






KISSING THE CONQUEROR



What was she thinking? She could not marry him. Being married because a man owed her and her brother a blood debt was nearly as bad as being married off by the king to please some court sycophant. Jolene decided she was letting his fine looks and the way he could make her feel steal away all her good sense.

“Nay,” she said softly. “To be married for such cold reasons—”

“Ye think I am cold?”

“Nay, but the reasons you give for this marriage are.”

“Then I will give ye another reason.”

Before she could protest, he kissed her. She placed her hands against his chest to push him away the moment she guessed his intent, but she never even tried to hold him back. The minute his mouth touched hers, she slid her hands up his broad chest and wrapped her arms around his neck. At the first nudge of his tongue, she opened her mouth to him, shivering with pleasure as he stroked the inside of her mouth.

She truly did like kissing this man, she thought dazedly…
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Chapter One



England—Spring 1473

“Stop staring at me.”

Liam Cameron cocked one brow in response to his cousin Sigimor’s growled command. “I was but awaiting your plan to get us out of this mess.”

Sigimor grunted and rested his head against the damp stone wall he was chained to. He suspected Liam knew there was no plan. He, his younger brother Tait, his brother-in-law Nanty MacEnroy, and his cousins Liam, Marcus, and David were chained in a dungeon set deep in the bowels of an English lord’s keep. They needed more than a plan to get out of this bind. They needed a miracle. Sigimor did not think he had done much lately to deserve one of those.

This was the last time he would try to do a good deed, he decided, then grimaced. It had not been charity that had brought him to Drumwich, but a debt. He owed Lord Peter Gerard his life and, when the man had requested his aid, there had been no choice but to give it. Unfortunately, the request had come too late and the trouble Peter had written of had taken his life only two days before Sigimor had led his men through the thick gates of Drumwich. It was swiftly made clear that Peter’s cousin Harold felt no compulsion to honor any pledges made by his now dead kinsman. Sigimor wondered if it could be considered ironic that he would die in the house of the man who had once saved his life.

“Ye dinnae have a plan, do ye?”

“Nay, Liam, I dinnae,” replied Sigimor. “If I had kenned that Peter might die ere we got here, I would have made some plan to deal with that complication, but I ne’er once considered that possibility.”

“Jesu,” muttered Nanty. “If I must die in this cursed country, I would prefer it to be in battle instead of being hanged like some thieving Armstrong or Graham.”

“Doesnae your Gilly claim a few Armstrongs as her kinsmen?” Sigimor asked.

“Oh. Aye. Forgot about them. The Armstrongs of Aigballa. Cormac, the laird, wed Gilly’s cousin Elspeth.”

“Are they reivers?”

“Nay. Weel, nay all of them. Why?”

“If some miracle befalls us and we escape this trap, we may have need of a few allies on the journey home.”

“Sigimor, we are in cursed England, in a dungeon in a cursed English laird’s weel fortified castle, chained to this thrice-cursed wall, and condemned to hang in two days. I dinnae think we need worry much on what we may or may not need on the journey home. There isnae going to be one. Not unless that bastard Harold decides to send our corpses back to our kinsmen for the burying.”

“I can see that we best nay turn to ye to lift our spirits.” He ignored Nanty’s soft cursing. “I wonder why there isnae any guard set out to watch o’er us.”

“Mayhap because we are chained to the wall?” drawled Liam.

“I could, mayhap, with my great monly strength, pull the chains from the wall,” murmured Sigimor.

“Ha! These walls have to be ten feet thick.”

“Eight feet six inches to be precise,” said a crisp female voice.


Sigimor stared at the tiny woman standing outside the thick iron bars of his prison. He wondered why he had neither seen nor heard her approach. The word mine ripped through his mind startling him into almost gaping at her. The woman standing there was nothing like any woman he had ever desired in all of his two-and-thirty years. She was also English.

If that was not a big enough flaw, she was delicately made. She had to be a good foot or more shorter than his six-feet-four-inch height and slender. He liked his women tall and buxom, considered it a necessity for a man of his size. Her hair was dark, probably black. He preferred light hair upon his women. His body, however, seemed suddenly oblivious to his habitual preferences. It had grown taut with interest. Being chained to a wall had obviously disordered his mind.

“And the spikes holding the chains to the wall were driven in to a depth of three feet seven inches,” she added.

“Ye obviously havenae come here to cheer us,” drawled Sigimor.

“I am not sure there is anything one could say to bring cheer to six men chained to a wall awaiting a hanging. Certainly not to six Highlanders chained to the walls of an English dungeon.”

“There is some truth in that. Who are ye?”

“I am Lady Jolene Gerard.”

If she thought standing straighter as she introduced herself would make her look more imposing, she was sadly mistaken, Sigimor mused. “Peter’s sister or his wife?”

“His sister. Peter was murdered by Harold. You came too late to help him.”

Although there was no hint of accusation behind her words, Sigimor felt the sting of guilt. “I left Dubheidland the morning after I received Peter’s message.”

“I know. I fear Harold guessed that Peter had summoned help. Harold had kept all routes to our kinsmen tightly watched so Peter sent for you. I am still not certain how Harold discovered what Peter had done.”

“Have ye proof that Harold murdered Peter?”

Jolene sighed and slowly shook her head. “I fear not. There is no doubt in my mind, however. Harold wanted Drumwich and now he holds it. Peter was hale and hearty and now he is dead. He died screaming from the pain in his belly. Harold claims the fish was spoiled. Two others died as well.”

“Ah. Tis possible.”

“True. Such tragedies are not so very rare. Yet, ere that spoiled fish was buried, two of Harold’s dogs ate some. They did not die, did not even grow a little ill. Of course, Harold does not know that I saw that. The dogs snatched some of the fish from Peter’s plate when his sudden illness drew Harold’s attention. I saw it because I had to push the dogs aside to reach Peter.”

“Who died besides Peter?”

“The two men most loyal to Peter. The cook presented the fish as a special treat for the three men as it was their favorite dish. It was claimed that not enough fish was caught to prepare the dish for everyone. They were also served the last of the best wine. I believe that is where the poison was, or most of it, but I can find no trace of it. Not upon the ewer it was served from or the tankards it was poured into. I did not get hold of them fast enough and they were scrubbed clean.”

“Did ye question the cook?” asked Liam.


“He has disappeared,” she replied.

Sigimor cursed and shook his head even as he hastily introduced his men. “Then I fear Harold will go unpunished. Ye have no proof of his guilt and I am nay in a position to help ye find any. It might be wise if ye find somewhere else to live now that Harold is the laird here.”

“But, he is not the lord of Drumwich. Not yet. There is one small impediment left.”

“What small impediment?”

“Peter’s son.”

“Legitimate?”

“Of course. Reynard is nearly three years of age now. His mother died at his birthing, I fear.”

“If ye are sure that Harold killed your brother, ye had best get that wee lad out of his reach,” said Liam.

Sigimor noticed that Jolene only looked at Liam for a brief moment before fixing her gaze upon him again. Liam might not be at his best, being dirty and a little bruised, but Sigimor was surprised that the little English lady seemed to note Liam’s highly praised beauty, accept it, and then dismiss it. That rarely happened and Sigimor found himself intrigued.

“I have hidden Reynard away,” she said.

“And Harold hasnae tried to pull that truth from ye?” Sigimor asked.

“Nay. I am very certain he would like to try, but I have hidden myself away as well. Harold does not know all the secrets of Drumwich.”

“Clever lass, but that can only work for a wee while, aye? Liam is right. Ye need to get yourself and the bairn away from here.”

Jolene stared at the big man Peter had hoped could save them. That the Highlander would honor an old debt enough to ride into England itself was a strong indication that he was a man of honor, one who could be trusted to hold to his word. It was certainly promising that not one of the men had yet asked anything of her despite their own dire circumstances, but were quick to tell her to get herself and Peter’s son and heir out of Harold’s deadly reach. They were also big, strong men who, if set free, would certainly hie themselves right back to the Highlands. Harold would not find it easy to follow them there.

It did trouble her a little that she could not seem to stop looking at the big man named Sigimor. Most women would be breathlessly intrigued by the one called Liam. Despite the dirt and bruises, she had easily recognized Liam’s beauty, a manly beauty actually enhanced by the flickering light of the torches set into the walls. Yet, she had looked, accepted the allure of the man, and immediately turned her gaze back to Sigimor. At three and twenty she felt she should be well past the age to suffer some foolish infatuation for a man, but she feared that might well be what ailed her now. The fact that she could not see the man all that clearly made her fascination with him all the stranger.

She inwardly shook herself. There was only one thing she should be thinking about and that was the need to get Reynard to safety. For three days and nights she had heard Harold ranting as he had Drumwich searched and its people questioned. Last night Harold’s interrogations had turned brutal, filling the halls with the piercing cries of those he tortured. Soon one of the very few who knew the secrets of Drumwich would break and tell Harold how to find her and Reynard. Pain could loosen the tongue of even the most loyal. It was imperative that she take the boy far away and, since she had no way to reach any of the rest of her family, these men were her only hope.

“Aye, I must get myself and the boy away from here, far away, to a place where Harold will find it dangerously difficult to hunt us down, if not impossible,” she said and could tell by the way Sigimor stared at her that he was beginning to understand why she was there.

Sigimor’s whole body tensed, hope surging through him. She said she was in hiding, yet she stood there within plain sight apparently unconcerned about being discovered. There was also something in the way she spoke of taking the boy to a place far away, a place Harold would have great difficulty getting to, combined with the intent way she was staring at him, that made Sigimor almost certain she intended to enlist his aid. He noticed that his companions had all grown as tense as he was, their gazes fixed firmly upon Lady Jolene. He was not the only one whose hopes had suddenly been raised.

“There are nay many places in England where ye could go that Harold couldnae follow,” Sigimor said.

“Nay, there are very few indeed. None, in truth. Trying to reach my kinsmen has already cost one man his life. That route is closed to me, as it was to Peter, so I must needs find another.”

“Lass, it isnae kind to tease a mon chained to a wall and awaiting a hanging.” He caught his breath when she grinned for it added a beauty to her faintly triangular face that was dangerously alluring.

“Mayhap I was but trying to get you to make an offer ere I was forced to make a request. If you offer what I seek, I can ponder it, quickly, and accept, telling myself all manner of comforting reasons for doing so. If I must ask, then I am openly accepting defeat, bluntly admitting that I cannot do this alone. Tis a bitter draught to swallow.”

“Swallow it.”

“Sigimor!” Liam glared at his cousin, then smiled sweetly at Lady Jolene. “M’lady, if ye free us from this dark place, I give ye my solemn oath that we will aid ye in keeping the bairn alive and free in any and all ways we can.”

“Tis a most generous offer, sir,” Jolene said, then looked back at Sigimor, “but does your lord give you the right to make such an oath? Does he plan to honor your oath and share in it?”

Sigimor grunted, ignored the glares of his men for a full minute, then nodded. “Aye, he does. We will take the lad.”

“And me.”

“Why should we take ye as weel? Ye are no threat to Harold’s place as laird of this keep.” Sigimor had fully expected her to insist upon coming with them, but he wanted to hear her reasons for doing so.

“Oh, but I am a threat to Harold,” she said in a soft, cold voice, “and he knows it well. If not for Reynard, I would stay here and make him pay most dearly for Peter’s death. Howbeit, I swore to Peter that I would guard Reynard with my very life. Since I have had the raising of the boy since his mother’s death upon childbed, there was no need to ask such an oath, but I swore it anyway.”

And there was the reason to take her with them, Sigimor mused. She may not have birthed the child, but she was Reynard’s mother in her heart and mind, and, most probably, in the child’s as well. It also told him the best way in which he could control her, although all his instincts whispered that that would not be easy to do. None of that mattered, however. He had been unable to save Peter, but he was now offered the chance to save Peter’s sister and his son. Even better, in doing so, he could save the men he had dragged into this deadly mire.

“Then set us free, lass,” Sigimor said, “and we will share in the burden of that oath.”

Her hands trembling faintly from the strength of the relief which swept through her, Jolene began to try to find which of the many keys she held would fit the lock to the door of the cell. Hope was a heady thing, she mused. For a brief moment she had actually felt very close to swooning and she silently thanked God she had not shamed herself by doing such a weak thing before these men.

“Ye dinnae ken which key to use?” Sigimor felt an even mixture of annoyance and amusement as he watched her struggle with the keys.

“Why should I?” she muttered. “I have ne’er locked anyone in these cells.”

“Didnae ye ask the one ye got them from which key ye ought to use?”

“Nay. He was asleep.”

“I see. Weel, best pray some other guard doesnae decide to wander down here whilst ye fumble about.”

“There will be no guards wandering down here. They are asleep.”

“All of them.”

“I do hope so.”

“The men at arms, too?” She nodded. “Is everyone at Drumwich asleep?”

“Near to. I did leave a few awake, ones who might be eager to flee Drumwich once the chance to do so was given to them.” She cried out in triumph as she unlocked the door, opened it, then grinned at Sigimor.

Sigimor simply cocked one brow and softly rattled the chains still binding him to the wall. The cross look she gave him as she hurried over to his side, the large ring of keys she held clinking loudly, almost made him smile. He sighed long and loudly when she started to test each key all over again on the lock of his chains and he heard her mutter something he strongly suspected was a curse.

His amusement faded quickly when she stood very close to him. Despite her delicate build, his body was stirred by the soft, clean scent of her. He fixed his gaze upon her small hands, her slim wrists, and her long, slender fingers, trying to impress upon his mind that she was frail. His body continued to ignore that truth. It also ignored the fact that her hair, hanging down her slim back in a thick braid reaching past her slender hips, was black or nearly so, a color he had never favored. Just as blithely it ignored the fact that the top of her head barely reached his breastbone. Everything about her was wrong for a man of his size and inclinations, but his body heartily disagreed with his mind. It was a riddle he was not sure he could ever solve.

“Are ye verra certain Harold’s men are asleep?” he asked in an attempt to fix his mind upon the problems at hand and ignore the soft curve of her long, elegantly slender neck.

“Aye. I kicked a few just to be sure.” She found it more difficult than it ought to be to concentrate upon finding the right key and ignore the big man she stood so close to.

“Just how did ye do it?”


“I put a potion into the ale and wine set out to drink with the evening meal. I also had two of the maids carry a physicked water to the other men the moment the ones who sat down in the great hall to dine began to drink. Near all of them began to fall asleep at the same time.”

“Near all? What happened to the ones who didnae begin to fall asleep?”

“A sound knock upon the head was swiftly delivered. There!” She smiled at him as she released him from his chains, only to scowl when he snatched the key from her hand. “I am capable of using a key.”

“When ye can find it,” he drawled as he quickly freed the the others. “How long do ye think your potion will hold Harold and his men?”

“Til dawn or a little later,” she replied, thinking that six big men chained were a lot less intimidating than six big men unchained, standing and staring at her.

“How long do we have until dawn?”

“Two hours at the most.”

Sigimor put his hands on his hips and frowned at her. “Why did ye wait so long to come and free us?”

“I had to lock a few doors, tend to a few wounds inflicted by Harold, and help those who had kindly helped me to escape from Drumwich. Then I had to collect some supplies to take with us and gather up the things Harold’s men took away from you. And, considering that I, a small woman, put every fighting man at Drumwich to sleep with the aid of but two maids, I believe your implied criticism is uncalled for.”

“It wasnae implied.”

“Sigimor,” snapped Liam, before smiling at Jolene. “Ye did weel, lass.”

“Thank you, kind sir,” Jolene responded, returning his smile.

Subtly, but firmly, Sigimor nudged Liam away from Jolene. He might not understand what drew him to this tiny, thin Englishwoman, but, until he cured himself of the affliction, he did not want any other fool trading smiles with her. Especially not Liam who already had half the women in Scotland swooning at his feet.

“How do ye plan to get us all out of here?” he asked her.

“We could march right out the front gates, if you wish,” Jolene replied. “I had thought we would leave as quietly and secretly as possible. If there are no obvious signs of our leavetaking, it may be a while ere your escape is discovered.”

“Somehow I think Harold will find a castle full of men still asleep or just rousing immediately suspicious.”

“Ah, of course. You are right. And, I suppose the missing horses and what I have done in the stables will also alert them.”

It sounded as if she was gagging on those words, Sigimor thought with an inner grin. “Lead on then. I want to put as much distance as possible between us and Harold ere he awakens.”

As she started out of the cell, the men falling into step behind her, Jolene said, “Aye. The sooner we reach Scotland, the sooner we will rid ourselves of Harold.”

Sigimor doubted it would be that easy, but did not say so as he followed her along a dark, narrow passage heading away from the cells. Harold had already committed murder to steal Drumwich. Lady Jolene clearly feared for her life and her nephew’s. If the screams in the night were anything to judge by, Harold was using brutal methods to try and find her and the boy. A man like that would not stop chasing her down simply because she had crossed the border into a country that was not particularly fond of Englishmen. Sigimor felt sure of that. Harold would mean trouble for them for quite a while yet. As he watched the gentle sway of her slim hips, Sigimor inwardly cursed. Harold would not be the only trouble he found in the days ahead.








Chapter Two



The sudden flood of light caused Sigimor to blink rapidly as he struggled to accustom his eyes to its sting and see where the little Englishwoman had led them. Until they were outside the walls of Drumwich and riding hard toward Scotland, he would be wise to remain cautious around her. He was not sure what could prove worse than being chained in a dark cell awaiting death, but he would take no chances. If nothing else, he owed the five men who had ridden with him all his strength, wit, and cunning to get them away from Drumwich free and safe.

A soft noise drew his gaze to a bed of blankets and furs upon the floor of the small chamber. He moved closer to stare down at the small boy lying there and staring back at him. Thick raven curls marked him as kin to Jolene, but those big eyes were a clear, bright blue. When the little boy smiled at him, Sigimor smiled back.

“How wondrous,” said Jolene as she picked up her nephew. “He is not frightened of you at all.”

“Why should he be frightened of me?” demanded Sigimor, scowling at her.

“Oh, indeed, why? Mayhap because you are a stranger built like a mountain and smelling like a privy.”

“I do not smell like a privy.” He accepted his weapons from a grinning Liam. “Where are the supplies?”

Jolene pointed to the seven sacks she had carefully packed. “There. One each. Before he fled, Old Thomas readied the horses and the saddle packs are also packed with all you brought with you and whatever else we could fit into them. Wineskins, waterskins, and bedding are already secured to the saddles.” She gave Liam a brief smile of gratitude when he moved to help her secure Reynard in a blanket sling which settled the small boy close against her chest.

The moment they all had their cloaks on, Sigimor gave her a little nudge. “Lead on, lass.”

She nodded, and, as Sigimor picked up the sack she had intended to carry along with his own, she grabbed a torch and started to lead them away from her small haven. One of the men behind her had obviously picked up a torch as well and she was glad of the added light. Despite the safety she had found in the passages beneath the keep, she hated them, hated the suffocating dark of them. Only in the little chamber had she dared light enough torches and candles to push back the dark. The only thing that had kept her lurking about in the chill bowels of the keep was her fear of Harold. Having six large men marching behind her did a lot to quell her fears of Harold and of the dark places she had sought refuge in.

When she reached a thick oak door set deep into the stone wall, she glanced back at Sigimor. “This door leads to a tunnel which will take us to the stables.” She frowned slightly. “Twill be a tight fit for men of your stature.”

“Nay as tight as a noose,” Sigimor drawled and moved to open the door.

Jolene grimaced at the rush of stale air which escaped the passage as Sigimor pulled the heavy door open. Only once, shortly after Harold came to Drumwich, had she checked the passage to be certain it could be used if necessary. It was dark, damp, narrow, and quite low in places. It had also left her shaking and so terrified, she had not returned through it, but risked returning to the keep through the stables. She was not sure the presence of six big men would make the journey any easier. Straightening herself, she stiffened her spine and began to lead the men into the passageway. She shivered, however, when she heard the door shut behind the last man to enter.

The uneven ground made it impossible to hurry, and Jolene constantly fought the urge to run, to escape this place that chilled her to the bone. By the time she reached the door which led into the stables, she was trembling. She felt Sigimor move to open the door, but could not wait for his courteous aid. She shoved the door open and staggered into the rear of the stables, nearly falling into the bales of hay and collection of farm implements that hid the door from view. It took a moment to calm herself enough to realize she was not the only one standing there taking slow, deep breaths. When she saw that Sigimor was already striding toward the horses showing no sign that he had just emerged from a place that felt all too much like a tomb, she had the strong urge to kick him.

“Curse it, Sigimor,” grumbled Nanty as he also moved toward the horses, “does naught e’er trouble ye?”

“Aye, the thought of hanging,” Sigimor replied.

Sigimor glanced at the two men collapsed on a pile of hay, snoring loudly. Although he had to admire what Jolene had done to help them escape, he found it a little unsettling that one small, dainty woman had been able to render all the fighting men of the keep helpless. He also suspected it would be more than Harold’s command which would send these men chasing them down. A lot of the men would want revenge for this humiliation.

Seeing Liam moving to help Jolene mount her horse, Sigimor intercepted him. He grasped her by her slim waist and set her on her horse. After admiring her slender, stockinged legs, he helped her tug down her skirts to cover them. For reasons he could not begin to comprehend, he did not want five other men seeing her legs. Her puzzled glance and Liam’s grin irritated him. He did not see that he had just done anything that should puzzle her, and Liam, he decided, saw too much too clearly. Grumbling that they were wasting time, he mounted and led them out of the great stable only to reach for his sword at the sight of two men standing near the open gates.

“Nay!” Jolene cried, riding up beside him. “Tis only Old Thomas and his son.” She rode a little ahead of Sigimor and shook her head at the burly, graying Thomas. “You were told to flee this place.”

“We will be leaving as soon as ye do, m’lady,” said the man. “Just had me the thought that these gates ought to be closed firm behind you and you do not want to be wasting time doing that. Not sure twill gain ye much if all looks as it should, but, at least, with these gates shut tight, them fools will be needing to look about some to be sure ye have all escaped, eh?”

“You are a good man, Thomas. My thanks. Just be sure to get as far away from here as you can and as soon as you can.”

“Will do, m’lady, soon as I make sure all was done just as ye ordered in the stables. You take care and, worry not, that bastard will pay for this.”

“From your lips to God’s ear. Be well, both of you.”

As they rode out of the gates, Sigimore asked her, “Just what did ye do in the stables?”

“Cut all the saddle cinches and smeared some foul muck o’er the bits,” replied Nanty and he grinned at Jolene.

“Clever lass,” murmured Sigimor. “That could buy as much as a day, mayhap e’en more.”

Jolene nodded. “So we hoped, but an enraged Harold can be very resourceful.” She kissed the top of Reynard’s head. “And, as long as this boy lives, Drumwich will ne’er be Harold’s to claim.”

Sigimor slowly nodded as he considered that. “Rage and greed. Both can stir a villain to o’ercome great odds. Best we put as much distance between us and Drumwich as quickly as possible.”

He had barely finished speaking when he nudged his mount into a slightly faster pace, the others quickly following his lead. Sigimor cursed the dark for it hindered their flight, forcing them to keep their mounts at a much slower pace than he wanted. A full gallop toward the border was what he craved, but it would be several hours before he could indulge in that urge. Glancing at Jolene and the boy, he knew there would be other times when they would have to stop or go more slowly than he wished. Even if those delays were few and far between, they could quickly devour the lead they had been blessed with. It could well be a hard-won race to the safety of Dubheidland.

 

With the handsome Nanty’s help, Jolene quickly secured a restive Reynard in his sling and remounted her horse. It was only noon, but she already felt the pain of long, unaccustomed hours in the saddle. None of the men complained, but she knew they did not like these stops necessitated by her nephew. This was only the second one and she had worked as swiftly as possible, but the men’s need to keep moving was so strong she could almost feel it. She suspected that, if she and Reynard were not there, these men would pause in their race for the border only for the sake of the horses. It was hard to hide her wince when Sigimor immediately led them off at a gallop, obviously deciding that the horses had rested long enough to endure another few hours of hard travel.

She prayed Harold would not follow, but had the sinking feeling her entreaties would be unanswered. Harold could not trust her to leave him alone, to not try to oust him from Drumwich once she found safety and allies. He could not allow Peter’s son to live to be used against him, to grow into manhood and come to reclaim his heritage. Jolene doubted he would think twice about slipping into Scotland to hunt them down. The only things in her favor were that he would have to be somewhat cautious once he entered Scotland and he would not enlist any allies for fear of his own crimes being uncovered.

But, she had enlisted allies, she thought, glancing at the six grim-faced men riding with her. Even though Sir Sigimor Cameron owed Peter his life, and now owed her the same debt, Jolene began to feel guilty about dragging these men into her troubles. Harold was vicious, sly, and deadly. She was putting these men at risk for their very lives and she began to wonder if that was fair or right. English lands and English titles meant nothing to them and never would. In fact, she suspected these Scots would be just as happy to see the entire English aristocracy washed out to sea.

Reynard babbled something about seeing a deer, and Jolene sighed even as she replied. It was impossible to give the child much attention when she was caught fast in her own troubled thoughts and riding hard for the border. His brief intrusion into her thoughts reminded her of what this was all about, however. She might ache with a need to make Harold pay for Peter’s death, but keeping Reynard safe had to take precedence over that. Reynard was a part of Peter, a living memory of her brother, and the vessel of all of Peter’s hopes and plans for the future of Drumwich. Until Harold was defeated, her every step, her every action, and her every thought had to concern keeping Reynard alive and safe.

That knowledge did not completely soothe her conscience concerning the Camerons, however. She sternly told herself that Peter had felt it acceptable to ask their aid in fighting his enemy, therefore she should as well. Then again, she mused, men seemed to have no trouble asking other men to fight with them, to risk their lives. Honor and the glory of a battle for a righteous cause were like food and drink to a man. She suspected they did not long consider the possibility of defeat or death. Unfortunately, she did. The moment she had asked these men to help her, she had taken on the responsibility for their lives, and she was not sure she could bear such a burden. Yet, what choice did she have?

She was still fretting over that question by the time the sun had almost finished setting and they stopped to camp for the night. The painful weariness of her body quickly pushed it aside. Jolene had to cling to her saddle for several minutes after dismounting before she could be sure her legs would hold her up. Since Reynard had fallen asleep right after their brief midafternoon pause, they had not stopped again until now. They had barely slowed the horses when the boy had awakened and needed to relieve himself. Jolene was still a little shocked at how Sigimor had held the boy so that the child could do what he needed to do without dismounting, although Reynard had thoroughly enjoyed himself. He had then kept the little boy with him, however, and Jolene reluctantly admitted that she had been glad for that kindness.

Eyeing the fire Liam had already built, Jolene wondered how good her chances were of getting over there with any semblance of grace. Not good, she decided after she tried to step away from her horse and felt her legs tremble. Slumping against her mount, she wondered when, or if, the men would finally notice that she had not yet joined them, had not yet even tended to her poor, exhausted horse.

“I think the lass may be having a wee bit of trouble, Sigimor,” Nanty said as he sat down next to him before the fire.

Sigimor looked at Lady Jolene who had not taken one small step away from her horse since she had dismounted. “Nay used to long rides. I suspicion she has ne’er done more than trot about her brother’s lands.”

“Wheesht, e’en I am feeling sore. Ne’er have liked spending a whole day in the saddle.” When Nanty began to stand up, obviously intending to assist Jolene, his eyes widened slightly when Sigimor clapped a hand on his shoulder and held him down. “Her mount needs tending, if naught else.”

“I will see to her. Watch the wee lad.”

Sigimor studied Lady Jolene carefully as he walked up to her. She looked exhausted, pale and untidy. Unfortunately, she still looked far too attractive to him. Wan though it was, her face was still lovely. Beautiful, thickly lashed, silver gray eyes, a small straight nose, and a mouth that could tempt a saint with its full, beautifully shaped lips. He wanted to be irritated by her weakness, by her obvious inability to keep pace with them. Instead, he felt an urge to cosset her and a sincere respect for how she had done her best without complaint. Not good, he thought, and frowned at her.


“Ye best walk about some or ye will get too stiff to move,” he said and almost grinned when she glared at him.

“Thank you for your kind advice,” Jolene replied, unable to keep all of the sarcasm out of her voice. “As soon as my legs feel inclined to do as they should, I shall be sure to follow it.” She thought the heavy sigh he gave earned him a good kick in the shin, but she was unable to grant herself that pleasure. “What are you doing?” she demanded when he wrapped one strong arm around her shoulders and tugged her away from her horse.

“Walking ye about.” He pretended not to notice when she stumbled and wrapped an arm around his waist to steady herself, although his body quickly tautened with awareness. “Liam, see to her horse,” he ordered his cousin as he started to walk Jolene around the clearing they had chosen to camp in.

“I thought I was well accustomed to riding,” she muttered once her embarrassment had eased.

“It takes years to grow accustomed to riding for days at a time.”

“Days?”

“Aye. Days. Unless the need is dire, we ride straight for Dubheidland. The only allies I have on that route are my kinsmen the MacFingals. If Harold isnae too hard on our tails, we may rest there for a wee while.”

“How far away are these MacFingals?”

“Four more days of hard riding, if we and our mounts can endure it.”

Four days like this one and Jolene was sure she would have to be carried into the MacFingal keep on a litter. Her legs were finally acting as they should, but now she became all too aware of how badly her backside ached. She heard Reynard giggle and saw Nanty playing a game of tug-o’-war with the child. The sight did not soothe her pain, but it stilled her complaints. That boy was the future of the Gerards of Drumwich. A little physical discomfort was a small price to pay for that.

“Better?” Sigimor asked as they stopped by the fire.

“Aye. Some. Is there enough water for me to wash away a little of this dust?” She was disturbed by how reluctant she was to step away from the man, to put some distance between herself and his big, strong body.

“The angels smile upon ye, m’lady. There is a wee burn nay far from here. Ye can have yourself a bath, though ’tis certain it will be a cold one.”

“If ’twas frozen solid, I would chop a hole in the ice just to have a thorough wash.”

“Fetch what ye will need then and I will take ye to it.”

“You need only to point the way and I—”

“Nay. Ye willnae wonder off alone.”

“But, I cannot bathe in front of a man!”

“I will turn my back to ye. Tis the only concession I will make. Ye and the lad willnae be left alone, unguarded, until Harold is no longer a threat.” He crossed his arms over his chest and silently dared her to argue.

Jolene opened her mouth to strongly protest, then caught the look in his beautiful green eyes. He would not be swayed. Unlike some men, he was willing to argue with her, but it would be a waste of her time to do so. She had asked for his aid and protection and he obviously had some very firm ideas about what that included. Since he had already proven himself a man of his word, she decided to accept his promise not to look and quickly collected what she would need to bathe away the dirt of travel and the lingering scent of days spent hiding in the bowels of Drumwich. After looking at Reynard to assure herself that he was content in the care of the men, she hurriedly followed Sigimor.

The man had very long legs, she decided, nearly running to keep up with what, for him, was undoubtedly just an easy stride. Long, well-shaped, strong legs, she mused. Although she had never been one to study a man’s form too closely, she had to admit that it was pleasant to watch Sigimor’s taut backside move as he walked. He was dressed in the English fashion, though not very richly, but Sigimor’s clothes fit him a lot more snugly than any other man’s she had seen. Either Sigimor was a little vain or he simply had no idea of how tightly his hose fit his legs or how much of his well-formed backside was revealed by the short jupon. Jolene was a little shocked at how much she liked to watch him move. It gave her a strange feeling, one both odd and pleasing.

The moment she had had the light to do so, she had studied him as they rode away from Drumwich. He did not have Liam’s beauty, but he was still a very handsome man. His hair was thick, hung just below his shoulders, and was a rich, dark red. He shared many features with his too-handsome cousin Liam, but Sigimor’s long, straight nose was a little bolder, his jaw a little stronger, and the shape of his face a little harsher. Liam was heartbreakingly beautiful, in a way that immediately caught one’s eye, whereas Sigimor had the sort of handsomeness that took a little longer to cause that stirring effect in a woman. His eyes were a startling true green, set beneath faintly arched brows, and surrounded with brown lashes thick and long enough to make a woman envious. Sigimor also had a very attractive mouth, neither too small nor too big, and his lips holding enough fullness to stir thoughts of kisses. Jolene decided his was a face she would never tire of looking at, then felt a little alarmed by that thought.

When they reached the water, Sigimor just pointed at it, then turned his back. Jolene wasted no time in shedding her clothes, hoping the cool water would be as refreshing as it looked for she was suddenly feeling quite warm. That heat fled the moment she entered the chill water, barely swallowing a gasp of shock. Her bath would be a quick one, she mused even as she began to scrub away the dust of travel. She had been jesting when she had said she would make a hole in the ice just to have a bath, but this water felt as if she had done just that.

Sigimor sternly told himself that it would be ungentlemanly to try to catch a look at a bathing Jolene, then inwardly shrugged aside that pinch of conscience. He had only said that he would turn his back. The urge to see if he could catch a glimpse of the body he craved was too strong to resist. There was always the chance that one good look at her slender form would remind him of why he had always preferred buxom women and cure him of this strange, inconvenient lusting.

Just as he turned his head enough to see her, she stood up in the water. Sigimor caught his breath so quickly he nearly coughed and gave himself away. One look had not cured him. Instead he had to fight the urge to tear off his clothing and join her. Reminding himself that she was a highborn lady, probably a virgin, and that such an abrupt approach would undoubtedly send her screaming into the hills, only tethered his lust a little. He found himself wondering why, and when, he had blinded himself to the beauty of a smaller woman.

Her skin was beautifully pale and unmarred. Sigimor did not think he had ever seen such a small waist. Yet the gentle curve of her hips and the tight, round shaping of her backside was womanly enough to stir his blood. Her thighs were slim, leaving a space at the top that had him aching to nudge into it. Thick ropes of wet black hair clung to the slender line of her back, enhancing the delicate paleness of her fine skin. When she turned slightly, he caught sight of the curve of her breast. It was somewhat smaller than he was accustomed to, but it was perfectly shaped, firm, and tipped with a rosy nipple made hard by the cold water. When she washed her flat stomach, he watched the water trail down to the delicate little triangle of dark curls at the juncture of her thighs and nearly groaned.

Hastily, he turned away. He needed to bring his pounding lust under control. The fashionable attire he had worn for the journey into England hid little and he did not wish to shock her. It took several moments before he felt he had cooled his ardor enough to be seen in a lady’s company again. He was glad he had brought a change of clothing for he was going to need a plunge into that chilled water to fully douse his ardor. Since he suspected he would be unable to banish the image of her pale, slender beauty from his mind, he would welcome the looser fit of his breeches and longer, padded jupon. Lady Jolene might be too innocent to notice the all too obvious signs that he was feverishly aroused, but his men were not. Sigimor had no wish to rouse their amusement.

“That was just what I needed,” Jolene said as, once dressed, she used the shift she had changed out of to rub her hair dry. “Quite cold, however, but it was worth it.”

The way she smiled at him sent Sigimor’s desire soaring again and he ordered, “Turn your back,” even as he strode toward the water, shedding his clothes as he went.

Jolene gaped at the man, startled by his growled command. Her eyes widened almost painfully and she felt a blush heat her cheeks as she watched him fling off his clothes, but she could not make herself turn away from the sight. She bit her lip to halt a gasp as he bared his torso. His shoulders were broad, his back smooth and straight, and his waist narrow. His skin was not as pale as she would have expected of a redheaded man, but faintly golden in tone. The muscles of his arms were obvious, yet sleek, not bulging somewhat untidily as she had observed on some other men, and there were bands of intricate designs etched into his skin around the top of each arm. Then he yanked off his hose and she felt almost dizzy from the heat which flared to life within her. That faintly golden skin covered his whole body. His backside was as well formed and taut as she had imagined it would be and his long legs held the same sleek strength his arms did.

Suddenly realizing how easily she could be caught leering at him, Jolene turned away, fiercely resisting the urge to try and catch a glimpse of the front of him. The man was turning her into a shameless, wanton creature. Never before had she been so keenly interested in a man’s form, or so intensely affected by the sight. It was not comforting to discover that some redheaded Scot was the first to truly stir her womanly interest and desire. She was daughter, sister, and aunt to English earls. To allow her blood to heat and her heart to pound over a Highland laird was pure madness. Her dead kinsmen were probably spinning in their graves.

It puzzled her. How could she go so quickly from having little interest in men to being so keenly interested, so fiercely aware of, a big red-haired Scot? She had had the usual maidenly dreams of a handsome, gallant lover, ones that left her with a faint tickle of delight, but this was no mere tickle to be briefly smiled over and then forgotten. This was a strong feeling, fierce and unbiddable. It was a very poor time to be suffering such a fascination, perhaps even a true lusting.

Control was what she had to strive for. She could be facing many long weeks at Sigimor’s side, without the protection of a single kinsman. She would have to guard her chastity herself. That could prove difficult if she was stirred into a witless fever every time she looked at the man. At the moment, Sigimor revealed little interest in her as a woman, as one he might wish to seduce. Jolene decided she must use this time to smother her interest in him. She had spent three-and-twenty years unmoved by any man. It should not be too difficult to cure herself of this sudden affliction.

Then Sigimor reached her side, took her by the hand, and started to lead her back to the camp. The warmth of his hand flowed through her body with every beat of her heart. It was such an innocent gesture, yet it caused her to feel a faint trembling inside. There was no chance to bury those feelings, either. He sat close by her side as they ate, keeping them alive, strengthening them. When she sought her rough bed of blankets upon the ground, Sigimor laid out his bed but inches from hers. If he was going to keep her so close to him, Jolene thought as she struggled to ignore all that attractive male flesh within easy reach, she would never cure herself of her interest in him. It began to look as if keeping Reynard alive and safe was not going to be the only hard, dangerous battle she would have to fight in the days ahead.








Chapter Three



Jolene cursed in surprise when her escort suddenly released a wild, deafening cry and kicked their horses into a gallop. Her mount did not wait for her command, but joined the race. She chanced a glance behind her as she struggled to maintain some control over her horse, but could see no one chasing them. They had moved swiftly all day, but stealthily, avoiding people and towns in the hope of making it difficult for Harold to follow them too easily. This sudden loud exuberance was most strange. Even stranger was the way Nanty and Liam acted as the men suddenly halted. Reining in next to Sigimor, Jolene watched those two men leap from their mounts and kiss the ground.

“Daft fools,” said Sigimor, but there was the hint of a smile curving his fine mouth.

“I suppose there is some reasonable explanation for this,” said Jolene.

“We are now in Scotland, lass.”

“Ah. I see.” She wished she could feel as pleased by that as they did, but now she was the stranger and Jolene knew that anyone they met with now would not greet her warmly.

“Dinnae fret yourself. Ye will be safe here.”

“Safer than at Drumwich, that is certain.” She sighed. “Your welcome in England was not a pleasant one. Tis no surprise that you would be heartily pleased to be back in your own land.”

“Few English welcome a Scot with any joy.”

“And few Scots welcome the English with a smile, either.”

“I dinnae think ye will face much trouble being but a wee lass.” He took a deep breath. “Tis good to be back in Scotland. If naught else, ’twill be much easier to ken where our enemy is.”

“How so?”

“The moment that bastard Harold crosses this border, he will be watched. Every Scot who catches sight of him will spread the word as to where he is, which direction he travels in, and who rides with him. He and whate’er men ride at his side will also prove a sore temptation to many. He willnae find it easy to hunt us down here. E’en those with no love for a Cameron will wish to trouble him. No one will aid him. Leastwise, none who can truly call himself a Scot.”

“Ah, united against a common foe.”

Sigimor nodded as he dismounted, then helped Jolene down from her horse. “Tend to whate’er needs ye must now. We will linger here a few moments, then set a hard pace for a while.”

Jolene inwardly groaned, but made no complaint as she wandered away to find a private spot to see to her needs and Reynard’s. She could still feel the warmth of Sigimor’s big hands at her waist. Her attempts to drown her attraction for the man with cold common sense and the need to survive were failing miserably. The best she could do was try to keep it hidden, but that, too, could prove impossible when they spent so much time together. It might have been wiser to try to convince the Scots to take her to one of her kinsmen in England before they fled for the safety of Scotland, but her path was now set. She would have to find hope in the fact that Sigimor did not seem to notice that she was attracted to him, nor did he show any inclination to flirt with her or seduce her. As she set herself to taking full advantage of the few minutes of privacy Sigimor had granted her, Jolene sternly told herself that she would see that as a blessing.


 

“Do ye think Harold will follow us into Scotland?” Liam asked as he stepped up to Sigimor and offered him a drink from his wineskin.

“Aye.” Sigimor never took his gaze from the clump of trees Jolene had disappeared into as he took a hearty drink of wine. “The mon has already killed to get his greedy hands on Drumwich. I dinnae think mere borders will stop him from doing all he can to be very certain he keeps it.”

“So, ye think we will have to be killing us an English lordling, aye?”

“Aye. This will be a fight to the death. I think Lady Jolene kens it.” He frowned and rubbed his chin. “He willnae trust in her just disappearing, staying out of his way because she fears for her life. Our escape from Drumwich will certainly make him realize she is more than some wee lass he can hold firm beneath his fist. Unless he silences her, he will e’er have to fear that she will find an ally in England, some other lordling with the power to drag him out of Drumwich and make him pay for his crimes.”

“Then he will have to hunt down all the servants who fled, too, willnae he?”

“Nay, I dinnae think so. E’en if one of them dared to approach someone with the tale, few lords would take the word of some poor mon o’er that of a laird. That doesnae mean he would hesitate to cut the throat of any of them if he found them, but I dinnae truly think he sees them as a threat.”

“Arrogance blinds him. Twas those verra people and the wee lass who rendered him and his men helpless.”

“Aye, and that must surely enrage him. He will blame her for that humiliation.” Sigimor took another drink from the wineskin then handed it back to Liam. “I cannae explain why, but I think there is more, something the lass hasnae told us.”

“Why? Because Lord Harold didnae kill her when he killed her brother?”

“Something to wonder on. It would have left him as guardian to the lad, put the heir in his hands to murder at his leisure. Done right, none would question the child’s death. Too many children die young. It would have been easy to have her join in the deadly meal served to Lord Peter. I got to thinking on how there was a way he could tighten his grip on Drumwich through her, the dead laird’s sister, and the weel loved Lady of Drumwich.”

“Marriage?” Liam frowned. “They are cousins, nay too distant ones, either. There is that matter of consanguinity.”

“Dispensation could be had and the coffers of Drumwich are full enough to buy it. I suspicion the lass also has a verra fine dowry which might nay stay with Harold if she dies.”

“And she is a bonnie wee lass.”

Sigimor scowled at Liam as he saw the way his cousin watched Jolene as she emerged from the trees. “Bonnie enough, aye, for such a wee, thin lass.” He ignored the grin his cousin gave him in reply to that. “I am certain that bastard wants the wee laddie dead, the sooner the better, but I do wonder if he is really so verra eager to kill the lass just yet.”

“Do ye mean to press her to answer some of these questions?”

“Nay. Not yet. It wouldnae change what we must do. And the lass has the wit to ken that, e’en if that bastard doesnae want her dead now, he will kill her in the end. She would force his hand, if naught else, for she will ne’er cease wanting to avenge the deaths of her brother and her nephew. He may be fool enough to think he can turn her craven and obedient, but she would soon make him see how wrong he is.”

“And thus get herself killed. Ye are right. Whate’er else may be happening atwixt those two, it doesnae matter. Varied though the paths may be, they all lead to the grave—hers and the bairn’s.”

Sigimor was still thinking on the matter as they started on their way again at a steady pace intended to get them through the treacherous borderlands as swiftly as possible yet not exhaust the horses. Reivers ruled this land and Nanty’s connections to the Armstrongs might not protect them much. It would be even more treacherous for Harold and that nearly made Sigimor smile. He doubted they would be so fortunate as to have the thieves and rogues so prevalent in the area rid them of their enemy, however. That thought brought all the questions he had to the fore of his mind again and he looked at Jolene who rode at his side.

“Why are ye nay wed or betrothed?” he asked.

Jolene frowned at him even as she felt a start of surprise over the abrupt question. “I was betrothed once, but the man died when I was but sixteen.”

“Naught else was arranged? Ye are now, what, twenty?”

“Three and twenty,” she admitted and ignored his raised brows. “Papa died ere he could arrange anything else that suited him. Peter intended to do something about it, e’en attempted it once or twice, but naught came of that. Peter wished the choice to be as much mine as his. Then his wife died and I became chatelaine. Peter was thinking of marrying again so I suspect he may have begun an earnest search for a husband for me.”

“But Harold arrived.”

“Aye. Peter ne’er liked the man, nor trusted him, but he is blood kin, a cousin.” She shrugged. “With no clear proof of treachery, what could Peter do but allow that adder to slither into his hall. Harold explained away the rather large size of the armed force with him by claiming that he had been chasing reivers down. It did not take long for us to realize that we were now prisoners within our own keep, but poor Peter had no time to plan a way to free us. He did not wish to begin an open battle for Harold held all the advantages. Twould have been a slaughter.” She sighed and shook her head, grief a hard knot in her chest. “Harold struck quickly, his men in place and Peter dead whilst we all still reeled from the shock of such treachery.”

Sigimor nodded. “Clever. And, he used Peter’s own honor and sense of kinship against him. He probably kenned that, e’en though Peter didnae like or trust him, the mon would ne’er guess the true depths of his venality. Your brother was a good mon, keen of wit and strong, but he wasnae devious.”

“You think being devious would have helped?”

“Och, aye. If he had held a wee bit of that skill, he might have guessed at all that Harold might do, would have been better prepared for such a deep betrayal.”

He was probably right, but Jolene felt a need to defend her brother. “He must have guessed something for he sent for you.”

“True, but he had already let betrayal into his hall, aye?”

There was no question that Peter had made a serious mistake, one that had cost him his life, but she still felt compelled to turn aside what sounded too much like criticism. “And you would not have?”

“Nay, not with a strong, armed force of men at his heels.” He winked at her. “I am devious. My first thought would have been on why a mon I didnae like or fully trust needed so many weel-armed men just to visit a kinsmon.”

“Peter wondered, but courtesy—”

“Courtesy doesnae require ye invite a mon to put a knife in your back. Or set your heir in the path of danger,” he added quietly as he glanced toward where a merrily babbling Reynard rode with Nanty. “Blood kin or nay, I would have made those armed men stay outside my walls and watched them weel e’en then. The mon didnae sit higher at the table than Peter did, so courtesy didnae demand he allow them all within his gates.”

Jolene was not sure of that, but did not argue. She had begged Peter not to allow all of Harold’s retinue within the walls, but he had claimed there was no honorable reason to deny them shelter. There was no doubt in her mind that Sigimor was an honorable man, but he was obviously not as concerned about being the perfect, chivalrous knight as Peter had been. Peter, she decided, had had high ideals. Sigimor had common sense. Peter had had an eye to being renowned as a most perfect, genteel knight. Sigimor had an eye to survival. She had loved her brother dearly, but she wished he had held some of Sigimor’s hard-eyed practicality. He might still be alive.

“Ye are devious,” Sigimor said, smiling at her.

So enraptured was she by that smile, it took Jolene a minute to grasp what he had said and she frowned at him. “I am not.”

“Aye, ye are. The way ye got us all out of Drumwich showed a fine sense of deviousness. Twas a verra clever, sly trick.”

“I suppose you think you are complimenting me.”

“That I am, but being just a wee lass, I suspicion ye dinnae see it.”

There was a look in those beautiful green eyes of his that told her he was goading her. “In England being sly and devious is not something women are encouraged to aspire to.”

“And just what are they encouraged to aspire to?”

“Gentility. A woman should be sweet of tongue and disposition, kind to all, especially to those who serve her, skilled at loom and needle, firm and alert in the management of her household, frugal, obedient, and a faithful companion to her lord, giving him peace and comfort in his home.” Jolene was not sure she liked the way he was grinning at her.

“How many of those qualifications do ye think ye meet?”

“Quite a few,” she said, forcing herself to meet his amused gaze without blushing over that lie.

There was a look in Jolene’s eyes that warned Sigimor that it would not be wise to laugh or cry her a liar, and that made him feel even more inclined to laugh. “Weel, I have e’er believed the English could be complete fools. Ha! Save for the needlework, managing a household, and frugality, it seems the English men want their lasses to be much akin to my Meggie.”

“Who is Meggie?” Jolene was not sure she kept all of the sudden fierce jealousy she felt out of her voice.

“My hound. Och, weel, I suspicion most of ye at least smell a wee bit better.”

Jolene glared at his broad back as he rode away. Her annoyance was added to by the fact that she could not be sure if he had just insulted her by inferring she was not a proper lady, or complimented her for the very same thing. On behalf of all English women, especially those who tried hard to attain that ideal of womanhood, she took umbrage over Sigimor’s comparing them to his hound. On occasion, she had thought much the same thing, but that was her right as a woman, one who had to suffer under such rules and beliefs. She told herself that, as a man, his ridicule was hypocritical since he was one of those who tried to keep women cowed, but could not wholeheartedly believe it. Attempting to shake free of her own confusion, she rode up beside Nanty and turned her attention to keeping Reynard happy.

 

Sigimor looked up from spreading an extra blanket over a sleeping Jolene, then Reynard, to catch Liam grinning at him. “Tis cold and they are too thin to bear it,” he grumbled, striding off toward the surrounding wood and cursing softly when Liam followed him.

“She is a wee, thin lassie, to be sure,” drawled Liam.

“Aye, and a pampered English lady.”

“But, verra bonnie. Such fine skin she has. Ye did notice that fine milk white skin, didnae ye?”

“I noticed,” Sigimor replied through clenched teeth, knowing he was being goaded, but unable to completely hide how well it was working.

“Weel, ’tis a good thing I ken that ye prefer a buxom lass with fair hair or I might think ye had an interest in the wee lass.”

“Ye think too much. Staying with the monks is what did it.”

Liam laughed. “Since ye arenae interested in the wee lass, then, mayhap I—”

Sigimor swung around to face Liam so quickly it caused his cousin to stumble back a few steps with a gratifying lack of grace. “And mayhap ye best think on how that winsome smile of yours wouldnae woo the lasses so weel if ye didnae have any teeth. Stop grinning. Ye look like a fool.” He started to walk back toward the camp, sighing loudly when Liam kept pace with him.

“Why so irritable, Cousin?” asked Liam. “Where is the harm in being drawn to such a bonnie wee lass? She is your equal in birth, chaste, and nay doubt she has a fine dowry.”

“That sounds suspiciously like the qualities one looks for in a wife.” It worried Sigimor that he did not immediately and fiercely decry the thought of marriage to Jolene.

“Tis past time ye took a wife.”

“Why? I dinnae need an heir. Dubheidland fair swarms with them.”

“True, but that doesnae mean ye dinnae need a wife or bairns of your own.”

Sigimor stopped, slowly turned to face Liam, and crossed his arms over his chest. He was strongly tempted to pound his cousin into the mud for putting this idea into his head, if only because it felt right, tugged at a need within him that he was trying very hard to deny. Logic told him Lady Jolene Gerard was all wrong for him, but everything else within him kept saying mine.

“Ye did notice her size, didnae ye? And my size?” The fact that his deeply sarcastic tone of voice had no apparent effect upon Liam truly annoyed Sigimor. “If I put a bairn in her ’twould probably tear her apart.”

Liam also crossed his arms on his chest and gave Sigimor a look of utter disgust. “That is nonsense and weel ye ken it.”

“She is English. ’Twould probably be illegal to marry her.”


“Mayhap in England, though that law comes and goes as often as the tide. I suspicion ye wouldnae be able to claim any lands she might have, but ye wouldnae want them anyway, aye?”

“Why have ye set your teeth into this whim?”

“Mayhap because this is the first lass of good birth ye have e’er shown an interest in. Dinnae try to deny it for, although she may be too innocent to ken it, the rest of us can see that ye want her. Ye fair stink of it at times. Ye are two and thirty and have ne’er done more than indulge in an occasional tussle with a buxom whore. Ye have ne’er e’en taken a leman. Ye, Cousin, are a mon who should marry.”

Sigimor knew Liam was right, but would rather have all his toes broken than admit it. He had a hearty appetite for fleshly pleasures, but did not often succumb to those needs. While he enjoyed the occasional tussle with a well-rounded tavern maid, it never fully satisfied him. He was always too aware that it was coin that put the woman in his bed and that another man’s coin was just as welcome as his. The few times he had tried to woo a better-born lass, he had failed. Such women either feared his size, revealed an unkind amusement over his character, or just did not feel right. It was not something he would ever confess to because it seemed nauseatingly romantic, but he liked the idea of having a woman who was his alone, one he could talk to, a companion who would share the burdens of home and family. He wanted a mate. Only once, ten years ago, had he thought he had found one only to be gloriously proven wrong. It was why he was cautious now, would prefer not to be feeling all he was feeling for the delicate Englishwoman.

“And what makes ye think this lady is a good choice?” he asked, inwardly cursing the curiosity that prompted the question.

“She watches you.”

“Probably wants to be sure I dinnae stumble and chance falling on her for fear I would flatten her into the ground.”

“Idiot. She watches you. She shows no interest in any of the rest of us save as companions in this wee crusade.”

“Nay, not e’en ye,” Sigimor murmured, recalling his surprise over that.

“Nay, not e’en me. She isnae intimidated by your size and your manner. If the way she was glaring at ye earlier today is aught to go by, she also has the spirit to stand up to ye. What did ye say to her, by the bye?”

Still caught up in the pleasant thought that Jolene watched him, Sigimor made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “She was telling me what qualities an Englishmon likes in his women and I told her it sounded as if the fools were thinking to breed a hound, nay a woman.”

“Nay wonder she looked ready and eager to gut ye. I was hoping ye kenned how to flatter the lasses, but I begin to fear ye dinnae.”

“I did tell her that I suspected most Englishwomen smelled a wee bit better than a hound.”

“Tis a wonder she didnae swoon with delight,” muttered Liam and then he shook his head. “Ye do it apurpose, dinnae ye? Ye just have to keep poking at a person, waiting to see what will happen.”

“Tis part of my charm.” Sigimor paused at the edge of the camp and his gaze immediately settled upon the slim form of a sleeping Lady Jolene. “Let it rest, Liam. There may be something there between us, some mutual attraction, but I am nay sure it should or could go any further than looking and thinking. She is an English lady and I am a Scottish laird. A greedy mon wants her and the lad dead. That wee lad is an English lord and she is verra nearly his mother, bound to him by blood and love. Aye, and I still believe she hasnae told us everything, that she holds fast to a wee secret or two. Tisnae a simple matter in any way. Twill go as it will go. One can but wait and see.” He started to collect his bedding, fully intending to spread it out at Jolene’s side.

“Fine, wait and see. Just be sure ye keep both eyes wide open. Aye, and your mind and heart.”

If the last few days were any example, Sigimor mused, he could do nothing else. His mind and heart would not let him.

 

Sigimor woke with a curse as a small, hard fist slammed into the side of his head. As he hastened to fend off further blows, he realized the woman at his side had not suddenly turned into a virago intent upon murdering him, but was caught fast in a nightmare. Reynard began to cry and Nanty quickly appeared. Sigimor told the man to take the child to his bed, then set his mind to pulling Jolene free of her nightmare before she did him a real injury.

It took him longer than he felt it ought to get her thrashing body pinned firmly beneath him, but he was trying hard not to bruise her. He was a little surprised at the virulence and the variety of the curses she spat out while she fought against the enemy haunting her dreams. The blind panic that briefly twisted her delicate features when she finally opened her eyes struck him to the heart. In a soft, calming voice he had perfected over the years of raising his siblings and many of his cousins, he repeatedly told her who he was and where she was.

The moment she calmed, he became all too aware of the intimacy of their position with her slender legs pinned beneath his and their groins pressed close together. His body’s reaction to that suggestive delight was immediate and fierce. Sigimor was not surprised to see her eyes slowly widen and the hint of a blush shadowing her cheeks. Even as a voice in his head told him not to do it, he brushed his mouth over hers, finding her lips soft and sweet.

“What do you think you are doing?” Jolene asked, shivering over the strange tingling warmth his lips had left upon hers.

“Kissing it to make it better?” Sigimor lifted his head only a little until they were nose to nose.

“Tis already better for I am now awake.” Steeling herself against the shockingly strong urge to rub herself against that hard length pressing so impudently against her, she gave him what she hoped was a very stern frown.

“What haunts your dreams, m’lady?” Having heard her curse Harold in her dream, he had a suspicion or two, but wondered if she would answer truthfully.

Even as she wondered how the featherlight kisses he brushed over her face could make her insides tremble so, Jolene replied, “Peter’s death.” It was not a complete lie for there had been glimpses of that horror mixed up with all the other fears and terrifying memories.

“Ah, so that is why ye were cursing Harold, aye?”

“Aye.”


“I begin to think ye arenae telling me everything, lass, and for that I have decided ye must pay a forfeit.”

“A forfeit?”

Jolene had barely finished muttering the words when he kissed her. This time it was no gentle tease of a kiss, but one that made her toes curl. She tried to fight the feelings tearing through her, but she lost that battle completely when, suddenly, his tongue was stroking the inside of her mouth. How it got there, she did not know, but, when it left, she immediately wanted it back. Instead, she was abruptly free, Sigimor lying on his side next to her with his back to her. He grumbled something about Nanty keeping Reynard with him, then said no more. Jolene stared up at the stars, felt a strange, gnawing ache inside of her, and wondered why she wanted to kick the man senseless. She could forsee a great deal of trouble in the days ahead and not just from that murderous usurper Harold.
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