






HIGHLAND WOLF



Before Annora could say a word, she was on the bed with James moving over her. When he settled his weight on top of her, she felt her whole body welcome him with a shameless abandon.

Annora pressed her hands against James’ chest and her good sense took yet another serious battering. His skin was so smooth and warm. The feel of his taut muscle beneath that fine skin made her feel dizzy with passion. She ached to touch him all over, to stroke him from head to foot. Annora caught herself tracing a ragged scar that ran from just above his breastbone and over his left shoulder and realized that she was losing her battle with her own desires again. She had never thought it would be so hard to do as she ought to and not as she so badly wanted to.

“Rolf,” she began and then blushed. “Nay. ’Tis James, isnae it. ’Tis only now that I e’en ken what your real name is.”

James brushed a kiss over her mouth. He could almost feel her conflicting emotions in the way she would tense and then soften. It had been so long since he had enjoyed the soft heat of a woman.

“I have wished to hear my true name upon your lips from the verra moment we met,” he said softly.

“We really shouldnae do this,” she whispered in an unsteady voice, “I shouldnae do this.”

“Aye, ye should…” he whispered as he began to unlace her gown….
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Prologue



Scotland—spring, 1477

Sir James Drummond, once laird of Dunncraig, once a husband and a loving father, crawled out of his hiding place deep in the Highlands’ most remote mountains and slowly stood up. He felt the hint of spring in the air, the promise of warmth in the moist dawn breeze, and took a deep, slow breath. He felt like some beast waking from a long winter’s sleep, only his had lasted for three long, hard years. He was ragged, filthy, and hungry, but he was determined not to spend another season slipping from hollow to hollow, afraid to venture near friends or kinsmen because he had death at his heels and afraid to exchange even the most fleeting of greetings with anyone else—because they might be the one who would recognize and kill him. It was time to stop running.

He clenched his hands into tight fists as he thought on his enemy, Sir Donnell MacKay. Even though he had never liked or fully trusted the man, he had allowed Donnell to come and go from Dunncraig as he pleased, for he was Mary’s kinsman. That simple act of courtesy and his wife Mary’s own sweet innocence, the sort that never saw evil in anyone, had cost her her life. James had barely finished burying his wife and was thinking how he could prove that Donnell had killed her when the man had made his next move. James had found himself declared guilty of murdering his wife; soon after that he was declared an outlaw, and then Donnell had claimed both Dunncraig and little Margaret, James’ only child. The few people who had tried to help him had been killed and that was when James had begun to run, to hide, and to keep himself as far away from those he cared about as possible.

Today the running stopped. James collected up the sack holding his few meager belongings and started down the rocky slope. As he had struggled to survive the winter, living no better than the beasts he had hunted for food, James had come up with a plan. He needed to get back to Dunncraig and find the proof he required to hang Donnell MacKay and free himself. There was still one man at Dunncraig that James felt he could trust with his life, and he would need that man’s aid in beginning his search for the truth and the justice he craved. He would either succeed and then reclaim his good name, his lands, and his child, or he would lose it all, including his life. Either way, at least he would not be running anymore.

At the base of the hill, he paused and stared off in the direction of Dunncraig. It was a long, arduous journey away, one that would take him weeks because he had no horse, but he could see it clearly in his mind’s eye. He could also see his little Meggie with her fat blond curls and big brown eyes, eyes so like her mother’s. Meggie would be five now, he realized, and felt his anger swell as he thought of all he had missed of his child’s growing because of Donnell’s greed. He also felt the stab of guilt born from how he had thought mostly of saving his own life and not what his daughter might be suffering under Donnell’s rule.

“Dinnae fret, my Meggie, I will come home soon and free us both,” he whispered into the breeze and then James straightened his shoulders and began the long walk home.








Chapter One



Dunncraig—summer, 1477

“Pat the dirt o’er the seed verra gently, Meggie.”

Annora smiled as the little girl patted the dirt as slowly and carefully as she patted her cat Sunny. Margaret, who stoutly preferred to be called Meggie, was all that kept Annora at Dunncraig. Her Cousin Donnell had wanted someone to care for the child, and her family had sent her. That was no surprise, for she was poor and illegitimate, a burden every kinsman and kinswoman she had was quick to shake off whenever they could. At first she had been resigned, but then she had met little Meggie, a child of only two with huge brown eyes and thick golden curls. Despite the fact that Annora thought Donnell was a brutish man, even feared him a little, and had some doubts about his rights to claim Dunncraig, three years later she was still at Dunncraig and not simply because she had no better place to go. She stayed for little Meggie, a child who had stolen her heart almost from the very first day.

“Seeds are precious,” said Meggie.

“Aye, verra precious,” Annora agreed. “Some plants just grow again every spring all by themselves,” she began.

“Cursed stinking weeds.”

Bending her head to hide a grin, Annora quietly said, “Young ladies shouldnae say cursed.” Neither should ladies of four and twenty, she mused, fully aware of where Meggie had heard those words. “But, aye, weeds grow all by themselves in places where ye dinnae want them. Some plants, however, cannae survive the winter and we must collect the seeds or roots, storing them away so that we can plant them when it is warm again.”

“’Tisnae warm yet.”

Annora looked up to find Meggie scowling at the sky. “Warm enough to plant seeds, love.”

“Are ye certain we shouldnae wrap them in a wee plaid first?”

“The earth is their plaid.”

“Annora! The laird wants ye to go to the village and see how good that new mon makes a goblet!”

Even as Annora turned to respond to young Ian’s bellow, the youth was already heading back into the keep. She sighed and carefully collected up all the little bags of seeds she had intended to plant this afternoon. Ian was probably already telling Donnell that Annora was going to the village and, of course, she would. One did not say nay to Donnell. Taking Meggie by the hand, Annora hurried them both into the keep so that they could wash up before leaving for the village.

It was as they were about to leave that Donnell strode out of the great hall to intercept them. Annora tensed and she felt Meggie press hard against her skirts. She fought the urge to apologize for not having raced to the village without hesitation and met his dark scowl with a faint, questioning smile.

Her cousin should be a very handsome man, Annora thought. He had thick dark hair and fine dark eyes. His features were manly but not harsh. He even had good skin and no visible scars. Yet Donnell constantly wore such a sour or angry expression that his handsomeness was obscured. It was as if all that was bad inside the man left some irrevocable mark upon his looks. The way Donnell looked now, Annora could not see how any woman could find him attractive.

“Why arenae ye going to the village?” he snapped.

“We are going right now, Cousin,” she said, doing her best to sound sweet and obedient. “We but needed to wash the dirt of the garden off our hands.”

“Ye shouldnae be working in the gardens like some common slut. Ye may be a bastard, but ye come from good blood. And ye shouldnae be teaching Margaret such things, either.”

“Someday she will be the mistress of some demesne or keep with a household to rule. She will rule it much better if she kens just how much work is needed when she orders something to be done.”

The way Donnell’s eyes narrowed told Annora that he was trying to decide if she had just criticized him in some way. She had, all too aware of how little Donnell knew or cared about the work he ordered people to do. He never gave a thought as to how all his needs and comforts were met, except to savagely punish the ones he deemed responsible if they failed in some way. Annora kept her gaze as innocent as possible as she met his look of suspicion, breathing a silent sigh of relief when he obviously decided she was not clever enough to be so subtle.

“Get ye gone, then,” he said. “I have been hearing a great deal about what fine work this new mon does and I seek a goblet or the like so that I may see his skill with my own eyes.”

Annora nodded and hurried past him, little Meggie keeping step close by her side. If the fool was so interested in this man’s skill, she wondered why he did not go and have a look for himself. It was the fear of saying that thought aloud that made her hurry away. Donnell’s response to such words would be a hard fist, and she preferred to avoid those whenever possible.

“Why does the laird need a goblet?” asked Meggie the moment Annora slowed their fast pace to an almost lazy stroll.

“He wants to see if the man who carves them is as good at what he does as everyone says he is,” replied Annora.

“He doesnae believe everyone?”

“Weel, nay, I suspicion he doesnae.”

“Then why will he believe us?”

“A verra good question, love. I dinnae ken why he should if he doesnae heed anyone else’s word, but ’tis best if we just do as he asks.”

Meggie nodded, her expression surprisingly solemn for one so young. “Aye, or he will hit ye again and I dinnae want him to do that.”

Neither did Annora. Her Cousin had come close to breaking her jaw and a few other bones the last time he had beaten her. She knew she ought to be grateful that Donnell’s second-in-command, Egan, had stopped him from continuing to punch her, but she was not. Egan did not usually care who Donnell beat or how badly he did so, was in truth just as brutish as Donnell was. The fact that the man did not want her beaten, at least not too severely, made her very nervous. So did the way he always watched her. Annora did not want to owe that man anything.

“Neither do I, love,” she finally murmured and quickly distracted Meggie from such dark thoughts by pointing out the cattle grazing on the hillside.

All the way to the village Annora kept Meggie entertained by drawing her attention to every animal, person, or plant they passed by. She exchanged greetings with a few people, yet again regretting how closely watched and confined Donnell kept her and Meggie. Although she would have preferred choosing the times and reasons she traveled to the village, Annora enjoyed the pretense of freedom, able to ignore the guards she knew were right behind her. She only wished she would be given enough time and freedom to come to the village more often and get to know the people of Dunncraig better.

Annora sighed and inwardly shook her head. She had not been given any chance to become a true part of Dunncraig, but that was only part of her regret about not getting to know the people as well as she would like. Something was not right about Donnell’s place as laird, about his claim to these lands and to Meggie. Annora had sensed that wrongness from the start, but after three years, she had not uncovered any truth to give some weight to her suspicions. She knew someone at Dunncraig knew the answers to all the questions she had, but she had not yet found a way around Donnell’s guard long enough to ask any of them.

Approaching the cooper’s home and shop, Annora felt her spirits lighten just a little. Edmund the cooper’s wife, Ida, might be at home and Annora knew the woman would readily sate her need to talk to another woman. Her pace grew a little faster in anticipation. She dearly loved Meggie, but the child simply could not satisfy the need for a good, long woman-to-woman talk.

 

“Rolf, she is coming.”

This time James did not hesitate to look up from his work when Edmund called him by his assumed name. It had taken James longer than he had liked to become accustomed to being called Rolf. He hated to admit it but Edmund had been right when he had counseled patience, had warned him that he would need time to fully assume the guise of Rolf Larousse Lavengeance.

Then what Edmund had just said fully settled into James’ mind. “Meggie?”

“Aye, but to ye she must be Lady Margaret,” Edmund reminded him.

“Ah, of course. I shallnae forget. Who comes with her?”

“Mistress Annora and, a few yards behind, two of Donnell’s men.”

James cursed. “Does the mon think there is some danger to the woman or Meggie here?”

“Only to him, I am thinking. MacKay doesnae allow the woman to talk much with anyone. Nor the bairn. Some folk think the lass thinks herself too good for us and is teaching the bairn to be the same, but I think Mistress Annora is forced to keep to herself. E’en when she has a chance to talk to someone, there are always some of MacKay’s men close at hand to try to hear all that is said.”

“’Tis his own guilt making him think everyone is eager to decry him.”

“I think that may be it. My Ida says the lass is clever and quick. MacKay may fear she has the wit to put a few things together and see the truth. ’Tis a big lie he is living and it has to weigh on the mon.”

“I hope it breaks his cursed back,” James muttered as he tried to clean himself up just a little. “Better still, I want it to hang him.”

“So does most everyone at Dunncraig,” said Edmund.

James nodded. He had quickly seen how cowed his people were. Donnell was a harsh, cruel laird. He was also unskilled in the knowledge needed to keep the lands and the stock thriving. There were all too many signs that the man glutted himself on the riches of Dunncraig with little thought to how his people might survive or the fact that care must be taken to ensure that there would be food in the future. The people might be afraid of the man seated in the laird’s chair, but they did not hold silent when they were amongst themselves, and James had heard a lot. Donnell was bleeding the lands dry to fill his belly and his purse.

Ida stuck her head into the room. The lass says the laird sent her. He is wanting a goblet made by Rolf.”

Before he could say anything, Ida was gone. For a moment James simply sat at his worktable and breathed slowly and evenly to calm his excitement and anticipation. This was the first step. He had to be careful not to stumble on it. He knew Donnell spent a lot to make Dunncraig Keep as fine as some French king’s palace. That required a skilled woodworker, and he wanted to be the one who was hired.

“That one,” said Edmund, pointing toward a tall, richly carved goblet.

“Aye, I think ye have chosen the perfect one, old friend,” James said and smiled.

“I havenae seen that expression for a while.”

“’Tis anticipation.”

“Aye. I can fair feel it in the air. The mon is a vain swine who spends far too much of your coin on things he doesnae need, things he thinks make him look important. Ye guessed his weakness right. Do ye really think the mon would leave some proof of his guilt around, though?”

It was a question Edmund had asked before, and James still was not confident of his feeling that the truth was inside the keep. “I cannae be sure but I think there has to be something. He cannae be rid of all proof. Mayhap I will but hear something that will aid me.” He shrugged. “I cannae say. All I do ken is that I must be inside Dunncraig if I am to have any chance of getting the truth.”

“Weel, then, let us get ye in there.”

 

Annora looked up as Edmund and another man stepped out of the workrooms in the back of the little shop. She stared at the man with Edmund wondering why he so captivated her attention. He was tall and lean, even looked as if he could use a few good meals. His hair was a light brown and hung past his broad shoulders. There was a scar on his right cheek and he wore a patch over his left eye. The right eye was such a beautiful green she felt a pang of sorrow for the loss of its mate. His features were handsome, cleanly carved yet sharpened a little by the signs of hunger and trouble. This man had known hardship and she felt a surprising tug of deep sympathy for him. Since she had no idea what sort of trouble may have put that harshness on his handsome face, she did not understand why she wanted to smooth those lines away. The way his slightly full lips made her feel a little warm alarmed her somewhat. The man was having a very strange effect upon her and she did not think she liked it.

Then she saw his gaze rest on Meggie and put her arm around the child’s shoulders. There was such an intensity in his look she wondered why it did not make her afraid. A moment later, Annora realized that the intensity held no hint of a threat or dislike. There was a hunger there, a need and a grieving, and she wondered if he had lost a child. Again she felt a need to soothe him, and that need began to make her very nervous.

She looked at the goblet he held in his elegant long-fingered hands and gasped softly. “Is that the one ye wish to sell to the laird?” she asked.

“Aye,” the man replied. “I am Rolf, Rolf Larousse Lavengeance.”

Annora blinked and had to bite her lip not to say anything. It was a very strange name. It roughly translated to wolf, redhead, and vengeance. It was also strange for a poor workingman to have such an elaborate name. There had to be a story behind it and her curiosity stirred, but she beat it down. It was not her place to question the man about his name. As a bastard, she was also all too aware of the hurt and shame that could come from such questioning, and she would never inflict that upon anyone else.

“It is verra beautiful, Master Lavengeance,” she said and held her hand out. “Might I have a look?”

“Aye.”

As she took the goblet into her hands, she decided the man had been in Scotland long enough to lose much of his French accent and pick up a word or two of their language. If Donnell hired the man to do some work at the keep, that would make life a great deal easier. Donnell had absolutely no knowledge of French and could easily become enraged by a worker who had difficulty understanding what he said. And, looking at the beautiful carvings of a hunt on the goblet, she suspected Donnell would be very eager to have the man come and work at Dunncraig Keep. The thought that she might have to see a lot of the man in order to translate orders for him made her feel a little too eager, and Annora felt a sudden need to get away from this man.

“I believe this will please my cousin weel,” she said. “Your work is beautiful, Master Lavengeance. The stag on this goblet looks so real one almost expects to see him toss his proud head.”

James just nodded and named his price. The woman named Annora did not even blink, but paid it and hurried Meggie out of the shop. Moving quickly to look out the door, James watched her lead his child back to the keep, two of Donnell’s men in step a few yards behind them. He felt a hand rub his arm and looked to find Ida standing at his side, her blue eyes full of sympathy.

“Annora loves the wee lass,” Ida said.

“Does she? Or is she but a good nursemaid?” James asked.

“Oh, aye, she loves the lass. ’Tis Lady Margaret who holds Mistress Annora at Dunncraig and naught else. The child has been loved and weel cared for whilst ye have been gone, Laird.”

James nodded but he was not sure he fully believed that. Meggie had looked healthy and happy but she had said nothing. There was also a solemnity to the child that had not been there before. Meggie had been as sweet and innocent as her mother but had had a liveliness that Mary had never possessed. There had been no sign of that liveliness and he wondered what had smothered it. He would not lay the blame for that change at the feet of Mistress Annora yet, but he would watch the woman closely.

He inwardly grimaced, knowing he would find it no hardship to watch the woman. Mistress Annora was beautiful. Slender yet full-curved, her body caught and held a man’s gaze. Her thick raven hair made her fair skin looked an even purer shade of cream, and her wide midnight-blue eyes drew a man in like a moth to a flame. After three years alone he knew he had to be careful not to let his starved senses lead him astray, but he was definitely eager to further his acquaintance with Mistress Annora.

Suddenly he wondered if Mistress Annora was Donnell’s lover and wondered why that thought enraged him. James told himself it was because he did not want such a woman caring for his child. It might be unfair to think her anything more than she seemed, but her beauty made it all too easy to think that Donnell would not be able to leave her alone. Mistress Annora’s true place in Dunncraig Keep was just another question he needed to answer.

Stepping more fully into the open doorway of Edmund’s shop, he stared up at the keep that had once been his home. He would be back there soon. He would enter the keep as a worker, but he meant to stay as the laird. For all her beauty, if Mistress Annora had any part in Donnell’s schemes she would find that her beauty did not buy her any mercy from him.








Chapter Two



Rage swept over Annora so quickly she had no chance to shield herself from it. It clouded her mind and churned her stomach. She placed one shaking hand on her stomach and the other hand flat upon the cold stonewall of the upper hall to steady herself. It took several minutes of concentration and slow, deep breathing to push the feeling away until she simply recognized it and was no longer consumed by it. It was proving to be very slow work to rid herself of it all, however. It was times like these that she truly hated the strange ability she had to sense the feelings of others, for it did seem as though the most distasteful ones were the strongest and hit her the hardest.

Frowning, she looked around and realized she was only a few steps away from Donnell’s bedchamber. Her first thought was that someone had sparked Donnell’s considerable temper again, but then she inwardly shook her head. She had been slapped by the harsh, bitter taste of her cousin’s rage before, more times than she cared to count. This did not have the same feel to it or the same taste. Yet, aside from Donnell and Egan, Annora did not know anyone else at Dunncraig who had ever revealed such a fierce anger.

Finally feeling steady again, Annora crept toward Donnell’s bedchamber. The door was open yet she heard no raised voices, no sounds of fists hitting flesh, not even the softest of pained whimpers. That made no sense. Where was the consequence of such rage? If it came from Donnell or Egan, there should not be such calm, such quiet, inside the room. In truth she should be hearing, and probably feeling, some poor man’s or woman’s pain as a harsh punishment was meted out.

Suddenly she was afraid that Donnell had seriously injured someone, perhaps even killed the object of his anger. She silently hurried closer and cautiously peered into the room. Even as she did so a small voice in her head scolded her for doing something so foolish, for she knew that she could do little to help anyone who had stirred up the rage of either her cousin or his fist, but she did not heed that warning voice and looked anyway. Annora barely stopped herself from gasping aloud in surprise and giving herself away.

There was no broken, bleeding body on the floor. There was no sign of any confrontation at all. Not even a tipped-over stool. Donnell and the handsome wood-carver from the village stood before the massive fireplace studying the mantel and talking quietly. Annora warily allowed herself to reach out to find the source of the rage that had so affected her and abruptly stood up straight in the doorway. It was coming from the wood-carver.

“What are ye doing here?” demanded Donnell.

Annora blinked, feeling as if she had just been rudely awakened from a deep sleep. In a way she supposed she had been. Shock over the fact that the soft-spoken man standing so diffidently in front of Donnell was actually seething with fury had thoroughly stunned her. Her abrupt movement must have given away her presence in the doorway. Unfortunately she was now the object of Donnell’s attention and irritation, something she usually did her utmost to avoid. Rousing irritation in Donnell tended to leave one with a lot of bruises.

“I beg your pardon, Cousin,” she said, taking a step back in the start of what she hoped would not appear to be an ignominious retreat. “I heard voices and saw that your door was open. Since it isnae your habit to be in your bedchamber at this time of the day, I felt compelled to see what was going on in here.”


“The only thing ye should feel compelled to do is what ye were brought here to do—watch o’er Margaret. Naught else at Dunncraig is of concern to ye save for doing what ye are told.”

“Of course, Cousin.”

The humiliation Annora felt over being spoken to so dismissively in front of Rolf Lavengeance bit far deeper than she thought it should. After all, Donnell always spoke to her in such a manner. She had thought she had become accustomed to it. This time, however, it took every scrap of willpower she had to subdue the urge to blush in shame. If nothing else, she refused to give Donnell the satisfaction of seeing just how he had hurt her. Her pride might be badly battered after three years at Dunncraig, but it was not dead yet.

“Margaret isnae with ye, either, is she? Just why is that?”

“She went down to the great hall to wait for me. I but needed a moment to fetch her cloak from Mary, who had taken it away last eve to clean it.”

“A lot of time is wasted in cleaning that child and her clothing. If ye find it too difficult to care for her properly, mayhap ’tis time I found her a better, more capable nurse, aye?”

Donnell’s voice was dangerously soft and he watched her closely as he spoke. A chill snaked down Annora’s spine. He had never struck at this particular weakness before. She had thought she had kept her love for Meggie well hidden, but she suspected he had finally sniffed it out There was even a chance he had known about it all along, had just been waiting for the perfect moment to strike and use her feelings for Meggie just as he used his fists—as a way to keep her cowed. It was working. Meggie was her only joy, and even the thought of being separated from her terrified her.

“I shall strive to do better,” she said, praying that she sounded appropriately submissive yet revealed none of the fear gripping her heart.

“See that ye do.”

Annora curtsied and walked away. What she really wanted to do was race to the great hall, grab Meggie, and flee Dunncraig. So strong was that urge she trembled as she forced herself to walk away with a steady, even pace. All she could do was try even harder to stay out of sight, to be meek and quiet when in Donnell’s presence, and to hide how desperately she needed to stay with Meggie.

“I thought ye got lost.”

That sweet, high voice pulled Annora from her thoughts and she looked down at Meggie as the little girl tugged gently on the cloak Annora held. Crouching down she helped Meggie into her cloak and studied every soft curve of the child’s sweet face. It always astonished her that Donnell could have helped to make such a pretty, sweet child, which was one reason she questioned his claims.

Meggie had become her life, her joy. Somehow she had let her cousin see that. Considering how strong her feelings were for the child, Annora supposed she ought not be so surprised. One could never completely hide such deep feelings. Donnell could simply have realized how often she shielded Meggie from his anger and brutality and wanted it known that he had noticed it. She knew she could never stop doing that, but there might be some way to do it in a less obvious manner. If she had to become some spineless ghostie slipping in and out of the shadows of Dunncraig to stay with Meggie, she would.


“Where are we going to today, Annora?” Meggie asked.

Standing up, Annora bit back the urge to say they were going to run away to France. Dunncraig under Donnell’s rule was not a good place for such a sweet child as Meggie, but it was more than Annora could ever offer the child. It was a roof over Meggie’s head, a bed to sleep in, and food to eat. On her own and fleeing from Donnell, Annora doubted she would be able to meet even one of those meager needs. It galled Annora to admit it but they were trapped, forced to stay beneath Donnell’s brutal rule just to stay alive. She just had to try harder never to draw Donnell’s attention or stir his anger. Before this day, she had done so to avoid a beating, but this new threat terrified her even more than Donnell’s brutal rages. Donnell’s fists simply hurt her body. If he sent her away from Meggie, it would tear the heart right out of her.

“We are going to just walk about outside the walls and look round at the beauty spring always brings to the land,” Annora told Meggie as she took the child’s small hand into hers and started out of the great hall. She silently wished that, one day, she would find the means to just keep on walking with Meggie at her side, right past the walls of Dunncraig, past its boundaries, and far, far away from the fear that had become her constant companion.

 

James did his best to hide all expression as he listened to Donnell speak so coldly to Annora. Even though she revealed nothing in her expression when MacKay threatened to replace her as Meggie’s nurse, she was not completely successful at hiding her distress. James had seen it flash briefly in her eyes and watched some of the healthy glow abruptly fade from her beautiful skin. Although he did not dare guess at the reasons, it was obvious to him that Annora MacKay did not want to be separated from Meggie. The smug look on Donnell’s face as Annora walked away told James that the man knew that and was pleased with the success of his threat.

“I fear my cousin of times thinks she is more than she is,” said Donnell.

“More than she is?” murmured James, hoping that speaking only a little would keep everyone from noticing what an appalling French accent he had.

“Aye, more than some bastard get of one of my kinsmen. I have kindly opened my home to the wench and given her a coveted position as my child’s nursemaid, but Annora still tries to act as if she is my equal, a true lady born and bred.”

James clasped his hands tightly behind his back to quell the strong urge to strike out at Donnell MacKay. The way the man spoke so condemningly concerning Annora’s illegitimacy was enough to earn him a thrashing. From what little James had heard and seen thus far, Annora MacKay was all a lady should be. He was not sure he should trust her yet, but hearing someone fault anyone for the sins of their parents was something that had always angered him.

It was Donnell claiming Meggie as his child that truly enraged James, however. The urge to kill the man, here and now, alarmed James a little. He had never considered himself a bloodthirsty man and he had also thought he had learned to control his temper.

It was not that control that stopped him from lunging at MacKay and wrapping his hands around the man’s thick neck, however. James had to prove his innocence before he sought any retribution from this vain, officious man. He sternly reminded himself of that until his rage subsided to a more manageable level. Once he was no longer condemned as an outlaw, James would seek the justice he craved. Snapping MacKay’s neck right now might make James feel good for a little while, but he knew that pleasure and satisfaction would be very fleeting indeed. It could well cost him all chance of removing the taint of outlaw from his name. Regaining Dunncraig, reclaiming his daughter, and living as a free man again were far more important things to reach for than MacKay’s throat.

“The child appears to like her,” was all James dared to say on the matter.

“Weel, aye, but what does a lass of five ken, eh? She is nay more than a wee bairn.”

James simply nodded, not trusting himself to say another word. He had been feeling very pleased over how quickly MacKay had demanded his presence at Dunncraig. It had taken only a week and James suspected most of that time MacKay had spent his time thinking of all the things he would have James do. It had taken James only minutes to know that dealing with MacKay was going to require every ounce of willpower he had.

Even if Donnell MacKay had not been the one to destroy his life, James knew he would never have liked the man anyway. The visits MacKay had made to Dunncraig while Mary had been alive had not revealed the true nature of the man until too late, only hinted at it. Donnell MacKay was brutal, vain, and venal. James was surprised that the man had lived so long, that no one had murdered him yet, and he suspected only a sharp, animal cunning had protected him.

“Come, I will show ye where ye are to sleep and work,” said MacKay as he started out of the room. “I have gathered some fine wood for ye to work with.”

As James followed MacKay, he kept a sharp eye out for the men who served as MacKay’s guards. Very few of the men James had used had remained at Dunncraig. That could make things very difficult, but James had anticipated it. A man like MacKay would naturally be very careful in choosing the ones who would guard him.

After seeing the workshop he had been allotted, as well as some of the wood chosen by MacKay, James settled into the small room he had been given in one of the towers. He had been hard-pressed to hide his surprise and delight when he had been given a room within the keep itself. It was a room that had been used for storage while he had been the laird, and James wondered where everything that had been stored there had been taken. A moment later, he cursed. The way MacKay used up supplies with no thought to the future, James suspected the bolts of cloth, threads, and other household supplies that had filled the room had already been used up and never restocked. It was going to take a lot of time and coin to replenish all that had been lost to MacKay’s gluttony.

There was only a tiny, narrow arrow-slot for a window in the room, a simple cot for a bed, and a small brazier to supply heat if it was needed. On a rough table set in a far corner of the room was a jug of water and a bowl for washing up. MacKay obviously considered Rolf Lavengeance to be somewhat better than a common man. If bitterness did not have such a tight grip on him, James suspected he would laugh.

Shaking free of his dark thoughts, James carefully put his meager possessions into the small battered chest beside the bed. Since it was still early in the day, he went to the workshop MacKay had prepared for him. It had once been the room where the women did the laundry and hot baths were prepared. Not only had it allowed the women easy access to heated water, they could stay out of the wind or the hot sun while they were scrubbing the clothes. It had also saved them having to run up and down the stairs time and again with buckets of water when someone wished a bath. James hoped the loss of this room did not stir too much resentment. To prove his innocence he could not afford to make any of the servants his enemy, and it would help him immensely if they felt they could talk freely to him.

One good thing about the arrangement was that he would not be expected to bathe in this room now. Since he knew he would be bathing or washing up far more than any other common man would, James tried to think of some explanation for that oddity. There was a chance that many would just assume it was because he was French. Having to bathe in his room also meant he could maintain his privacy, something that might also seem very odd to people. Seeming odd was just something he would have to risk, however. The very last thing he needed was for anyone to see him naked.

Opening the wide heavy door that led to the outside, James welcomed the flood of light caused by an unusually sunny day. The gardens behind the kitchen had already been planted and he inhaled deeply of the smell of the still damp laundry waving gently on the lines it had been hung from. He had never really taken much notice of such things before, but now they filled him with a sense of homecoming and made him even more determined to wrest hold of Dunncraig from Donnell MacKay’s greedy hands. This was his home and he should never have allowed himself to be driven away.

“Weel, it appears ye are enjoying the comfort of your room. Fine working quarters ye have gotten yourself, aye?”

James turned slowly to face the owner of that querulous voice and felt himself tense with the fear of discovery. Big Marta stood scowling at him, her thin but muscular arms crossed over her thin chest. It should have occurred to him that, while the men-at-arms he had known might all be gone, at least some of the servants would still be around. Big Marta being an excellent cook, it was no surprise MacKay had held fast to her. Unfortunately, she was one who had known him the longest and the best. He hoped the way she was narrowing her dark eyes was due to a rising temper and not that she was beginning to recognize something in him.

“It was not my choice, eh?” he mumbled and shrugged his shoulders.

Big Marta rolled her eyes. “Now, isnae that a fine thing? Ye cannae e’en speak our language weel, can ye? And here I was just thinking that there was something familiar about ye. ’Tisnae likely as I have ne’er kenned a Frenchmon. Ne’er wanted to. I suspicion I cannae really blame ye for this,” she said and sighed. “’Tis just another thing that fool has done to make our lives a misery.” She frowned at him. “Can ye understand better than ye can speak?”

“Oui.”

“Since ye are nodding your head, I will assume that means aye.”

“Aye.”

“Weel, ye are a handsome laddie so I will tell ye what I have told the others, stay away from the lasses who work for me. ’Tis hard enough to get all our work done without ye and those fools MacKay has gathered round him sniffing at the skirts of every maid in Dunncraig. I can reach ye a lot quicker than I can them and best ye remember that.”

James nodded again. It was an easy promise to make. After more than three years of celibacy he was certainly hungry for a woman, but the risk of his disguise being revealed was too great. Before that, the risk of being betrayed or caught unawares had kept him from taking any lovers, even some tavern maid who took a man’s coin, gave him ease, and then was forgotten. Even if he were free to indulge himself, he would not do so with a maid who worked within the walls of Dunncraig anyway; never had. It was a rule his foster parents had made very sure he and his foster brothers had learned well.

“Humph. Nay sure I believe ye any more than I do MacKay’s dogs, but we will see.” Big Marta looked around the room. “Just what has the fool got ye doing for him?”

“Carving.” James pointed to the wood and then the tools. “He liked my goblet.”

“Ah, I see. That was a verra fine goblet. Good work, verra good. Havenae seen any better. More fine things for our great laird. The bairns can cry themselves hoarse from the hunger in their wee bellies, but MacKay will have a finely carved chair to sit his arse on and a fancy goblet to swill his wine from.” She shook her head, her graying brown hair bouncing with the movement. “Just dinnae bother my lassies and keep your messes to this room. Dinnae let all those wood chips and all get into my kitchen.”

Before James could nod again, Big Marta left. He breathed a slow, hearty sigh of relief. If she had noticed anything familiar about him she was keeping it to herself.

He moved to run his hands over a large piece of oak. It would serve to make one of the elaborately carved mantels MacKay was so eager for. James did not really mind doing the work as he had often bemoaned the lack of time to indulge his skill. Perhaps while he sought the proof he needed to rid Dunncraig of MacKay, James could finally get a few of the things done that he had often dreamed of. MacKay might think it was all for his aggrandizement, but James would know that when he was once again free and laird of Dunncraig, he, too, would be well satisfied with whatever work he had accomplished.

“I just need time and a wee bit of luck,” he whispered to himself as he studied the piece of wood, trying to decide exactly what sort of design he would carve into it.

Just as he picked up one of the tools neatly laid out for his use, Big Marta stomped back into the room. She slapped down a tray of bread and cheese on the table and then looked at him. James felt a trickle of sweat go down his back as the woman stared right into his face, a gleam of amusement and satisfaction to see in her clear, intelligent eyes.

“I am thinking ye will need your strength for what lies ahead, laddie,” she said and then marched out of the room again.

James stared down at the tray of food and the tankard of ale. She knew; he had no doubt of that now. The question was, how did she know? He was sure his disguise was a good one. Big Marta had known him for a long time, but so had Edmund and Ida and they had thought his disguise a good one, too.

“Best ye keep your gaze cast down a wee bit more, laddie. Them green eyes of yours be the sort a woman remembers.”

He turned to look at Big Marta but only caught sight of a piece of her skirts as she disappeared back into her kitchens. James cursed softly. Obviously covering one eye with a patch was not enough. Now he was going to have to act shyly around any lass who tried to talk to him, at least the ones who had been at Dunncraig when he had been laird. When this was all over, his family would find that very amusing.

He was going to have to pretend to be humble, even shy around women, unable to speak the language clearly, and reveal none of his love for his own child. He was also going to have to play the servant and one with an inclination to remain celibate. Add all of that to the fact that he could not simply kill MacKay as he ached to do but had to search out some proof of the man’s crimes, and James began to feel as if he had taken on a burden he could never carry far. He hoped he could prove his innocence quickly or he might be too maddened by all the games he had to play to care.








Chapter Three



“What are ye doing?”

James was glad he was not doing any carving at that precise moment. The sweet, high child’s voice was so familiar, and the sound of it so longed for, that he could easily have badly marred the huge piece of the mantel he was working on. Slowly, he turned to look at little Meggie and clenched his fists in an attempt to quell the fierce urge to brush the child’s thick, tousled curls off her face. He had been at Dunncraig for a full week and this was the first time Meggie had come near enough for him to talk to her.

“I make the mantel for the fireplace, eh?” he replied.

Meggie cautiously stepped into the room. The way she kept a wary eye on him made James’ heart ache. Meggie had always been a happy, trusting child. Life at the Dunncraig that Donnell MacKay had created had obviously taught his child fear and caution. The latter was something all children could afford to learn and learn well, but fear, especially while within the walls of her own home, was not. MacKay’s temper, the one the man revealed several times a day, had bred that fear in Meggie as it had in so many others at Dunncraig. James had no doubt about that and he added that to the long list of crimes Donnell MacKay had to pay for.

“I am carving the mantel to put in the lord’s bedchamber, oui?” he repeated when she just stood there and frowned at him.

“Oh, I understood ye, sir, e’en though ye do talk a wee bit odd, aye? Nay, I was just wondering why Sir MacKay wants ye to do that. He has one now, doesnae he? He doesnae need another one.” Meggie inched closer to the wood James had been working on. “’Tis verra pretty.”

“You are much kind.” He smiled when she giggled and then he clasped his hands behind his back to resist the urge to hug her. “Why do you say Sir MacKay? Is he not your papa?”

“He tells everyone he is, but he isnae.” Meggie suddenly looked nervous. “But ye must ne’er say that I said that, please.”

“I will never do so. It is to be our secret, oui?”

“Aye, our secret. I ken he kissed my mother, but that doesnae make him my father. He has kissed a lot of women. My da was handsome and kind and laughed and smiled. Sir MacKay just yells and hits people. He isnae a nice mon at all.”

Stunned by the words I ken he kissed my mother, James had to take a moment to clear his mind enough to respond coherently to Meggie’s confidences. “Non, kissing does not make a man a papa. Where is your nursemaid?”

“Annora? She is working in the gardens. See?” Meggie held up her very dirty hands. “I was helping her but I needed something to drink. Big Marta gave me something. Why do ye think they call her Big Marta? She is a wee woman, nay a big one.”

“I am thinking the name is a jest, oui? Something to make people smile.”

“Oh. They tease her? Do ye think it hurts her feelings?”

“Non. I think she carries the name well, eh? She is big in spirit, oui?”

Meggie smiled and nodded, causing her thick curls to do a wild dance around her head. “She is verra strong and everyone does what she tells them to.” She looked back at the wood James was working on. “’Tis verra, verra pretty. When I have clean hands can I touch it?”


“Oui. I am in here most days, working. You may come whenever you want.”

“Meggie!”

“That is Annora. I better go back to her. She worries ’bout me, ye ken.”

Before James could say anything, Meggie was gone. James stared at the doorway she had just fled through, but saw nothing. His own thoughts consumed him until he was blind and deaf to all else. The innocently said words of his child pounded in his brain.

I ken he kissed my mother.

He tried to tell himself that Meggie was imagining things, that she had only been two years old when Mary had died. It had to be impossible for a child that age to know what she saw and recall it for three years. Yet, he could not shake the words from his head.

Mary unfaithful? It was impossible to believe. Mary had been painfully shy. She had blushed and tensed even during the most restrained form of lovemaking. He had not wanted to believe that she had found his touch distasteful, had even hoped that after a few years of marriage she would begin to enjoy the more intimate side of their union. Now he had to wonder if what he had seen as an intense shyness had indeed been distaste, a distaste born of the fact that Mary had been in love with another man.

James tightened his grip on the awl he held until his hand threatened to cramp. He had never understood Mary’s acceptance of Donnell MacKay, but perhaps he should have looked more closely. It was hard to think he had been made a fool of, but it was time to look back over his brief marriage with a more critical eye. Although it was difficult to believe the Mary he had known had had any part in his destruction, James knew he could not ignore the possibility.

Once he accepted that Mary might not have been the sweet, shy wife he had thought her to be, James then wondered if she was really even dead. The body he had buried had been the right size, but the fire had burned that body beyond true recognition. He had accepted that it was Mary, for witnesses had placed her in the tiny cottage at the time of the fire and one small, charred hand had still been adorned with the wedding ring he had slipped on Mary’s finger. There had even been a few charred remains of the gown she had worn that day. That still left a lot of room for doubt, however. The biggest doubt was stirred by the fact that he did not think Mary had the clever deviousness needed for such a plot and he could not believe she had the patience to remain hidden from sight for so very long.

Shaking away the questions clogging his mind, James turned his attention back to his carving. The slow, meticulous work would calm him as it always did and allow him to think more clearly. There were obviously a lot more secrets to uncover at Dunncraig than he had thought. He would need to remain calm and avoid drawing any suspicions his way as he hunted for the truth. James just hoped the truth would not reveal that he had been a blind fool who had fallen victim to a sweet smile and pretty blushes, thus bringing his enemies into the heart of his home.

 

“Where have ye been, Meggie?” asked Annora as the little girl skipped up to her side. “Did ye need to drink a bucketful of water?”

Meggie giggled and shook her head. “Nay, I was talking to that mon who carves wood into pretty pictures.”

Annora glanced back toward the keep and then frowned at Meggie. “Ye shouldnae pester the mon whilst he is working.”

“He didnae mind.”

“He may have been too polite to tell ye to leave him be.”

“Nay, he talked to me.”

“Weel, that was verra good of him, but ye should still leave him to do his work.”

“He said I could come back and touch the wood once my hands were clean.”

Annora’s first impulse was to say a resounding nay, but she bit back the word. The man did do some exquisite work. She could easily understand Meggie’s interest. It would also be wrong to deny the child the chance to make a friend just because she held so many fears for Meggie’s safety. Such fears could smother the child’s spirit, and simply living at Dunncraig under Donnell’s rule did enough of that.

“Weel, then, ye may go and look at his work when ye are clean again,” Annora finally said. “E’en more than once if he says it is all right. But ye are nay to pester him too often, and no talking to the mon until his ears burn.”

“I like to talk.”

“Everyone likes to talk, but he is a mon who has work to do. Your father has hired him to make things, things that will make Dunncraig beautiful.”

“Dunncraig is already beautiful.”

“Aye, I think it is, but—”

“And that monisnae my father.”

Annora had a few doubts about Donnell’s claim of paternity as well, but she would never admit that to Meggie. “Donnell says he is,” she murmured.

“He lies.”

He did, Annora thought, and suspected it was more often than even she could guess, but she could not say such things to Meggie. “Meggie, ye were but a wee bairn when your mother died,” Annora began even though she was not sure about what she should or could say to the little girl.

“The monisnae my da! I ken that he kissed my mother, but that doesnae make him my da!”

Quickly pulling Meggie into her arms, Annora held the tense child close and stroked her hair. “Then he isnae your da. Now, ye must calm yourself ere ye make yourself ill. I wasnae crying ye a liar. ’Tis just that I was puzzled o’er how such a young bairn, as ye were then, could ken, with such utter confidence, just who her father was.”

“Because my da wouldnae hit me. Or ye. My da was handsome, and he smiled and laughed and gave me kisses.”

That certainly did not describe Donnell, Annora mused. “’Tis also that ye have ne’er denied it before.”

“Because he would hit me. Or ye. I didnae want that.” Meggie stared down at her hand as she threaded her fingers through the laces of Annora’s plain, aging gown. “And I thought he might be like my da someday, after he learned to love me. But I dinnae think he e’er will. I dinnae think Donnell loves anyone.”

Annora’s heart felt as if someone had stuck his fist into her chest and was squeezing it. There was such painful longing in Meggie’s voice, a longing Annora understood all too well. Even though no one was certain if Sir James Drummond was dead yet, Meggie was an orphan. Her mother was dead and her father had to remain hidden or he soon would be. Poor Meggie wanted and needed a family and all she had gotten was Donnell MacKay. Annora also knew that no matter how much love she gave the child it simply could not compensate for the loss of her parents.

“Meggie, sweet lass, ye must continue to play the game. Ye can understand that, cannae ye?”

“Aye, I can. I ken that Sir MacKay would be verra angry if he heard, and I dinnae want him to be angry.”

“Nay, we ken weel that that would be a verra bad thing. So we must keep this just between the two of us.” Annora wondered about the fleeting look of guilt on the child’s face but decided enough had been said on the subject for now. “Now, shall we finish our work?”

Meggie nodded and returned to the small section of the garden she was planting. Annora watched her for a moment and then turned her attention to her own work. Her mind would not rest, however. Meggie was so adamant that Donnell was not her father. Annora knew that a child might turn a wish into her own fact when she was unhappy, but Meggie was not a child who carried pretending to such lengths. She was unhappy at times, but mostly she just avoided or ignored Donnell and all of his unkindness.

The problem was that Meggie’s belief that Donnell was not her father fed Annora’s own doubts about her cousin’s claims. And the thought of Mary being Donnell’s lover made her shiver with such distaste she preferred not to think about it at all. Unfortunately, she had not known Mary very well and knew she could have been easily fooled. Yet, could the woman have fooled her own husband for very long? Inwardly shaking her head, Annora decided it was just another puzzle she had to unravel. Considering how long it was taking her to even begin to unravel the others, Meggie could be married and have several children before the full truth was known.

Perhaps it was time to cease being so timid in her search for the truth, she decided, disgusted with her own cowardice. Annora had thought that she could uncover the truth about Donnell’s sudden rise in wealth and stature by getting to know the people of Dunncraig and speaking to them. However, Donnell was doing an excellent job of ensuring that never happened. She doubted she could elude his guards very often and it would probably raise some suspicions if she did. So, instead of looking to others to answer all the questions she had, she would look inside Dunncraig itself.

Once the idea settled in her mind, Annora decided it might not be too difficult. Most of the men who were loyal to Donnell stayed close by his side, so once she knew where Donnell was, she ought to be able to poke about undeterred. The question was where to look. Donnell had a very rigid schedule and so she knew exactly when he would be in his ledger room and when he would not. It would probably be the best place to start. All she had to do was make sure she had a route of escape or a very good excuse for being there if she was caught.

“Why do ye do this sort of work?”

At the sound of that deep voice, Annora was so startled and afraid that somehow the man guessed her plans that she nearly screeched. It took all of her control to hide how much Egan’s sudden appearance had frightened her. She kept her gaze upon the ground as she sat up straight and, once sure that she was composed, she looked up at him. Kneeling at his feet and looking up at him tasted far too much of subjugation, but Annora quelled the urge to get up and look him straight in the eye. Even though she would still have to look up, that could prove far too confrontational, so she resisted the urge. Egan always reacted to any sort of confrontation in the same way—with his fists.

“I like working in the garden,” she said. “It is soothing and it produces something worthwhile.”

“’Tis work for one of the other lasses, one of the ones what doesnae come from such good blood as ye,” Egan said.

“And they would ne’er hesitate to do it if I asked it of them, but I truly enjoy doing it myself. And ’tis good to get out in the sun now and then.”

She kept her voice soft and calm and her gaze fixed upon his pockmarked face. Annora had quickly learned that it was as unwise to annoy Egan as it was to annoy Donnell. He had yet to do more than slap her once or twice, but he had nearly beaten to death several other women at Dunncraig for what were very small mistakes.

Annora wondered why the man was such a brute. Despite the pockmarks on his face he was not unhandsome. His eyes should have been lovely, for they were a soft hazel color, but they were the coldest eyes she had ever seen. Egan’s features were a bit rough, but even and well placed. Yet, when he was angry, he looked cruel enough to scare anyone who saw him. She did her best never to make him angry.

She just wished he had not taken such an interest in her. Thus far she had been fortunate, for he had not tried too hard to force his attentions on her. Sadly, she knew of a few women who had found out the hard way that Egan did not like to be refused and was not above simply throwing the woman down and taking what he wanted. Annora feared that one day he would do the same to her. She sincerely doubted that Donnell would do anything to stop the man or even punish him if he was successful in raping her. If not for Meggie, she would have fled Dunncraig within weeks of arriving and minutes after receiving that first lust-filled look from Egan.

“So they should do because, until the laird finds himself a wife, ye are the highest born lady here.”

“Many women of high birth work in the garden. Tisnae as if I am out plowing a field.”

The way his eyes narrowed told Annora that her words had come out a little sharper than she had intended them to. When Egan crossed his thick arms over his chest, she inwardly breathed a sigh of relief. Such a position showed arrogance, which annoyed her, but held no real threat of violence.

“Best ye dinnae stay out in the sun too long or ye will be as brown and wrinkled as one of those women. Now, Donnell has been looking for ye.”

“Oh, I see.” She stood up and brushed off her skirts. “He needs me to go to the village again?”

“Nay. Seems someone is coming to visit and he needs ye to be sure everything is done as it should be for guests.”

“Do I ken who is coming? Such knowledge could aid me in deciding what should be served at the meal.”

“Laird Chisholm and his sons.”

Annora barely repressed a shiver of distaste. Ian Chisholm, laird of Dubhuisge, was big, hairy, and smelly. His two hulking sons were no better. He was eager to join with Donnell in trying to expand their holdings. It made Annora afraid for those clans nearby who were not as strong or as brutal. They had already suffered from raids made by Donnell and the Chisholms; they did not need the deprivations brought by these men to get even worse. All three Chisholms also thought she should be part of the courtesies offered them as Donnell’s guests. It had not happened yet and she had the feeling it was because of Egan. She just wished she could feel grateful for that.

“Weel then, I had best go and speak to Big Marta.”

“Aye, and tell that old woman that we want plenty of meat on the table and it had better be cooked right.”

It was hard, but Annora resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at the man as he walked away. Big Marta was a very good cook. Such criticism of her work was unwarranted and she had no intention of repeating it. She had the feeling that Egan, and Donnell, used such criticisms and insults to keep people subdued and eager to please. The man had not seemed to notice that such tactics did not work with Big Marta.

Collecting Meggie, Annora took the child up to the nursery and cleaned her up. She left her in the care of Annie, a young girl of thirteen who liked to help in the nursery, for it kept her out of sight of Donnell’s men. After cleaning up herself, Annora then hurried down to the kitchens.

“Big Marta,” she began as she walked up to the woman who was stirring a thick stew that smelled delicious, “there are to be guests for dinner.”

“I ken it,” Big Marta snapped, her expression suggesting that she would like to spit. “That old lecher Chisholm and his drooling laddies.”

“Ah, so there is no need for me here.”

“Aye, I ken who be coming and what the fools need to eat, but that doesnae mean ye cannae be useful. I could use someone to chop up those apples I brought out of storage.”

“I should be glad to help,” Annora said even as she sat at the huge worktable, picked an apple out of the basket set there, and set to work. “Is Helga ill?” she asked after looking around and realizing that Big Marta was missing one of her helpers.

“Humph. Ye might say that. The laird was feeling lecherous last night. Unfortunately, he was also feeling drunk and mean. T’will be a few days before Helga recovers.”

Annora sighed and shook her head. “It wasnae like this before, was it?”

“Nay. Dunncraig was a fine place and the laird cared for all his people. He didnae expect the lasses working in the keep to warm his bed, either, though many a one would have jumped between the sheets with him had he but smiled at her.”

It appeared that Big Marta was in a mood to talk and Annora meant to take full advantage of that “Yet, they say he killed his wife.”

“Nay, that bonnie lad would ne’er have done that. I have ne’er kenned how anyone could e’er think he would. I am nay sure anyone e’en kens exactly what happened to Mary Drummond.”

“I have ne’er heard anyone question how she died.”

“Weel, ye wouldnae, would ye? That cousin of yours doesnae let ye talk to anyone. If ye were allowed to speak to some of the people who work these lands, ye would hear the truth about Sir James Drummond. He was good to us, and good for Dunncraig.”

Glancing around, Annora realized that one reason Big Marta was speaking so freely was that none of Donnell’s men were at hand. Somehow, Annora had managed to get to the kitchens without her usual guard. She had no doubt that soon someone would notice that she had gone somewhere without her usual escort, somewhere where she heart pounding so hard shemight hear things Donnell did not want her to, so she proceeded to take full advantage of her sudden freedom.

Annora nodded and kept on working as she asked Big Marta question after question. Sometimes she just let the woman talk on uninterrupted. It shamed her that she had not shared more than a few words with the woman in the three years she had been at Dunncraig, even though she knew it was not her fault. This was what she had wanted to do from the start, however, and as more and more information flowed out of Big Marta, Annora saw just why she had been kept secluded from the other women of Dunncraig. She almost cursed when her guards finally stumbled into the kitchen, but, since she had finished chopping the apples, she really had no obvious need to linger anyway.

By the time she returned to her bedchamber, Annora felt full to bursting with the knowledge Big Marta had imparted. None of it matched what Donnell had told her about the previous laird. If everything Big Marta had said was true, then Donnell was even worse than Annora had suspected. If one believed all that Big Marta had said, Sir James Drummond had been cruelly wronged and the people of Dunncraig were suffering for that injustice.

It all strengthened her own doubts and Annora knew she had to be careful. She wanted it to be the truth and she knew that could make her blind to anything that might contradict her own opinion. One thing she was sure of was that she was going to do more to dig up the whole truth about the previous laird and Donnell’s possession of Dunncraig. Her curiosity demanded it and the people of Dunncraig deserved to be freed of the tyranny of Donnell MacKay.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
i

HIGHTAND
WOLF





