






HIGHLAND SURRENDER



What really troubled Maldie was that she was making no effort to thwart him in his seductive game. She should be inflicting pain upon the man, breaking free of his hold. Instead she remained still in his arms, thinking with some amusement that he was a handsome rogue.

“So, this is what ye plotted all along,” she said, her palms flat against his broad chest in a weak, fraudulent show of resistance.

“Do ye accuse me of base trickery?” he asked, his voice pleasant, almost amused, as he brushed a kiss over her forehead.

“Aye, I do. Do ye deny it?” She shivered with ill-concealed delight as he kissed the hollow behind her ear.

“’Twas no plot or trickery, bonny Maldie. Merely a thought, something I considered.” He grinned when she uttered a short, sharp sound of disgust. “Ye did need to get out of that room.”

Just as Maldie opened her mouth to tell him succinctly that he was speaking utter nonsense, he touched his lips to hers. A little voice in her head told her that she was courting danger, but she easily ignored it. The warmth his slow, enticing kiss stirred within her melted away all common sense and resistance. He made her feel good, and, she ruefully admitted, she was too weak to refuse that.

As he deepened the kiss, she curled her arms around his neck and pressed closer to him. The tremor that went through him spread to her own body. It astounded and alarmed her that one simple kiss could so enflame them both.

His unsteady fingers brushed her skin as he unlaced her chemise. She found the strength to murmur a nay, but he kissed away her halfhearted protest. Maldie knew she lacked the strength to shove him away from her, that she was allowing him such freedom, because her skin ached for his touch…
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Chapter One



Scotland, Spring 1430

“Young Eric is gone.”

Balfour Murray, the laird of Donncoill, looked up from the thick venison stew he had been savoring and frowned at his sergeant of arms. The heavily muscled James looked dirty, weary, and pale with concern. It took a great deal to unsettle the placid James, and Balfour felt his insides tighten with unease, effectively killing his appetite.

“What do ye mean—gone?” he asked, rinsing out his mouth with a large swallow of hearty red wine.

James swallowed hard, shifting his feet slightly and making a soft rustle in the fresh rushes scattered over the floor of the great hall. “The lad has been taken,” he confessed, eyeing the tall, dark laird of Donncoill with a mixture of shame and wariness. “We were out hunting when we were surrounded by near to a dozen men. Colin and Thomas were cut down, God rest their brave souls, but they accounted for twice their number ere they fell. I told Eric to flee for there was a breach in the enemy’s line. He and I rode through it, but the lad’s horse faltered. Ere I could aid him, they had captured him. They fled with him. I was no longer of any interest to them, so I hied back here.”

“Who took the boy?” Balfour demanded after ordering a young page to go and find his brother Nigel.

“’Twas Beaton’s men.”

That Sir William Beaton would cause him trouble was no surprise to Balfour. The laird of Dubhlinn had been a thorn in the side of the Murrays for many a year. That the man would take Eric was a shock, however. Eric was the result of a brief liaison between their father and one of Beaton’s late wives. The man had callously left the infant exposed on a hillside to die. It had been simple chance that had brought James along that same path as he had returned from a hunt. The tiny Eric had been wrapped in cloth with the Beaton colors, and it had not taken his father long to discover who the child was. That Beaton would leave a helpless bairn to die appalled all of the Murrays. That the man would try to so callously murder a Murray enraged them. The Beatons had always been an irritation. At that moment they became the enemy. Balfour knew his father’s hatred for Beaton had run deep, a hatred increased by the sudden and very suspicious death of the woman he had loved. The resulting feud had been fierce and bloody. Upon his father’s death, Balfour had hoped for some peace. It was painfully clear that the laird of Dubhlinn cared nothing for peace.

“Why would Beaton want Eric?” Balfour suddenly tensed, gripping his heavy silver goblet so tightly that the ornate carvings on the side cut into his palm. “Do ye think he means to murder the boy? To finish what he tried to do so many years past?”

“Nay,” James replied, after frowning in thought for a moment. “If Beaton wanted the laddie dead he would have sent his dogs to kill Eric, nay to just take him as they did. This took planning. It wasnae any chance meeting where a few Beatons and Murrays crossed paths and the Beatons decided ’twas a fine time to cull our numbers. These men were waiting and watching for us, for Eric.”

“Which tells me that we have grown dangerously careless in our guard, but little else. Ah, Nigel,” Balfour murmured as his younger brother strode into the great hall. “’Tis good that ye were found so swiftly.”

“The lad ye sent to find me babbled something about Eric being taken?” Nigel sprawled on the bench at Balfour’s side and poured himself some wine.

Balfour wondered how Nigel could look so calm. Then he saw that his brother was gripping his goblet in the same way he was, so tightly that his knuckles had whitened. There was also a hard look in Nigel’s amber eyes, a look that had darkened them until they were nearly as dark a brown as his own. Balfour doubted that he would ever cease to be amazed at how well and how completely his brother could control strong emotion. He succinctly related what little he knew, then waited impatiently for Nigel to stop sipping at his wine and speak.

“Beaton needs a son,” Nigel finally said, the coldness in his deep voice the only hint of the fury he felt.

“He cast Eric aside years ago,” Balfour argued, signaling James to come and sit with them.

“Aye, for he had years left in which to breed himself a son. He failed. Scotland is littered with Beaton’s daughters, those born of his wives as weel as those born of his mistresses, whores, and even of poor unwilling lasses who had the ill luck to come within his reach.”

James nodded slowly and combed his fingers through his graying black hair. “And I have heard that the mon isnae weel.”

“The mon is rapping, loudly, on death’s door,” Nigel drawled. “His kinsmen, his enemies, and his nearest neighbors are all closing in on him. There is no one he has chosen as his heir. He probably fears to choose one, for that mon would surely hasten his death. The wolves are baying at his gates and he is desperately fighting them back.”

“When he left Eric on that hillside to die, he told the world and its mother that he didnae believe the bairn was his,” Balfour said.

“Eric looks more like his mother than a Murray. Beaton could claim him. Aye, few might believe him, but there will be naught they can do for the lad was born of Beaton’s lawful wife. A tale of a fit of blind jealousy would be all that was needed to explain away his claims that our father had cuckolded him. The mon is cursed with unthinking rages, and all ken it. They might question that Eric is truly born of his seed, but none would doubt that Beaton could become so enraged he would turn a bairn out to die, even one of his own.”

Balfour cursed and shoved his long fingers through his thick chestnut hair. “So the bastard means to put young Eric betwixt him and his enemies.”

“I have no proof of all of this, but, aye, that is what I think.”

“When I put what I ken of the mon together with all I have heard of late and what ye think, it sounds too much like the truth to argue. Eric is too young to be thrust into that nest of vipers. He may be safe as long as Beaton is alive and fear keeps his men loyal to him, but the moment the mon is too weakened by his ailments to be feared or he dies, I dinnae think Eric will survive for long.”

“Nay, mayhaps not even long enough to see the bastard buried. We cannae leave the lad there. He is a Murray.”

“I wasnae thinking of leaving him with the Beatons, although he has as much claim to what little Beaton leaves behind as any other. I was but wondering how much time we have to pull him free of Beaton’s deadly grasp.”

“Mayhap days, mayhap months, mayhap even years.”

“Or mayhap merely hours,” Balfour said, smiling grimly when Nigel shrugged, revealing that he thought the same.

“We must ride for Dubhlinn as soon as we can,” James said.

“Aye, it would seem that we must,” agreed Balfour.

He cursed and took several deep swallows of wine to try and calm himself. There would be another battle. More good men would lose their lives. Women would grieve and children would be left fatherless. Balfour hated it. He had no fear of battle. In defense of his home, the church, or the king, he would be the first to don armor. The constant bloodletting caused by feuds was what troubled him. A lot of Murrays had died because his father had loved and bedded another laird’s wife. Now they would die to try and save the child of that adulterous union. Although Balfour loved his brother and felt the boy deserved to be fought for, it was just another part of a long feud that should never have been started.

“We will ride for Dubhlinn in the morning, at first light,” Balfour said finally. “Prepare the men, James.”

“We will win, Balfour, and we will get wee Eric back,” Nigel assured his brother as soon as James had left the great hall.

Balfour studied his brother and wondered if Nigel truly felt the optimism he expressed. In many ways Nigel was just like him, but in just as many ways he was so different as to be a puzzle. Nigel was lighter of spirit, just as he was lighter of coloring. It had never surprised Balfour that Nigel had a greater skill with the ladies, for Nigel had the sweet tongue and charming nature he himself lacked. Nigel also had the gift of fine looks. Balfour had often gazed at himself in the looking glass and wondered how one man could be so brown, from his dark brown hair to his dark brown eyes to his swarthy skin. He sometimes had to fight the sour taste of envy over Nigel’s appearance, especially when the ladies sighed over his younger brother’s thick reddish brown hair, his amber eyes, and his golden skin. Now, as in so many times in the past, Balfour was drawn to share in Nigel’s more hopeful view of the coming battle. His own feeling, however, was that they were all marching to their deaths and could quite easily cause Eric’s death as well. Balfour decided he would try to settle his mood at some place in between the two.

“If God is with us, aye, we will win,” Balfour finally said.

“Saving a sweet lad like Eric from a bastard like Beaton ought to be a cause God will shed His favor on.” Nigel smiled crookedly. “Howbeit, if God truly was paying close heed, He would have struck that adder dead many years ago.”

“Mayhap He decided that Beaton was more richly deserving of the slow, painful death he now suffers.”

“We shall see that the mon dies alone.”

“All ye have said about Beaton’s plans makes sense, yet the mon must be completely mad to think that it will work. Aye, he may be able to get others to believe that Eric is his son, or, at best, nay to question it openly. For all his scheming he hasnae considered our wee brother Eric. The laddie might be slight of build and sweet of nature, but he isnae weak or witless. Beaton’s plan cannae work unless Eric plays his part as told. The minute the mon eases his guard, the lad will flee that madhouse.”

“True, but there are many ways to secure such a slender lad.” Nigel sighed and rubbed his chin as he fought yet again to control his emotion. “We also ken that there are many ways to cloud the truth in a person’s mind. Grown men, strong, battle-hardened knights, have been forced to confess to crimes they never committed. Confessions were pulled from their lips that then cost them their lives, sent them to deaths that were neither swift nor honorable. Aye, Eric is strong of spirit and quick of wit, but he is still nay more than a slender lad.”

“And he is alone,” Balfour murmured, fighting the urge to immediately ride for Dubhlinn, sword in hand, screaming loudly for Beaton’s head on a pike. “Come the morrow, whether we win or lose, at least the lad will ken that he is not alone, that his clan is fighting for him.”

 

Dawn arrived cloaked in a chill, gray mist. Balfour stood in the crowded bailey of Donncoill and studied his men, struggling to push aside the dark thought that some of them would not return from this battle. Even if Eric was not beloved by all of Donncoill, honor demanded that they free him from their enemy’s hold. Balfour just wished that there was a bloodless way to do it.

“Come, brother!” murmured Nigel as he led their horses over to Balfour. “Ye must look as if ye hunger for Beaton’s blood and carry no doubt of victory in your heart.”

Balfour idly patted his warhorse’s thick muscular neck. “I ken it and ye will ne’er see me waver once we mount. I had but prayed that we would have a time of peace, a time to heal all wounds, gain strength, and work our lands. There is a richness in this land, but we ne’er have the time to fully harvest it. We either neglect it to ride to battle, or our enemies destroy whatever we have built, thus leaving us to begin all over again. I but suffer from a deep weariness.”

“I understand, for it has afflicted me from time to time. This time we fight for Eric’s life. Aye, mayhap e’en his soul. Think only on that.”

“I will. ’Tis more than enough to stir the bloodlust needed to lead men to battle.” He mounted, holding his horse steady only long enough for Nigel to get into his saddle, then began to lead his men out of the bailey.

As he rode, Balfour did as Nigel had suggested and thought only of his young, sweet-natured brother. Soon he was more than eager to face Beaton and his men sword to sword. It was also far past time to put an end to the man and his crimes.

 

Nigel fell from his horse, one arrow protruding from his chest, another from his right leg. Balfour bellowed out a fierce curse, fear and anger strengthening his deep voice. He dismounted and pushed his way through his beleagured army until he reached Nigel. Even as he crouched by Nigel’s side, uncaring of how he was exposing himself to the deadly rain of arrows from the walls of Dubhlinn, he saw that his brother still breathed.

“Praise God,” Balfour said and signaled two of his men to pick up Nigel.

“Nay, we must not cease just because I have fallen,” Nigel protested as he was carried to the greater safety at the rear of the army. “Ye cannae let the bastard win.”

Balfour ordered his men to prepare a litter for Nigel, then looked down at his brother. “He won this battle ere we had arrayed ourselves upon this cursed field. The mon kenned that we would come after Eric, and he was ready.” He grabbed a white-faced page and pulled the boy away from the other youths huddled near the horses. “Have the retreat called, laddie. We will flee this land ere we are all buried in it.”

Nigel swore vociferously as the boy hurried away. “May the bastard’s eyes rot in his face.”


“Defeat is indeed a bitter drink,” Balfour said as he knelt by Nigel. “Howbeit, we cannae win this battle. We can only die here. That willnae aid young Eric. Dubhlinn is stronger than I remembered or had planned for. We must flee, lick our wounds, and think of another way to pull our wee brother free of Beaton’s grasp. Ye two lads,” he called, pointing to the two largest of the terrified pages. “Come and hold Nigel steady as I pull these arrows free of his flesh.”

The moment the two boys flanked Nigel and grasped him, Balfour set to work. As he pulled the first arrow out, Nigel screamed and fainted. Balfour knew that would not completely free his brother of the pain, however, and he worked as fast as he dared to remove the second arrow. He tore his own shirt into rags to bind the wounds, wincing over the filth on the cloth. His men were already in full retreat by the time he got Nigel on the litter, and he wasted no time in following them.

Defeat was a hard, bitter knot in his belly, but he forced himself to accept it. The moment he had ridden onto the open land surrounding Dubhlinn he had sensed that he had erred. His men had rushed into the attack before he could stop them. Beaton’s defenses had quickly proven to be strong and deadly. Balfour was both saddened and enraged by the deaths and injuries suffered by his men before he was able to pull them free of the slaughter. He could only hope that this folly had not cost him too dearly. As they marched back to Donncoill, a carefully selected group of men watching their backs, Balfour prayed that he could think of a way to free Eric without shedding any more blood, or, at least, not as much blood as had soaked the fields before Dubhlinn on this ill-fated day. Looking down at the slowly rousing Nigel, he also prayed that freeing one brother would not cost him the life of another.

 

The chilling sounds of battle cruelly destroyed the peace and pleasure of the unusually warm spring morning. Maldie Kirkcaldy cursed and hesitated in her determined march toward Dubhlinn, a march that had begun at her mother’s grave three long months ago. As her mother’s shrouded body had been lowered into its final resting place, she had sworn to make the laird of Duhblinn pay dearly for the wrongs he had done them. She had carefully prepared for everything—poor weather, lack of shelter, and lack of food. She had never considered the possibility that a battle would impede her advance.

Maldie sat down at the edge of the deeply rutted wagon track and scowled toward Dubhlinn. For a brief moment she considered drawing closer. It might be useful to know which one of the bordering clans was trying to destroy Beaton. She shook that tempting thought aside. It was dangerous to draw too close to a battle, especially when one was not known to either side. Even those who were trailing their clansmen, known to friend and foe alike, risked their lives by lingering too close to the battle. There was, however, always the chance of meeting with Beaton’s enemies later, she mused. All she had to do was convince Beaton’s enemy that she was his ally, and a good and useful one at that.

Idly drawing a pattern in the dirt with a stick, Maldie shook her head and laughed at her own foolishness. “Aye, and doesnae every fine, belted knight in the land cry out his eagerness to call wee Maldie Kirkcaldy his companion in arms.”

After a quick look around to reassure herself that she was still alone, Maldie dragged her hands through her thick, unruly hair and cursed herself. Although slender and small, she had survived three months alone wandering lands she did not know. It would be madness to lose the caution that had kept her alive, especially now when she was so close to fulfilling her vow. She had never spent so long a time so completely alone, her only companion her own vengeful thoughts, and decided it was starting to affect her wits. Maldie knew she would have to be even more careful than she had been thus far. To fail now, when she was so near to gaining the revenge her mother had begged for, would be bitter indeed.

The sounds of battle grew less fierce and she tensed, slowly rising to her feet. Instinct told her the battle was ending. The road she stood on showed clear signs of a recent passing. That army would soon return along the road, either heady with victory or bowed with defeat. Either mood could prove to be a threat to her. Maldie brushed the dust from her much mended skirts even as she backed into the thick concealing shrubs and wind-contorted trees bordering each side of the road. It was not the most secure shelter, but she felt confident that it would serve. If the army that would soon pass her way had been victorious, it would be little concerned about any possible threat. If it had lost, it would simply be watching its rear flanks. Either way she should be safe if she remained still and quiet.

After crouching in the bushes and staring down the road for several moments Maldie began to think that she had guessed wrong, that no one was coming her way. Then she heard the faint but distinct jingle of horses’ harnesses. She tensed and frantically tried to decide what to do. Although a prideful part of her stoutly declared that she was doing very well on her own, she knew that an ally or two could be very helpful. If nothing else she might be able to gain a more comfortable place to wait as she decided the best way to use all the knowledge she had gained in the last three months.

She had just convinced herself that Beaton’s enemies were her friends, that it could only benefit her to approach them, when she caught her first sight of the army and her confidence in her decision faltered. Even from a distance the army marching away from Dubhlinn looked defeated. If an army of trained knights, weighted down with armor and weaponry, was not enough to defeat Beaton, what hope did she have? Maldie quickly shook aside that sudden doubt in herself. She could not so easily cast aside or ignore her doubts about the men stumbling toward her. If Beaton could win against them with all their strength and skill, what use could they be to her? As they drew near enough for her to see the grief, weariness, and pain on their begrimed faces, she knew she had to make her final decision.

A once defeated ally was better than none, she told herself as she slowly rose to her feet. If nothing else they might have knowledge she did not, knowledge that could help her gain what she sought—Beaton’s death. That was if they did not kill her first. Praying fiercely that she was not just inviting a quick death, Maldie stepped out onto the road.








Chapter Two



Maldie prayed that the tall, dark knight coming to a cautious halt before her could not hear how swift and hard her heart was beating. He made no threatening move toward her, and she fought to calm her fear. When she had first stepped out of the shelter of the thick brush to stand before the battered, retreating army, the possibility of gaining a few allies had made such a rash move seem worth the risk. Now that she was actually face to face with the men, seeing the cold looks on their faces, the mud and blood of battle smearing their clothes and bodies, she was not so sure. And, worse, she was no longer certain she could adequately explain her presence there, alone, on the road to Dubhlinn, or that she could immediately reveal her dark plans of revenge. These men were warriors, and she was not contemplating a battle, but a righteous murder.

“Might ye explain what a wee lass is doing alone on this road?” Balfour asked, shaking free of the hold of her wide, deep green eyes.

“Mayhap I just wished to get a closer look at how badly old Beaton has defeated you,” Maldie replied, wondering a little wildly what it was about the broad-shouldered, dark-eyed man that prompted her to be so dangerously impertinent.

“Aye, that bastard won the battle.” Balfour’s deep voice was rough and cold with fury. “Are ye one of those carrion who seek to pick o’er the bones of the dead? If ye are, ye had best step aside and keep walking down this road.”

She decided to ignore that insult, for it was one she had earned with her own ill-chosen words. “I am Maldie Kirkcaldy, just down from Dundee.”

“Ye are a verra long way from home, lass. Why have ye wandered to this cursed place?”

“I seek a few of my kinsmen.”

“Who? I may ken the family and can aid ye in the finding of them.”

“That is most kind of you, but I dinnae think ye can help me. My kinsmen wouldnae have much call to ken a mon as highborn as yourself.” Before he could press for a more informative reply, she turned her attention to the man on the litter. “Your companion looks to be sorely wounded, sir. Mayhap I can help.” She stepped closer to the wounded man, ignoring the way the large knight tensed and made a subtle move as if to block her. “I make no false, vain boast when I claim to have a true skill at healing.”

The firm confidence weighting her words made Balfour step aside, and then he scowled. It did not please him to be so easily swayed by a woman’s words, nor was it wise to so quickly put his trust in a complete stranger. She was unquestionably beautiful, from her wild raven hair to her small booted feet, but he sternly warned himself against letting his wits fall prey to a pretty face. He moved to stand on the opposite side of Nigel’s litter and watched the tiny woman carefully as she hiked up her skirts and knelt by his brother.

“I am Sir Balfour Murray, laird of Donncoill, and this mon is my brother Nigel,” he said, crouching so that he could watch every move of her pale, delicate hands, and lightly resting his hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword. “He was cut down when our enemy used guile and treachery to lure us into a trap.”

As Maldie studied Nigel’s wounds, quickly deciding what needed to be done for the man and silently cursing her lack of the right supplies, she replied, “I am ever and always amazed o’er how men think every other mon will follow the honorable laws of war. If ye would all tread a wee bit more cautiously, ye might not continue to be cut down in such great numbers.” She grimaced with distaste as she quickly removed the dirty rags covering the man’s wounds.

“’Tis nay unreasonable to believe that a mon who has attained the honorable title of a knight will act as befits his position.”

Balfour frowned at the soft, deeply scornful noise she made. It was just a little noise, but it carried within it a wealth of emotion—anger, bitterness, and a complete lack of respect. Although her coarse black gown implied that she was lowly born, she offered no deference to a man of his higher standing, nor to anyone of higher birth if he judged her correctly. Balfour wondered who had wronged her, then wondered why he should even care.

He studied her carefully as she bathed Nigel’s wounds and bound them to slow the bleeding. Nigel was already looking more at ease. Balfour decided that her claim of having a healing skill was not an empty one. It was almost as if her mere touch was enough to ease Nigel’s pain. As he watched her smooth the hair from Nigel’s forehead, Balfour found himself thinking of how her small, long-fingered hands would feel moving against his skin. The way his body tightened startled him. He struggled to shake aside the thought and the ill-timed arousal it had invoked.

There was a lot to be drawn to, he reluctantly conceded as he thoroughly looked her over. She was tiny and her gown was old and worn, fitting her slim, shapely form with an alluring snugness. She had high, full breasts, a tiny waist, and temptingly curved hips. For such a small woman she had very long legs, slim and beautifully shaped, which led to feet nearly as small as a child’s. Her wild raven hair was poorly restrained by a blackened strip of leather. Thick, curling tendrils fell forward to caress her pale cheeks. Her rich green eyes were so big they nearly swamped her small, heart-shaped face. Long, thick black lashes framed her lovely eyes and delicately curved dark brows highlighted them perfectly. Her nose was small and straight right to the tip, where it suddenly took a faint turn upward. Beneath full, tempting lips was a pretty, but clearly stubborn, chin. Balfour wondered how she could look so young and delicate yet so sultry at the same time.

I want her, he thought with a mixture of astonishment and some amusement. His amusement was born of wanting such a tiny, impertinent, disheveled woman. His astonishment was born of how quickly and strongly he wanted her, faster and more fiercely than he had ever wanted a woman. The hunger she stirred inside of him was so deep and strong it almost alarmed him. It was the kind of hunger that could make a man act unwisely. He struggled to clear his head and think only of Nigel’s health.

“My brother already looks more hale,” Balfour said.

“Words courteously spoken, but which tell me that ye ken verra little about healing,” Maldie said as she sat back on her heels, wiped her hands on her skirts, and met Balfour’s dark gaze. “I have done little more than bathe the blood and filth away and bound the wounds with cleaner rags. I dinnae have what I need to tend his injuries as they need to be tended.”

“What do ye need?” His eyes widened as she recited a long list, many of the things unrecognizable to him. “I dinnae carry such things to battle.”

“Mayhap ye should. After all, ’tis in battle that ye fools gain such wounds.”

“’Tis nay foolish to try and retrieve one’s young brother from the grasp of a mon like Beaton.” He made one short slash with his hand when she began to speak, silencing her. “I have lingered here long enough. I cannae be certain Beaton’s dogs are back in their kennels. They may weel be baying at our backs. Nigel also needs to be sheltered and cared for.”

Maldie stood up and brushed herself off. “Aye, that he does, so ye had best hurry along.”

“Ye have done so weel in tending him even without all ye said ye needed. I will be most curious to see what miracles ye can perform when all ye require is right at hand.”

“What do ye mean?”

“Ye will journey to Donncoill with us.”

“Am I to be your prisoner then?”

“Nay, my guest.”

She opened her mouth to give him a firm, rude refusal, then pressed her lips together and swallowed the sharp words. This was not the time to be stubborn or contrary. She struggled to remind herself of the many advantages of joining her fate with that of Sir Balfour. He was at war with Sir Beaton just as she was, and, even though he had lost the battle today, he still had the men and arms to inflict some true and lasting harm to the laird of Dubhlinn. She would also have shelter and food while she plotted her revenge.

There were some disadvantages, too, she mused with an inner grimace. Beaton had clearly done Sir Balfour a great harm. If he discovered the truth of her parentage, she could find herself in danger. There could also be trouble ahead for her if he discovered exactly why she was on the road to Dubhlinn. If she went with him she would have to deceive him, and every instinct she had told her that Sir Balfour Murray would not easily forgive deceit. Her plan to gain an ally was proving itself to be far from simple.

As she studied him, one other possible complication presented itself. She recognized the look in his fine dark eyes. It was one she had seen far too often. He wanted her. What worried her was that she could feel herself responding to that, something she had never done before. This dark knight’s lust did not arouse the anger, disgust, and scorn other men’s had.

Although that worried her, it also made her curious. He was undeniably handsome, but she had seen other men just as handsome. There was a lean strength to his tall body that any woman with eyes in her head had to appreciate. His face was a delight to look upon with high cheekbones, a long straight nose, and a firm jaw. His deep brown hair was thick and wavy, hanging to his broad shoulders, and faintly gleaming with red wherever the sunlight touched it. It was his eyes that truly drew her interest. They were a soft, rich brown, surrounded by surprisingly thick black lashes and set beneath faintly arced dark brows. A little unsettled by his steady gaze, she glanced at his mouth and quickly decided that was a dangerous place to look. He had a very nice mouth, the bottom lip slightly fuller than the top. She could all too easily imagine how it would feel to kiss him.

She hastily turned away from him and picked up her small sack. “’Tis most kind of you to offer me shelter, but ’tis late spring and there are but a few short months of fine weather ahead. I cannae pause now. I must find my kinsmen ere I am forced to seek shelter from the ill weather of winter.”

“If tending to Nigel takes too long, then ye can shelter at Donncoill.” He grabbed her by the arm and tugged her toward his horse. “Nigel is in great need of your skills.”


“So, my laird, this isnae an invitation, but a command.”

Balfour grabbed her around her tiny waist and set her in the saddle, musing fleetingly that she needed a few good meals, for she was not much heavier than some child. “It would make your stay at Donncoill more pleasant if ye would try to think of this as an invitation.”

“Would it? I am nay sure I can tell myself such a large falsehood.”

“Try.”

He smiled at her and Maldie felt her breath quicken. His smile was alluring in its complete honesty. There was no guile or arrogance behind that crooked grin, just a simple amusement he was silently inviting her to share with him. It was not only his good looks that could prove a danger, she realized, but the man himself. It was beginning to look as if Sir Balfour Murray held a lot of those good qualities she had long ago decided no man could ever have. Maldie knew that could make it very hard to keep her secrets.

She smiled faintly. “As ye wish, m’laird. And, when your brother has healed, I will then be free to leave?”

“Of course,” he replied, and wondered why those words had been so hard to say.

“Then we had best ride on, Sir Murray, as the day rapidly wanes and your brother willnae fare weel in the chill that comes with the setting of the sun.”

Balfour nodded, signaled his men to begin their march again, and then fell into step by the side of his brother’s litter. He noted that little Maldie had no trouble with his horse, despite the litter attached to the animal. In fact, his mount seemed very pleased to have the tiny lady on his strong back, his ears turned back to eagerly catch the words she was murmuring to him.

“The lass has a way with the animals as weel,” Balfour said, glancing down at his brother.

“Aye, horses and men,” Nigel muttered.

“Why are ye so troubled by her? She has eased your pain. I can see the truth of that in your face.”

“She has eased my pain. The lass certainly has the touch. She is also a bonny, wee woman with the finest eyes I have e’er seen. Howbeit, ye dinnae ken who she is. The lass has some secrets, Balfour. I am certain of it.”

“And why should she tell us everything about herself? She kens who we are no better than we ken her. The lass is just cautious.”

“I pray that is all I sense, simply a natural caution with strangers. This is a dangerous time to trust too quickly, or to let one’s wits be turned by a sweet face. A misstep now could cost Eric his young life.”

Balfour grimaced as he stared at Maldie’s back. Nigel was right. This was a poor time to have his thoughts scattered by a bonny lass. He could not bring himself to set her aside and let her walk away, but he swore he would be cautious. His family had already suffered from the consequences of thoughtless lusting. He would not repeat his father’s mistakes.

 

Maldie’s first sight of Donncoill came as they cleared a section of thick trees. It sat atop the slowly climbing hill they rode up, looking both secure and threatening. The lands around it looked rich, able to supply the Murrays with a wealth many Scots would envy, but even a cursory glance told her it was not being used to its full potential. Its promise was still locked in wide expanses of untilled soil and ungrazed fields. Maldie suspected that this battle was just one of many, the constant need to fight stealing the time and men it would take to fully harvest the richness of the land. She wondered sadly if men would ever gain the wit to understand what they lost with their constant feuds and battles.

Hastily, she shook aside that dark thought. It did no good to mourn things she could never change. She turned her full attention on the keep they rode toward. Set behind high stone walls, Donncoill had not suffered the neglect the lands had. It had clearly been strengthened and improved from the original square tower house she could still see prominently positioned amongst the additions. On the right of the old, squat tower ran one wing leading to a second narrower tower. Another wing extended to the left of the old structure leading to what was obviously going to be another tower. Her mother had often entertained her with tales of the grand castles of France and England. Maldie began to think Sir Balfour had actually seen such places or heard the same tales, for the castle taking shape behind the thick curtain walls would soon equal any her mother had spoken of with such awe.

“The work proceeds slowly,” Balfour said as he walked up beside her and took hold of his horse’s reins.

Praying that she did not look as unsettled as she felt, both from his sudden appearance at her side and his nearness, Maldie drawled, “Mayhap ye should put your sword back in its scabbard more often.”

“I would be happy to let it rest there, but I fear Beaton doesnae share my hopes for peace.”

“Ye speak of peace, yet march to battle. I am fair certain that Beaton didnae invite ye to his walls.”

“Oh, aye, he did. If he had sent an herald he couldnae have said it clearer. He stole away my young brother Eric, sent his curs onto my lands whilst the lad was out hunting.”

“And so he was expecting you to come clamoring at his gates.”

Balfour nodded, embarrassed by what he now saw as his own stupidity. “Aye, he was. I kenned that our attack was a mistake even as we rode onto the clearing before his keep. Then, I called to him to speak with me, to try and settle the matter without bloodshed. He led me to believe that he would do so, and, blind fool that I am, I drew nearer. It was a trap. He but wished me near enough to kill with ease and to make my men less watchful. It almost worked. Howbeit, his arrows fell short of their mark, and my men were wiser than I. They ne’er trusted Beaton’s plea for peace.”

“Yet ye lingered there so that he could glean your forces.”

“Ye dinnae understand, lass.” Balfour briefly wondered why he was taking the time to explain himself and the battle to her, then realized that he simply liked speaking to her. He suspected that he was also trying to explain the whole bitter failure to himself. “My men were enraged by this low trickery and wished to extract blood for blood. They are as weary of this constant war as I am, and their fury possessed them. It took but a moment to see that the day was lost, but men caught tight in the grip of battle and bloodlust arenae easy to reason with. When Nigel fell they came to their senses long enough for them to heed my calls for retreat.”

“And Beaton still holds fast to your brother.” Maldie felt a wave of sympathy for the man, but did not want to. She did not want to become concerned with his trials and tribulations. She had enough of her own.


“Aye, but at least wee Eric now kens that the Murrays will fight for him.”

“And why should he think otherwise? He is your brother.”

Balfour grimaced and hesitated, then decided there was no need to be secretive. “Eric is but my half brother. My father bedded one of Beaton’s wives. Beaton discovered the liaison. When Eric was born he had the bairn set upon a hillside to die. One of our men found the lad. It wasnae hard to discover who he was and why he had been cast aside.”

“And thus began the feud.”

“Aye, thus began the feud. E’en my father’s death didnae end it. Now it takes on a new shape. Beaton tries to claim Eric as the son he could ne’er breed on his own. He means to use the lad as a shield ’twixt him and all those who hunger for what he has. We must rescue Eric ere Beaton’s illness makes him too weak to fight off the wolves, or finally takes his life.”

“Beaton is dying?”

Maldie bit the inside of her cheek until tears stung her eyes. She did not need the swift narrowing of Balfour’s eyes to tell her that she had reacted suspiciously to that news. Her voice had been too sharp, too full of emotion. The thought that Beaton’s age and illness might rob her of the chance to gain her revenge infuriated her, even alarmed her. Beaton dying on his own would leave her unable to fulfill her vow to her mother. Maldie knew all of that emotion had been clear to hear in her voice. She prayed she could talk away Sir Murray’s blatant curiousity.

“Aye, ’tis what I have been told,” Balfour said, watching her closely, confused by the sudden flare of emotion on her lovely face and its equally sudden disappearance.

“I ask your pardon, sir,” Maldie said. “For one swift moment all I could think of was that ye had taken up your sword against an ageing, dying mon. Then I recalled your brother’s plight.”

“Ye dinnae have much faith in the honor of men, do ye, lass?”

“Nay. I have ne’er been given much cause to believe in such a thing.” She stared at the huge iron-studded gates of Donncoill as they drew within feet of them. “Surely there is a healing woman within such a fine keep, and thus ye have no real need of my skills.” She looked at Balfour, but he only spared her a fleeting glance before staring at his keep.

“We had a verra skilled woman, but she died two years past. The woman she tried to train has neither wit nor skill. She favors leeches for all and any ill. I have oft felt that her untender mercies hastened my father’s death.”

“Leeches,” Maldie muttered, then she shook her head. “They have their uses, aye, but are too often used wrongly. Your brother has already bled freely enough to remove all ill humors and poisons from his body.”

“So I believe.”

“Howbeit, I have no wish to offend the woman.”

“Ye willnae. She doesnae like the chore, does it only because no other can or will, and it does provide her with some prestige. I can easily find her another chore that will give her the same place of honor amongst the other women.”

Maldie just nodded, for all of her attention was on the bailey they were entering. It was crowded with people, few of whom paid her any heed. The sharp sounds of grief began a moment later, and she desperately fought to close her ears to them. Even as a small child she had been able to feel what others felt and the sorrow of those who had lost someone they loved in the battle choked her, their pain knotting her stomach. Yet again she wished that her mother had helped her learn how to shield herself from such emotional assaults, then scolded herself for being such an ungrateful child. There had been a use or two for her odd skill, uses that had gained them some much needed coin from time to time. Taking a few deep breaths, she struggled to calm herself, to clear her mind and heart of the invasive feelings of others.

“Are ye ill?” Balfour asked as he helped her to dismount, worried about her loss of color and the chill on her skin.

“Nay, just weary,” she replied and quickly turned her attention to Nigel. “He must be put abed. The journey on the litter was a rough one and the sun begins to set, taking the day’s warmth with it.”

“I think ye need to rest as weel.”

She shook her head as she fell into step behind the men carrying Nigel into the keep. “I shall be fine. I think ’twas just riding on a horse. He is a fine steed, needing but a light touch and a soft word to do as he ought, but I am unused to riding. Dinnae fear, Sir Murray, I am hale enough to heal your brother and toss him back into the fray.”

Balfour smiled faintly as he watched her follow his brother into the keep. For a moment she had appeared so affected by the grief of the bereaved women in the bailey that she was close to swooning. Then, although still pale and shivering faintly, she had returned to what was clearly her usual state of impertinence. Nigel was right. There was a mystery about the girl. She leapt from sympathy to scorn in a heartbeat. There was also her odd reaction to the news that Beaton was dying. Her explanation for that reaction had not rung true. He still desired little Maldie Kirkcaldy more than he knew was wise, perhaps even more than was sane, but he would be cautious. With Eric’s life hanging in the balance, he could not afford to let his passions steal away all wisdom. Maldie Kirkcaldy had a secret or two, and even as he tried to satisfy the desire he felt for her, he would work to find out exactly what those secrets were.





 


Chapter Three



A soft moan of weariness escaped Maldie as she stood up. She hastily glanced at Nigel, relieved to see that he still slept peacefully, that her groan had not been loud enough to disturb him. For three long days and nights she had nursed the man through a raging fever, allowing herself only brief respites when Balfour took her place by his brother’s bedside. The fever had finally broken, but she hesitated to ease her watch.

Maldie moved to a small table set near the arrow slit in the wall that served as the room’s window, and poured herself a goblet of spiced cider. It was hard to nurse Nigel all alone, but she had needed only one look at Donncoill’s healing woman Grizel to know that she would never let that woman within yards of Nigel Murray. Grizel was filthy and suffered from some skin ailment that left her dotted with ugly sores. Maldie had also sensed a deep, bitter unhappiness in the woman. Grizel not only disliked being the Murrays’ healing woman, she disliked everyone and everything. Such a woman would not and could not care if the one she tended to lived or died. The woman would never be a healer no matter how much knowledge she gained, for she had no urge to heal or help anyone, no feeling at all for the afflicted or their pain. Maldie knew that, before she left Donncoill, she would have to try and explain that to Balfour, so that he would not return the woman to the same place of honor and responsibility. It would help if she could find someone with more heart and skill to take Grizel’s place, but she needed to get out of Nigel’s room to do that.

She grimaced, finished her cider, and refilled her plain silver goblet. Now that she could leave the room, she was reluctant to do so. It would mean that she would have to confront Balfour without Nigel and his wounds as a shield. Maldie knew that she had never once flagged in her duty as a healing woman nor in her determination to keep Nigel alive, but she had also hidden behind the fever-tormented man every time Balfour had drawn near to her.

That cowardice annoyed her even as it alarmed her. Balfour had made no overt attempt to touch her. His deep concern for his brother had been all that had brought him into the room. And, yet, she had felt her blood warm each time he had looked at her. Her every sense had come alive. Despite her exhaustion, it had often been hard to rest when he was in the room, because she had been so intensely aware of him. No matter how often she told herself she was just being vain, she still felt his want, his desire for her. With his every glance, even the briefest, most courteous touch, she had sensed his passion and her whole body had responded to it eagerly. Getting too close to Balfour could be very dangerous. Not only would she have to fight her own desire and attraction to the man, but she would have to try and shield herself from his, as well as the delight it stirred deep within her. Maldie wondered if she should have stayed hidden in those bushes by the side of the road.

“I begin to think that I have taken a grave misstep,” she murmured, staring into the goblet.

“Nay, I dinnae think so. My brother looks much improved,” came Balfour’s deep, rich voice from close behind her.

Maldie squeaked and had to scramble to hold onto her goblet, her surprise at his sudden appearance making her lose her firm grip upon it. “Ye just terrified ten years off my poor wee life.”

Balfour bit back a smile. He found her unease around him both encouraging and amusing. At first he had wondered if she was afraid of him, but had quickly shrugged that concern aside. It was not fear he saw in her beautiful eyes, but a reflection of the desire he felt for her. He wished he could know for certain if her unease came from a maidenly aversion to such desire or from the strength of it, from a strong need to give in to it. Such knowledge would make it easier for him to know what step to take next. Then he inwardly laughed at himself. Knowing the truth about how she felt would make little difference to what he planned, except that it might give him leave to act more quickly upon his desire. He wanted Maldie Kirkcaldy and he intended to have her.

“Come, I am nay so frightening,” he said softly as he gave in to the urge to gently stroke her thick, unruly hair.

Although his touch was as light and fleeting as a soft spring breeze, Maldie felt its power. Standing so close to him, she could almost smell his desire for her. The heat of it reached deep inside of her, warming her blood, demanding a response. She could feel his seductive thoughts. He did not need to speak them. They were as tangible to her as any caress. She trembled and stepped away from him. As she took a long, deep drink of her cider, she covertly glanced his way and inwardly grimaced. His expression of mild amusement told her that he saw her move for exactly what it was—a cowardly retreat.

“I am nay afeared of you, sir. I but find this situation unsettling.” She set her empty goblet down on the table, pleased at how steady her hand was, for her insides were churning like the mud beneath the feet of an advancing army. “Being alone in a bedchamber with a mon I have but recently met was something I was taught ne’er to do.”

“Weel, there is a simple answer to that trouble,” he said.

“Oh, aye? Ye are leaving?”

“Nay, ye must learn to ken me better.” He smiled sweetly at her disgusted glance. “’Twill nay be so painful, lass. Ye cannae hide away in here for all time.”

“True. I shall stay until your brother is weel, and then be on my way.”

“It may take months for Nigel to be fully healed yet, already, he doesnae need unceasing care from sunrise to sunrise. Ye need to enjoy the spring.”

Maldie watched him closely, her eyes narrowing as her suspicions rose. “I can see the beauty of the spring out of that wee window.” The man was flirting with her. She was sure of it.

“Ah, true, but ’tisnae the same as walking in it, as breathing it,” he murmured. “Spring must be felt against one’s skin.” He slid his hand down her slim arm, ignoring the way she jerked free of his touch. “Its sweet breezes must be allowed to tousle one’s hair.” He lightly dragged his fingers through her hair. She pulled away, faced him squarely, and scowled. “And one must allow the sweet, warm air to soothe away all temper and ill humors.”

“I am nay afflicted by any ill humors.” She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side, torn between amusement and annoyance. “If ye sense my temper rising ’tis because I dinnae play this game weel, sir.”

Balfour hoped his expression of innocence was infallible, but the look she was giving him told him that it probably did not fool her at all. “What game do ye speak of, lass? I play no game.”

“Ye are a poor liar, Sir Murray. Ye flirt with me, tease me, play the game of seduction.”

“Mayhap ye misjudge me.”


“Nay I ken the game verra weel.” Simply thinking of the subtle, not so subtle, and even brutal ways men had tried to lure her into their beds angered Maldie. “It has been tried many a time before.”

“And failed?” Balfour was not only surprised at how badly he wanted her to be untouched, but alarmed. The state of her innocence should not matter to him at all, but it did. It mattered a lot.

Maldie gaped, unable to believe that he would be so lacking in manners as to ask such a question. At first she was insulted and furious. Many men saw a poor girl as one without morals, and were deeply puzzled when she proved to have some. She had not guessed that Balfour held that insulting attitude.

Then she took a deep breath and let her feelings guide her. It was dangerous to open herself up to the man’s emotions. The last thing she wished to discover was that Balfour Murray, like so many men before him, thought that because she was poor, she was a whore. But, for reasons she did not care to examine too closely, she needed to know why he had asked such a rude question.

At first it was difficult to reach beyond his desire for her, and her blind, immediate response to it. She forced herself to look deeper, and felt a calming sense of relief sweep over her. There was no scorn in his heart. She was certain he had not intended to insult her or, worse, thought she was the sort who would not be insulted by the insinuation behind his query. What puzzled her was that the question seemed to have been prompted by anger, fear, and reluctant curiosity. That was what she felt stirring inside of him. It was almost as if he deeply cared about her response, badly wanted it to be aye, and she could not understand why he should.

“Of course they failed,” she replied, her lingering anger making her voice sharp. “As ye weel ken, I havenae had the wealth or comfort ye have enjoyed for your whole life. I was raised in a rougher world. Aye, men seem to think that, if ye are a poor lass, ye should be happy to do anything for a wee coin or two or just to please those who think they are your betters.” She was glad to see him wince slightly, proving that he understood the rebuke. “Howbeit, I chose to learn how to fight rather than to just smile prettily and play the whore.”

“I meant no insult,” he said.

“Mayhap not, but ye gave one.”

He took her hand in his, ignored the way she stiffened, and brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “Then I truly and deeply beg your pardon.”

“And, if ye meant that, ye wouldnae still be trying to woo me.”

“Oh, aye,” he grinned and winked at her. “That I would.”

Maldie gasped with a mixture of shock and outrage when he suddenly pulled her into his arms. “Ye have just humbly apologized for insulting me yet, now, clearly, ye intend to insult me again.”

“Nay, I but mean to kiss you.”

Balfour knew he was stepping over every boundary he had been trained to respect as an honorable man. Maldie might be worldly in knowledge, but she was an innocent in all other ways, had obviously fought hard to remain so. Custom demanded that he treat her with great respect. Instead, he had every intention of stealing a kiss if she did not protest too loudly or struggle too fiercely. It was undoubtedly a mistake, certainly not the way to woo someone as skittish and cleverly elusive as Maldie Kirkcaldy, but he realized that he was too weak to ignore temptation. She was close, she was beautiful, and he ached to kiss her. Had done so since he had first set eyes on her. Balfour just hoped that he would not pay too dearly for his impatient greed.

“Ye go too far, Sir Murray,” she said, pushing against his chest.

Maldie inwardly cursed. She had intended to sound outraged and angry, to speak in a firm, sharp, and cold voice. Instead her voice was low, unsteady, and faintly husky. Even to her own ears her rebuke sounded weak, as weak as her attempt to push him away. Instinct told her that any true show of resistance would be respected, but she could not seem to muster up the strength to produce one. She did not really want to push her hands against his broad chest, but smooth them over the snug, soft woolen jerkin he wore, to feel the strength that lay beneath the cloth. She was disgusted with her own weakness, but reluctantly admitted that she wanted him to kiss her. She wanted to kiss him back.

He kept one arm securely wrapped around her, grasped her small chin between his thumb and forefinger, and gently but firmly turned her face up toward his. Maldie held herself taut, but even she was not sure how much of the tension was from resistance, and how much from anticipation. As he lowered his mouth to hers, watching her closely from beneath partly lowered eyelids, Maldie tried one last time to scold herself into acting as she should, and failed miserably. Instead of thinking a firm nay and acting upon it forcibly, all she could think of was how warm and dark his eyes were, how long and thick his lashes were, and how temptingly shaped his mouth was.

The moment his lips touched hers Maldie knew she had lost all chance of escape. His lips were soft, warm, and sweet. She knew the heady taste of him could hold her in his arms as firmly as any stout iron chain. He nudged her lips with his tongue and she opened to him, then shuddered. The way he stroked the inside of her mouth left her breathless, but that was not all that made her tremble. It felt as if, by opening her mouth, she had also opened herself up to all that Balfour was feeling, and she realized that her fears had been justified. Not only was she engulfed by the power of her own desires, but by the power of his as well. One fed the other. Even as her passion rose, filling her and stealing all thought, his seemed to flow into her, adding strength to all she felt. It was almost frightening, but her hunger for Balfour conquered that fear, impatiently pushed it aside.

When he pulled his mouth from hers, she clutched at him and muttered a protest. Then he touched a kiss to the side of her neck and she sighed with pleasure. As he covered her throat with kisses she tilted her head back, allowing him unfettered access, and pressed closer to him. His warm lips touched the pulse point in her throat and she gasped as she felt that heat immediately flow throughout her body. He smoothed his big hands over her back, down her sides, and then gently grasped her backside, pressing her closer to him. Maldie heard herself softly groan as she felt his hardness. Instinctively, she rubbed against him, savoring the way it made her feel, and echoing his shudder. They were both breathing hard, as if they had just run for miles, and she knew that that kiss had already driven them beyond clear thought and reason.

“Ye are so sweet,” Balfour said, his voice thick and husky as he marked the delicate lines of the bones in her face with kisses.

He inwardly cursed the inadequacy of his words. The way Maldie made him feel deserved higher praise, poetry that would make a rock weep. Even if he had such skill, he mused as he began to kiss her again, he doubted he could muster it at the moment. The taste of her, the smell of her, and the feel of her softly trembling body pressed so close to his robbed him of coherent thought. He could only think of one thing. He wanted to bury himself deep inside of her.

“Maldie,” he whispered, subtly tugging her toward the bed, “bonny Maldie. Ye feel the heat, too, dinnae ye.”

“Aye.” Each time he moved away she rushed forward, desperate to keep herself close to his warmth. “’Tis a spell, I am thinking.”

“One we are both caught in.”

They bumped against the bed and Nigel groaned. Maldie felt all the warmth leave her body with such speed it made her dizzy. She swayed a little as she pulled free of a shocked Balfour’s loosened hold and stared, horrified, at the sleeping Nigel.

Maldie’s first clear thought was to briefly thank God that Nigel still slept, that the man had not seen anything. Then anger swept through her, although she was not sure who she was most angry with, Balfour for nearly seducing her into bed, or herself for allowing it. She strode away, neatly eluding Balfour’s attempt to grasp her by the arm and hold her at his side. After briskly pacing in front of the massive stone fireplace opposite the end of the bed, she turned to glare at Balfour. He looked wary, but not contrite at all, and that annoyed her.

“Why are ye still here?” she snapped, pushing her tangled hair back over her shoulders with a quick, angry gesture.

Balfour leaned against one of the tall, thick posts at the foot of the bed and studied her. He fought to ignore how full and wet her lips were, his kisses still marking them, as well as the flush upon her cheeks. There would be no returning to her arms, not today. The look on her face told him clearly that the thoughts she now had about him were not kind ones. He had but one chance to stop her anger from turning her cold toward him, and that was to make her realize and accept that, for that brief time she had been in his arms, she had been a very willing, very warm partner. It was true that he had stolen a kiss, had ignored her protest, but it was also true that all that had happened after that had been with her full and passionate willingness.

“But a moment ago I was most welcome,” he replied, purposely keeping his voice calm and his tone pleasant.

Despite all of her efforts not to, Maldie blushed. She knew he referred to how greedily she had accepted his kisses, and she could not deny that. However, he was unkind to remind her of her lack of moral strength, she decided. She would never have discovered how weak she was if he had not forced that first kiss upon her. Before his lips had touched hers, she had only suspected that she would be unable to resist the strength of his passion and her own. Now she knew she could not, and she did not appreciate him showing her that hard truth.

“Weel, that welcome has fled.” She silently cursed, for, even to her own ears, her voice held a sulky tone. “As ye can see, I have much work to do here.”

“Oh? Nigel sleeps. Ye need to watch him do that, do ye? Come, say what ye truly mean. Ye wish me gone for I made ye feel the same passion I do. Ye shared a heat with me, and ye want me far away ere ye start to feel it again.”

“Such arrogance. Ye tricked me. I said nay to that first kiss and ye ignored me. Like all men, ye decided ye wanted something, so ye reached out and took it.”

“Aye, I accept the blame for that first kiss.” He straightened up, walked to the door, and looked back at her as he opened it. “But, lass, ye gave me the second one, eagerly and with a passion as hot and strong as my own. Aye, ye will probably try hard to deny that once I leave, but I think ye have too much wit to believe such a lie. Ye wanted me, Maldie Kirkcaldy, as greedily as I wanted you. Ye ken it weel, and so do I.”

When the door shut behind him, Maldie looked around for something large and heavy to throw at the thick oak panel. By the time she saw something suitable she knew it would be a wasted gesture, for he was undoubtedly too far away to hear anything. She cursed and sat down on the thick lambskin rug in front of the fireplace. It would have been nice to have slain him on the spot with cold words, with a sharp wit that would have shamed him into slinking away like a whipped cur, but she knew she had failed miserably in doing that. He had said all he had wished to and left, and she had been unable to mount a serious defense.

What deeply troubled her and somewhat angered her was that he was right. She could curse him as ungallant, arrogant, and vain, but it did not change the fact that he was right. She had felt the same passion he had, had shared a heat with him. Their desire was well matched. Their hunger for each other of an equal strength. Passion had made her as blind and as heedless as it had made him. It was not really fair to blame him for what had happened, or what had almost happened.

But she did, she admitted, and inwardly grimaced at her own confusion. It had always been so easy to scorn passion, to push away any man who revealed an interest in her. The ease with which she had cast aside all desire had made her cocky, made her think she was strong enough not to repeat her mother’s folly. Balfour had slaughtered that confidence, shown her with one kiss that she could be as foolish and as weak as the most witless of women. She not only resented him for that uncomfortable revelation, she knew she was now afraid of drawing close to the man. She had come to Donncoill to join in the destruction of Beaton, not to become a laird’s mistress. By the time Nigel was well enough to finish recovering without any further nursing, she was going to have to make the decision as to whether she would stay and fight Beaton alongside the Murrays, or flee the temptation of Sir Balfour. There was no doubt in Maldie’s mind that staying could well cost her her hard-fought-for innocence. She briefly suspected that it could also cost her her heart. Soon she would have to decide just how high a price she wished to pay for help in killing Beaton.

 

Balfour sighed as he stared out at his fields, watching the spring planting with little interest. He was acting like some lovelorn girl and was disgusted with himself. He could not stop thinking about Maldie, about how good she tasted and how perfectly she fit in his arms. It had only been an hour since he had left her and he was aching to see her again, to hold her again. The only thing that stayed him was the certainty that it would be a very big mistake. She was still angry, and she needed time to think about what had happened between them.

“And so do I,” he muttered, shaking his head.

The passion she stirred inside of him with her soft, full mouth and her small, lithe body was a delicious, heady thing. It was also unsettling. Something that powerful made it hard to think clearly and, with young Eric’s life at stake, Balfour knew that a clear head was vital.

“Has Nigel worsened?” asked James as he walked up to Balfour and leaned against the parapets.

“Nay. He sleeps. The fever shows no sign of returning.”

“’Tis what I heard, yet your expression was so dark I feared the good news had proven false.”

“’Tis not Nigel nor his health I scowl o’er, but his wee nurse.”

“A comely lass,” James said, watching Balfour closely as the man chuckled.

“Too comely. Too sweet. Too tempting.”

“And too ready at hand.”

Balfour looked straight at James and slowly nodded. “Aye. We were in sore need of a skilled healer for Nigel and, behold, there she was. A blessing or a trap? Aye, sometimes when one has a great need God miraculously fills it, but I cannae take the chance of believing that now. Too much is at risk.”

“Mayhap ye should just send her away.”

“I should. She has even said she will leave as soon as Nigel no longer needs her healing skills. My wits said, ‘Aye, that was for the best,’ but all else began to plot ways to keep her here. I fear I learned naught from my father’s many follies. I want the lass and ’tis all I can think of.”

“Nay, not all, for ye ken that she has secrets. Ye can see that there are questions that need to be answered.”

“I do.” Balfour grimaced. “Howbeit, when I am near her, I dinnae think of getting any answers.”

“Then I will.”

Balfour hesitated only a moment before nodding. “My pride pushes me to say that I can do it myself. Fortunately, at this moment, I have more wit than pride. I have a weakness for the lass. I cannae trust myself to do what needs to be done. So, aye, see what ye can discover. She appeared at a time of need, but also at a time of conflict. She could be a bonny angel of mercy, but she could also be an adder slipped into our camp by our enemies. Maldie Kirkcaldy holds fast to many a secret. I must learn what they are. And dinnae take too long in discovering what those secrets are, old friend. I confess, that wee green-eyed lassie makes my blood run hot and my wits scatter. Best ye find out the truth swiftly, ere I am too ensorcelled to believe any ill of her.”
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