

All the color fled Alexander’s face as Barra’s final words seared through his mind. “Ye had bairns? Agnes killed your bairns?” He spat out the words through tightly gritted teeth.

“Nay.” Barra awkwardly shook his head. “Nay, she didna kill them, although what happened is much the same. I canna see them, canna even hear how they fare in health and spirit.”

Alexander gave Barra a rough shake. His temper was stretched thin. “Cease bawling like some lass and tell me about your bairns. Tell me everything!”

“I had twin sons. We named them Rath and Manus. They would be seven now.” Barra sniffed as he sought to still his tears and vainly struggled to put some order into his thoughts. “Then there was Sibeal. The lass must be five now. I brought her into this world myself, slapped the breath of life into her with my own hands. My own tiny lass with Mairi’s bonny eyes. All four are lost to me now. So now ye ken why I drink. Agnes not only cut my love dead that black day, but she made certain that I could never see my bairns again.” He shook his head and took a long drink. “Aye, ’tis as if they, too, have died.” he whispered.

“Ye had bairns—sons, curse ye—and yet ye said naught to me?” The sting of hurt mixed with Alexander’s anger.

“Nay, I didna think ye would care to hear it,” Barra groused. “They are bastards with foul MacFarlane blood in their veins.”

“And MacDubh,” Alexander snapped, and several of the men at the head table growled their agreement.

“My Sibeal has hair just like mine,” Barra sighed. “The laddies have my eyes. In truth, they have the richer blue that ye were blessed with. God’s tears, ’tis as if the very heart has been torn out of me.”

Alexander grit his teeth and fought against his anger. Maudlin drunks had always infuriated him, but now he had a new understanding of Barra. His own opinion of love and of Barra’s appalling choice of a lover did not matter. The man had lost his children, had spent two long, dark years with no sight or word of them. Alexander was all too aware of how such a loss tore at a man, but he swallowed his own still-raw pain, for he needed to be decisive. He knew that his own loss intensified his fierce need to retrieve Barra’s children. Any MacDubh children belonged at Rathmor. He leaned toward his brother.

“Just where do ye think your bairns are now, Barra?” he asked in a soft, smooth voice as he watched Barra from beneath partly lowered eyelids.

That deceptively gentle question roused Barra from his misery. He looked around the table, his eyes widening as he met looks of sympathy and accusation. As he slowly turned his gaze to Alexander, he swallowed nervously. The drunken haze he had been sheltered in cleared a little, and he knew what caused Alexander’s eyes to shine with rage.

“At Leargan,” he rasped, cringing slightly in anticipation of Alexander’s response.

“Aye, at Leargan—being raised by a man who murdered our father and stole Leargan from us. The heirs to what scraps of wealth we still clutch on to are in the hands of the one who has ever sought to take even that.” When Barra gave an incoherent cry and fled from the great hall, Alexander sighed, sank down into his heavy oaken chair, and rested his head in his callused hands.

“What do ye mean to do?” asked his burly cousin Angus. “Ye canna intend to leave the bairns in Colin MacFarlane’s blood-soaked hands, can ye?”

“Nay,” answered Alexander. “Nay, I willna allow that whoreson to have the raising of them. It sore grieves me that MacFarlane blood flows in their veins, but they are Barra’s for all that. They are MacDubhs. They will be brought here and raised as MacDubhs. Please to God that the poison which is MacFarlane hasna seeped into their hearts as yet. Say naught to Barra, for he is useless as a warrior now, but we ride for Leargan at first light.”
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The soft, fragrant grass felt good beneath Ailis’s tired body as she sprawled next to her recumbent friend Jaime and left the children to play on their own for a while.

“Och, Jaime, I must be getting old. The bairns fairly wore me out.” She grinned when the big man laughed, a deep rich sound that suited him well.

“It does them good to run. They dinna get to do it much. Wee ones need to have a run now and again, mistress.”

Ailis nodded, briefly studying the big, dark man at her side. His muscles strained his dull brown jupon, and his hands were so large and strong that Jaime could easily kill a man with little effort. She felt perfectly safe with him and trusted him with the children’s lives. Jaime knew how to control his great strength, when to restrain it and when to unleash it.

She was sure that Jaime was not as slow-witted as people thought. He could learn a great many things if one just had patience with him, but Ailis knew that the most important thing she had taught him was self-worth, something his vicious father and others had stolen from him. She could not help but feel proud of that. It had also made Jaime utterly devoted to her, a devotion so complete it occasionally made her uncomfortable, but she did not dissuade him. It was good to have such an ally, for she had few at Leargan.

A sigh of pleasure escaped her as a cool breeze soothed the heat of the midsummer sun. “ ’Tis true that the children are forced to be quiet at Leargan so as not to anger the laird.”

“Aye, he can be a mean one.” Jaime sat up to watch the children more closely.

“He can, indeed. And yet ’tis sad, for a child needs to be a child. They grow so fast.” She watched the children laugh and chase each other, reveling in the beauty of a cloudless summer’s day.

Jaime cast her a nervous glance before blurting out, “I ken that it isna my p-place to speak so or to press ye, but—what will happen to m-me when ye wed Donald MacCordy and go to live at Craigandubh?”

“Why, ye shall come along with us.” She patted his large clenched hand. “Dinna fret yourself. I willna leave ye behind.” She knew no one at Leargan would protest his leaving, for they all thought that Jaime was a half-wit and one to be feared.

He unclenched his massive hands and spread his palms flat on the ground. “Thank ye. Ye and the children dinna tease me or fear me. Ye are my only friend, and I dinna want ye to leave me.”

“Well, I shallna, and the children certainly wouldna wish ye to be separated from us. They love ye dearly.” She frowned when he tensed, oblivious to her words, and stared intently at the ground beneath his hands. “What is it?” She placed her palm flat against the earth and was startled to feel a faint tremor. “Jaime?”

“S-someone c-comes,” Jaime spat out, then cursed the stutter that had marked him as an idiot, a stutter Ailis had helped him overcome until it only affected him when his emotions ran high. He clenched his jaw and struggled to speak quickly despite the stutter. “They c-come from the n-north.”

“MacDubhs,” Ailis whispered, terrified for the children because Jaime was unarmed, their horses were unready, and they were all far away from the protective walls of Leargan.

“Maybe. A goodly number and they ride hard. We must flee from here.”

“There is no time!” Ailis cried as she leapt to her feet, able now to hear the swift approach of horsemen from a direction where only her enemies dwelled.

With a speed that Ailis found truly astonishing in such a big man, Jaime collected the children. Ailis nodded when he suggested that they seek shelter in a large tree at the edge of the clearing. It was hardly impregnable, but it could hide them from the riders thundering their way. If not, it would buy them time, time that could bring rescue. Ailis nimbly swung up into a large gnarled tree and got ready to haul up the children as Jaime handed them to her. Jaime was just handing Rath up to her, the last of the three frightened children, when the riders galloped into the clearing. Ignoring her urging to join them, Jaime turned to face their enemy alone.

Alexander reared to a halt mere feet from the huge dark man. His soldiers quickly reined in around him. After studying the giant by the trunk, Alexander looked up into the branches of the tree and felt almost lighthearted. Twin boys and a small strawberry-blond girl child peered down at him. Such luck did not often come his way.

“The fates have truly smiled upon us this day, Angus.” He grinned at his cousin, who held his usual place of honor on his right. “The fruit we seek is here for our picking.”

“Aye, but there is a muckle great tree to fell ere we can collect the harvest.” Angus nodded toward Jaime.

As he signaled to his men to go after the man guarding the tree, Alex advised them, “Dinna kill him if ye can help yourselves. He is unarmed and outnumbered thirty-five to one. ’Twould be naught but murder.”

From her perch in the tree Ailis watched nearly half of the men dismount, toss aside their weapons, and approach Jaime. Her blood ran cold when she recognized the MacDubh badges they wore. They apparently did not intend to kill Jaime, but she was not particularly comforted by that. Jaime could not defeat all of the men. Unless some help miraculously arrived, she and the children would fall into the hands of her clan’s deadliest enemies. Tales of the horrors the MacDubhs visited upon any MacFarlane luckless enough to fall into their bloodthirsty grasp ran rampant at Leargan, and she had the misfortune to suddenly and clearly recall each and every one. Calm reason told her that not all of the tales could be true, but, she decided, fear was a highly unreasonable emotion. At that moment she could, and did, believe all the very worst that had ever been said about the infamous MacDubhs.

Relaxed in his saddle, Alexander watched the battle as his men rushed the giant standing guard by the tree. It was a fight that could only end in victory for his men, but the dark behemoth was taking a heavy toll. The fact that the huge man would face several MacDubhs with only his bare fists was pure lunacy, but Alexander could only respect such madness. It was evident that the big man intended to fight to the death, with whatever weapons were at hand, in order to protect the four who huddled in the tree. Loyalty such as that could only be honored, although Alex wondered if the man’s protectiveness would be as fierce if he knew who had fathered the children he so valiantly fought for. When the large man finally fell, Alexander felt no surge of victory. He dismounted, approached the tree, and gazed up at four small, pale faces.

“Come down, mistress, and bring the bairns with ye,” he ordered. A second, closer look at the little girl’s strawberry curls and the twins’ eyes and features confirmed Alex’s belief that he and his men had chanced upon Barra’s brood. “Your gallant protector has fallen at last, so ye must accept defeat and climb down.”

“Accept defeat? Never!” replied Ailis, successfully subduing her very real fear for the children, herself, and the unconscious Jaime. “If ye want me and the bairns, ye will have to come up here and collect us.”

Alexander ground his teeth as he signaled to a select few of his men to answer the girl’s challenge. He knew she was trying to gain herself some time. Whether or not she had any sound reason to think that that would gain her rescue, Alexander was determined to give her as little time as possible.

When the first man who tried to ascend the tree was sent groundward by the simple but effective application of one dainty booted foot in his face, Alexander was as surprised as anyone. As each man went up, he was cleverly routed. The men planned a defense for the move that sent their predecessors tumbling to earth, but the woman, with the agile assistance of the boys, simply adjusted her methods to suit the new attack. Despite a MacDubh advantage of physical size, muscular superiority, and greater number, the girl held the stronger position, for she had a highly advantageous point of defense.

As the eighth man tumbled to the ground, Alexander decided he had had enough. Valuable time was being wasted. He drew his sword and held it to the throat of the now conscious, but still groggy, giant who had proved such a valiant protector despite having been overcome in the end. The threat was a bluff, and Alexander could not guess how she felt concerning the welfare of her guard, but it was a ploy worth trying.

“Mistress,” he called, and everyone looked his way. “There has been enough of this play. Come down or I shall cut this man’s throat here and now.”

Ailis knew she had finally lost the battle, but said, “Ye didna kill him when ye had to fight him; why should I believe that ye would do so now?”

“Because we both ken that ye are trying to gain time. Well, I have no more time to waste.”

That cold statement confirmed Ailis’s decision to surrender. A plan was of little use when it was known by the enemy. Neither could she use Jaime’s life to buy time to wait for a rescue that might never come. No one knew she and the children had left Leargan, let alone where they had gone to. She doubted that they would even be missed for several more hours. Jaime’s life meant more to her than gaining a little time. Ailis could only pray that she was not just delaying Jaime’s fate even as she hurried forward the fate of herself and the children. She glared down at the man who threatened her dearest and truest friend.

“I want your oath that no harm will come to us,” she said. “Your solemn oath.”

Alexander stiffened with outrage and snapped, “We dinna make war upon helpless women and bairns.”

“I didna ask ye for a debate on what ye will or willna do. I asked for your oath that the bairns will come to no harm whilst they are in your hands.”

A soft growl through tightly gritted teeth was Alexander’s first reply, but then he said, “Ye have my oath on it. Now, get your backsides out of that cursed tree ere I skewer this giant.”

“Someone must catch the children,” Ailis said, trying not to let the man’s obvious fury frighten her. “ ’Tis too far for them to come down unaided.” Over and over she told herself she had to remain brave before the children, for she did not wish to add to the upset they were already suffering.

It was difficult for Alexander to just stand and watch as the children were lowered down. As he took a close look at them, their relationship to his brother, to the MacDubhs, was clear to see, and he felt himself swell with emotion—an even mixture of a still raw grief and a deep joy. In order to conquer that wealth of feeling he turned his full attention to the slim, shapely, raven-haired woman nimbly descending from the tree and ignoring the offered assistance. The vision also caused something to stir inside of him, but he was almost certain most people would not consider lust an emotion.

The woman was small, yet had a sensual air equal to, even surpassing, that of a voluptuous woman. As she moved to the fallen giant’s side, her walk held an explicit invitation, although instinct told Alexander that it was not only unintentional but unknown to her. Nevertheless, Alexander was immediately determined to accept that invitation.

Jaime sat up, looking a little groggy and his swarthy face reflecting his upset, an emotional turmoil further illustrated by the heavy stutter he spoke with. “Och, m-mistress, ye shouldna have come d-down. I am n-nay worth it. Ye should have s-s-stayed in that t-tree.”

The twins were patting Jaime’s broad back, and little Sibeal held one of his large hands in her two tiny ones in an attempt to calm the distraught man, so Ailis patted Jaime’s dark, curly head. “Nay, I couldna desert ye. Dinna fret so. If it will make ye feel any better, dinna believe I did it for ye, but for myself—for the ease of my own heart, soul, and mind. Nary a one of them would have given me a moment’s peace if I had let ye be slain.”

A frown settled on Alexander’s face as he ordered his men to collect all the items that belonged to the MacFarlanes. It was clear that Jaime was a little slow. It was also clear that even the woman held some affection for the brute. That puzzled Alexander, for it went against what he had come to believe about women. So did her surrender simply because he had threatened the giant. He pushed his confusion aside and considered the problem now confronting him. He wanted the girl, but lust was not sufficient reason to drag her along with them. So, he mused with an inner smile, he had to find another to salve his conscience.

“What are ye to these bairns?” he demanded of Ailis. “Are ye their nurse?”

The very last thing Ailis wanted the man to know was that she was Colin MacFarlane’s niece. Although he had been kind to the children, she could not forget the blood feud between the MacDubhs and the MacFarlanes. She suspected he might not be so charitable to an adult MacFarlane. “Aye, I am their nurse.”

“Ye look a wee bit young to be a nurse.”

“I am twenty. ’Tis old enough.”

“Then ye are to come with us. I will have need of a nurse to tend the children, and there is none at Rathmor.” He grasped her by the arm and frowned when she did not immediately fall into step at his side.

“What of Jaime?” she asked as she fought the tug he gave on her arm.

“What of him? He can stay here.”

“I didna surrender to save his life just so that ye can leave him to Colin MacFarlane’s fury. ’Twould be a certain death for Jaime.”

Alexander knew he was making a mistake even as he looked into the eyes of the three children. Just as he had expected, the plea he could read upon the children’s face was his undoing. It was undoubtedly foolish to take such an admirable fighter into the very heart of his stronghold, but Alexander knew he could never tell the children that he was going to leave the brute behind to an uncertain and, most assuredly, unpleasant fate.

“Very well,” he snapped, irritated by his own weakness. “He may come with us if he swears to cause no trouble.”

Jaime hesitated only long enough to exchange one long look with Ailis, then managed to utter the promise Alexander had demanded. Alexander’s men eyed the huge man warily as he mounted. The MacDubhs did what they could to disguise any signs of their presence. They swept the ground with branches to obscure their tracks, patted down any turned-up earth, and even cleared away any horse droppings. The last thing Alexander needed or wanted was to be caught up in a mad race for the safety of Rathmor.

Alexander sat the young girl Sibeal on his horse in front of him while the twins were mounted together on another horse. The somewhat haughty-appearing nurse rode alone, and astride, much to Alexander’s appreciative amusement. He wrenched his gaze from her slim stockinged legs and signaled the start of the ride back to Rathmor. He ordered his men to keep the horses at a steady, ground-covering pace, yet one that would not tire the animals out too quickly.

It had all gone far too well for his liking. Alexander could not believe his luck. It made him uneasy. Except for a multitude of bruises and a possible broken bone or two, he and his men had gained their objective with very little violence. He had been prepared to attack Leargan itself, hoping that the advantage of surprise would compensate for his small force, but he was pleased that he did not have to take that risk now. Nevertheless, he could not shake the feeling that trouble and complications aplenty waited just around the corner. He cursed himself for a superstitious fool and concentrated on getting back to Rathmor before his remarkable good luck ran out.

As Ailis rode along on her sorrel mare, she felt relieved that her ploy of claiming to be the children’s nurse had worked. She suspected the man had very little knowledge of such things; otherwise he would have realized that she was too young to hold such an important position in her clan. She prayed that none of the children would give her away. It was enough for now that her quick, sharp look had silenced them. She did not like to force them to lie, but the truth now would only cause them all a great deal of trouble.

Although there had been sporadic violence between the clans, she had no idea why the MacDubhs should want Mairi’s illegitimate children. They could not possibly know what she had only suspected. Yet stealing the children had clearly been the MacDubhs’ plan. She could not believe that the fair-haired leader who had spared Jaime’s life could be so vile as to harm children. Ailis hoped that she was not letting the man’s handsome face blind her to his true nature.

There was only one thing she was sure of, and that was that she faced rape at the hands of the beautiful if grim-faced man who led the MacDubhs. A chilling shudder ripped through her when she had finally realized who he was—Alexander MacDubh, the most famous and feared member of the MacDubh clan. From a very young age she had been taught what the man looked like, a description it had been easy for any young lass to recall. Those tales of a beautiful man, altered by grief from a charming courtier to an embittered, cold-hearted raider, had always fascinated her and won her sympathy. As a young girl, she had suffered from a confusing mix of a need to see such a beautiful man and a dread that she might some day get her wish. Dread was what she felt now, for she had caught a glimpse of a familiar look in his rich blue eyes, a look she regrettably knew all too well. Alexander MacDubh desired her. Now that she was his prisoner, he could simply take her whenever he wished.

The arrogance of it annoyed her even as the inevitability of it chilled her. She would have no allies at Rathmor; Jaime would only be slain if he tried to come to her aid. Her true identity would certainly not help her. It could easily inspire an even harsher treatment.

In the guise of the children’s nurse she might be able to talk Sir Alexander out of what he was planning for her. Rumor said that he had once been a very charming seducer. If he discovered that she was Ailis MacFarlane, however, MacDubh would find the use of her a thing to savor, for he would know how it would stab at the heart of the too-proud Colin MacFarlane. The more she considered the matter, the more inevitable rape seemed, so she tried not to think about it, something she failed miserably at. She vainly fought an encroaching sense of resignation.

When the dark walls of Rathmor came into view, her air of calm was even harder to maintain. Rescue would now be difficult and costly, in both time and in men. It would all depend on how badly the blood tie between the MacCordy and the MacFarlane clan was desired. There could well be no rescue attempt at all. As far as the children were concerned, Colin MacFarlane could consider himself well rid of a heavy and embarrassing burden.

Suddenly the time she had struggled to gain back in the clearing was no longer desirable. Time could now lose her her maidenhead. Time could now tear away her disguise as a mere nurse. Time could now buy her nothing but trouble. In fact, she thought as the thick gates of Rathmor thundered shut behind her, time could now become her worse enemy.

 


 



“If we continue on like this, we will kill the horses.” Malcolm MacCordy dragged his forearm across his face, using his shirtsleeve to wipe the sweat from his brow. He scowled up at the afternoon sun and then looked around the clearing they were in.

As he reined in beside his cousin, Donald snapped, “We havena found them yet.” His father, brother, and most of the ten men-at-arms with them muttered agreement. “Do we just quit, then?”

“The moment ye kenned that the children were outside of Leargan, ye tumbled into a panic.” Malcolm spoke in a low voice, for he did not want the men-at-arms learning of the MacCordys’ deep interest in the children.

“And so we should have. Colin is a fool. Letting the bairns roam free is much akin to dropping a full purse in the town square and hoping it will be left untouched.”

“And riding about hour after hour like crazed idiots makes us wiser than Colin?”

“We need those children!”

Malcolm bit his tongue against all the words he wished to say. If the MacCordys had not been so grasping and dishonest, they might well have an ally or two left. Then they would not have such a need for the children. In truth, they were nearly encircled by people who had a grudge against them, and first amongst those were the MacDubhs. Malcolm suspected that the MacDubhs were behind the disappearance of Ailis and the children.

“We arena succeeding this way.” Malcolm struggled to be tactful and finally said, “I think we need to rest and rethink our plans.”

“Aye,” agreed William. “That sounds like a good idea.”

“Oh? And what would ye ken about a good idea?” Donald yelled at his younger brother. “Ye are naught but a witless fool!”

With a shake of his head, Malcolm dismounted as his cousins began to bicker in earnest. He watered his horse, loosely tethered the animal, then collapsed beneath a large tree. He watched in bored amusement as the graying Duncan joined in the argument between his two burly sons. The rest of the men dismounted, watered their horses, and let the animals graze as the three men continued their quarrel. Malcolm mused that it did not require any great wit to know that riding around the countryside at full gallop and shouting was no way to proceed, but there was no way to tell his cousins that.

Malcolm sighed, idly brushed some grass from the front of his elegant black jupon, and reached for his waterbag. Then he grew tense and still. He narrowed his eyes as he searched the ground for exactly what had so briefly yet fully caught his eye. It took several moments of close scrutiny, but then he understood. Someone had done a good job of trying to conceal it, but he knew some sort of confrontation had occurred on that very spot and not too long ago. He could now discern where the moss and grass had been trampled, even gouged in a few places. When he made a wider search of the ground, he discovered a few splotches of blood still sticky to the touch. Instinct told him the blood must be from a fight between Jaime and whoever had tried to kidnap Ailis and the children.

But in which direction had they ridden? Silently Malcolm searched the area in an ever-widening circle. His efforts brought him rewards just as the others ended their tirade and began to eye him warily. Malcolm paid his bulkier cousins no heed. Not far beyond the clearing there was ample sign of the recent presence of a large force of mounted men. Malcolm followed the trail of the riders a few yards. Now it was clear who had Ailis and the children. It surprised him some that, as all evidence indicated, they had also taken Jaime. Malcolm’s thin face tightened into a grim expression as he acknowledged the possible death of all the MacCordys’ grand plans and the fury his kinsmen would display when he told them. He strolled back to his cousins.

“They were here, but they are long since gone,” he announced.

Donald scowled at him and scratched his softening stomach. “What do ye mean? We were here but a short while ago and saw nothing.”

“We didna look close enough.” With his cousins at his heels, Malcolm began to point out all he had just discovered. “I think the blood is from that brute your tiny bride keeps at her side, Donald. Aye, and some from the ones who brought him down. The ones who did this made a nearly perfect job of concealing their tracks. It bought them the time they needed to get back to their lair before anyone came to look for the bairns and Mistress MacFarlane.” Having shown his cousins all the clues he had uncovered, Malcolm leaned against the gnarled tree he had sprawled beneath earlier. “From the direction the riders took when they left here, I think we all ken who has taken the lass and the children.”

“Aye,” snarled Duncan after indulging in a hearty and profane bout of cursing. “The MacDubhs. If Alexander MacDubh doesna ken who the bairns are now, he will ere his brother sets eyes on the bastards.”

“I think he kens very well who those bairns are,” said Malcolm, running his long fingers through his dark brown hair. “A man doesna come on a raid at midday without good reason. Nor does he leave his lands at this time of the year if he can avoid it. There is just too much work that needs to be done. Pulling men from their work now could well bring hunger in the winter months ahead. Nay, MacDubh came here for a reason, a very good reason, and I ken that it fell into his very lap. The man probably canna believe his luck. I think ye have lost this game, Cousin.”

“Nay!” bellowed Donald, then quickly lowered his voice. “There may yet be a chance to retrieve our loss. Aye, the MacDubh will want to hold fast to the children, but he willna keep Ailis. A ransom will be asked for her. Why, even the greatest of fools can see the worth of such a prisoner.”

“Aye, and the MacDubh’s no fool. However, if the lass is as wise as I feel she is, she will do her utmost to try and hide the truth of who she is.”

“I canna see that,” muttered William, revealing to Malcolm that he could easily be as thick-witted as so many accused him of being. “The MacDubhs will ransom her, free her, if she tells them who she is.”

Malcolm refrained from telling his young cousin how wrong he was, for he had learned years ago that pointing out his faulty reasoning did no good. “The MacDubhs have sworn vengeance against the MacFarlanes for the treacherous murder of their father. It would greatly please them to have Colin’s niece, his only heir unless that half-wit Colin married has a bairn. The MacDubhs will ransom Ailis, but they will use her ill first. The chance to taste vengeance by abusing Colin’s heir will be a temptation too sweet to refuse.”

Donald swore viciously. “That bastard MacDubh will use her anyway.”

“As any man would do if he found himself in possession of as sweet a piece as Ailis MacFarlane is,” agreed Malcolm. “I was meaning that she wouldna be passed amongst the men if she can hide who she really is. She willna be returned a maiden, but that is a small loss compared to what she could be if she were used roughly by all at Rathmor. Ye might yet get a taste of what ye have so hungered for, Donald.”

“Aye, but only after a MacDubh has savored it first. A cursed MacDubh was between the legs of Mairi ere I could have her. Now there will be one between the legs of Ailis. I am sore weary of MacDubhs taking the maidenheads of the lasses I am betrothed to.”

“Ye werena betrothed to Mairi,” said William, and he ducked to avoid Donald’s swinging fist. “Ye werena.”

“I was soon to be betrothed to her.” Donald ceased trying to strike his young brother and put his gloved fist on his hips. “I had to wait until her idiot of a father decided she was of an age to marry, but Barra MacDubh slid his sword into my sheath ere the betrothal toasts were raised.”

“Ailis is Colin’s heir, and that is more important than her cursed maidenhead,” snapped Duncan, cuffing his eldest son offside the head. “We are after her land, her dowry, and the alliance with the MacFarlanes, not her twice-cursed chastity. I dinna care who has bedded the wretched lass so long as ye are the one she weds.”

“I care!” yelled Donald, his pockmarked face turning a choleric hue. “The MacDubhs will pay dearly.” He tightly gripped the hilt of his sword.

“Ailis’s lost maidenhead is the least of our concerns,” Malcolm drawled, a quick glance assuring him that Colin’s men-at-arms remained out of hearing range. “The MacDubhs now hold the weapon we had planned to use against them, to break them. Bastards or nay, those children could be the only heirs Rathmor has. Barra MacDubh courts no woman save for Dame Ale, and Alexander has become so embittered that he trusts no woman and will take none to wife. He takes care not to seed any woman he uses. He doesna wish to give them the means to drag him before a priest. The children were a strong weapon whilst ye held it, but I think ye will never get it back now. MacDubh will expect ye to try and will be ready for ye. Rathmor is a nearly impregnable keep. Have ye any plan at all? Did ye never think that such as this could happen?”

“Aye, we did,” Duncan grumbled. “However, whatever we decide to do will take time, something we dinna have at this season of the year.” Duncan scowled and scratched his beard-stubbled chin. “Come the spring, the bairns will be back in our hands. The question we need to answer is—do we leave Ailis unransomed until we grab the bairns? I canna stomach giving the MacDubhs all they could demand in return for such a valuable captive. Colin willna be too pleased to part with the large ransom the MacDubhs could ask for the heir of Leargan.”

“Nay, Colin holds tightly to his purse,” William agreed, a brief look of confidence firming his round face.

Duncan nodded after looking at his youngest son in some surprise for his insight. “This must all be given some careful thought if we are to gain as much as we can out of this.”

“When the ransom is asked, willna Colin have to pay?” asked William. “If he deserts his own blood, he will never be trusted again by anyone who might hear about it.”

“Willie”—Duncan spoke with an exaggerated patience—“Colin MacFarlane is little trusted by anyone even now.”

“I think the question of ransom must remain unanswered for now,” Malcolm said. “I feel certain that Ailis will try and hide her identity. She isna stupid. It may be some time ere MacDubh kens that he holds someone who is worth ransoming.”

“I hope ye are right, Malcolm,” Duncan said, his voice heavy with doubt. “We need time to work out our plans.”

“Aye,” agreed Malcolm, “and right now time could prove to be our worst enemy.”
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