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Praise for Her Highland Rogue,

sequel to Highland Wishes

(Christian Versions – Highland
Miracle and Her Highland Destiny)

 


All this reviewer can say
is Wow!! Ms.
Burroughs weaves a wonderful tale set in a time when Scotland was
fighting for its freedom from England. This is a story that will
touch the reader’s heart. The historical details will keep the
reader enthralled. Ms. Burroughs has the reader in the palm of her
hand from beginning to end.

~ Dawn Roberto, Love
Romances

* * * *

Ms. Burroughs is a gifted author
with a knack for describing events in such a way that they are
easily visible to the reader. Her Highland
Rogue is a wonderful book that I highly
recommend to anyone who enjoys Scottish historical
romance.

- Susan
White, Coffee Time Romance

* * * *

Leanne Burroughs continues the
fiery tale of Scotland’s history. Sequel to Highland Wishes, this story shines
most brightly through the main characters of Duncan and Catherine.
Readers will sigh, sob, and squeal with delight whenever these
characters are on the page!

~ Joyce Handzo, In the Library
Reviews

* * * *

This book definitely falls into
the category of a sweeping historical romance with two very
enjoyable leads and a whole host of supporting characters. For
those who love romances set in Scotland, pick up
Her Highland Rogue. You
won’t regret it!

~ Susan T., Fallen Angel
Reviews

* * * *

Burroughs’s second book is a
heart stealer! Burroughs has a true love of Scotland. She writes with amazing
detail of the period and country. But it’s through these two
amazing characters she brings to life where she really hits her
stride.

~ Deborah MacGillivray, The Best
Reviews

* * * *

Leanne Burroughs weaves a powerful story of
love

and redemption.
Her Highland Rogue is a
captivating and spine tingling read, filled with angst and inner
torment. It’s a wonderful love story, and one that any medieval
reader will love and cherish for years to come.

~ Laurel, the Mystic
Castle

* * * *

I fell a little in love with Duncan
in Highland Wishes and was thrilled that this guy was going to get his own story!
As with her past effort, Ms. Burroughs has delivered yet again with
this wonderfully romantic story about two souls that want to love
but just can't trust the emotion. This story is rich in history as
well as breathtakingly original, and I greatly look forward to Ms.
Burroughs' next effort. She is an author I will now purchase by
name alone.

- Kristi Ahlers, Romance Designs
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Chapter One



 


“Nay!” Victoria Blackstone
shouted as she ran through the busy courtyard and into the house.
Caring not what anyone thought, tears streamed down her face as she
ran up the winding stone staircase to the family quarters. “I’ll
not do it. He cannot make me.”

She rushed down the long,
dark hallway to her grandmother’s bedchamber, opened the heavy
wooden door and peered around the corner. “Grandmum, may I speak
with you?”

“Of course, child,” came
the frail, shaky response. “You are always well-come. What need you
the help of your old grandmum for this day?”

Victoria stood silent and
still and glanced at richly hued tapestries gracing the chamber
walls. They blended with everything her grandpapa brought home from
his many trips. Her grandmum treasured each gift that kept his
memory close.

“Come, child,” her grandmother
broke the silence and patted the bed. “What has you so
forlorn?”

Victoria climbed the three
wooden steps to sit beside her grandmother. Bright red bolstering
pillows rested against the headboard. Tiring quickly, her
grandmother rarely left her room, but Victoria thought her a vision
of elderly loveliness. Looking into pale blue eyes, Victoria took
the frail, weathered hand and placed it tenderly within her own.
“Grandmum, Father told me yesterday he betrothed me to Lord
Bothington! Today he said I must wed that wretched old man Saturday
next.” She failed in her effort to hold back tears. They streamed
down her cheeks.

Her grandmother’s elegant
silver brows raised in what could only be construed as disdain.
“Nay!” Abigail Blackstone bemoaned, shuddering. “Not Percival. Your
grandpapa did not trust him. He is wicked. His wives…”

She stopped, seemingly
unsure what to say next. “Have you spoken with your father, dear?”
Staring into Victoria’s tear-streaked face, her expression
softened. “Of course. He’d not listen. He can be most stubborn at
times. ‘Tis a serious flaw.”

Though her grandmother’s
only child, Lady Blackstone no longer made excuses for his
ruthlessness. She’d stopped doing so years ago.

Victoria nodded. “I went
out to the rose garden. Father followed and we argued. He refused
to listen.

Her father stormed into
his mother’s bedchamber, shooting a scathing glare in Victoria’s
direction. “‘Tis
as I thought,” he railed. “I knew you’d run to your grandmother.
She caters to your every whim.” A tall, barrel chested man with
black hair and brown eyes, the pulse in Gerald Blackstone’s neck
throbbed as his anger mounted.

From his look of hatred,
Victoria thought she could read his mind. His look clearly
indicated she’d defied him for the last time. He’d wed her to
Bothington and be rid of her once and for all.

“God must hate me to give
me a worthless daughter rather than the son I wanted.” Blackstone
approached, grabbed Victoria’s arm, and dragged her from the high
bed. The instant he looked at her face, Victoria knew she was in
trouble. He’d always told her crying was a female trait he hated.
Releasing a curse, he backhanded her. His ring dug into her skin
and Victoria tasted blood on her lower lip.

A cold wave of fear rushed
over her.

“Gerald, nay,” her
grandmother yelled. “Leave the girl alone.”

Blackstone shot his mother
a look of disgust. “Stay out of this. You have no say in
anything.”

Victoria brushed away
blood as he stormed, “I’ll gain vast lands from this marriage,
girl, and I have no intention of giving that up for your whims. The
alliance is also beneficial to our king, so he
approves.”

He pushed her toward his
mother’s bed. “You have been the bane of my existence your entire
life and ‘tis time I benefitted from having to endure your
presence.”

“Gerald!” her grandmother
moaned. “Enough!”

Blackstone glared at them
both with undisguised hatred. Ignoring his mother’s plea, he
warned, “Do not think to disobey me on this or you will regret the
consequences. You shall marry Percival on the date stated, and I
expect you to meet him after the nooning meal on the morrow to
accept his generous offer.” He pinched her face, drawing it close
to his, hurting her with his fingers. “Remember, daughter, no
decent man will offer for you. I made certain of that.”

He turned to stalk from
the room. Reaching the door, he repeated, “After the nooning,
daughter, or the beatings I gave you in the past will seem like
soft caresses compared to what you shall feel in future.” He
slammed the door shut behind him.

Victoria’s grandmother
opened her arms and held Victoria close when she flew into the
welcoming embrace.

Tears streamed down her
face as she rested her head on her grandmother’s thin shoulder and
sobbed. “I’ll not do it, Grandmum. Oh, if only I could be somewhere
else. Anywhere.”

Victoria rose and paced,
inhaling the soft floral scent wafting through her grandmother’s
bedchamber. “Grandmum, I must leave. Do you not see? I must head
farther south—into England. I cannot stay where hatred brews—or be
wed to Bothington. He’ll beat me, Grandmum.” Unable to hide her
anguish, Victoria rushed back up the bed’s steps and fell to her
knees on the padded straw mattress. “‘Tis rumored he beat his first two
wives to death.” When she saw her grandmother’s look of shock, she
ruefully added, “Aye, Grandmum. I knew already. You would not have
told me anything I’d not already heard. I did not think anyone
could be worse than Father, but Bothington makes my skin crawl. I
hate everything he stands for.” She gently clasped her
grandmother’s hand and rubbed her thumb over the pale, translucent
skin, willing her grandmother’s understanding.

Victoria rose and stared wistfully
out the arrow slit, watching the breeze brush branches against the
side of the Hall.

“Tory,” her grandmother
began, “you know I shall not live much longer.” Victoria vehemently
shook her head when her grandmother used her pet name and hastened
to interrupt, but her grandmother stopped her with a troubled look,
her breaths rapid and weak and her frail voice cracking. “Nay,
child, you know ‘tis true. In truth, I am not loath to the thought.
Your grandfather awaits me in Heaven and I have missed him these
many years.”

Victoria fought her
mounting tears. She loved this gentle woman so much.

“I would do aught to see you happy,
but I have no say in your future.” Her grandmother shook her head
sadly. “Your father makes such arrangements, whether you wish him
to or not. He always has, as all men do. No more talk of running
away, now. Your father would search, drag you back, and be far more
brutal than before.”

“Nay,” Victoria sighed in
desperation. “I cannot allow that. I have no illusions of finding
love, Grandmum, thanks to Father’s actions.” She added firmly, “He
took everything else from me, but I’ll not relinquish my happiness
to him. Why, Grandmum? Why can I not find love? You did.” Victoria
gazed into her grandmother’s soulful eyes and changed her mind on
giving up on love. “You told me you and Grandpapa had a special
love and love like that does not come along often. I want that,
Grandmum. I want a love like you and Grandpapa shared. I wish I
lived anywhere but here. With anybody
else. I wish—”

“Do not say such things,
child.” Her grandmother squeezed Victoria’s hand in a weak grip.
“Only God knows your destiny. Be careful what you wish for. One
never knows when wishes will be answered, and God may not grant
them the way you hoped.”

Victoria drew a calming breath.
“Rest now, Grandmum. I’ll not do anything without weighing my
choices. Truly. Everything will work out. You shall
see.”

Victoria placed a light kiss on
her grandmother’s aged cheek. Taking the woman’s frail hand within
her own one last time, she kissed it before lowering it to the bed.
“I do not want to lose you, Grandmum,” she said in a rush of words
as tears welled in her eyes.

“That will never happen, luv,” her
grandmother added tenderly. She tapped her finger lightly against
Victoria’s breast. “I’ll always be in your heart.”

Victoria walked slowly to
the chamber door and turned one last time. She knew she’d never see
her grandmother again.

Seeing a worried look on
her grandmother’s face, she thought of perfect parting words. “I
love you.” She choked back tears, rushed back to the bed to give
her grandmother one final hug. She removed herself from the embrace
and whispered, “Remember that always, Grandmum.”

* * * *

Grant Drummond stormed
into the Great Hall and headed for the high table. The only thought
to cross his mind was that the English would bloody well pay for
what they’d done! Over seventeen thousand people dead!

He’d returned home
immediately upon receiving news of his father’s death. Stalking
past his fellow clansmen, Grant grabbed an empty goblet and headed
for the ale barrel. He dipped it into the keg, tipped back his
head, and downed the contents before coming up for air. Slamming
the goblet on the trestle table, he boomed, “Angus! You son of a
dog, where are you?”

Captain of Drummond’s castle
guard, Angus’ weathered cheeks and flaming red hair, sprinkled with
liberal grey streaks revealed most of his two score years. Injured
during a previous battle, he’d been unable to accompany Grant the
last time King Edward plotted his usual skullduggery.

“Here.” Although he had a
limp from his injury, he walked steadily toward his new
chieftain.

Grant felt tired. He’d
pushed his men and their horses to the edge of their
endurance.

“I received your message.
Tell me what happened. Tell me every last bloody detail of how
those dogs of Satan killed my father.”

Angus strode the remaining
distance and patted Grant’s shoulder, then helped himself to nearby
ale. “Och, lad, ‘tis good to have you home, but I regret the
circumstances.”

Grant acknowledged the comment
with a nod.

Warwick, a slender
silver-haired man who’d been not only like a father to Grant, but
also been his mentor, placed his hand in a reassuring gesture on
Grant’s shoulder. “We sent information in the missive, lad. Why
torture yourself?”

“Because I want the facts
burned in my memory afore I take my revenge,” Grant gritted though
clenched teeth.

An awkward silence
followed, broken only by the hearth’s crackling red and orange
flames.

“‘Tis rumored,” Angus began in his
normal gruff fashion, “King Edward stopped at Hutton. As usual with
that son of a dog, something must not have settled right in his
craw and he decided to kill a few thousand people.”

Men grimaced, tilting their heads
toward Grant. He needed facts, not personal feelings and
vindictiveness. “We imagine he chose Berwick since ‘tis our most
important Border castle. That foosty
scunner, Edward, besieged the castle, but
its guard stood prepared.” Angus shrugged, using the derogatory
term to describe the English king. “They jeered Edward, taunted him
about his parentage, and made obscene gestures. When they defied
Edward to do his worst, little did they know he’d do just that. He
abandoned the castle and entered the royal
burgh, ruthlessly killing men, women, and bairns.” He shook his
head dejectedly. “All noblemen dead and women raped afore the
bloody English murdered them.”

“Edward murdered
everyone?” Grant’s mind refused to accept the horror of what he
heard. His heart thundered and anger mounted as he waited for his
question to be answered. He turned to Alexander.

The young man picked up the tale.
“Not everyone. Not the bloody English, but thousands of Scots were
murdered. ‘Twas naught but a two-day rampage to maim or kill
everyone in their path.”

“Edward thinks he’s good,”
Grant roared and slammed his fist against a table, “but he is not
that good. How knew he who was Scot?”

“Edward had men living in
town.” Grant handed Alexander a fresh tankard and the young man
took a fortifying drink. “‘Tis obvious they pointed out
English homes to be spared.”

With such distasteful
information, Grant couldn’t bring himself to accept the facts. “And
Da went to this bloody city? Why? It makes no sense. Why go to
the Borders?”

He’d known it would hurt
to hear facts surrounding his father’s death. He just hadn’t
realized how much. It struck a chord of dismay in his heart. He let
his thoughts drift. Clan Drummond’s great chieftain dead! His da,
Malcolm, had been a great warrior and a fair and honest man. There
simply had to be a mistake. Mayhap if he prayed hard enough, a
miracle would happen and his father would walk through the
door.

Grant knew he looked like
his da, with dark hair, wide shoulders, and a hint of a cleft in
his chin. His father had dark eyes, though, whereas everyone told
Grant his were more the shade of his mam’s—the grey of a slow
moving burn on a cloudy day.

He shook his reverie aside
when Angus began again. “A messenger brought Laird Malcolm a
missive. He dinnae take us into his confidence, but assured us he
would tell everything when upcoming dealings were concluded. We
accompanied him, mind, but he insisted on doing everything his way.
You know how stubborn he could be when he set an idea in his mind.
He thought to be gone a mere fortnight.”

“What happened?” Grant’s
hands were clenched so tight, his knuckles turned white.

“Ran them to ground, Grant,” his
clansman shuddered in remembrance, weariness in his green
eyes.

“After seeing the slaughter in
town, Berwick’s captain thought it senseless to resist, so he
surrendered, knowing the castle’s earth and wood ramparts would be
too easily overrun.”

Angus stopped when a buxom
serving girl brought some roasted pig and more ale from the
kitchen. As the succulent aroma wafted through the air, Grant
watched as his tired, hungry men greedily reached for refreshments
and settled themselves at tables.

Alexander spat into the
rushes. “Edward wished to lay waste our dreams of independence, but
that will never happen.” He raised his tankard to Grant in a toast.
“I drink to the brave men that died at Berwick.”

Grant took a long draught of ale.
Upending his goblet, he downed the last of it without drawing
breath. He looked expectantly at Alexander, then gestured
impatiently for him to continue.

“That’s all we know. After
the slaughter, billows of smoke and the smell of death were
everywhere.” The young man changed thoughts and looked at him
pensively. “You know how sad we are about your da.”

“Och, aye,”
Grant said in a ragged voice as he threaded his hand through his
hair. “Everyone thought Da a good man—and a good chieftain. I do
not think I can do what he did.” He turned away and gathered his
strength, determined to remain in control of his feelings. He added
in a halting voice, “I shall miss him, but he will remain in my
memory forever.”

Warwick approached him with a look
of concern—likely mirroring every man’s thoughts. “We have no doubt
you will be a good chieftain. You have your da’s fine attributes.”
His eyes scanned those gathered. “You know you will have our
fealty.”

Grant didn’t immediately
answer. Instead, he looked to a large portrait of his parents
hanging on the grey stone wall behind the raised wooden Great
Table. It looked so lifelike he almost felt their
presence. Father hated
posing for that portrait, he fondly
remembered, but Mam pleaded until he could
no longer deny her. Although a large man,
everyone had known his tiny lady wife had him wound around her
delicate fingers! A scowl had darkened his father’s face.
“‘Tis not manly
to sit for someone like that. We know what he’s really like—and I
dinnae want a bloody pederast in my castle.” As always, his mother
won out and Grant treasured its presence in his Hall, being one of
his few remaining possessions of them both.

He turned when he heard
someone ask a question. Ian leaned against the grey, stone wall.
“What wish you to do, Grant? Head back to Berwick?” Troubled eyes
watched him closely.

Hands fisted at his sides
and legs braced apart, the scowl on his face could leave no doubt
in anyone’s mind this would be one long night.

“Och, aye,” Grant growled.
Settling themselves around the long, wooden trestle table, men
waited for him to join them. “We will repay them in kind. ‘Tis back
to their bloody town, and this time we’ll give them a taste of what they did to us.
They’ll wish they’d never been born! Edward and his bloody English
will pay for what they did to Da.” His body trembled with
suppressed rage.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Heavy mist swirled like a cat
wrapping itself around its master’s leg as they reached the final
stretch to Berwick. Gently rolling hills in Leith belied the
tension surrounding the Border town.

Now Grant knew the traitor’s name
and was on his way to seeing his plan through. They rode fast,
barely stopping. He planned on confronting the man most people
blamed for the massacre—Gerald Blackstone. Grant planned to see to
him personally. Regardless of who wielded the sword, he blamed
Blackstone for his father’s death. And he would have his
revenge.

His thoughts turned dark and he
had no doubt he’d see the House of Blackstone destroyed.

* * * *

Victoria gathered clothing
for her journey. She wished she could wear the blue mantle her
grandmum gave her at Christmastide, but she’d be too easily
spotted. Thinking it the last gift she’d receive from her
grandmother, she placed it carefully atop folded clothes.
Remembering eventide’s chill, she wrapped and tied the bundle with
a blanket.

She planned to head to the
stables once everyone was abed. In one of his crueler moments
Father had forbidden her to ride her beloved gelding, Galahad, but
she needed the horse now. Knew she must distance herself from
Blackstone Manor. Certain her father would search for her, she
wouldn’t get far afoot. He wouldn’t search because he loved her,
but because he hated her for being a girl and wanted to make her
life miserable. He always had.

Planning to head south to
London, Victoria planned to slip out without the tower guard seeing
her. Gilbert guarded the gate, and although kind and gentle, he
feared her father, as did most everyone. He wouldn’t let her leave
for fear of recrimination. Father ran his home based on fear, not
fairness or kindness.

Victoria delighted that
Gilbert liked Evalina, a young scullery maid, and had in recent
days secretly allowed her in the tower. Victoria hoped this night
would prove no different. She needed to keep a watchful eye on the
tower steps, thinking tonight her only chance to make good her
escape.

She snuffed out the candle
and glanced around her moonlit bedchamber one final time before
quietly exiting. Part of her feared leaving the only home she’d
ever known. Other than belongings in the blanket, everything else
she owned would remain in this room. Setting her goals firmly in
mind, Victoria believed her freedom worth far more than a few
possessions.

She edged cautiously
against the stone manor walls, ensuring she remained in shadows as
she wended her way down the long, dark corridor.

She tiptoed into her
younger sister’s bedchamber. Her sister slept so soundly, their
battle cannon could be fired and Ashleigh wouldn’t hear it.
Smiling, Victoria kissed the young girl farewell. So far everything
had gone as planned. She hated leaving her beautiful sister, but
knew she’d be safe. For some reason her father didn’t abuse
Ashleigh. Victoria thought it odd, but her father barely
acknowledged the blonde-haired girl’s existence. She and her sister
looked nothing alike.

Eyeing her surroundings
one last time, she silently departed her home. The horizon was
blanketed in the darkness of night. She stared at emerging stars
and wondered what the night held in store for her. The eerie sound
of rushing wind gave an ominous portent to the night.

She shuddered.

* * * *

In the faint glint of
moonlight, Grant motioned Angus closer. “Just a bit longer afore we
head forward. I saw a lass head up to yon tower, so mayhap their
guard will be distracted until we are too close to be
stopped.”

Men close enough to hear
Grant chuckled. “Mayhap we could bide awhile on yon tower afore
raiding the keep. I could use the attentions of a wench myself.”
Duff leered and grabbed his crotch in a suggestive
motion.

Other men guffawed, but
Grant reproached his scruffy looking clansman. “Get your mind out
of the dirt, Duff. We have no time for that. Once we arrive home,
you can have all the lasses you want.”

Grant turned and scanned
the section of wall illuminated by muted moonlight. He watched
activities surrounding their ultimate destination, confident his
men would be safe if they remained cloaked in the darkness of
night. Soon the men he sent to town earlier returned. The time for
retribution had arrived. Rage tightly controlled, he waved his hand
and yelled, “Now!”

Following his lead, men
pressed forward toward the magnificent Norman doorway to take the
manor and its inhabitants by surprise. The blood-curdling Drummond
war cry rent the stillness of the night.

* * * *

Enroute to the stables,
Victoria heard commotion in the courtyard. Too late, a hoarse call
of warning sounded. Men in all states of dishabille rushed from the
hall and barracks. Victoria took refuge behind the largest wooden
barrel and crouched behind it.

She thought she heard
something ramming the main door. Were they under attack? Surely no
one would be foolish enough to attack her father.

High-pitched screams
filled the air. In fear, she crouched lower. Could she do aught to
help? Her breath caught in her throat, pinioned by fear. She fought
rising waves of panic upon realizing she had no weapon. Only
thinking of necessities like food and clothing, she’d not once
considered protection.

What had she been
thinking?

Soon the fierce clanking
of swords sounded near to hand and something jostled the barrel
where she sought refuge. Who was on the other side? Her father’s
men? Brazen attackers? Would she be killed? She’d disguised herself
as a boy, so they’d never think her a woman. These attackers might
kill everyone, similar to what many said the king had done in
town.

She shuddered and thought
of all she‘d heard had been done in the name of her king. Surely it
couldn’t be true. The English wouldn’t really have slaughtered so
many.

Why were these people
here? More important, who were
they?

After repeated curses and
screams, fighting stopped, quiet reigned. Had they left? Or were
they dead? Surely everyone would be safe. Victoria couldn’t imagine
anyone foolhardy enough to attack her father’s holding. Known for
his ferocity in fighting, he wouldn’t be considered a kind man. He
fought the way he lived his life—cruelly.

As anxiety coursed through
her, Victoria peered around the barrel. Seeing no one, she thought
herself safe. Off in the darkness she heard voices. Anxious to
check on her grandmum and sister, she peered once again to
determine if she could leave the safety the barrel afforded.
Suddenly someone grabbed her from behind and jerked her from her
hiding place. Howling winds sent a chill down her spine not only of
cold, but fear. The ruffian dragged her to the courtyard’s center
and tossed her at a man’s feet as if little more than a sack of
grain. When her efforts to fight proved fruitless, the first
stirrings of alarm swept through her.

“Found this lad hiding,
Grant,” the man ground out. “Should I run him through?”

Realizing the blackguard
towering above her seriously considered the man’s gruff question,
she uttered a terrified gasp.

“How auld are you, lad?”
the blackguard questioned sternly. Nudging her with the toe of his
heavy boot, he seemed to stare into her very being.

She stiffened and lowered
her lashes as a knot of fear lodged in her stomach. She dared not
speak. If she made that mistake, they’d instantly know her for a
woman and she didn’t want to find out what these pigs would do
then. By the lilt in their voices, Victoria knew they were Scots.
Filthy Scots her father always called them. That meant they’d
killed her father’s men and would soon rape the women. She’d been
told often about barbarous Scots. Gathering her courage, she lifted
her eyes. Battle-hardened faces confronted her.

Her eyes darted wildly and
looked for a means of escape. Finding none, she inched to a
standing position. She had to get back to the house. The man before
her made no motion to stop her, yet his grey eyes bored into hers.
Having met with success in standing, she backed up, but met with
firm resistance. A large
man’s body stood behind her.

“I asked a question, lad,”
the man said. “How auld are you?”

Howls erupted when she
refused to answer. “Mayhap he is deaf, Grant—like Colin—or
daft.”

Realizing the prospect of
escape looked dim, she hoped the soot she rubbed on her face
earlier hadn’t come off during her scuffle with the scoundrel.
She’d piled her long hair beneath her hat before leaving her
chamber. With it pulled low enough to conceal most of her face, she
hoped they wouldn’t peer at her too closely. Mayhap they wouldn’t
kill someone they thought a mere boy. The blackguard narrowed his
eyes and continued staring.

Behind them someone
yelled, “Kill the bloody pig, Grant. It matters not how young he
is. If he’s a Blackstone vassal, he should die. He may have been
with the ones that killed your da.”

Men hurled insults and
obscenities.

As she surveyed the group
of men surrounding her, her stomach knotted with a sense of
foreboding. Instinct warned to escape right away—and to keep her
disguise in place. She fumbled frantically to adjust her shapeless
hat, pulling it lower on her face.

Her movement caused Grant
to pause.

The thought crossed his
mind that the attire before him belonged to a young stable ghillie.
Yet something about the coarse trews, smock, and ill-fitting brown
jerkin didn’t appear true. Narrowing his eyes in scrutiny, he
strode closer with deliberate purpose. His eyes never left the
young lad’s face—or the long black lashes gracefully framing brown
eyes. He thought them the most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen.
Certainly not the eyes or lashes of a lad!

A smirk crossed his
face.

In terror, Victoria
watched his approach. If he got too close, he’d know. She drove her
elbow with deliberate precision into the man behind her, turned and
ran. She got all of two steps before he grabbed her shirt and
jerked her back. She flailed furiously, causing her cap to fall off
in the ensuing scuffle.

The solidly built man
twisted a handful of her hair around his beefy hand. He jerked her
against his chest and plucked her off her feet for a moment as rage
surged in his eyes.

Panic welled in her chest
as she winced in pain and bit back a scream.

The cap dislodged, her
long-flowing chestnut-colored hair draped gracefully around her
shoulders, down to her waist.

“‘Tis a lassie!” a gasp of
surprise sounded.

Closing her eyes, she
swallowed hard and did the only thing she could.

She prayed.

Grant chuckled as Angus
rubbed his meaty hand over his stomach and glared. “A gel caught
you off guard, did she, Angus? Or could it have been her great
beauty—with all that dirt on her face?”

Angus scowled at Grant and
dragged her face closer to his by again wrapping her hair around
his hand.

Indignant, she tried to
jerk free, but failed. She grew more furious by the
minute.

The burly man hissed with
evident displeasure and placed his face in front of hers. “Lassie
or no’, if ever you do that again, you’ll be dead.” Allowing the
threat of his words to penetrate, he unwound her hair and shoved
her.

When she stumbled into
Grant, he grabbed her by her upper arms and steadied
her.

“What will you do with
her, Grant?” a young man shouted.

Someone referred to as
Duff offered the lewd suggestion, “Let us see what she has aneath
that shirt.” A chill washed over her.

Looking into her soft
brown eyes, Grant saw an attempt at bravado. Though tall for a lass
the top of her head didn’t even reach his chin. A look of defiance
blazed from the depths of her eyes and he almost laughed. Most men
were afraid of him, so a lassie certainly should be. He guessed
this one didn’t know that—or didn’t care. She should be quaking in
her borrowed boots right now. After all, he held her life in his
hands. He instilled fear in men much larger and braver than this
wee wisp of a girl. His unwavering eyes searched her
face.

Leave her. That’s what
he’d do.

He hadn’t come to take
prisoners. He traveled to Berwick to kill Blackstone, and that he’d
done—with his own sword. He didn’t need to kill everyone as the bloody English did a
few sennights earlier. Those were their filthy tactics, not his.
He’d had his revenge.

Aye, he’d leave her and
she could fend for herself. On her back from the looks of those
lovely brown eyes.

He continued looking as if
staring into her soul. He wondered how he ever could have mistaken
her for a lad, even if only momentarily. From what he could now see
beneath the soot, he imagined her quite pretty. She returned his
glare insolently, yet her breaths came heavy with fear. She drew
her tongue between her parched lips.

The effect on him proved
immediate. “Fetch her,” he shot over his shoulder as he released
his grip on her arms and walked away. His men looked after him,
stunned, and the young woman stared in mute horror, as if not
believing she’d correctly heard his words.

“Nay!” she yelled, clearly
aghast. Her eyes grew wide with terror.

Grant heard the
desperation in her voice. With one last searching glance he looked
at the wide-eyed woman and reaffirmed his resolve.

“Grant?” Alexander queried
in obvious disbelief.

“Fetch her, I said,” he
answered without looking back or sparing the woman in question a
second glance. He struggled not to break into a wide grin. Failing,
a hint of a smile crossed his face as he walked away and found his
mount.

‘Twas the first time he
smiled since hearing the terrible news about his father.

* * * *

Victoria grumbled as Angus
dragged her along, the punishing force of his fingers digging
cruelly into her arm. She tripped, but regained her footing. It
didn’t seem to disconcert him that she tried to thwart his
efforts.

How dare that man
say fetch her? As
if he thought her no more important than a sack of grain. The
pompous jackanapes! She’d not
go with them. She had other plans for her life,
and these bloody Scots wouldn’t stop her now. They didn’t know whom
they dealt with yet.

Although feeling
defenseless at the moment, she’d never give in without a fight.
She’d defended herself against her father her entire life. She
wouldn’t give up now.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


They traveled through
hills for what seemed an eternity. Victoria heard
him saying they must
ride hard and fast. Did these creatures never need to stop? Did
they not have to attend to personal things? She’d burst before
asking them to stop. She grumbled and cast him an accusatory glare. For the
moment she rode with a lad who ignored her, an improvement over men
she rode with during the night. They’d thought it great sport to
torment her, caressing her breasts through her shirt and rubbing
their meaty hands up and down her legs. She fumed in anger. Since
they were Scots, she should have expected no less.

They talked about endless
abounding rumors.

“Edward must be stopped. His
interference causes havoc and we cannot lose sight of danger he
poses,” the lout Angus injected angrily. “I hoped it would not come
to this, but it now seems war is inevitable.”

The brigands’ leader used
little-traveled roads, so she’d seen all manner of landscapes.
She’d never traveled north of Berwick, only father south into
England. She forced herself to keep her eyes open, but riding for
endless hours, she tired.

Their leader discussed
circumventing Jedburgh. “Think you we are far enough ahead of
anyone following us that we can stop at the abbey William the Lion
founded? We could refresh ourselves whilst there.”

Winter refused to release
its tenacious hold. As they journeyed north through the rolling
countryside, strong, cold winds buffeted her. It took all her
strength to sit straight, but she refused to lean back.

Not against the likes
of them.

North of Jedburgh’s abbey,
that creature shouted for them to halt. After conversing, they rode deeper
into the woods. The leader dismounted with little effort to give
his steed a brief respite, then strode purposefully and picked her
off her mount. Too unnerved to fight, she merely glared.

He smirked as he faced
her. “I imagine by now you must attend to personal ablutions?”
Angry and tired, she pulled away and shot him a scathing glare as
if his question was ludicrous and the answer should have been
obvious after all these hours.

He ignored her as if no
more than a bothersome midge and pulled her farther into the woods.
“Stop jerking, lass, or I’ll drop your britches here afore my
men—or would you not mind that?”

His taunting smile
startled her. She swallowed, and felt herself turning red at the
implication behind his words.

“Mayhap the town slut
wouldn’t mind. Mayhap that is what you want.”

Breathing deeply, she
muttered in anger and quit struggling. She’d attend to her needs,
then flee. Before anything else went awry it, would behoove her to
escape this monster. She had to return to check on her grandmum and
sister. He’d never find her within the dense woods and overgrown
thicket. Shoulders back and head erect, she tamped down an urge to
strike him as she stalked away.

Close behind her, the
sound of his laughter sounded indulgent. “Tread lightly, lass. You
think me so daft I would let you go alone? Methinks not. I’ll
escort you, then we will continue our journey.”

Her shoulders sagged, but
she shot him what she hoped proved to be a glare of pure defiance
while allowing him to lead her deeper into the woods. Sounds of a
rippling river echoed in the distance.

Muttering threats, she
informed him in no uncertain terms, “I am not the town
slut!”

Mortified at his
closeness, she felt his mocking gaze as she saw to her needs. Ooh,
how she hated him.

Nevertheless, too soon she
soon found herself seated in front of him on his huge, black
destrier, his sinewy forearms wrapped around her. Why did he have
her on his horse?
She inhaled sharply as she felt the strength and breadth of his
hard body. How did one ignore
that? Until they stopped, he’d paid her no
heed. Why now?

To her dismay, she found
out when he commanded in his strong, even voice, “Lean against me
and rest.”

“I’ll not! I want naught
to do with your filthy, heathen body.” With reckless abandon she
tossed her hair so it hit him in the face, then turned forward and
bristled, “And I am not the least bit tired.”

Grant smiled at this bit
of misinformation as he saw her eyes blaze with fury. He hadn’t let
her observe him watching, but he’d been aware of her every movement
and had assessed how far she could travel before she collapsed.
They still needed to distance themselves from Berwick, so they were
unable to stop. He wanted to ensure the English didn’t learn his
identity or destination.

Without her knowledge, he
eyed everything about her, from the sun glinting off her long,
brown hair to the liberties his men had taken. Time after time
she’d slapped their hands away, their actions seeming to bother
her. Not what one would expect of a lightskirt. His men knew better
than to do more, yet something didn’t settle well with the
liberties they’d taken. For some ridiculous reason, he felt
honor-bound to keep her safe.

He just didn’t understand
why.

She was but his
prisoner—and a Sassunach to boot.

Nevertheless, he often
switched with whom she rode before settling on Hamish, the lad
responsible for tending horses. The tall, gangly boy seemed to know
what his chieftain wanted and ignored the lass. That, or the lad,
who was but five and ten summers, still felt too shy to follow the
other men’s actions.

Regardless of her stubborn
mutterings and her belligerent demands, she had to be exhausted.
Smiling, he witnessed her try to stifle a broad yawn. Even his men
were tired, and they were battle-hardened warriors used to riding
hard. He’d seen her sag against Hamish, then jerk forward, forcing
her back ramrod straight to leave space between her and the young
man. He thought she had a lot of spirit.

Even though he couldn’t
stop riding, he determined to make her rest, no matter how much she
fought him—and he had no doubt she would. She did seem quite
stubborn. Feeling she’d hate him more than she likely did, he
utilized the one tactic he’d noticed raised her ire the
most.

“Lean against me, lass.”
His voice brooked no opposition.

He pulled Victoria close,
and as expected the stubborn woman pulled away. He pulled her back
again and she immediately jerked forward. Doing this once more with
the same expected result, he moved the hand holding his reins
closer to her belly. Ensuring he had a firm hold on the reins, he
closed his free hand over her breast.

Her head whipped around
and her eyes turned murderous.

Horrified by such an
intimate touch, Victoria shrieked in surprise and outrage as she
tried to jerk away from him. “Take your filthy hands off
me!”

Despite the sun’s warmth,
a chill settled over her.

Seeing his smug look, she
wanted to slap it off his face.

“Och, but lass, I know
that must be what you want. After all, you are placing it right
where my hand is.”

Again she tried to jerk
away, but had little success when he pulled her firmly against his
chest. When he removed his hand, she leaned forward, her breaths
coming faster.

Grant responded with a
harsh bark of laughter. “Lass, we can play this game all night if
you wish, but I assure you, I’ll win. I would advise you not to
keep making me repeat myself.”

Her breathing increased.
She jabbed her elbow into his side and jerked forward. “Do not
touch me!” she bristled at his unwanted attentions. She raised her
chin in an act of defiance and saw everyone laughing and
leering.

She hated
them.

Amused, he let her sit for
a minute untouched, then reached beneath the fabric of her shirt
and clamped his hand onto her bare breast. She jerked with such
violence he thought she might unseat herself as she tried to escape
his touch.

He struggled to keep her
in front of him while she railed. “Stop!”

He lowered his head to her
ear and whispered, “I told you that you wouldn’t win, lass. Now,
lean against me. You will be safe if you do as I say. Should you
continue to fight, you will spend the remainder of this trip with
my hand where it is.”

Enjoying the feel of her
soft breast, he lightly kneaded and added with a confident laugh,
“Now I would enjoy that, but I doubt you will. The choice is yours,
of course, but you will not be given a different one. I suggest you
make your decision.” He felt her tremble.

Glancing down, he saw her hands
fisting in her lap. He wondered if the cantankerous woman might hit
him again.

“You sir, are a horrid
person,” she informed him testily.

He wasn’t bluffing—and she
knew it.

With a tortured sob, she leaned
back tentatively, defeat riding heavily on her spirit. By dint of
will she clearly refused to let him see her cry. She uttered no
sound, but tremors wracked her body.

She finally acquiesced and
leaned against his chest, but Grant felt her whole body tense. He
heard her take and release deep calming breaths, but didn’t think
the technique helped. Keeping his end of the bargain, he removed
his hand from her soft, full breast only to feel a bolt of lust
shoot to his groin.

Bedamned, he didn’t need
this.

The cold wind intensified,
and the lass couldn’t stop her body from shivering. She wrapped her
arms around herself to stay the chill.

Crossing the Eildon Hills
near Melrose, she shivered. The stubborn woman had to be freezing.
It had been warm during the day with the briefest hint of emerging
spring, but as darkness fell the chill of a lingering winter
returned, and winds had been blowing forcefully for the last hour.
He wrapped his plaide around her, only to have her shove it off.

“Get this off me,” she
stormed, not turning to face him. “I need nothing from you.” Though
clearly setting her mouth in a grim line of determination, she
couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering.

With a clearly dubious
smirk, Grant disagreed. “Aye, lass, you do. ‘Tis cold and you are
freezing. Now quit arguing and leave my plaide be. I know this weather and
know what is best for you.”

She made a scoffing
sound.

Grant tucked his plaide
around her again and pulled her against him while he guided his
horse along Melrose’s treacherous terrain, formerly Roman
encampments.

“But—”

“Wheesht, woman,” he
snarled.

“What does that mean?” she
snapped. “Do not shout your foreign words at me and expect me
to—”

“Silence!” he roared in
exasperation, cutting off her protest. He needed to concentrate on
their journey and ensure his men’s safety, not be arguing with the
wisp of a woman in his arms.

“You, sir, are a
frustrating man. Why did you not say that in the first place,” she
grumbled as she unwittingly moved closer to the warmth his body
emanated.

“I did,” he ground out. He
shook his head in aggravation and spurred his mount forward. He
suddenly felt like laughing at the indignant look he’d seen on her
face when she turned to look up at him.

The warmth of his plaide
and the heat of his body made her acquiesce. The combined warmth
felt far too good to continue fighting.

After several moments of
silence, she piped up, “I want you to know I’m not being quiet
because you told me to. I merely have naught further to say to one
such as you.” Giving him a sidelong glance, she faced forward with
a haughty look that told him she thought she’d won that
round.

After venting her
feelings, despite her obvious fears, she snuggled against his chest
and rode toward her unknown fate.

As he shook his head and
rolled his eyes heavenward, Grant didn’t deign to answer her
ridiculous comment. He thought her a stubborn wee spitfire—a soft,
curvaceous spitfire.

Though maintaining a
grueling pace, he felt her gradually relax. Her even breathing told
him she’d fallen asleep. He smiled at her stubbornness.

In the quiet of night,
with only the sound of horses’ hooves on the newly thawing earth,
he held Victoria and urged his mount forward.

Warwick brought his horse
abreast. He glanced at the young woman in Grant’s arms and with
raised brows said, “‘Tis not often a prisoner falls asleep in her captor’s arms,
laddie. The wee lassie may not know it yet, but she trusts
you.”

“Blatherskite,” Grant
grumbled as he digested Wick’s words. While he protected her from
branches looming low in their path, to his mentor he merely added,
“She is tired.”

“Nay,” came Warwick’s
assertion as he spurred his steed forward, “she trusts
you.”

A smile formed on Grant’s
lips as he peered at the stubborn woman in his arms. A strange
sense of satisfaction warmed him at the implication behind
Warwick’s words.

* * * *

 


When Victoria awoke, the
grey light of dawn surrounded her. Soon the rising sun washed the
sky with a hazy pink light. A new day had begun.
Blessed Holy Mother, did I fall asleep? Wrapped in this man’s
arms?

“Good morrow, lass,” he said as
she stirred. “Did you have a nice sleep?”

Instantly awake at the
sound of his voice, she stiffened. “I did not fall asleep. I
merely...” she responded in a grumpy voice, trying to think of
something that sounded plausible, “rested as you
ordered.”

Grant smiled.
“‘Tis glad I am
to hear you did as I asked.”

“You did not ask. You
ordered,” she huffed.

The bloody man laughed at
her! She ought to kick his kneecap—or someplace higher. He wouldn’t
be laughing then.

“Then ‘tis glad I am to
hear you always do as ordered.”

To her surprise, they
stopped. She wondered if it would be for a moment or if they’d
rest. Were these men inhuman? Based on past actions, she felt they
wouldn’t be considerate enough to let her rest in comfort. Although
if honest, the muscular chest she leaned against hadn’t been
uncomfortable.

Grant dismounted easily,
gripped her by her waist, and lifted her from his horse. He slid
her down the front of his firm body and held her face in front of
his to stare into her eyes. Her limbs ached so badly she stumbled
against him when her feet touched the ground. He braced her by
wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her close. Too close.
She felt his firm chest against hers and tried to pull away, but
her knees buckled. When he drew her close again and chuckled, she
shot him a scathing glare. She knew only too well he used his
strong, hard body to intimidate her.

With a long, lazy smile,
he assisted her away from the horses, his arm intimately encircling
her waist. “Rest, lass,” he said, releasing her with great
reluctance, “and do not move until I return. See if you can work
your limbs out and I shall take you into the woods.” He rolled his
eyes when she shot him a glare. It did nothing to ruin his good
mood. He did fancy teasing this woman. “Do not be getting ideas,
such as trying to run away. You would not get far, mind. You would
do well to heed my words.”

He hoped the look he shot
her made his message quite clear.

“Do you always speak like
such a heathen?” she asked, trying to show no reaction to the
implied threat.

“There are no heathens
here, woman. Only free Scots.” He gave a derisive snort. “Who will
settle no longer for being under English rule. Would it be us you
speak about?”

Victoria glared without
answering, looking all the while at the broad expanse of his chest.
It had felt so good to rest against him last eve. Although hard and
firm, she’d fit against him perfectly.

She’d never admit such a
thing though!

Grant tethered his horse. Young
Hamish would take the animals to the nearby burn to ensure they
were watered. Glancing sideways at his young hostage, he saw her
ignore his warning and inch her way toward the forest. Bedamned if
the woman didn’t think she could run away! He shook his head in
amusement and tried to hide his smile at the winsome lassie’s
audacity.

Grant turned to speak to
Angus. Though shaky when she rose, from the corner of his eye he
saw her dash on wobbly legs into the overgrown woods. Angus jerked
his shaggy red head toward the woods and Grant nodded.

“I know Angus, I know.
Wish you to chase her this time? Och, the woman’s tongue is as
prickly as a thorn and I have fought her enough this
day.”

Angus responded with a
broad smile. “‘Twould be a pleasure.” He strolled to the edge of the
Midlothian forest and burst into a dash.

When she heard crashing
sounds, Victoria glanced behind her and saw Angus. The thought
crossed her mind, not that behemoth
again! She tried to zigzag around trees to
evade capture. Seeing the water’s edge a short distance in front of
her, she increased her speed. She could swim well and hoped these
brutes couldn’t.

This might be her chance.
If she made it to the water’s edge, she could perchance get away.
As she rounded a pile of leaves, she heard a whoosh and abruptly found herself
pinned to the ground. The slam of the huge body knocked her breath
from her. She couldn’t move or breathe and the brute was crushing
her ribs!

She released a groan of
protest.

* * * *

Several bone jarring hours
later, with distant hills bathed in the setting sun’s glow, Grant
ordered his men to stop. After tending to their horses and personal
needs, the men quarreled.

“Nay,” Angus argued. “We
must keep going.”

Grant’s gaze wandered to
Victoria. “We cannot. We have pushed her too hard. She must rest
the night.”

“She is but a
prisoner—”

When arguing continued,
Grant stood motionless, his eyes moving to take in each man. In a
low voice, he said, “We camp for the night. I’ll hear no more on
the subject.”

Dismissing them with a
flick of his lashes, he strode to his horse.

The subject was
closed.

“We should be safe until
the first light of morn. We can cross into Edinburgh in the morn.
Do not wander from the wood’s safety, and only light one
campfire.”

They backed off the
argument, but grumbled amongst themselves. Grant stopped to let his
prisoner rest. Rubbish.

Victoria scowled as she
listened to their discussion. The bloody heathens had her tied to a
tree. How dare they? They milled about setting up camp and ignored
her. However, she thought that better than having the likes of
Angus on top of her. She couldn’t think of a part of her that
didn’t ache from where he’d crushed her earlier. They acted as if
she didn’t exist—and she imagined they wished she
didn’t.

Although if truly the
case, why didn’t they release her? They already had their fun with
her. At that another thought sprang to mind. What else do they plan to do?
She focused her energies on tugging against her
bonds, hoping they might have loosened since she tried only moments
earlier. They hadn’t.

She mumbled, “Oh,
Grandmum, what could I have been thinking? You were right. You
always are. It certainly wasn’t prudent of me to have tried to flee
home.”

As first stars of evening
emerged, she watched as men sat round the fire, crackling flames
merrily casting shadows on their weary shoulders. They looked as
tired as she felt. She cared not one whit. Hadn’t they dragged her
along until every bone in her body ached?

Now she wondered if they
planned to starve her. She couldn’t eat with tied hands. Neither
had they offered food. Aggravated at being caught in such a
predicament, she again tried and failed to loosen her
bonds.

Although tired of having
jagged bark dig into her back, she sagged in exhaustion against the
tree. Her eyelids drooped, and she started when someone touched her
shoulder. She looked into the grey eyes of the brigand whom she’d
spent the last day and a half riding with. The men clearly
considered him their leader. Why had he forced her to ride with
him? At first he’d paid her no heed and now he wouldn’t leave her
alone. She preferred being ignored.

She peered up at him
through lowered lashes. He wasn’t bad looking for a bloody heathen.
Tall, with dark hair, she considered the breadth of his shoulders.
The man exuded power. She’d watched him as he helped to set up the
camp. His muscles pulled taut and shifted beneath his shirt as he
moved everything where he wanted it. “That matters not at all,” she
mumbled under her breath. She wanted to be away from him—as far
away as possible.

He ignored her mumblings, offered
her a trencher after cutting loose her restraining bonds. Though
hungry, she wondered if she dared eat. Mayhap they poisoned the
food after they ate.

“Nay,” she said with a
grimace of distaste. She rubbed her chaffed wrists and returned his
level gaze. “I want naught from you, except to be released. Indeed,
you have wasted enough of my time and I vow ‘tis time you ended
this farce.” She acted with bravado as humor glinted in his
eyes.

“You are quite loathsome,”
she muttered, masking her fear and inner tumult.

He shrugged with
indifference and spoke in a dry, testy voice. “It must be true,
lass, since you keep telling me that. Howbeit, considering I do not
plan to release you, I would eat were I you. Our
cuisine may not be
fancy, but you will not starve. And to answer the question in your
bonny brown eyes, nay, ‘tis not poisoned. Scots do not waste
food.”

He set the plate beside
her, then returned to his men, carrying himself with the grace of
an agile warrior. The men discussed their trek from Edinburgh to
Stirlingshire on the morrow.

“I am not hungry,” she
deliberately commented to his retreating back. Her stomach chose
that moment to growl. Traitor, she thought and sighed in
acquiescence. Just this one
meal.

She noted in derision that he
didn’t loosen her ankle bonds. That horrid man thought such a minor
detail would keep her from running away? Not bloody likely. First
chance she got, she’d be gone and they’d never find her.

How had she gotten herself
into such a predicament? Of even more importance,
how would she get out of it?

* * * *

Despite vehement protests,
Victoria found herself again fastened to the tree. They expected
her to sleep like this? Rubbish. She’d never lower her guard enough
to fall asleep near that
man. As soon as she figured out how, she’d run as
far from these brigands as possible, even though she had no horse.
Galahad had been left at home—as had the belongings she’d so
carefully packed.

She couldn’t believe the
audacity of this man, giving her the option of sleeping beside him
or being tied to the tree. Bloody man said he felt too tired to
stay awake ensuring she didn’t run away. She’d told him in no
uncertain terms, “I would never lie with the likes of you. Not
while I have a single breath remaining.”

He’d mocked, “And why is
that? You think I would satisfy my lust this night with the likes
of you? I think not. Which is it, lassie, are you afraid of me—or
yourself?” He’d cocked that eyebrow of his in such a condescending
manner. She wished she could scratch out his eyeballs.

So now she found herself
tied to the tree again. If only...

Too tired to watch her?
Well, she’d see about that. As soon as they fell asleep she planned
to raise a loud din and wake them. They’d get so tired of having
her around they’d be pleased to see her leave.

She did feel tired,
though. Perhaps she’d close her eyes for a moment and then start
harassing them.

She fell sound
asleep.

Colin poked Grant in the
ribs when her head nodded.

“And the lassie said she
would not sleep,” Grant jokingly told his old friend. “Said she did
not trust us enough. She’s a feisty lass.”

“You going to keep the
daffin lassie lashed to the tree?” Colin questioned.

“Nay,” Grant responded.
He’d noted her exhaustion and the stubborn way she tried to fight
sleep. He laughed at her antics of the last day, then turned
serious. “Afore I bed down I’ll lay her on the ground. ‘Tis best we
keep her tied, though, in case she wakens. I am tired and wish to
sleep. Angus has the main watch, but he will not have time to keep
a constant eye on her. She is one stubborn lassie.”

He shook his head as he
looked at her, his shrewd gaze running the length of her body as
she slept. She looked as innocent as a newborn bairn as her head
lolled in sleep. He certainly knew that for a falsehood. Hadn’t he
listened to the sting of her wee tongue this day?

Before he bedded down under the
stars, he unlashed Victoria. Och, she may have looked like an angel
as she slept, but the soft, lush body he cradled in his arms felt
very human. He definitely didn’t want his mind taking that track.
He imagined she must have driven the young men in her keep wild
with desire. Of a certainty she played havoc with his senses. He
wanted naught but to run his hands over her lush body. He placed
her on his plaide, then retied her wrists before lying beside
her.

He hadn’t planned to sleep
like this. He’d rather be miles away from her curvaceous body, but
he had no other way to protect her from the cold. Since he hadn’t
planned on taking prisoners, he’d brought no extra furs. He
shouldn’t care if she felt cold, being only a prisoner, yet he
couldn’t afford to let her get a chill.

At least he tried to
convince himself he had no other reason to feel concerned. They
still had a day’s ride before arriving home, and he didn’t want a
sick woman to slow him down. Truth be told, he felt a tug of
protectiveness. With a stream of lurid Gaelic oaths, he rolled over
and wondered for the umpteenth time why he’d brought this stubborn
woman with him. She’d proven naught but trouble.

* * * *

Her scream pierced the
night.

Men grabbed their dirks
and jumped to their feet. They spun around, searching, but saw no
one. She mumbled something that sounded like, “Do not hit me. Pray
do not hit me anymore.” What ruse did the lass play?

Grant knelt and peered
warily at her slumbering face, but found it difficult to see her
with no light save that of stars twinkling in the night sky. The
moon remained hidden behind clouds. His brows drew together in a
frown of bewilderment. The woman appeared to sleep, yet thrashed
about. Laying his hand on her forehead, he brushed hair from her
face, causing her to still. When he removed his hand, she again
thrashed and moaned. He untied her bonds and smoothed the hair from
her face. “She’s having a bad dream, men. She sleeps.” He gravely
shook his head.

“Go back to sleep.” His gaze
remained rapt and his voice somber. To their surprise, he lay back
on the ground, stretched to his full length, drew the troubled lass
into his arms, and wrapped his plaide around them both. She calmed
immediately, and the men, shaking their heads, drifted off to sleep
as the stars in the heavens dimmed and morning grew
closer.

She fit him
perfectly.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


Victoria awoke the next
morn as telltale colors of dawn encroached the darkness, surprised
to discover herself on the ground rather than tied to the
tree. When had they done that? Who’d done
so? Had she really fallen asleep?

The man called Grant
hunkered beside her and released her ankle bonds. “Do I carry you
like a sack of wheat, lass, or will you walk with me?” His
meaningful look let her know he planned to do just that. She
shrugged, giving an indifferent assent, and he helped her rise. She
stretched her sore muscles before the blackguard aided her into the
woods. He gave her a mocking bow and held her arm with a firm
grip.

She felt the full force of
strength emanating from his body and thought him such a
contradiction—nice one minute, cruel the next.

She felt affronted when he
stayed within the copse of leafless trees, but at least he had the
decency to turn his back. Considering how inconsiderate he’d been
throughout most of the trip, she wondered at this small kindness.
Her eyes shifted about the dense forest. Could she escape? She had
to make her move soon. She knew not where this dreadful man planned
to take her, but instinct warned it would be easier to escape
before they reached their final destination.

As though reading her
mind, he tried to divert her thinking. “By what name are you
called?” He looked at her through narrowed eyes, his face masking
his thoughts.

Afraid to answer, she
faltered. No one had asked anything personal since kidnapping her.
Did they truly not know her identity? If she gave him her name and
they didn’t already know Blackstone was her father, they might kill
her outright. If they did, this might be a test to determine if
she’d lie. “Tory,” she said, momentarily flustered. “My name is
Tory. What is yours?”

The sun hadn’t yet had
time to warm the earth and it still felt frosty. She wrapped her
arms around herself and rubbed them briskly to ward off the
chill.

“Tory? I do not believe I
heard that afore. ‘Tis an interesting name, that,” he said with a
veiled expression.

“Aye,” she responded. A
hint of a smile tugged at the corner of her lips even though she
tried her best to stop it. “My grandmum told me I am an interesting
person.”

“Och, aye, lass, you are.
That is one of your better attributes.”

“I care not what you think
of me.” She glowered at his choice of words. This man could be so
irritating. Obviously he tried to unnerve her. She’d never admit it
worked.

“Och, but you should,”
Grant chuckled in an amused voice.

She had the grace to
blush. “Might I ask you a question?” she suddenly queried and tried
to ignore his insinuation about her character and the indecent look
he gave her. She flicked him a reproachful glare. “Howbeit I
noticed straightaway you did not have the decency to respond when I
asked your name.”

He slanted a smile. This
woman fascinated him. Her eyes burned with such anger he thought
she looked cross enough to try and slit his throat with his own
dirk. Never had a woman spoken to him in such blunt fashion. Most
were either afraid of him because they knew him as a Drummond or
were busily trying to seduce him to their bed—usually for the same
reason. A sudden thought occurred to him. I wonder how those luscious looking lips would
taste.

He shook off what he
considered an absurd thought. “My name is Grant, and to the other,
you may ask, but that does not mean I’ll answer.”

“I am aware of that,” she said
tartly. “Indeed, ‘tis quite apparent you only do whatever you wish.
Not what anyone else desires.”

With a smirk, he told her, “If
‘tis an answer you want, I would suggest you start by being civil.
Not your usual tart tongue.” Seeing her exasperated frown, he
continued, “What is your question? Go careful, mind.”

Clearly trying to hide her
true feelings, he watched while she pondered what she wanted to
say. “You may find it presumptuous of me to question your motives
since you seem so certain of yourself, but why did you kidnap
me?”

He kept his expression
inscrutable. In truth, he tried to focus on what she asked. He
seemed unable to get his mind to register anything past the
word desire she’d
used earlier.

He pulled himself from his
reverie and chuckled. “Well, now, you will not fancy my answer.” He
taunted as he saw the question in her eyes, “When you reached up to
keep your bonnie wee cap on your head, you revealed a few
bumps most
laddies do not have. You
gave yourself away whilst trying to keep your wee disguise
intact.”

Anger smoldered in her
eyes.

“As to why I took you, I
cannot answer. ‘Tis something I have asked myself a hundred times
o’er since listening to the bite of your mighty wee
tongue.”

He muttered sourly, “To
you we are heathen Scots. To us, you are murdering English. Leaves
us in a quandary does it not?”

“I never murdered anyone,”
she said in a soft voice and lowered her head so he couldn’t see
her eyes. She guessed he thought of the massacre weeks earlier.
She’d cringed when she heard of purported atrocities. She even
heard Edward hadn’t stopped his blood bath until he saw a young
girl giving birth to a child while being hacked into
pieces!

Surely that couldn’t be
true. No one would do something so heinous, and certainly not her
fellow Englishmen.

Of a sudden it dawned on
her she’d never discovered who’d been killed. Her father? Her
grandmother? Her sister? A feeling of intense dread swept over her
and her heart hammered. She had to get back home to check on their
safety.

Without thinking, she
threw herself at Grant and beat her fists against his
chest.

He grabbed her hands in
his, a low chuckle in his voice. “My answer was not that
bad.”

She should pull away and
set some distance between them.

She couldn’t
move.

Not to be deterred, she
questioned boldly, “Whom did you kill?” Her fingers toyed
unconsciously with the seams of her breeches after he released her
hands.

“What speak you about?” he
questioned, taken aback by hands that again beat soundly on his
chest. He grabbed them and stilled her by wrapping his arms around
her. Struck by the beauty of her soft brown eyes that widened with
alarm, he looked into her upturned face. She trembled.
Why?

“The night you kidnapped
me,” she whispered. “Whom did you kill?”

“I did not stop to
introduce myself nor did I bother asking names,” Grant responded
with a dry chuckle.

A light breeze wafted
through nearby trees and ruffled her long, curling hair.

“But,” she hesitated, her
voice sounding strange and unnatural as she looked into his stormy
grey eyes, “why did you attack in the first place?”

“Och, now,” he answered
with confidence, “that is easy. That black-hearted Earl of Blackstone murdered
thousands of people at Berwick.” With memories his statement
brought back, he loosened his hold on her body. “One of them was my
da.”

A momentary pain crossed
his face.

“My fa... The Earl of
Blackstone killed no one!” Victoria yelled in defiance, freeing
herself from his embrace. “He told me he did not kill
anyone.”

Sunlight filtered dimly
through the branches as she heard Grant’s ruthless laugh. He raised
a brow in reaction. “And you believed him? You were on such close
terms with the blackguard he would have revealed everyone he
murdered?”

She treaded on dangerous
ground. She’d come perilously close to revealing her relationship
with Blackstone. How could she avoid that and still find out what
she needed to know? “Nay, he said naught. I am only a woman after
all, and he has no use for women.”

Grant took note of the
quick rise and fall of her breasts under her large, filthy shirt.
“Not even for the usual reasons?” he taunted and saw by the rising
blush to her cheeks she understood his intent immediately. Odd, but
he found that blush appealing. He gave a slow, sexy smile and ran
the tips of his fingers over her lips.

“Oh,” she evaded, but her
face paled. “Of course, for that.” She shot an accusing glare.
“Is that not the only thing men consider women good for? ‘Tis
certainly not for companionship or intellectual
conversation.”

“Keep a civil tongue
behind your teeth, woman,” he retorted in derision. He detected a
note of bitterness—or was it pain? Had Blackstone abused her? Is
that why she’d become a lightskirt? The thought flashed through his
mind that he wanted no other man to ever touch her. It angered him
that someone else may have, although he had no idea why. He tried
shaking that disconcerting thought off.

He thought back to the
previous night when he held her while she’d had her night dream.
Why had her da skelped her? One didn’t often have nightmares about
spankings. She truly seemed terrified.

Brushing those thoughts
aside, his answer was ruder than he meant for it to be. “Aye, lass,
women are only good for one thing—and I bet you’re quite good at
that. After all, most ladies do not go around wearing breeches in
England, do they? Did you live there or were you visiting from the
nearest kittle-hoosie?”

Victoria caught her breath
and tried to disregard his hurtful words. Brothel, indeed! She
wanted nothing more to do with this insufferable man, but must know
the fate of her grandmother and sister.

“You did not answer my
question,” she said quietly. “Know you who you killed? They were my
fam...friends.” She caught herself before saying family.

“Methinks that is not
something you should remind me of, but nay, I know not who died.”
He looked pensive. “Other than the person I went to
kill.”

“Who was that?” Her voice
caught, and of a sudden she feared making eye contact.

“That Son of Satan,
Blackstone, of course,” he spat out.

She wondered if he’d
accomplished his goal. She tilted her head to look into his
warrior’s face, but couldn’t voice the question. Her blood chilled
with the hatred she saw in his eyes when he spoke of her
father.

“Were any women killed?”
She shouldn’t continue asking questions, but she needed to know.
She took a deep breath and held it while she awaited his
answer.

“You do grave disservice
to my person with such a question, woman,” he reproved. His sharp
tone startled her, yet she breathed a sigh of relief that her loved
ones must be safe. “I am not a bloody butcher like your rotten
king.”

“But,” she continued to
probe, although knowing it unwise to do so, “I heard Edward only
attacked Berwick because a band of English sea merchants were
killed by renegade Scots.”

Grant paused before they
entered another cluster of leafless trees and his watchful gaze
searched her face. “And you believe that stramash?”

She shrugged uncertainly
as she walked beside him.

“Why so many questions?
What was your position at Blackstone Manor?”

Now she’d done it. Asked
too many questions and aroused the blackguard’s suspicions. She
shrugged with what she hoped looked like nonchalance. “No one they
considered important. I doubt they will miss me over
much.”

She’d never let this man
know the depth of truth in that statement. She tried to change the
subject and blurted, “Did you know the name Grant is Norman? It
comes from the word grand, meaning large or tall. I studied names
in my free time and find the subject quite fascinating.”

Grant looked at her as if
she’d lost her mind.

* * * *

With Wick flanked at his
side, the weary group finally approached the castle. Dusk began to
settle and the sky appeared multiple shades of grey. Grant inhaled
and took a deep cleansing breath of Highland air. He glanced at the
surrounding verdant mountains and breathed a sigh of relief. He was
home.

And he had his prisoner
safely ensconced within the confines of his arms.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


Serving maids and
household servants streamed from the castle and threw themselves
into the arms of returning men. Her innards swirling with turmoil,
Victoria watched in wide-eyed amazement at the bustle of activity.
Wherever this was, she had no doubt it was far more fortified than
her old home. She should have already escaped. How would she ever
flee from someplace this secure? This man would have to release
her.

She still couldn’t
understand why he brought her to the Highlands. And why had his men
given her such strange looks? She’d seen their furtive glances
throughout the day. What had she done to garner such
attention?

Drummond’s kinsmen were
dumbfounded, and murmurs continued throughout the night. Laird
Drummond had taken someone prisoner? Unbelievable. He killed no one
unnecessarily, and never
took prisoners. He always left people to fend for
themselves and rebuild.

Minus a few head of cattle
and some horses, of course.

What had he been thinking?
And a lassie at that. That made it even more confusing to everyone.
They might have felt sorry for her were she not English. Since she
was, hate her they would—with all their being.

Grant relaxed and spent
his evening listening to the story of Blackstone’s rout. He ignored
Victoria. Tied in a corner, people paid her scant notice, with the
exception of several who kicked rushes on her as they passed
by.

Her bruised, reddened
wrists hurt, since her bonds were much tighter than they’d been
during the trip. Mayhap if she hadn’t attempted to run out the door
immediately after being brought inside, they might have left her
alone. Too late to contemplate that
now, she grumbled in frustration as she
thought of her penchant for acting before thinking things
through.

Whisky flowed freely, and
everyone drank copiously of ùsigue
bethea, as she heard the Scots call their
whisky. She
glanced around the huge stone room with its tall ceiling and
observed several serving wenches seemed extremely glad her captor was
home.

Although her home had been
a large manor built by early Normans, this room looked larger than
any she’d had there. A large painting of a man and woman hung on
the grey, stone wall behind the high trestle table. She thought
they made a striking couple and noted the imposing man in the
portrait appeared an older version of the brute who’d dragged her
here.

Weapons were displayed in
abundance, although they seemed primitive. To her surprise, several
brightly colored tapestries also graced the walls. She decided a
woman must have hung them, since they didn’t depict battle scenes
men were so wont to display.

Grant rose to retire for
the night. Advancing, he pulled her to her feet, his words slurred.
“Come, lass. The hour grows old.”

She thought he’d forgotten
about her.

He led her upstairs,
guiding her swiftly past spacious rooms. Her eyes barely had time
to adjust to the hallway’s darkness before he opened a chamber door
and pushed her inside a dimly lit room. In rising panic she spun to
face him. A chill coursed through her as she looked into his steely
grey eyes. “Nay,” she yelled with barely controlled fury. “I’ll not
stay here!” Her entire body shook from anger.

He drunkenly laughed. “You
have no choice in where you stay, woman. You are naught but a
prisoner, not a well-comed guest, and will do whatever I say. You
have no more freedom. Best you get used to that idea.” Of a sudden
his tone changed to one of irritation. “Now remove your
clothes.”

“Remove my...?” She backed
away. “Nay, I will not!”

Her response no less than
expected, her refusal infuriated Grant nevertheless. He moved
closer and deliberately eyed her from her toes to the top of her
head, aghast at her boy’s clothes and all they’d revealed to his
men. As planned, he could tell his gaze completely disconcerted
her. Her eyes widened in alarm. “No problem, lass. If you do not
remove them, I shall.”

“Nay!” she screamed and
her cheeks filled with color. “I’ll not let you rape me! I’ll kill
you first.” Her breath caught and caused her voice to
break.

“Rape you?” Grant sneered,
laughing without humor. “I want naught to do with your bloody body.
I would not bed you if you were the last woman in this castle. The
possibility of touching you makes my skin crawl, and the thought of
you birthing my byblow simply would not do. I would kill the bairn
afore I let a bloody Sassunach be its mam.”

He took a menacing step
forward. “And never threaten my life again or you will regret
it.”

His grey eyes appeared
cold as ice.

His cruel statement
stopped her cold. She thought men would bed any woman within arm’s
length. Men back home certainly had. It was a silly response, but
of a sudden she felt offended he didn’t want her. “Then
why?”

Grant suppressed a yawn
and gave an unreadable look. “Because I am muckle tired. Not that I
owe the likes of you an explanation. We had a long, arduous journey
and I am home now. I wish to sleep. I do not plan to worry about
you doing something daft like trying to escape. Now do as I
bid.”

She eyed him warily and
started to say something, but Grant waved her off. “Do not try to
deny it. You know you will and I know you will, and I am not in the
mood. Late or soon, I plan on taking your clothes. ‘Tis merely an
observation, but I suspect even you are not daft enough to try
escaping naked through my Great Hall with my men sleeping there.
They may not have touched you afore, but I assure you if you go
down those stairs naked as the day you were born, my men will not
hesitate pleasuring themselves with you.”

She shuddered and glanced
anxiously toward the door.

“The choice is yours,”
Grant said coolly, “but I am not in a patient mood.”

“P-please,” she beseeched
in a hushed tone, feeling a sense of alarm. Her voice strained with
the effort to conceal her fear. “I shall not try to escape tonight.
I pr...promise.”

“You think me daft enough
to take the word of a Sassunach?”

“Then tie me like you did
before,” she pleaded. Tears pooled in her eyes and desperation
sounded in her voice. “Do not make me t-t-take off my
clothes.”

“That is the only choice
you have,” came Grant’s frigid response. In an instant his smile
hardened to a sneer. “Howbeit if you continue aggravating me, I may
tie you up after you remove your clothes.”

Deaf to her pleas, he
gestured he expected her to begin to disrobe.

When Victoria didn’t move,
except to back away, he reached her in two long, quick strides. In
an unexpected move he grabbed her shirt. When he forcibly jerked
her forward, the neckline tore. Saints knees, he’d not meant to do
that. He just wanted to make her realize he meant his words.
Instead of backing down, he demanded, “Now, will you remove those
filthy breeches or will I? I cannot imagine any decent father
letting his daughter dress thusly. Or is this what well dressed
Berwick whores wear these days?”

“How dare you!” she
shouted. She raised her hand to slap him, but he easily grabbed it
and stopped her. “I am not a whore.” Although she raised her voice,
a look of vulnerability crossed her face. “How many times must I
tell you that?”

An expletive broke from
beneath his breath. Making a supreme effort to bite back his anger,
he ground out, “The rest of your clothes.”

In a bid to stall, she
looked around the room and noticed moonlight seeping through the
arrow slits. It did nothing to lessen the feeling of dread seeping
into her bones. “Where am I to sleep?” The large, sparsely
furnished area looked a man’s room, having no feminine touches. It
had a male, musky scent to it. His
scent.

“On the floor,” Grant
replied, his face a hard mask. “Where else would a prisoner
sleep?”

Victoria saw a pallet on
the floor beside the massive four-poster bed.

After what seemed an
interminable silence, she motioned toward it. “May I remove my
breeches there?”

A hint of a smile tugged
at the corner of his mouth when he thought of what would soon be
revealed. He had to admit he thought her comely. If she only knew
everything he told her earlier had been a lie. He wanted nothing
more than to bed her.

Her eyes wide in panic,
they pleaded dolefully.

“Aye,” he answered,
raising his eyes heavenward in aggravation. “If ‘twill speed this
nonsense up. I wish to go to bed. Now!” He saw the indecision in
her eyes. Startled to action by his yell, she lowered herself to
the pallet and tried to remove her breeches while she attempted to
cover herself. Her torn shirt hung down her arms and barely covered
her breasts. Enjoying the view, Grant didn’t deign to bring that to
her attention.

As if she sensed his
thoughts, Victoria folded her arms across her chest to shield
herself from view, but the motion only pushed the curves of her
breasts to greater prominence. He thought it odd she didn’t turn
her back in an attempt to cover her nudity, but sat fully facing
him.

Her eyes searched for a
cover when she set the ragged clothes aside. “Might I have a fur?”
she questioned tremulously, unable to conceal her terror. Her face
ashen with fear, her voice cracked and she fought back
tears.

Grant made a supreme
effort to tear his eyes from the luscious curve of her breasts. He
didn’t fancy the thought this wee slip of a girl could affect him
so deeply. But affect him she did—clear to his loins. Regardless of
what he’d told her earlier, he wanted her so much his body shook.
He took a deep breath to steady his turbulent emotions.

“Nay,” he retorted icily,
trying to break the spell he felt she’d cast over him. “You are a
prisoner. You belong to me. Now lie down and quit
yammering.”

He fisted his hands by his
sides and tried to talk over the lump growing in his throat as his
eyes slid over her curvaceous body. Actually, it wasn’t merely the
lump in his throat that had his body in misery right now, since it
hadn’t been the only thing that had grown while looking at her. He
feared sleep would be impossible this night after all.

Victoria shivered. Though
pleasantly warm during the day, Highland nights grew cold quickly.
She wished she’d had a bath after her long journey, but considering
no one bothered to offer her food, she assumed she’d get nowhere
asking for a bath.

She wouldn’t sleep.
Not with him in the room. He was as naked as she. She’d seen him—all of him—before
casting her eyes downward. She made the conscious decision not to
sleep as long as he stayed in the same room, and certainly not
while he remained naked!

But he said he didn’t want
her.

That would make her father
happy. Hadn’t he told her repeatedly no decent man would ever want
her? She knew only too well he’d made certain of that. Several men
offered for her, but she hadn’t really been interested. Having
little love in her life, she always dreamt of finding someone who’d
love her like her grandpapa loved her grandmum. Everyone told her
men didn’t wed for love, but she continued to dream. The few times
she thought herself interested, Father sent her suitors away. Then
he came up with the idea of wedding her to Bothington. How could
her own father hate her so much? She’d done nothing wrong except to
be born a daughter. Could he really consider that such a slur on
his manhood? She tried repeatedly to make him love and accept her,
but he only repaid her efforts with abuse. Offering her to Percival
Bothington exceeded anything hateful he’d done in the past. He had
to know Bothington would kill her. Thinking on the situation, she
guessed it her father’s intent.

She sobbed quietly.
I won’t let this place, this man, defeat my
spirit. I shall bide my time, then find a way to
flee. No one could keep her where she
didn’t want to be, and it was painfully obvious from everyone’s
actions that no one here wanted her. I
shall escape soon, mayhap on the morrow. Tonight I’m just too
tired. She fell into a troubled sleep and
lapsed into another troubling dream.

Grant lay motionless, his body in
turmoil. Saints toes, he only wanted to sleep. Not be tortured by
visions of a winsome lassie with captivating brown eyes and soft
brown hair lying on the floor beside his bed. A hint of a smile
played about his lips as he thought of her sitting defiantly on his
horse. He remembered how she’d felt in his arms.

He heard her troubled sobs
a scant while after his preparations for bed. Suddenly Tory
screamed. Now what tricks did she play? He tried to ignore her,
knowing no one in the castle could hear her. His wooden door was
too thick for sounds to penetrate. His immediate guardsman might
hear, but he wouldn’t interrupt unless summoned. If anything, he’d
think Grant enjoying a wonderful romp. Och, there was that thought again!

She’d quiet down. Yet why
did she seem so tormented? He didn’t think it had anything to do
with the journey here. Had it?

The young woman instantly
took that thought away when she mumbled, her dark nightmare having
returned. “Nay, Father, do not lock me in here! I did not mean it.
Truly. I’ll not do it again. I promise. Please do not beat me!” Her body
racked with sobs and he could stand it no longer. Slipping from
bed, he lifted her and placed her beside him, soothing her with
more tenderness than he understood. She calmed, but still shivered.
He wondered if she shivered from cold or her tormented thoughts. He
covered them both with his fur pelt and stroked her back. Without
conscious thought he pulled her closer and cradled her in his arms.
Her bottom fit neatly into his groin, and already in a state of
semi-arousal from her near presence, he became instantly
hard. Just what I
needed! Again!

Within a few moments her breathing
quieted, and blessedly, the next thing he knew, he awoke to
morning.

He placed her on the mat
without a sound. He’d done nothing but hold her during the night,
but something seemed changed.

* * * *

“What will you do with her
this day, Grant?” Warwick had always been as close as a father.
He’d also been one of Drummond’s closest advisors.

“She is but a prisoner,”
Grant proclaimed with a shrug. It bothered him he’d again consoled
the lass. Why did her torments bother him so? Why did he feel such
a need to protect her? Nay, he thought, setting what he
considered daft thoughts aside. This day
I’ll stop this nonsense. He was determined
to ignore the strong urge that pulled him toward
Victoria.

“She will work outside.”
He thought for a moment and shot an amused glance at Wick. “I am
certain the dog pens need be cleaned, since no one else wants to do
so.” He laughed at what he considered a wonderful idea. That would
put the lass in her proper place. He only hoped his dogs wouldn’t
tear her to pieces. He glanced at her and noted how she looked in
the rough brown shift he’d provided for her. Much as he hated to
admit it, she looked bonny even in the ugly shift. He felt certain
its rough material must bother her, since the prissy thing probably
wore soft garments back in England.

She’d be too stubborn to
utter a single word of complaint. When he awoke this morn and
returned her to the floor, he gathered her boy’s clothes and burned
them. No lass would dress like a lad in his home. Images of all the
breeches had revealed of her soft curves flashed through his
mind.

“Grant!”

Grant drew himself back to
the present and cut Wick off with a lazy grin. “Nay, Wick, I do not
wish to hear your comments. She is my prisoner and I’ll treat her
as such.”

“I was not going to talk
you out of anything,” the wise man said, his tone icy. “Though
truth be told, I dinnae know why you brought the gel here, since
she seems a stubborn wee fiend. Howbeit, since you did, I only
thought to suggest mayhap you should feed her if you dinnae wish
her to collapse. I dinnae believe she has eaten since yestermorn
when we broke our fast on the road. No one gave her food last
night. The lassie must be fair starved.”

Grant started at this
information and decided Warwick had the right of it. A wicked smile
lit his face. “Thank, you, Wick, ‘tis a wonderful idea you give
me.” This will put the wench in her proper
place. No more uncomfortable feelings after this.

“Wish I to
know?”

“Probably not.” He moved
away from Warwick and back to the table, a smug smile on his face.
He motioned for Warwick to bring Victoria. “Do mi, lass.” When she just
glowered, he translated, “To me. There are a few rules you must
learn.” He arched an eyebrow. “You’ve not been properly deferential
since I came upon your person.”

The look on her face
clearly indicated she had no intention of changing a
thing.

“In future,” he said,
pointedly ignoring her glare, “you will address me as ‘my
lord.’”

“Never,” she stormed, her
face flushed with anger. “You are not—nor never will be—my
lord.”

The fury in her eyes
angered him. Upset at her act of defiance, he ordered, “Sit on the
floor, woman. Here!” He pointed to the foot of his chair by the
trestle table. His hard fingers on her arm dragged her down in an
expression of his displeasure.

Her long, wavy hair fell
in disarray about her shoulders as he jerked her down.

Warwick furrowed his
brow.

“Wick, have Cook fetch my
prisoner food.” The old man went to accomplish this request,
probably thinking he’d gotten his chieftain to agree.

He returned with a small
trencher and informed Grant, “Kitchen staff refused to provide food
for a bloody Englishwoman, so I fetched some.” He placed it on the
table when Grant stopped him.

“Nay, Wick,” Grant laughed
ruthlessly. “On the floor. Pets eat on the floor.”

“Pets?” Victoria and
Warwick questioned simultaneously.

Victoria’s head shot up
and her eyes focused intently on Grant’s. She had a feeling she
wouldn’t fancy his response and a chill of dread shot down her
spine.

“Aye,” he bluntly
answered, a dark gleam appearing in his eyes. “Methinks I could
stand having a new dog around.”

“Dog?” Victoria and
Warwick voiced in unison again. They looked at him with unspoken
questions.

Victoria couldn’t seem to
follow this man’s strange train of thought. “What are you talking
about? I do not—”

“Aye,” Grant said in a
voice of pure ice.

“You know, a
bi—”

Warwick drowned out the
rest of the word by yelling, “Grant, nay!”

Men in the Great Hall
guffawed. Warwick’s glare appeared menacing.

When she found it,
Victoria’s voice sounded devastated. Color rose furiously to her
cheeks and hurt shown in her eyes, as though his hateful remark had
been tantamount to a slap on her face. When he saw her pain, he
instantly wished he could retract the crude remark, but his men
were present and he wouldn’t back down in front of them.
She was English after all.

“You’re cruel.” Her voice
sounded hurt. A hint of tears glistened in her eyes, but she
refused to give in to them. “But I have been insulted by better
than you before this.”

He sat
unmoving.

“I am not a
dog and will not eat
like one.”

He could hear the tension
in her voice. She tried to jump up and run, but he reached out and
snared her arm, jerking her back. He stared coldly.

“You will eat as I say,”
he growled in a hardened tone, “or you’ll not eat at
all.”

“Then I’ll not eat,”
Victoria bristled, anger reddening her cheeks, and pulled her arm
forcefully from his grasp. She raised her head in a show of
defiance. “If you wish to starve me, so be it, but why did you drag
me all the way to this Godforsaken country to do so? Why did you
not kill me when you found me? ‘Tis what you really wished, is it
not?”

“Get her out of here,”
Grant growled, even though he knew she’d balk at his comment. And
Warwick had been correct. She needed to eat. He had his pride,
however, and wouldn’t back down in front of his men.

Not for a
Sassunach.

“The dog pens need to be
cleaned, woman. Get you to that and do not come out until they are
finished.” He whirled on her and grated out, “Do it now, or you
will pay for your actions.” With a roared Gaelic oath, he pushed
her toward the door with so much force she tripped.

The roughness with which
she was jerked to her feet by his men made her think her arm might
have been dislodged.

“Unhand me!” she screamed,
anger surging through her. She tried to fight as they dragged her
out the door. It did no good.

The men clearly delighted
in giving orders and their hands trailed greedily over her
body.

One of Grant’s men,
Archibald, particularly hated anyone English, his parents having
been murdered while yet a child. He’d vowed never to forget, and
remained most vocal against them. He’d been furious upon
discovering Grant brought English trash home with him.

He pulled Victoria behind
him with so much force she repeatedly fell to her knees. Too soon
they reached the area where the dogs slept.

“Enough of this tripe,” he
glowered as hatred emanated from every pore of his being. “Get you
to work, woman.” Incensed, to torment her further he bent and
picked up a handful of waste and threw it at her.

“Is that enough of a
hint, wench,” he
snapped as he towered over Victoria. Making use of the well-known
English term, he sneered, “Or should we rub some over you so you
know exactly what you are supposed to clean? Then again,” he
slapped his knee and laughed uproariously, “you will never finish
‘til you get rid of yourself. I would be willing to do
that, mind.” Men
guffawed while he pushed Victoria into the first pen, causing her
to land on her hands and knees, skinning them.

For a moment Victoria felt
her courage falter when she saw the wicked gleam in his eyes. This
man would go out of his way to inflict all manner of cruelty upon
her. She needed to remain alert around him at all times. He made no
effort to hide his derision.

She moved within the pen
and began to clean with the few supplies available. For the most
part she had to use her hands, which was her captors’ intent. She
paused between pens to mop her brow, then moved between the areas
as guards followed and made lewd comments. These men were as
disgusting as conditions in the animal sleeping area.

Growling at her approach,
many dogs didn’t seem pleased to find an interloper in their pens,
and several bared their teeth. She tried not to show fear and spoke
quietly when a huge dog drew near. It tilted its head and stared
while the uproarious laughter of nearby men roared in her ears at
what they considered daft comments.

She glumly wondered how
many pets these people owned. Tired and hungry, at the nooning meal
her guards took turns entering the Great Hall. Not once did anyone
mention bringing her food or tell her she could go inside, although
they remembered to jeer at her. She’d never heard so many
obscenities and she’d certainly heard her share from her father’s
men.

As the sky darkened, she
feared she might have to remain outside. The brisk wind heightened
and blew across her face and through her loosely tied hair. She
shuddered.

As she neared exhaustion,
the man she remembered as Warwick came to escort her inside. Still
and silent, she watched his approach. He had such a kind visage she
had to remind herself he was naught but a Scot. After he led her
into the kitchen, he sat her down in the corner, brought her a full
trencher. “Eat, lass.” He reminded her, with a not unkind smile,
“‘Twould be in
your best interests to not be seen by our chieftain in the Great
Hall right now if you wish to eat.”

The thought of eating
without first washing was abhorrent, but she decided to do so
before he changed his mind. Hungry and tired, with a small sigh she
let her body begin to relax.

For some unknown reason
she thought this man had been named appropriately. He did seem to
be a defender and champion. She didn’t know why she trusted him,
but she did. The weak smile she gave him for his kindness held an
edge of exhaustion.

While Warwick urged her to
eat, Cook stood behind him and ranted. “I want naught to do with
this filthy Englishwoman. Remove her before her English stench
soils my kitchen.”

With that reminder,
Victoria turned to Warwick. “Where might I have a bath?” Since
she’d skinned her hands and knees repeatedly being shoved to the
ground, she felt certain if she couldn’t cleanse the areas they’d
become infected. Her captors might not mind that, but she
would.

Kitchen servants broke
into gales of laughter and tormented, “Faugh, the Princess has want
of her evening bath.” They bowed to her and mocked, “And what else
might we get thee, Princess? Should we wipe your shoes with our
hair?” Cook stopped a moment before continuing. “Och, our
mistake, Princess. That would mean you had shoes.”

With a small sigh of
frustration, she tried to ignore their hateful comments.

During this taunting, Grant
summoned Warwick. He knew well the cruel comments, as well as the
physical abuse, she’d received this day had taken a toll, even
though she tried to not show it. Though she looked guarded and
uncomfortable, the lass had impressed him with her spirit. Warwick
thought she showed a great deal of courage thus far. She’d
certainly held her own against endless verbal cruelty.

Warwick remained as unsure
why Grant brought the lass to Drummond Castle as did everyone else.
Since he had close ties emotionally to the young man, he had a
vested interest in seeing which of the two willful young people
relinquished their stubbornness first. He began to think Grant had
met his match.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


Ready to depart the Hall,
Grant looked for his prisoner. Not seeing her, he questioned
Warwick, “Where is the lass?”

With an indifferent shrug,
Warwick responded, “I left her in kitchen when you summoned me.”
When Grant glared at him, the old man returned the glare in kind.
“The lass had to eat, mind. I’ll not be party to you starving her
to break her spirit.”

Grant ignored that comment
and headed to the kitchen. He saw his prisoner nowhere and turned
to Cook, a bald massive bulk of a man. “Where is my
prisoner?”

“Och, m’ lord,” the burly
cook began, “the mighty Princess wanted her royal bath. Thinks
herself too good for the likes of us, mind.” He continued with a
wicked laugh, “So, Archibald has been kind enough to accommodate
her request like the proper good English trash she is.”

Grant frowned. By the
saints, he couldn’t imagine anyone fetching in a tub and enough hot
water for a bath without his direct order. Most still thought
bathing would make them ill.

“Where is she then?” Grant
sent Cook a chilling look, glanced around the huge kitchen, but saw
a tub nowhere.

The burly man could
obviously no longer contain his glee. He threw back his head and
laughed, revealing several missing teeth. Hands holding his large
stomach, Cook chortled, “Why down at the loch, mind. We thought
that fitting.” His eyes were as cold as his smile and gleamed with
a triumph he made no effort to conceal.

Grant rushed down the
winding path to the loch. What could his men be thinking sending
the lass there? With the Highlands just getting over their cruel
winter months, she’d freeze. His men were used to such weather, but
the woman might catch a lung ailment and die. He conceded they
probably hoped that would happen.

His pace
quickened.

With few stars out this
eventide, it was dark. He hoped the lass wouldn’t slip in the loch
and badh. He
hadn’t brought her here to have her drown. Unbidden, the question
came to mind, why did you fetch
her?

Grant shook off that disconcerting
thought, hurrying forward. The loch could be dangerous at night,
and he didn’t know if Archibald would help if she slipped or try to
make such an accident occur.

The lass sat shivering on
the bank. Her lips quivered and her arms were wrapped around
herself in what had to be an unsuccessful effort to ward off the
cold. He saw Archibald lazed against a tall, willowy tree. The man
had been brooding and ill tempered all day, and Victoria’s presence
could be the only cause.

“What are you doing,
Archie?” Grant demanded as he bent to help Victoria stand. Sweet
merciful heaven, the wee lass shook so hard he had to steady her.
Archibald must have thrown her in the loch. Her shift was drenched.
He couldn’t imagine her being daft enough to walk into the water on
her own. Not with its freezing temperature.

“Why, staring at our
beautiful sky this fine even,” the tall, sullen man said. Although
too dark for Grant to see his expression clearly, he heard the
smile in Archibald’s voice. “I thought the wench might enjoy a view
of a fine Highland sky.”

“As she froze to death?”
Grant hotly retorted. He grew angrier by the minute. Archibald
didn’t respond, but shook his head. Grant swore violently. He
glared at Archibald, but said nothing as he gathered the lass into
his arms and wrapped his plaide around her. Her wet shift clung in
a most revealing fashion to her long, shapely legs and he tried to
keep her as warm as possible while he rushed her back to his keep.
He wouldn’t carry her past his men looking like that.

“Put me down!” she stormed
through chattering teeth. “No one has carried me in years and I do
not need you to start now.” She tried to look fierce, but shivered
too much for it to have the desired effect.

“And have you freeze to
death taking your sweet time returning to my keep?” Grant retorted
as he lengthened his strides. “I think not.”

“I need no—” she
stubbornly began and tried to break free from his hold. His grasp
remained too firm to be broken.

“Wheesht,
woman,” he cut in as he ignored her demands and
struggles.

Grant stormed past his men
and went to his bedchamber.

After setting her on the
floor, he knelt on one knee beside the hearth to kindle the peat
fire. Firelight soon danced and flickered against the stone walls.
He rose to get drying cloths, then returned and gently dried her
arms and face while the heat from the fire warmed her. Her glance
slid to him and she tensed when he pushed her kirtle up to dry her
legs. She looked up several times with questions in her eyes, but
never spoke. She said nothing since her initial protestations over
him carrying her.

He had to remove her wet
kirtle, but knew she’d panic. Giving her no time to react, he
leaned her forward and pulled the raiment over her head.

Before she could fight
him, he wrapped her within a blanket. A broken moan escaped her
lips and she bit her lower lip to try and stay her tears. Failing,
her eyes widened and two teardrops rolled down her cheeks. Pulling
her to his chest, he cradled her in his arms until warmth from the
fire and his body made her drowsy. Her eyelids sagged beneath the
weight of her fatigue and she fell asleep ensconced in his embrace.
His body, on the other hand, remained vibrantly awake from her
squirming in his lap.

He lowered her to the pallet.
Since he’d cradled her soft body, he again felt a familiar
stirring. In an attempt to ignore it, he moved away before the urge
to pull her back into his arms became too strong to ignore.
Instead, he hunted for a fur pelt in his wardrobe and covered her,
then put as much distance as possible between them. He snuffed out
the flickering candles and lowered himself to his bed. There
remained no question in his mind it would be another lengthy
night.

What about the girl
stirred him so? Grant admitted he wanted to tangle with her atween
the sheets. Mayhap it had been too long since he bedded a woman. He
chuckled. Nay, that wasn’t the problem. He never had a shortage of
willing partners to his bed, although lately no one interested
him.

Until
now.

It seemed as if he’d
searched for something special, but hadn’t found it. Maybe because
he knew not for what he searched. Perhaps being home would change
that. Grant realized after years of being away, he didn’t want to
travel anymore.

* * * *

Every day he ensured
Victoria received jobs no one else wanted around his keep.
Unconsciously he tried to see how far he could push her before she
broke. Thus far it hadn’t happened and he’d been amazed at her
endurance.

Several times she gathered
herbs to use on the cuts and scrapes she inevitably obtained. These
barbarians did seem determined to push and shove her. It seemed
they’d made it their purpose to torment her.

Victoria quickly learned
not to balk, since it only made things worse. Gradually the guards
allowed her more freedom and didn’t remain on her heels to taunt
her. She mused they must be getting bored. The novelty of making
her life miserable seemed to be wearing off.

The last vestige of winter seemed
unwilling to release its tenacious grip when she again found
herself outside cleaning dog pens. Even Grant’s men hadn’t wanted
to remain in the freezing cold. When Archibald headed inside to the
warm keep, he ordered, “Stay outside and continue cleaning.” He
sneered when he took the light cloak his chieftain had given her as
well as her shoes. He hated her, but it seemed he refused to be the
one that let her escape.

As the nooning meal drew
to a close, Grant glanced around the Hall. Not seeing Victoria, he
inquired to her whereabouts. An awkward silence
followed.

“She is outside,” a red
haired man named Torchil finally informed him with an overabundance
of smugness, “as you ordered.”

Grant again glanced around
his Hall. “Who guards her? Everyone is inside.”

“She is alone.” Torchil
gave an unconcerned shrug.

Grant shot to his feet and
started toward the front door. “Alone? And you did not think the
daffin lassie would run away?”

“Nay,” came a nasty
chuckle. “I am certain she’ll not go anywhere.”

Spinning to face the young
man, Grant’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because Archie took her
shoes,” Torchil declared with an emphatic nod of his head. “Even
she’s not daft enough to run away in this weather with naught on
her feet.”

“What?” Grant exploded and
strode to the oaken door of his keep. “She’ll freeze to death.” He
threw open the heavy door and angrily strode outside. When he
didn’t see Victoria, he rushed over to the pens and scanned the
area. The thought flashed through his mind he’d do serious bodily
harm to his men if she escaped.

He wouldn’t let her go
yet.

He heard sniffling and headed in
the direction of the sound. He glanced inside the pen, saw her
crouched in a corner. She looked miserable and shook all over. To
his amazement, the young woman wasn’t alone. Four of his dogs—his
vicious attack dogs—were silently curled around her. To warm the
lass?

He’d heard rumors the
daffin lassie spoke to his dogs like they knew what she said. It
appeared they might.

Grant cursed and didn’t
bother with the gate. He placed his hand atop the pen and vaulted
himself over in effort to reach Victoria. His dogs rose, teeth
bared, until they recognized him. Did his animals truly protect the
lass?

He bent and scooped her in
his arms, then kicked the gate open with his booted foot. He strode
toward his Great Hall, fuming. His woman could have frozen to
death. She didn’t even have on the cape he’d given her. Did his men
hate her that much?

Through chattering teeth
she said, “I am all right.”

Grant said nothing as he
looked at her. She didn’t look all right.

He swore profusely as he
entered the Hall. “Fetch my personal tub and buckets of hot water
to my chamber.” The stormy look on his face as he took the stairs
two at a time told his men they’d best fetch the water without
delay.

Grant wrapped Victoria in
a bed fur until enough water had been poured into the tub. “Leave,”
he growled, dismissing everyone. He slammed the door shut before
helping her to her feet. He removed the fur and her shift. Her
teeth chattered so hard he doubted she could have
protested.

When he placed her in the
water’s warmth, her eyes shot open. Grant hoped it wasn’t too hot.
“Your temperature must return to normal to ward off
frostbite.”

After he submerged her in
the tub, he sponged water over her. She didn’t protest, but watched
his every move.

Gently leaning her
forward, he washed her back. He’d not paid attention to it before.
Blessed Saint Michael, someone had lashed it. He opened his mouth
to query her, but when he skimmed his fingertips over the scars,
she tensed. Though questions burned in his mind, he said nothing.
He’d discover his answers soon enough.

Within hours the young
woman looked flushed and began coughing. Her forehead smoldered
with fever when he felt it.

Cursing, he left his
chamber and stormed down the hallway to his mother’s old herbary.
He grabbed a single torch to light his way. His mother had been a
gifted healer, and he’d need her medicaments. He stopped before
entering the room. Took a deep breath. He hadn’t been here since
her death. With no windows, the room looked darker than he
remembered. The lone torch did little to light the room.

He’d never paid much
attention to what herbs his mother used to help people, but the one
treatment he remembered was for an ailment such as this. Duncan
MacThomas had been his best friend as a young lad. He’d fostered
with Grant’s family while very young. He smiled at the memory. A
tall, skinny boy, Duncan had bright blue eyes and dark hair. To see
him now, one would never believe he’d been a sickly child. Grant’s
mother often made poultices for Duncan’s chest to draw out his
cough, as well as other herbs to lower his fever. It being the only
illness he knew how to treat, he determined to do just that for the
woman in his bed.

She would
not die!

Before returning to his
solar, he stopped for a tankard of ale, knowing it would be a long
night. Furious his men had mistreated the lass, he sorely needed a
drink.

For days she tossed about
with fever, talking in her sleep. He felt guilty listening, but
wanting to know more about her, listen he did. He even asked
questions and at times he thought she answered, but whenever he
mentioned her back she babbled about her father.

Relieved to discover her
fever had broken, he felt her forehead when her eyes opened. Taking
no chances, he sponged her with mint water to ensure her fever
wouldn’t return. He looked at her anxiously since the pale cast of
her cheeks still worried him. She was quick to blush upon
discovering she wore nothing beneath the thin covering. He saw the
mortification in her eyes, but continued to sponge her
body.

Throughout her recovery,
he rarely left his chamber. Once when he broke his fast, he
informed his men, “In future, the lassie remains inside. I did not
fetch her here to torture her.” He spun on his heel and returned to
his bedchamber before anyone could utter a word, although many
asked themselves—why had he brought her
here?

The only other person he
allowed to treat Victoria was Warwick. Still afraid she’d die, he
didn’t want her alone, and although he tried his best, at times
sleep won out. Warwick tended her faithfully, although he left the
personal care to his young chieftain. Grant thought his friend
tender with the young woman—as tender as a gruff old man with
battle calloused hands could be.

When she felt well enough
to sit, Victoria said, “Thank you for saving my life—again. You
seem to do quite a lot of that.” With a pointed look she added,
“Although I must confess, if you’d let me go you’d need not do so
anymore. Indeed, your men seem determined to kill me, yet you seem
just as determined to save me. Why?”

Unable to come up with an
appropriate response, he merely grunted, “Hrrmph!”

Victoria’s eyes flashed in
indignation. “What do you want of me?”

He had no
answer.

* * * *

When Grant allowed
Victoria to go downstairs, he carried a fur to wrap around her.
Caring not what his men thought, he refused to risk her having her
relapse.

Victoria entered the Hall
and shivered. He escorted her to the hearth and moved a chair
closer.

“Nay, I but wish to sit
before the hearth to warm up.” She sat with the fur wrapped around
her and was soon surrounded by four burly dogs. They encircled her
and lay with heads raised on alert, closely protecting
her.

Grant wasn’t pleased to
witness this. These were his attack dogs. Why were they guarding
his prisoner?

A female dog ambled into
the Hall. She recently had a litter and her pups were finding their
feet. The dog headed to the hearth’s warmth, her pups close at her
heels. As she stretched before the fire, five pups nursed. The
tiniest dog tried to work his way in, but the larger pups butted
him out. Looking forlorn, he turned toward Victoria.

She smiled at their
antics.

He scurried over to her,
repeatedly tripping over his own feet. Victoria leaned over to
scoop the animal up and squealed with delight when he licked her
chin. Grant glanced around the Hall at this unexpected sound of
happiness and noticed his men watched as she cooed and giggled at
the puppy. Their glances didn’t look as malevolent as
usual.

Grant had never seen
Victoria react like this, usually remaining reserved around his
men. Eyes alight with excitement, the smile she gave the pup
dazzled everyone. She looked like a child with a prized
toy.

Unaware her actions caused
a stir, Victoria questioned, “What will happen to the puppies?”
Freya, the pup’s dam, came closer and snuggled beside her. Reaching
for the tiny pup, she placed it beside his dam so he could
nurse.

She leaned down to place
her face by Freya’s and murmured, “You did a good job little
mother. Your babies are beautiful.” She rubbed her hand over the
dog’s furry head, petting her with a light touch.

Grant shrugged. “Most will
go to families in my keep. The little one you had will be
drowned.”

“Nay,” Victoria yelled in
shock, shifting her eyes from Grant to the pup and back again. “You
cannot kill him!” Eyes pleading, she begged, “Please do not let
that happen. He is but a babe.”

Grant sounded rueful.
“‘Tis but the
runt, lass. Colin is in charge of our dogs and usually takes the
runt to the loch.” He didn’t understand her upset. They didn’t want
tiny dogs to suffer, and Colin thought it most humane. As she’d
seen, runts rarely got an opportunity to suckle.

“Nay.” With a horrified
look she gathered the tiny, furry animal into her arms. “I’ll not
let you do that. I’ll care for him myself.” Her eyes pleaded with
his. “Please, Grant, let me have him. I swear I’ll take care of
him.”

“But, lassie...” he
protested and rubbed his jaw. She’d never used his name
before.

“Let me keep him,”
Victoria begged as her eyes welled with tears. “I never had a pet
of my own. Please...” She tried to rise with the pup in her arms,
but still too weak, she started to sway.

He caught the stubborn
woman in his arms, pulled her close and held her against him long
after it became obvious she regained her footing.

Breasts pressed firmly
against his chest, Victoria’s breathing soon became as ragged as
his. What was he thinking? This woman was his sworn enemy—his
prisoner. Yet only one thought coursed through his mind—he wanted
to kiss her.

What an absurd
thought.

Something wet against his
arm returned Grant to the present. He chuckled as he glanced down.
The wee pup happily licked his arm. He quickly regained his wits
and moved Victoria away. What hold did this young woman have over
him?

And what could she be
thinking? He’d never consider such nonsense about keeping a
dog.

When he saw the glow in
her eyes, Grant didn’t have the heart to naysay her. He sighed in
resignation. “All right, lassie. You may keep the wee
mutt.”

Several men who sat at the
large trestle table exchanged glances and shook their heads. What
had Grant done? Whoever heard of a prisoner being given a
pet?

When he saw her tire, he
removed the animal from her arms, set him down on the rushes and
ordered, “Go you up the stairs to take a kip.” He reached to pick
her up, but she evaded his hold and scooped the small dog up
again.

“Lass—”

“Nay, Grant,” she
interrupted. “I’ll not leave my puppy downstairs.” She turned and
glowered at Colin. “Something might happen to him if I am not
around.” Her implication couldn’t be mistaken.

“Woman, I will not have an
untrained dog in my bedchamber,” Grant reasoned as he rubbed his
forehead, concentrating. “Put it down.”

She gave an endearing
smile. “If he wets in your chamber, I’ll clean it.”

“Not if,” Grant grumbled, “you
mean when.”
Though he tried to out-stare and intimidate her, he succeeded on
neither account.

Brow raised, he growled,
“Woman, if my men disobeyed my order like you have, they would not
live long enough to boast about it. Do not mistake my hospitality
for weakness.”

Biting her lip, the
stubborn woman met his stare and refused to set the dog
down.

* * * *

Grant rolled his eyes and
grumbled under his breath, but picked Victoria up without another
word. He vowed to address her disobedience apace.

A winsome smile spread
over her face as he carried her upstairs. She cradled the tiny dog
in her arms and stammered, “Thank you m...milord.”

Grant’s head swiveled in
surprise, but he said nothing. A smile of pleasure crossed his face
and he promptly forgot about correcting flaws.

The next morning she
rushed her puppy outside, her praise profuse when he did what she
hoped. She didn’t plan to mention he’d done the same thing in
Grant’s bedchamber. She only hoped Grant hadn’t noticed.

Grant insisted she rest,
so she took advantage of the time to play with her pup. He laughed
when she told him she named him Lancelot.

“Och, is he your knight in
shining armour?” Grant teased.

She stiffened. “Nay, I
believe not in faery tales.” She averted her gaze and looked at the
floor. “My father made quite certain no prince or knight would ever
want me.”

She picked up Lancelot and
hurried away, thinking it a perfect time to change those wet
rushes.

Grant frowned as he watched her
depart. What had the gel meant by that strange comment?

 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


 


The early April day dawned cold
and rainy. Rather than go outside to the lists, the area in every
keep where warriors did their daily training, Grant let his men
remain inside after breaking their fast. They chose to stay in the
Great Hall to listen to their neighbor. A tall, strapping young man
with unruly bright red hair, Geordie and his companions were
offered ale and a hearty meal.

“May God give you a good day,
Laird Drummond.” He gratefully accepted a full tankard and took a
hefty swallow of ale.

“What news?” Grant
questioned.

His mouth full of food, the young
man said, “Edward’s bloodlust was not assuaged after Berwick. He
sent John deWarrene to conquer Dunbar.” He brushed crumbs from his
face before continuing. “Men guarding Dunbar Castle were ready for
a siege, Laird Drummond, but their main army remained outside its
walls at Spottsmuir.” He took another sip of ale to wash down his
food. “Edward’s lackey, Warrene ignored the castle and fought
troops outside. Our men fought bravely, but they hurled themselves
at English troops and Welshmen retaliated with thousands of
arrows.”

The young courier steepled his
fingers and shook his head in disgust. “Da said the Earls of Atholl
and Mar dealt the death knell.” Grant’s men looked puzzled, but he
continued, “Our men couldn’t win without their forces, and the
earls pulled out at the last minute.”

Grumbles sounded
throughout the Hall. Grant tried to silence them so the courier
could finish his tale.

“Confused, our men wound
up trampled by Warrene’s cavalry. Da said our men were so upset
after the earls’ defection they swung their swords in anger rather
than precision, making it impossible for them to win. Da said over
ten thousand Scots were slaughtered on the battlefield. Many of
those injured were lying helpless on the field before being
massacred. He sent me to warn you, since surely we’ll take up arms
against the dastardly English again.”

While the young man relayed his
information, another courier rushed into the inner bailey. “I have
an urgent message for Laird Drummond.”

Grant told his guard, “Admit
him.”

As soon as he stepped inside the
Hall, the man doubled over, trying to catch his breath. “Laird
Drummond, I bear evil tidings.” As every eye in the hall swerved to
him, he nervously shifted from foot to foot before delivering his
chilling message. “Baliol’s surrendered!”

Grant’s men leapt to their feet
and the young man valiantly tried to catch his breath. When he
finally sat, he calmed himself enough to relay, “King John
surrendered to the English after the battles of Berwick and
Dunbar.”

The sense of unease in the Hall
seemed palpable.

The distraught courier reported,
“Baliol and Edward met at Montrose. In front of English and
Scottish courtiers, Edward had Baliol’s coat of arms ripped from
him and thrown on the floor to ensure Baliol’s humiliation.” The
young man reached for the cup of whisky handed him. “They
escort him now by sea to
London’s bloody Tower.”

The overwhelming silence in the
room sounded deafening.

The young man rose. “Thank you for
your hospitality. I must depart posthaste and continue to relay my
sad news. ‘Tis imperative everyone knows.” Grant had Alexander show
the weary man to the door and bid him Godspeed.

When the tumult in the Hall
subsided, Grant swore at the newest revelation and turned to his
neighbor and escorted him to the Hall’s front door. “Georgie, tell
your da we’ll be ready to ride whenever you need us. ‘Tis our
responsibility and privilege to fight for our freedom.”

After the massacre in
which his father had been murdered, the thought crossed Grant’s
mind that he shouldn’t be surprised at the English’s horrific
actions. “I regret nobles have been taken prisoner. English always
keep high ranking Scots alive so they can torture them later. We
must free them as soon as possible.”

Geordie’d reported Sir Andrew
deMoray of Bothwell and his son, Andrew, were hostages. Andrew the
younger was a new acquaintance and had recently gotten married.
Grant met Andrew through Duncan, and the three became fast
friends.

Whenever together, Andrew
animatedly mentioned his beloved lady wife. When he received the
invitation, Grant attended the wedding along with Duncan. Andrew
told everyone, “I hope to begin a family right away.”

Being the best strategist Grant
knew, Grant wanted to meet with Andrew as soon as possible to map
out battle plans. With Andrew’s current incarceration, he’d first
have to rescue his friend.

* * * *

Busy with visiting
couriers, no one paid attention to Victoria. Grant had her
scrubbing walls in his Hall. With the torrential wind and rain, she
felt surprised he didn’t have her doing something outside, so she
might drown.

She hadn’t been told Grant
no longer allowed her outside.

Several times during the
courier’s report, Grant’s men glanced in her direction. They didn’t
trust her and probably wondered if she could hear the courier. She
had no intention of revealing she could. Clearly this version was
slanted and incorrect. Englishmen would never do such horrendous
things.

Too soon the visitors
departed.

She felt bone tired when
she finished cleaning the wall, but she’d wanted to stay and hear
everything. She carried the filthy water to the great portal door,
thinking to dump it and return for a brief respite.

She didn’t reach the door
before Archibald saw her. He strode over and peered into the
tub.

“Where go you, wench?” His
eyes narrowing, he growled out the English term as an
epithet.

“I’ll be right back,
Archibald.” Victoria rolled her shoulders in an effort to hold the
heavy tub. “I assure you I am not trying to run away. I am too
tired and am merely discarding this.” She nodded to indicate the
water.

“And waste good water?” he
jeered, pushing her back into the room.

Victoria blew out a
frustrated breath and answered with a patience she didn’t feel.
“Archibald, this water is filthy. ‘Twould serve no good purpose to
anyone. Let me pass. I vow, you are the most difficult man I ever
met.”

In spite of her protests,
he blocked her path. With a low, guttural chuckle and a gleam of
hate in his eyes, he said, “You know you will want your damnable
bath again this eve. Might as well get it over with
now.”

He stepped forward with a
menacing gait, took the huge tub effortlessly from her hands, and
dumped the murky water over her head.

Victoria sputtered in
indignation under the vile onslaught. Without thought to
repercussion, she lowered her head and ran headlong into
Archibald’s stomach, knocking the breath from him and causing him
to stumble backward.

He released a howl of fury
and grabbed her by her wet hair before jerking her around. He
pulled her arm and twisted it behind her.

She screamed and feared he
might break it.

“Stars!” the angry man
ground out. His lips close to her ear, he threatened, “Do not ever
attack me again, slut.”

Victoria felt his massive
chest heave in anger as he pulled harder on her hair and arm. He
released her by flinging her so hard she flew into the opposite
stone wall, sending white flashes behind her eyes and the remainder
of her body exploded in pain.

“Do you ever touch me
again, woman, I’ll kill you!”

Before she passed out, she
saw him storm away, a stream of curses resounding through the Hall
as his expression darkened with each step.

From a corner of the room
a small girl stared spellbound at the unfolding scene. She
witnessed the entire act of cruelty.

When Victoria didn’t rise,
the girl cautiously approached the other children. It was a
momentous step for Annie, since she always tried to remain
unnoticed. But this was important. She got someone’s attention by
pulling on her arm. With frantic motions she motioned to Victoria,
causing all the children to rush to the unconscious
woman.

Soon men joined the
children to see what the commotion was. Warwick joined the group of
gathering men, and shook Victoria in effort to awaken her. When she
didn’t budge, he told the children, “Fetch me a bowl of
water.”

Grant walked into the Hall
as Warwick splashed water on Victoria’s face. He crossed the Hall
and pulled a face at the sight that greeted him.

When Victoria tried to
sit, she became dizzy. She held her head in her hands to still the
spinning room and her stomach lurched. Before she could stop
herself, she threw up.

“What is amiss?” Grant
asked, backing away. When no one answered, he faced her. “What is
wrong, lass? Why do you not get up? Why are you on the
floor?”

From the corner of her eye
she saw Archibald return and lounge against the wall in outraged
silence, his lip drawn back in a glare of hatefulness. She inhaled
sharply and diverted her eyes. Doubled over in pain, she stammered,
“I f-fell, milord, and hit my head. Naught else.” Her wary eyes
flew back to Archibald, whose own eyes revealed pure
hatred.

Though she tried to be
discreet, Grant perceived the direction her eyes traversed and knew
she hadn’t told him the truth. To her he elevated one brow. “Best
you be more careful, lass. You would not wish to injure yourself
more. Hie you up the stairs and rest now.”

Victoria rose stiffly and
her knees buckled. Warwick shot out an arm to steady her. “I must
put the cleaning supplies away, but—”

“Woman,” Grant growled in
exasperation, his frown remaining formidable. “I said go up yon
stairs. Do not argue.”

“But—”

“Now!”

Eyes wide, she turned and
fled upstairs, her small dog scampering at her heels. Warwick
watched from the bottom of the stairway. Since she had difficulty
maintaining her balance, she swayed awkwardly as she mounted the
steps at a slow pace. If she lost her balance again, she wondered
if the tenderhearted old man planned to break her fall. When she
reached the top landing without falling, Warwick rejoined the
others in the Hall.

Grant said not a word, but
glared in outrage.

Finally he broke the
silence.

“We must get some things
clear.” He began with great deliberation, “When yon lassie arrived
she had bruises on her body and a split lip. Though not pleased to
see them, I could do naught about what happened afore she came into
my care. Nor did I know their cause.” His ferocious look
encompassed everyone in the room. “I can do something now. Somehow
the lass keeps getting injured. It could be she is clumsy and
falls—like she said she did this day. The alternative is she’s
being treated none too gently. That might account for bruises I
continually see. Mayhap she is being grabbed rather than
watched.”

From the rear of the room
Archibald shouted, “How can we be too rough? She is naught but your
prisoner.” No humor showed in the tilt of his lips.

Grant maintained his
patience. “Aye, you have the right of it. She is a prisoner, but
she is my prisoner—not yours. I told you to watch her, not abuse
her.”

His look of fury included
every man in the room. “I do not want her to escape. That requires
she be watched, but it does not require force. So, let me make
myself perfectly clear one last time. From now on she had best have
no new bruises.”

When no one uttered a
word, Grant cocked a brow. “Comprehend you my intent?” His tone of
voice left no doubt in anyone’s mind what he meant.

From the back wall
Archibald again growled, “She is naught but English
trash.”

Grant spun and glared at
his friend. “She is my English
prisoner, Archibald. In future no one save
me will punish her.” He narrowed his eyes. “I strongly suggest you
heed my warning.”

Glaring eye-to-eye with
Grant, Archibald spat in the rushes and walked away.

“Archie!”

“Och, aye, Grant, I
understand your intent—and I dinnae fancy it one bit.” The harsh
exchange between the two men hung in the air, but Archibald never
broke his stride as he left the room.

* * * *

That eve Victoria sat on
the floor near Grant, her food served in a small trencher. Though
he didn’t allow her a knife, he fashioned a utensil she could use
from a small twig, and made no more disparaging comments about
pets.

She smiled and petted her
small dog as it lay dutifully at her side.

While men discussed the
couriers’ visits, Victoria flexed her neck. Despite the brief
respite Grant allowed earlier, her neck obviously still
ached.

Ever aware of her
presence, Grant saw her movements. He turned his chair, stretched
his legs in front of him, then pulled her between his legs. Not
breaking conversation, he checked her neck and shoulder.

She glowered and pulled
away. “Stop that. My neck hurts and I have a blinding
headache.”

“I know, lass.” Grant
frowned. He’d only meant to help. “That is why I—”

“I do not want you to
touch it. I need no one to—”

“Woman!
Haud your wheesht,”
Grant roared to silence her midsentence. “Do not tell me one more
time you do not need anybody. Must you argue with everything
everyone tries to do for you?”

He muttered, “I never met
a more ornery woman in my entire life.” He grabbed the stubborn
woman and pulled her between his legs again, ignoring her
protestations. “Now be silent. I wish not to hear another word out
of your mouth.”

“Is that what those
strange words ‘hud whatever’ means? Silence?” she badgered. “Why
not say what you mean instead of making people guess what you are
saying?”

“It means keep quiet—or in
your case, shut your mouth, woman,” Grant retorted in aggravation.
How dare she make fun of his Gaelic?

“How dare you?” she yelled
in exasperation. “I vow, I cannot believe the audacity
of...”

Grant pushed hard with his
thumb on a particularly painful area, which caused her to take a
deep breath as pain shot through her neck. When she glared up at
him, Grant probed her neck and shoulder as if he hadn’t been
interrupted.

“My mam did this for me
when I injured myself as a lad.” He chuckled and ignored the fact
she railed at him. “Which happened quite often I might add. It
seemed to help at the time. ‘Twill help you, too, if you will but
trust me for once and quit your infernal fighting.” With that he
massaged her neck.

Victoria gasped from the
pain and instinctively grabbed his leg. Taken aback, Grant couldn’t
stop himself from laughing. Not able to turn her head, she shifted
her eyes to glare at him. “‘Tis not funny, milord. It
hurts.”

“I am not laughing at your
pain, lass. I would never do that. I laugh at how familiar you have
become.” Grant chortled as Victoria made a face and frowned. “I did
not think you would accost my person in front of my
men.”

Still she frowned.
What did this man mean?

She found out soon enough
when Grant continued to laugh. “Your hand, lass. You have rucked my
kilt up with the firm hold you have on my body.”

When she realized her hand
clenched Grant’s bare thigh, she moaned in shock and withdrew her
hand in humiliation. She’d never in her entire life been so
forward. What must he think of her?

In an effort to get him to
quit laughing, she grumbled, “You, sir, are no gentleman or you
would not mention such a delicate subject in front of so many men.”
Her attempt backfired when he laughed even harder.

When he thought her
distracted, Grant tilted her head so it rested on his leg and
continued to massage the sore tissues. She seemed too embarrassed
to fight him any further and he realized his purposeful distraction
worked. The muscles in her neck and shoulder relaxed and he
lightened his touch. Not once did he stop the conversation. Soon
her even breathing told him she’d fallen asleep.

As he rose to carry
Victoria to his bedchamber, Warwick smiled. “The wee lassie does
trust you, lad. ‘Tis as I told you afore, she would not so readily
fall asleep around you if she dinnae trust you.”

Grant said naught. Though
the depth of his current feelings surprised him, he smiled as he
walked away.

* * * *

When Grant disappeared
upstairs, his friend, Ian, rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “He is
going to keep her.”

A collective shout of
“What?” filled
the room.

“The lassie,” Ian
reiterated. “Grant is going to keep her.”

“That is not amusing,
Ian,” came a growl of disbelief. “She is English.”

“Och, aye, she is,” Ian
laughed at the obvious. “But have you not seen how he watches her
every move? He is captivated with her. She is charming,
mind.”

“He will get over it,”
Angus grumbled. “She is naught but a momentary
distraction.”

Ian shook his head
adamantly. “She may be a distraction, but I vow there is naught
momentary about it. Mark me, men. He is going to keep her. Were she
not English, I bet he would wed her.”

“Nay!” men shouted in
unison and stared in horror in the direction their young chieftain
headed.

Archibald shouted, “Thank
God that will never happen.”

Ian said no more, but
smiled and arched his eyebrows with a knowing look.

Warwick looked at the
young man a long time with a satisfied smile on his face, then
turned and left the room. He looked as smug as a cat having trapped
a mouse.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


Sennights later Victoria
sat in the Great Hall near Grant. She hated sitting on the dirty
rushes, but it allowed her a chance to rest and Grant tended to
ignore her. So, she acquiesced with little fuss, although she
didn’t understand why he remained adamant about having her nearby.
It seemed he wanted her at table, but couldn’t figure out how to do
so and not lose face with his men.

Seemingly unaware of his
actions, Grant stroked his fingers through her hair while he spoke
with his men.

Victoria used the time to
play with her small dog.

Concentrating on her pup’s
antics, she remained unaware of the attention she garnered as she
giggled in delight. Men smiled and watched her interaction with
Lancelot.

A short, dark, stocky
serving women glared at Victoria and stalked back to the kitchen
grumbling, her eyes hardening with each angry step.

A short time later a young
lad brought a trencher to her and placed it on the ground. He set a
cup of whisky beside it. She didn’t fancy alcohol and couldn’t
imagine them sharing their water of life with her. She’d learned if
she didn’t comment, Grant let her eat in peace. So, she didn’t draw
his attention to the whisky.

She ate while men
discussed comments from another courier. With all the recent
battles, they’d had many visitors over past days.

She could tell Archibald
was incensed when he muttered, “Can you believe Edward exiled our
king after his surrender and stole our Stone of Scone? Took it to
bloody London.” Archibald spat in the rushes with open contempt.
“The foosty scunner had the audacity to have hisself declared King of Scotland on
our holy stone.”

Grumbles told Victoria everyone
shared Archibald’s feelings. What could be so special about a
stone? It should be an honor to have anything placed in magnificent
Westminster Abbey. As a child she’d delighted in her visit there.
Its lavish interior boasted a treasure trove of art, with tiered
sculptures lining its walls. The highlight of her holiday had been
the leisurely cruise down the Thames. Her father hadn’t been
pleased with her presence during the London holiday, but her
grandmother had insisted she join them. It had been the only time
her grandmother prevailed.

Grandpapa told her when Romans
inhabited the mighty town they called it Londinium. Formerly a
royal castle, London’s imposing Tower now served as a dreaded
prison. These Scots weren’t pleased Baliol had been taken
there.

Finishing her meager
offering, she drank some whisky, doubting she’d like it. She made a
face after a few sips and set the metal quaich down. She’d have
much preferred tea like her grandpapa used to bring Grandmum from
China. Her grandmum even had a special caddy she kept locked,
insisting tea was costly. She was determined to lose none of the
special spices. The caddy even had a special compartment where she
could blend the tea to her own taste. Victoria always loved
watching her prepare the special drink and especially loved it when
Grandmum shared it with her.

Grant’s favorite dog
ambled over and plopped beside her. Patting his furry head, she
lowered her mouth to his ear and whispered, “I know not if dogs
should drink, Thor, but they share everything else with you. Would
you fancy the rest of this? It seems a shame to waste something
your master thinks so highly of.” The mutt looked as if he
understood her words, causing her to smile. It delighted her that
to Grant’s chagrin his dogs were friendly with her. At least
someone—or something—fancied her. She moved the cup closer and
watched as Thor lapped the liquid. Like owner, like pet, she
grinned impishly.

She’d have given some to
Lancelot, too, but her pup chose that moment to chase a cat. Quick
to catch it, the two romped in the rushes.

Soon she felt tired and
had difficulty keeping her eyes open. She couldn’t leave the Great
Hall, lest Grant anger that she left before him. She’d discovered
that lesson when she tried to storm away when he wouldn’t listen to
reason—again. Feeling sleepy, she decided to use Grant’s huge,
fluffy dog as a pillow since he, too, seemed to be
resting.

It didn’t take long before
she fell asleep.

* * * *

Hours later Grant stood to
head upstairs. The sound of Tory’s puppy whimpering annoyed him.
What was wrong with the animal? Lancelot usually didn’t whine.
Grant nudged Tory with his foot and told her to quiet her dog. She
didn’t move. He nudged her again. When he shook her, her head slid
off Thor and landed in the rushes, causing Lancelot to whimper
louder. Growing aggravated, Grant told Colin to take the larger
dogs outside. He pulled her by her arm and she stirred, but didn’t
awaken.

She felt as limp as a wet
rag.

Colin shouted, “Thor’s not
moving.” Almost deaf, every conversation he held was at a near
yell.

Grant’s head shot up and
he bent his knee to the floor to check his favorite dog. In an
instant he realized something was amiss. He feared his dog wouldn’t
survive the night. A knot of fear formed in the pit of his stomach.
Turning back to Tory, he shook her. “Woman, wake up.”

Again she stirred, but
didn’t awaken. Grant raised her to a sitting position and she
opened her eyes, but closed them again when her head lolled to one
side.

“Something is wrong with
them both. Mayhap poisoned.” A surge of alarm shot through him. He
stood and gathered Tory in his arms and rushed two steps at a time
to his chamber. Emitting a low growl, he shouted over his shoulder,
“Bring something to purge the poison.”

His men looked as if he’d
spoken in a foreign tongue.

Warwick followed. “Lad, we
know naught of how to help the lassie. None of us know about herbs.
Your mam took care of such things.”

Raking his hands through
his hair, Grant gazed at Tory. He’d placed her atop his bed and she
looked as pale as death. Shaken by her stillness, he knew if they
didn’t do something soon, whatever ailed Thor might kill Tory as
well. Anger boiled within him. Clenching his fist, he turned to
Warwick. “Have someone fetch that strange woman that lives in the
woods. ‘Tis said she knows about healing.”

“The witch?” Angus
queried, eyes wide in amazement.

“Och, she is not a witch,
auld man,” Grant answered in exasperation. “Just strange. Hurry.”
Upset, he walked to the ewer and basin and moistened a cloth to use
on Tory’s warm forehead.

* * * *

Going to the castle wasn’t
what Agnes planned for her evening. She’d have been happy to never
set foot there. She hadn’t been given much choice, though. See if
she’d help them with some nonsense of healing someone!

After he pulled her up to
Grant’s solar, Finlay pushed her inside. Grant turned as he heard
the commotion. “You came.”

Spitting into the rushes,
the old woman grumbled and glared at the large man who’d dragged
her from her house. “As if he
gave me aught choice! Pulled me right out of my
house, he did. Threw me over his shoulder like I was naught but a
sack of wheat.”

Grant glanced at his men,
who merely shrugged.

“You said to fetch her,”
Finlay answered, “and she dinnae wish to oblige.”

Finlay resembled a fierce
Viking and used whatever means he thought necessary to accomplish a
task. The large man had long blond hair and sky blue eyes. One look
at his size and ferocious appearance usually made people acquiesce
to his wishes. If they didn’t, he took his threats one step
further. He never failed.

In effort to ease the
growing tension, Grant directed the old crone’s attention to Tory.
“This woman has been poisoned. I need you to give her a purgative
to remove the poison. Whatever someone gave her almost killed one
of my dogs as well. I needs you to heal them both.”

Agnes looked at the bed
and again spat in the rushes. Grant frowned at the crude gesture as
she asked, “Is this the English I heard about?”

Grant nodded. She
certainly wasn’t very ladylike, although that should have been
obvious from her disheveled state. In total disarray, her clothes
were filthy and her hair hung limp and stringy. Although her face
looked weathered, her eyes were striking and clear.

“And you want her saved?”
she queried incredulously.

Grant again nodded, gazing
at her in stupefaction over what he considered a daft
question.

The old woman approached
the bed and looked at Victoria, then turned and looked as closely
at Grant. “Why do you want her saved? Why not let her die? From
what I hear, ‘tis what everyone wants.”

Grant absentmindedly
brushed his hand over the top of Tory’s head. “My reasons are none
of your business, auld woman. She is my prisoner and I want her
alive. That is all you need know.”

Agnes studied him anew
before moving. The look on young Drummond’s face revealed far more
than he knew. Amusement lighting her wrinkled face, she cackled and
reached inside her shift, pulling out a small bag attached to her
corded belt. She selected several herbs and told Grant she’d need
hot water. Grant dispersed Alex. Upon his return, she stirred herbs
into the water and approached Grant’s bed.

When Agnes raised
Victoria’s head so she could swallow the foul smelling liquid,
Grant stayed her movements with his hand. A threatening look
clouded his eyes. “Do not give her anything that will make her
worse, auld woman. You will not like the outcome if you
do.”

Without a word of
acknowledgement she ignored Grant. She poured the foul tasting
liquid down Victoria’s throat, then placed the young woman’s head
back on the pillow. Within minutes Victoria groaned in pain and
threw up everything she’d eaten earlier.

Grant watched as the bossy
woman pushed filthy grey streaked hair from her eyes and ordered
everyone to leave the room. She didn’t have to tell them twice!
Grant remained, steadfastly refusing to budge. Again Agnes poured
the foul smelling liquid down Victoria’s throat with the same
expected result. She continued until dry heaves wracked Victoria’s
body.

“Take this with you,”
she’d told Angus as she handed him the foul smelling potion. “Use
it on his lairdship’s dog.” She assumed he was having the same
outcome with Grant’s dog.

She removed Victoria’s
clothes and cooled her heated body with water from the nearby ewer
and basin.

Grant came closer. Even
though worried about the young woman on his bed, his body reacted
to her nakedness. He knew it was the last thing in the world he
should be thinking right now, but blessed St. Michael, though
ashen, the woman on his bed was an absolute vision.

Agnes chose that moment to
glance over her shoulder. She teased, “Och Laird Drummond, does it
excite you seeing the lassie naked as the day she was
born?”

Grant shot her a look of
scorn. Drat her for noticing. He already knew how inappropriate his
reaction was. “Of course not, auld woman,” he blustered over his
embarrassment. “Do not be mouthing such nonsense. I am watching to
make certain you harm her not.”

“Och,” she cackled with a
mischievous twinkle in her eyes, “so that rise in yon kilt is not
your manhood?”

Grant shifted
uncomfortably and glared.

“And I thought you brought
me here because you cared about this woman.”

“Rubbish,” Grant boomed,
his brows creased together in a line of disapproval. “I told you
she is my prisoner, naught else.”

“Aye, I can see that.” A
pointed glare at his crotch and an amused smile made her mouth
twitch. Blessedly, her glare made his body finally relax. He needed
to concentrate on the well-being of the young woman in his
bed.

What was it about the girl
that made his body react when his mind knew full well the
inappropriateness of such thoughts? Here she was, lying near death,
and his wayward mind could think of naught but how much he wanted
her healed so he could take her to his bed.

Nonsense! Such musings
were the thoughts of an inexperienced lad, not someone as worldly
as himself. She was his prisoner, naught else.

He fooled no one but
himself.

* * * *

The pain in Victoria’s
stomach felt unbearable. She heard people talking, but couldn’t
understand them. Why couldn’t she focus?

“Can you do naught for her
pain?” Grant sounded worried. Her eyelids fluttered open, but
immediately closed.

“I imagine her belly is
quite painful after the poison,” the wizened crone sympathized.
“Someone in your keep has a mighty hate for the wee lassie. A
warmed stone might help. We could heat one in yon hearth and place
it on her belly. The warmth should alleviate some pain, but ‘twill
be difficult to keep it there. Any time she moves, she will knock
it off.”

“Warm the rock, auld
woman. We will think of some way to keep it there.”

To Grant’s dismay, Agnes
proved correct. The flat stone wouldn’t stay in place since
Victoria tossed about too much. Exhaling in resignation, he
gathered the fragile woman in his arms and sat in his favorite
chair before the hearth. Though he felt discomfited as Agnes
watched his every move, he cradled Victoria in his lap, placed the
warm stone on her belly and held it there.

Victoria calmed in his
arms. Agnes warmed stones, swapping them for ones that cooled. They
continued this throughout the night. Come morn Grant placed the
deathly ill woman on his bed and stretched to work the kinks from
his body.

Over the next days Agnes
remained close to her chieftain’s young captive. She bathed Tory’s
skin every day with mint water in an effort to break her fever, and
witnessed with glee the tenderness the young man showed the lass
when he thought no one watched. If he left the room for any reason,
he always returned with the same question, “How does the lass
now?”

Prisoner, my foot, she
thought wryly, experiencing a degree of amused
satisfaction.

Finally Tory’s fever broke
and she could sit abed. Her small dog needed no invitation to join
her. At her first movements to rise, he bounded onto the bed. Tory
smiled and rubbed the small animal’s head.

Greeting Agnes with
warmth, she enquired, “Thank you for your efforts. Why have I never
seen you around the keep?”

“Because I dinnae fancy it
here,” Agnes began with more than a hint of sarcasm, “and most
folks dinnae want me near them.” With a mischievous glint in her
eyes she added, “They think me a witch.”

Victoria’s eyes widened.
She cocked her head to assess the wizened old woman. “Are you?” she
asked doubtingly.

Agnes’ mocking snort
provided all the information Victoria needed.

“I did not think so.”
Victoria gave Agnes a long penetrating look, then smiled and
impulsively placed her hand atop the old woman’s weathered hand.
The woman shot her a surprised glance. “But you do know a great
deal about the healing arts.”

A non-committal grunt
proved the only response Victoria received.

Agnes prepared to leave
Drummond’s home and return to the safety and solitude of her small
hut. She gathered her remaining herbs into her small pouch. The
dense forest surrounding her home provided the quiet she preferred.
With the lassie mending, there were far too many people in this
castle for her liking. She’d been away from her home too long and
looked forward to the peacefulness it afforded. Bone tired, she
ached and fought to keep her eyes open. She hadn’t left the young
woman’s side.

Agnes felt something
special about the lass. She thought her pleasant. The wee mutt
fancied her as well and animals usually had good instincts. He
hadn’t left Victoria’s side the entire time she remained
unconscious. Then again, neither had young Drummond.

Agnes thought that quite
telling.

She approached her young
charge one final time and leaned forward to look into her bright
eyes, taking her true measure. An aura of mystery surrounded the
lassie.

Agnes could feel
it.

She patted Tory’s cheek
and chuckled. “Young Drummond thinks I used magic on you to make
you better. I think you are the one who holds the magic and has our
chieftain spellbound.”

Tory started to protest,
but Agnes cut her off. “Nay, dinnae be denying it to an auld
buzzard like me. These auld eyes see far more than people think. I
dinnae sit alone with you day in and day out, you know.” When Tory
wrinkled her brows, Agnes saw she truly didn’t understand. “The
young chieftain sat with you every day.”

She added with a
mischievous cackle, “It would almost make it worth living inside
this bloody keep to see this play itself out. I dinnae misdoubt
things will prove interesting.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


 


The call to arms Grant
expected came several days later. The time had once again come to
place his peoples’ lives in harm’s way. He made plans for half his
men to aid in the protection of their country, the other half would
stay to tend his castle—and his prisoner. Prior to his departure,
he determined to ensure her safety. It didn’t take him long to
determine who’d poisoned her, nor to oust Elfrieda from his castle.
He hoped this would serve as warning to everyone the lass wasn’t to
be harmed. Jealous women, indeed.

Warwick planned to
accompany Grant, so while Grant rushed around making final
arrangements, Wick made a few of his own. He gathered together men
who would remain to guard the castle, met them eye-to-eye and
bluntly said, “Best you plow no seeds in the laird’s garden whilst
we are gone men. Mark my words on that.”

Several pointedly stared
at Tory as she sat in a chair before the hearth. A young man looked
at her with undisguised lust. “English or not, I would not mind
giving her a belly.”

Warwick glared with
contempt. “You’d best not be getting the lass with child, fool.” He
warned, “She’s a comely lass, men. Dinnae underestimate our laird’s
feelings. Keep your hands to yourselves.” Amidst grumbles, he
turned and issued the same order to the Captain of the Guard.
Warwick determined Grant’s young charge would be safe.

For reasons he didn’t
understand, he felt protective.

* * * *

After completing endless
chores, Victoria walked out to the courtyard. She enjoyed being
outside after being cooped inside the castle so long. She glanced
to the fields in the distance and saw a child fall. When he didn’t
get up and run around, Victoria rushed to where he’d fallen. Unable
to rouse him, she picked him up and carried him back to the
keep.

Thinking her trying to escape,
guards grew violent.

Angered by their actions,
Victoria whirled on them. “This boy is injured and I plan to tend
him. Do not think to hinder me.” Her tone and combative stance
caught the guards off balance. In control, she dismissed
them.

“Take your filthy hands
off me. Now! I have work to do and you shall not stop me.” Victoria
shot them a defiant glare, jerked her arms away, and proceeded into
the Great Hall. The guards seemed so shocked with her unexpected
take-charge attitude they let her pass.

Victoria ran upstairs to
Grant’s solar and grabbed her small basket. She’d gathered herbs
whenever the guards left her alone. Those moments had been
rare.

She carried her basket so
she wouldn’t spill precious herbs and returned to the Great Hall
where she’d laid the injured lad on a table. The floor would have
been preferable, but she thought it too dirty. With dogs ever
present and men spitting in the rushes, Victoria didn’t think it an
environment conducive to injuries. I must
address that with Grant, she thought as
she hurried toward the injured lad. The current state of the
castle’s cleanliness—or lack thereof—simply couldn’t
continue.

Victoria noticed she’d
acquired an audience. One wrong move and she’d be dead. She had no
doubt their explanation would be more than sufficient for their
laird.

As she checked the boy’s
injuries, Victoria recognized him as Iain. He was Cook’s son and
Cook hated her almost as much as Archibald.

Iain would have a headache
from the lump on his head, but his predominant injury appeared to
be a broken arm. Since she only had a small amount of boneset, the
small boy’s size pleased her. She thought him about five or six
summers. As she mixed herbs, from the corner of her eye she
observed men gathering. All the better to drag her off and torture
her. She rubbed the back of her neck to ease the
tension.

The small boy wailed when
he regained consciousness. Victoria leaned closer.
“‘Tis all right,
Iain. I shall fix your arm and you will be quite as good as new.”
His wails intensified. Restraining him, Victoria diverted his
attention and swiftly set his arm. His shocked look and loud yelp
told her the distraction succeeded. After she applied medicaments,
Victoria fashioned a small cast.

Knowing a small boy would
never hold his arm still, she tore the bottom of her kirtle and
fastened a small sling. She’d have used her chemise, but she didn’t
have one. She’d have to go around with a torn kirtle from now on.
She doubted anyone would care enough to replace this one. She
cradled the sobbing boy, then rocked and talked to him in a
soothing voice until he calmed.

Iain’s parents stood
nearby frowning. Victoria shifted Iain so he couldn’t see them. He
needed to calm down and the hatred on his parents’ faces wouldn’t
help. Cook looked ready to tear her hair out by its roots. From the
dark looks he shot her, he’d probably be happy to do so, but for
some reason his wife restrained him. Mayhap she wanted the honors
herself.

When he relaxed, Victoria
motioned Iain’s mother closer. She transferred him to his mother’s
waiting arms. “I shall mix an herbal potion so he will sleep.” The
boy needed rest and her datura mixture would be what he
needed.

She gave his mother a
pointed look. “I know you do not like me, but please let Iain drink
what I shall give you. Do not think to spite me by not doing so.
‘Twill not be me you hurt, but Iain. He’ll be in pain without it.”
Gracefully rising, she went upstairs to return her herb basket to
Grant’s large master solar.

She carried only the
datura down with her.

Victoria smiled when she
saw children crowded around wee Iain, looks of unconcealed awe on
their faces. He’d be important the next days with his cast and
sling. Soon things would return to normal for the small boy. She
said a silent prayer of thanks.

She also thanked God for
making Grant’s men allow her to treat the boy. She’d felt certain
they would try to stop her.

* * * *

The next day children
shadowed Tory, having a million questions. Where had she come from?
How did she know how to treat Iain? Could they help gather
herbs?

She felt certain their
parents would soon call them away, but while they were with her she
answered their questions as honestly as possible. “I shall be happy
to let you gather herbs if you are around during my free moments.”
To her surprise, an outspoken lad named Adam with strawberry
colored hair brazenly approached the guard. “Can Laird Grant’s
prisoner take a wee break to gather herbs?”

Douglas surprised her when
he shrugged. “Aye, if she does not take too long.” In his early
twenties, he had wide shoulders and sandy brown hair.

The children grabbed her
by her hands, then ran ahead of her until they reached the herb
patch. Sounds of children’s laughter echoed throughout the keep as
they ran and played. More herbs could be found outside the castle
gates, but she’d never be allowed out there. The children ran in
circles, but were careful where they stepped once she cautioned,
“You might trample tender herbs.”

Victoria glanced around
the keep and saw a young girl watching from a distance. When she
asked her name, the children dismissed the information as
unimportant before saying, “Annie.”

A small girl with dark
curly hair named Sorcha told her, “Annie is strange. I never heard
her speak. She saw you fall that day in the Hall and got Rhiannon’s
attention.”

After more prodding they
told her, “Annie’s parents are dead. We know not where she lives.”
They thought nothing odd of her staying on the outskirts and
dismissed her from their thoughts while all tried to speak at
once.

Enjoying her moment of
relaxation, Victoria tried to discover as much about the children
as possible. She delighted Rhiannon when she told the legend behind
the young girl’s name. The children sat entranced while she regaled
them with the story.

Rhiannon mentioned, “Mam
told me the tale before, but you know even more of it.”

Since she didn’t want to
take advantage of the young guard who let her take this
unprecedented break, Victoria informed the children, “We must
return to the courtyard. Thank you for helping me fetch herbs. I
hope I see you on the morrow.”

She doubted it would
happen.

The next day children
again shadowed her. Victoria worked inside the Great Hall after she
asked her tall, handsome young guard, “May I concentrate on the
floor? The rushes sorely need changing.” She worked while children
scampered and played. They constantly ran over to her and asked
questions which she laughingly answered.

Douglas glanced her way
upon hearing her lilting laugh.

When Victoria stopped to
rest, the children gathered around her and begged for another
story. Surprised at their request, she delighted in doing just
that. The children sat in rapt attention while she wove her tale.
From the corner of her eye she saw Annie watching from a
distance.

Exhausted by day’s end,
Victoria dropped down on her mat in Grant’s bedchamber. The
children seemed to like her. Smiling, Victoria fell into a deep
peaceful sleep and didn’t stir until early morn.

Following days continued
in much the same fashion, with children easily approaching and
spending time with her. She looked forward to their time together
and wove tales every day. Annie always stood close enough to watch
and listen, but never close enough to participate. Victoria’s heart
went out to the small child. In many ways Annie reminded her of
herself as a child. She’d always been on the outskirts, too, since
her father wanted nothing to do with her.

Adults also seemed
friendlier. Though not seeking her out as the children did, they no
longer tormented her. When Gavin, one of Grant’s men-at-arms,
received a gash on his arm during daily sword training, the
children asked her to treat him.

Victoria didn’t know
whether he’d allow her to tend him or not, but she gathered her
herb basket and sought him out. After his initial surly refusal,
Gavin grudgingly agreed. He was a handsome young man with dark
brown hair and eyes as blue as the sky. Daily she checked his arm
for infection.

Soon Gavin spoke on a
regular basis. She treasured those moments and noticed other men
were no longer quite as abrupt either.

To her surprise, one
morning Iain ran to her. “Lady Tory, Da burned his hand when hot
water tipped over. He needs your help, but will not ask.” Knowing
how much Cook hated her, she doubted he’d let her anywhere near
him. Nonetheless, she rushed upstairs and gathered hyssop,
goldenrod, and coneflowers.

Entering the kitchen, she
approached Cook with an assurance she didn’t feel. “I would like to
look at your hand. Iain asked me to tend you.” Eyes wide, the small
boy stood to the side and nodded, confirming the fact. Cook’s
injured hand was wrapped in old rags and cradled in the palm of his
other hand. Even though he kept his expression stony and blank, she
could see his pain. When he didn’t speak or shout obscenities as
she’d anticipated, she moved closer and reached for his hand.
Although she fully expected him to slap her with his uninjured hand
or to verbally assault her, she unwrapped the cloths. She
paled.

When he didn’t pull away,
but met and held her eyes, she led him to the nearby table. He
lowered his massive bulk into a chair. She took her basket to the
counter and mixed a poultice from the three flowers. She knelt
beside Cook. “‘Tis of utmost importance this burn be kept clean and dry.
Where might I find clean cloths?”

Cook spoke for the first
time. “To the right of the hearth, on the top shelf.”

She got them and tore them
into strips.

When she finished treating
his injury, she gathered her herbs. “I’ll be pleased to change your
dressing on the morrow.” Without another word she headed out the
door and up to Grant’s solar, smiling all the way. Cook hadn’t
thanked her for her attentions, but neither had he kicked her from
his kitchen.

* * * *

After she told the
children their daily story the next day, Victoria thought it the
perfect time to check Cook’s hand. She decided to try something
she’d mulled over for hours. She turned to the children. “I am
going to check Cook’s hand. I shall see you on the morrow.”
Stopping in her tracks, as if in afterthought, she turned back and
sighed. “I seem to have forgotten my herb basket. Annie, would you
run up to Lord Grant’s solar and fetch it for me? ‘Tis in the
corner near my mat. You cannot miss it.”

The small girl’s eyes grew
wide with surprise and she began to retreat. Several children
volunteered to retrieve the basket, but she calmly asserted, “Nay,
I appreciate your volunteering, but I wish Annie to help me this
day. Perhaps you could take turns doing things, but only if Annie
is willing to help us start this game.”

Victoria smiled at the
child and beseeched, “Will you do that, Annie? Will you help me and
start a game of assisting with a new adventure?”

Annie stood still as a
rock, staring wide-eyed from her safe distance. Her mouth twitched
in indecision. Holding out her hand to the little girl, Victoria
smiled in encouragement. “I need your help, Sweeting. Will you aid
me?”

She felt heartened when
Annie suddenly smiled back. To everyone’s surprise, Annie nodded
and ran into the keep. Within minutes she reappeared, carrying
Victoria’s herb basket. She handed it to Victoria with a smile that
dimpled her cheeks, then once again retreated to the edge of the
group. She returned the young girl’s smile. “You did such a good
job, Sweeting. Thank you for taking such good care of my herbs and
not spilling them.” Smiling, she turned and walked into the
kitchen.

She no longer dreaded
getting up each morn.

* * * *

With green clad hills
rising sharply behind him, Grant approached his castle. Och, it
felt good to be home. He drank in the sight of nearby mountains.
Evidence of their harsh winter had quickly faded, with few
mountaintops covered with snow. Gorse appeared in full bloom and
created a bounty of yellow splotches amidst the hills’ green
backdrop.

The call from Geordie’s
father came sooner than Grant hoped—and things hadn’t gone well.
Tired and dirty, at least his injuries weren’t too bad. He couldn’t
say the same for his men. Dougal seemed mortally wounded and others
were grievously injured, with arrow wounds and sword
slashes.

Past days’ events had been a
disaster.

Edward’s men had been on a
rampage. After their win at Berwick, it seemed they couldn’t be
stopped. Edward’s onslaught captured Dunbar, Roxburgh, Jedburgh,
and Dumbarton. Tension escalating throughout Scotland seemed
unbearable, as vile atrocities were committed along the way. They
couldn’t lose sight of danger Edward posed. He was ruthless,
evil.

It hurt to admit Edinburgh Castle,
commanding a strategic site on Castlerock, had been captured. Built
in the eleventh century, the imposing castle had steep cliffs on
three sides and a long descending ridge on the fourth. It sat
amidst a backdrop of dramatic hills and valleys. Perched atop the
basalt core of an extinct volcano, it had been the royal residence
of Scottish kings. Now the bloody English held it.

Grant envisioned the English
destroying tiny St. Margaret’s Chapel, Edinburgh’s oldest building.
Built in honor of King Malcolm III’s saintly lady wife, the chapel
had been around since 1100. Grant prayed the English would leave
the old chapel alone. He snorted in disgust, doubting that would
happen.

Edward’s demands and destruction
were unbearable. He cared only about laying waste to
Scotland.

Passing heather-clad, craggy
hills, Grant’s men entered this fray, joining brave troops.
Ill-disciplined Scots broke rank and hurled themselves at English
troops, allowing the English army to storm across the field. Cut
down by English soldiers, they were quickly showered by thousands
of Welsh arrows. Mutilated bodies soon littered the battlefield.
Armed with little more than fierce determination, it had been a
miracle anyone escaped. The thought made Grant sick.

Afterward, Edward returned to
England, convinced Scotland had been subdued. Riding south, he’d
been overheard making the insufferable comment, “It does a man good
to rid himself of such shite.” Grant had no doubt he’d been
referring to Scotland and its people.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


 


Grant rode home to Crieff,
or Craobh as it
was known in the Gaelic, its name meaning ‘among the trees.’
Holding the area’s most important cattle market, Highlanders came
far and wide to sell to lowland buyers. Known for hanging lawless
Highlanders, Grant suspected Murrays in the area often wished those
with the name Drummond were included in those being
hung!

The current situation in Scotland
seemed abominable. Edward had truly become a power to be reckoned
with. Grant’s thoughts roiled in turmoil as he neared his home.
Built on a volcanic rock by King Alexander I, Stirling Castle had
been lost now, too. Whoever controlled the towering fortress
guarded the River Forth’s lowest crossing point and held almost all
of Scotland. Because of its importance, Stirling changed hands more
than any Scottish castle since William the Lion had been captured
there. Grant grumbled, “They won that battle, men, but we shall win
the war. Mark my words on that.”

He regretted no one at home had
the calling of a healer. His men were grievously wounded and his
mother no longer lived to tend them, God rest her soul. He flinched
when reminded how much he missed her.

He cringed when he thought of
sustained injuries. These men were his responsibility, his family.
How would he see them cared for?

While men rode under the
portcullis, people streamed from the Great Hall. Women wailed when
they realized the seriousness of their men’s injuries and mourned
the passing of those who hadn’t returned. They were used to wounds
since their men were always off fighting somewhere. That could only
be expected since they had a reputation for being the best warriors
in the Highlands.

These injuries were
worse.

While Grant removed his
helm and mail shirt, injured men were carried into a room to the
left of the Great Hall. Women rushed around gathering water and
strips of material to bind wounds. Grant watched the proceedings,
unable to rise from where he’d slumped against the wall. Tiny hands
tugged at his sleeve. He glanced down and saw Rhiannon standing
shyly at his side. A tiny sprite, her smile charmed everyone. Grant
guessed she must be about seven summers now. He wondered why the
wee lassie had come outside. She was too young to see so much
blood.

Grant tried to rouse
himself to shoo her away, but Rhiannon shook her head. With light
brown hair and expressive blue eyes, she implored, “Laird Grant, do
not send me away. Da is here.”

Rhiannon’s father was the
most severely injured. He’d always been one of Grant’s faithful
younger men. Dougal rode with him with nary a grumble and had
repeatedly proved his fealty to Clan Drummond.

Heaving a deep sigh, he
remembered a skirmish in nearby Wales. Dougal thought he’d fallen
in love with a young Welsh girl he’d seen in town. Though only six
and ten, he’d pleaded with Grant to let him kidnap the young woman
and fetch her to Castle Drummond. Grant thought it the daftest
thing he’d ever heard since Dougal just met the lass and Grant
thought him far too young. Dougal wore him down and had, indeed,
brought Gwenhwyfar back with him. In hindsight, Grant thought it
hadn’t been such a daft idea considering their present happiness;
however, at the time she screamed and fought all the way to
Drummond Castle.

No different than the way
my Tory fought to get away from me while fetching her to my
home.

He shook his head. Why
think of his prisoner now? He’d thought of her constantly while
away from home. No matter how often he tried to shake her from his
thoughts, her image continually reappeared. It had been
disconcerting when trying to sleep after a long day’s ride only to
have his body think of her that
way. Those thoughts made it virtually
impossible for him to sleep.

Shaking his reverie aside,
he faced Rhiannon. Dougal’s only child, she was his pride and joy.
To Dougal, the sun rose and set on the wee poppet.

Grant had been told the
lass’ name meant Great Queen, after a Celtic deity—the one who rode
a white horse and always had gentle birds around her. She’d been
falsely accused of killing her firstborn child, but had been
acquitted. During her trials she endured horrible treatment with
pride and dignity. Like my Tory has since
being here.

Grant glanced toward
Dougal. Gaping wounds on his left arm and thigh screamed of
violence they’d witnessed. Grant drew Rhiannon close. “I know,
Sweeting, but you shouldn’t be out here. The men are sorely wounded
and there is naught you can do to help.”

The young girl nodded
violently. “Och, but I can, Laird Grant. I can truly.”

He looked at the sprite
quizzically. “Rhiannon, what speak you of? You know naught of
healing.”

“Och, I know,” she rolled
her eyes with obvious exasperation at the absurdity of his comment,
“but Lady Tory does. She would help if I but asked. Should I get
her?”

At Rhiannon’s words, his
head shot to attention. He hunkered down painfully to her level and
looked into her solemn blue eyes. He asked less than patiently,
“Speak you of my prisoner?”

His eyebrows raised in
skepticism.

The little girl nodded
more slowly now and bit her lower lip. She looked up into Grant’s
face and cast him a fearful glance, clearly doubting the wisdom of
coming to him. She said so softly Grant barely heard her, “Aye,
Lady Tory is a great healer.”

Grant shifted position and
sat on the ground. Och, how his body ached, yet he gently lifted
Rhiannon into his lap. “Tell me what you speak of, lassie. How
would you know such a thing?”

Rhiannon bit her lower lip
and stilled, watched her father being carried into the Hall with
other injured men. Her mam walked beside him, holding his hand. He
attempted to allay the child’s anxiousness and fears by smoothing
hair from her face. She seemed such a sweet, good-natured
child.

“Whilst you were gone,
Lady Tory spent her free time with us we’ans.” When Grant looked at
her questioningly, Rhiannon hastily continued. “She did not shirk
her duties, truly. She stayed muckle busy and always finished her
chores. Please do not be angered.”

Grant found it amusing the
lassie worried about his prisoner. Lady
Tory? When had they begun calling her
that? He’d have to get to the bottom of what happened while he’d
been gone. Right now he needed to find out about this healing
thing.

“‘Tis all right, Rhiannon.
Tell me what my prisoner did.”

“Ooh, she tells lovely
stories,” the child clapped her hands and smiled an impish grin.
“She even knew about my name! She told me more than I ever heard
afore.”

Grant could tell this
really impressed the girl, but he still had learned no pertinent
information. “Och, Sweeting, that is fine, but tell me about this
healing.” He tried to temper his impatience so Rhiannon wouldn’t be
frightened.

She glanced toward the
door where her father disappeared. “Cook’s son fell and landed on a
large rock and Lady Tory saw him. No one else did, mind, and he
would have lain out there. He might even
have died!” she exaggerated in her
childish way. “Lady Tory dashed to Iain and gathered him into her
arms. The guards ran after her, mind, thinking she tried to run
away again.” Pausing, she added in a conspiratorial voice, “You
know how she always insists on leaving.”

Grant grimaced. Even the
children knew Tory tried to escape. Rhiannon broke into his
musings. “She’d already started back toward the keep when they
caught up with her, but they grabbed her and jerked her arm. They
were so mean.” She shook her head sadly as she remembered. “They
tried grabbing wee Iain from her arms, but she pulled away, glared
and stomped her foot.” When he smiled, she continued in an impish
whisper, “Lady Tory yelled at the guards.”

Smiling at the vision this
conjured, he could envision Tory stomping her foot and yelling.
She’d done it with him enough times when demanding he let her leave
his castle. He felt glad for once someone besides him experienced
the sting of her sharp tongue.

Oblivious to his thoughts,
the tiny girl made a face. “She told them she knew they hated her,
but the wee laddie was injured and she planned to tend him whether
they fancied it or not. She stormed into the Great Hall and up to
your bedchamber. We all followed to see what she would do, mind.”
She drew a deep breath. “She reached into a corner and brought out
a wee basket, then went back to the Hall to treat Iain.”

Rhiannon’s eyes widened
with excitement as she warmed to her topic and shared the rest of
her news. “She’d gathered herbs whenever allowed to rest in the
courtyard. We thought she fancied pretty flowers. Laird Grant,” she
gasped incredulously, “she had a whole basket full! She drew things
out of her basket and healed Iain. Truly.” Her excitement grew.
“Iain broke his arm, and she fixed it! Lady Tory used plants and
made a fine cast for his arm.

“After she finished, she
sat on the floor and croodled him in her arms ‘til he quit his
yammering. While she held him she told him his name meant
‘appointed by God.’ Is not that wonderful?” came her awed question.
She stopped for a minute and held her breath. When Grant said
nothing, she continued in a rush, “Of course, I know not
what appointed means, but that matters not. Wee Iain were really mean to her
afore, Laird Grant, because his da and mam hate her.” She shrugged
her shoulders and added sadly, “Because she’s English, you
know.”

Grant nodded and tried not to
reveal his growing impatience at not learning the information he so
yearned to know.

“Do you not see?” she blurted. “If
she healed Iain and he were mean, mayhap she would heal my da, too,
even though you have all been mean.” She said this last with a
displeased frown, clearly thinking everyone should be wonderful to
Tory since she’d been kind to them. “Please, Laird Grant,” the
lassie implored and lifted her bright eyes to his. They brimmed
with tears. “Please ask her to help—or let me. I know you’ll not
approve, but ‘tis liking her I am. She lets me spend her free time
with her whenever I want and says I am not a pest. Please!” She
burst into a round of fresh tears. “Please, Laird Grant, Lady Tory
is so kind and gentle.”

Gentle? Tory?
His Tory? Could wee
Rhiannon really be talking about the wildcat he’d left the morn he
and his men rode out under the battlements? The quick-tempered
woman who’d stormed at him again and again that he must release
her?

Why couldn’t she
understand he wasn’t of the mind to do that? After a pause, Grant
asked himself a different question. Why
wouldn’t he even consider her plea? He
shook his head. He didn’t have time for such thoughts right now.
He’d visit Cook and get his side of Rhiannon’s story. Surely it
couldn’t have happened as the lassie said.

* * * *

In astonishment, Grant
slowly exited the kitchen. He tried to hide his surprise with a
satisfied smile. Cook verified Rhiannon’s story. “Och, aye. The wee
princess was a saint. She mixed three flowers into a poultice when
I burned myself.”

It appeared his Tory had
indeed tended people in his absence—from wounds, to lice, to colds.
Gavin, one of his men, let her treat a gash on his arm—and
apparently had been more than willing to do so. Not to mention her
treating Iain.

His lass had been busy
indeed.

Cook called her a saint!
The man hated her, yet now called her a saint. When Grant left for
Dunbar, Cook called Tory ‘Princess’ in a derogatory fashion.
Now, he called her the wee princess with a sense of awe.

He heard Tory might be in
the garden, which explained why she hadn’t heard the commotion of
approaching horses. His mother had always loved the garden’s
serenity. His grandfather built it in a location that would remain
peaceful and away from the busy fortress’ noises. He felt a pain as
he remembered the garden both his mam and granddam loved so much.
He shouldn’t have let it get overgrown, but going out there brought
back bittersweet memories. It just plain hurt. He’d loved his
mother so much. Everyone had. She’d been the kindest, gentlest
woman he’d ever known, and his home hadn’t been the same, nor had a
healer, since her death. He missed her.

A muscle flexed in his jaw
as he thought of her death, and an aching sadness turned to hatred
as unbidden memories flooded over him.

Stepping around the
opening into the enclosed garden, he drew up short. Tory knelt on
the ground pulling weeds near a stone wall, her small dog
scampering playfully at her side. Her face glistened in the midday
sun’s heat, and tendrils of dark hair stuck to the side of her
face. His heart skipped a beat at the sight of her.

Och, it felt good to be
home.

Tory’d begun to bring his
mother’s garden back to life. Why? What did she care what it
looked like? It certainly hadn’t been on the lengthy list of chores
he’d left for her in his absence. The garden was the last thing
he’d have thought about. Rubbing his jaw, he shook his head and
admired the garden’s beauty and peacefulness. No wonder his mother
had loved it so.

His grandfather originally
laid out the garden for his grandmother, who’d loved plants and
flowers. The stately copper beech trees and yews planted years
before still flourished. As they did every year, the leaves on the
copper beech were turning from olive and tan to burnished copper.
The bright leaves brought a riot of color to the garden. His mother
always exclaimed, “How delightful!”

His grandfather had
statues from Continental Europe brought in for his lady wife, since
she loved angel statues. When Grant’s father wed, Grant’s mother
had taken as much interest in the garden, which pleased his
granddam. His father expanded it and even surprised her with a
carved stone sundial which stood in the center of the massive
garden. Though only a lad, Grant remembered the joy on his mother’s
face the day it had been delivered.

The thought flashed
through his mind that the garden and Victoria were both exquisite.
Without a conscious thought his body responded to the luscious
curves of her body. She seemed such a contradiction, this woman—at
times tough enough to stand up to anything and other times
vulnerable and in need of protection. His
protection.

She looked like a woodland
sprite amongst the garden plants and Grant stood enthralled. He
thought mayhap he’d have new statues brought in for Tory since she
seemed to care for the garden as much as his mam and granddam had.
A walkway around its outer boundaries would be the perfect
addition. He made a mental note to get Tory’s ideas on
it.

He had no doubt she’d be
there to see the project completed.

Studying her avidly, he
approached and saw a smudge of dirt across her cheek and nose.
Somehow the lass always managed that, almost being worse than the
lads in his courtyard. They always had dirt on their faces,
too.

When he hunkered down
beside her, Victoria stilled. For no discernible reason her heart
pounded. To her annoyance, his nearness always set her senses
awhirl. “I did not hear you return, milord. I am glad you are
safely home. Is everyone well?”

Victoria couldn’t take her
eyes from his handsome face. She’d thought about him so often while
he’d been gone, although she knew not why. Of course, she’d never
tell him that. He’d get a swelled head and read something into it
that certainly shouldn’t be there.

He looked
tired.

“Nay lass,” he began in a
subdued voice, a pained expression crossing his face. “We are not.
Our men are sore injured. I am here because I have heard remarkable
tales of a sweet lass in my castle healing people in my absence.” He said the last
with a grin.

She felt herself blush
while he rubbed the pad of his thumb lightly over the dirt on her
cheek. She hoped she looked unaffected by his words.

Grant sobered. “Is it
true, lass? Are you a healer?”

Victoria stilled and
cautiously answered, “Aye.” She knew not if he’d approve. Mayhap
he’d be cross. “But I never shunned my work. I prom—”

He waved a hand to cut her
off. “My men have not been the most courteous to you,” he admitted
apologetically.

Victoria shook her head
slowly in agreement, wondering what he meant. Courteous indeed.
They’d been downright hateful.

Grant quickly answered her
thoughts. “Would you consider tending them in spite of
that?”

He seemed reluctant to
ask.

When she didn’t
immediately answer, Grant continued in a defeated tone, “I will not
force you. You could do more harm than good if even I tried, but my
men have families that love them.” He sighed deeply. “I love them
as well, and would not wish more harm to come to them than already
has.”

His eyes troubled, he
paused then cleared his throat, probably to continue, but Victoria
no longer listened and started rising. She took in his weary, dusty
appearance. “I’ll do whatever I can. When Grandmum taught me the
healing arts, she made me promise never to use my gift to hurt
anyone.”

Looking askance she
laughed shakily. “Of course, she never dealt with the situation of
healing one’s captors.” Growing silent, she murmured, “Your men may
not wish me to treat them, though, and I’ll not do so if they are
against the idea. I’ll help anyone I can, but will not force myself
on them.”

Grant nodded in agreement
while they walked from the garden. The breeze blew lightly through
her hair and he desperately tried not to conjure up a vision of
that last part of her statement. Force
herself, indeed. He’d bed her in a
heartbeat, but wouldn’t tell her that. Unfortunately, certain parts
of his anatomy weren’t in total agreement and responded on their
own.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


 


After rushing up to
Grant’s bedchamber, Victoria gathered her herb basket. She washed
her arms and hands in the basin, then hurried to where Grant waited
at the foot of the stairs. He escorted her into a room where a
flurry of activity prevailed and men moaned in excruciating pain.
The air hung fetid with blood and infection.

Rhiannon threw her arms
around Victoria’s legs, looking wet-eyed up at her friend. “You
came. I knew you would. Did I not tell you, Laird Grant?” she
purred victoriously as she grinned at him. “I told you she would
come.” She grabbed Victoria’s hand and drew her toward her father.
“Look at my da first.”

Victoria tried to glance
at everyone as she approached Rhiannon’s father. Her stomach and
mind rebelled at the depth of misery she witnessed, dried blood
everywhere, and the putrid smell that encompassed the room. When
she took inventory of Dougal’s wounds, he pulled away. His eyes
searched for Grant, found him standing at the foot of the
pallet.

“‘Tis up to you, my good
friend,” Grant answered the unspoken question in Dougal’s eyes,
“but I hear from several people, your Rhiannon amongst them, that
Tory truly is a healer. She is the only one we have and I admit I
would fancy seeing you healed.” Grant paused when Dougal didn’t
respond. “Will you at least allow the lass to look at
you?”

Dougal’s wife, Gwenhwyfar,
laid a hand gently on his brow. “Aye, Sweeting, ‘tis true. The lady
has the power of healing. Let her treat you for meself and our
we’ans.”

A young woman with a
pleasant face, she had brown hair and large eyes the blue of a sky
on a cloudless day. She’d been kind since Iain’s accident and the
children had taken to accompanying Victoria. Rhiannon joined them
daily.

Through his pain, Dougal’s
head snapped toward his beloved wife’s face, his eyes asking a
silent question.

“Aye, Sweeting,”
Gwenhwyfar lovingly responded to her husband. “I said we’ans.
Rhiannon and a new wean on the way.” She gently stroked his cheek.
“I beg you let the lady help. I believe she’s a bandruidh. Aye,” she solemnly
clarified at his questioning glance, “a white lady, a healer. God
has given her an amazing gift.”

With a tear coursing slowly down
his cheek, Dougal met Victoria’s eyes and nodded his assent. She
didn’t know if the tear came from his pain, fear of her treatment,
or the wonderful news he’d once again experience
fatherhood.

She rather hoped it the
latter.

* * * *

Never had she been faced
with helping so many injured people and she questioned her skills,
feeling uncertain. Feeling the tensions rising in the room, she
nevertheless determined the extent of each man’s injuries,
receiving glares all the while. The unmistakable stench of rotting
flesh told her she must act quickly. Inspection completed, she
approached Grant. “Might anyone be willing to assist? ‘Twill be
impossible to treat everyone at once, and the longer we wait, the
worse their situations will get.”

Heading to the Great Hall
to gather recruits, he assured her, “Many will work hand-in-glove
to assist.”

Upon their arrival
Victoria announced, “I shall need warm water and clean rags.” She
didn’t have the heart to tell them she couldn’t use the ones
already gathered.

Duncan asked, “What need
we do first, lass?”

She furrowed her brows,
thinking. “I only have a small basket of herbs, naught enough to
treat all the injuries. Even if you escort me outside the gates to
gather more, we have no time.”

Grant looked at her
evenly, his face impassive. He seemed to be making a decision. “Mam
had an herbary. If you wish, I’ll escort you there to see if there
is aught you can use.”

“Grant,” she exclaimed
excitedly looking around the small, cluttered room, “your mother
must have been quite gifted.” At his nod of agreement she rushed
on, busying herself with gathering herbs. “Surely anything we need
is here. I’ll take some things. If I need more we can
return.”

Walking back to the
sickroom, she warned, “Willow bark needs be brewed to dull the
men’s pain. It tastes bitter, but ‘tis important they drink
it.”

For reasons he couldn’t
explain, a measure of tension left Grant’s shoulders as he walked
side-by-side with the young woman.

Back with the injured men,
Grant asked, “What need we do?”

She shifted her eyes
between men lying on the ground and those waiting to assist. Biting
her lower lip, she hesitantly but firmly said, “They must be
stripped.”

To a man, mouths gaped and
an appalled response resounded, “What?”

A wry smile touching his
lips, Grant calmly eased her away from the others.

“Nay, milord,” she said,
jerking her arm from his grasp. “Do not try to dissuade me. It must
be done and must be done now. I need them washed to assess their
wounds. As ‘tis now, I cannot tell which is a wound or merely dried
blood.”

Grant’s men
glowered.

Clearly frustrated with
their lack of assistance, her patience wore thin. “Look, I bloody
well care not what they look like beneath their clothes, but it
must be done. Now either help or get out!”

Grant shot a frown at her
use of words, but said nothing.

Still in shock, but at an
almost imperceptible nod from Grant, his burly men moved toward
their fellow warriors and did what the bloody Englishwoman wanted.
She suddenly seemed far too bossy.

Once men were bathed with
a wash of pressed garlic and mint and covered with light cloths to
protect their modesty—or hers—she checked each person’s injuries.
Reaching Archibald, he pushed her from him with his little
remaining strength, radiating fury.

“Nay!” he yelled, spewing
Gaelic curses. “I’ll not have this bloody witch touch me. I would
rather die. She’ll poison you, not help,” he spat in derision.
“English only know how to kill and maim!”

Uncertainly she looked at
Grant and he shook his head. “Nay, lassie, we agreed only those
that wanted your help would be the ones you treat. If Archibald
wants not your care, that is his decision. You would only
exacerbate his hatred.”

Shoulders slumped in
resignation, she approached Rhiannon’s father. Closer examination
revealed his wounds far worse than she’d originally thought.
Already infected, she’d need to reopen both wounds before treating
them. How? She wasn’t a chirurgeon. Did she have enough comfrey?
She’d need it not only for those injured, but to calm her own
nerves.

She turned to Grant,
fearing his reaction. “I shall need a knife.”

Again, from around the
room, she heard a resounding, “Nay!”

“Nay, lassie.” Grant took
silent assessment of her. “I cannot allow that, mind.” His
expression made it clear he wouldn’t change his mind or brook any
argument.

“Then you do not really
want me treating them.” Victoria stubbornly shot back, coolly
ignoring his glare and giving him another glimpse of her
stubbornness. “If that’s the case, I might as well leave. Moreover
if you think I care one whit what you think of me, you are sorely
mistaken.” She shrugged as if she had no care in the world and
nothing they said mattered.

How far from the
truth!

Approaching her in two
long strides, Grant dragged her to the side of the room, and in
response to her declaration said menacingly, “But you should, lass.
Your life depends on what I think. Naetheless, I cannot give you a
knife. My men would not allow it. I must naysay you.”

Ready to explode, Victoria
explained slowly, as if talking to a child, “I understand your
feelings. You have made them perfectly clear since fetching me
here. Howbeit, these wounds need to be cleansed, and cleansed
quickly.”

She waved her hand around
the room. “I understand the situation. If I do naught, most will
die. Their wounds already fester. Neither can I guarantee what I do
will help. I can only try. No matter what, you will not think it
good enough.”

Grant opened his mouth, no
doubt to roar at her, but Victoria cut him off with her own raised
voice. “But this is not about winning and losing. ‘Tis about saving
lives. If I do not treat them, they will die. ‘Tis as simple as
that, Laird Drummond. And, if I treat them and still they die, you will blame
me.” She paused, wetting her lips. “I know if that happens, you
will probably kill me.”

Lowering her voice, she
glanced around the room, saw men nodding. “I accept that, but I
believe Dougal may have chain mail imbedded in his wounds. To
remove it, I must cut the surrounding infection. You asked me to
help, but are not allowing me to do what ‘tis necessary. I believe
this is what God would have me do. ‘Tis what my grandmum taught me
years ago. Pray let me try,” she whispered hoarsely, perilously
close to tears.

She knew the importance of
time and they wasted that precious commodity arguing.

Grant stared at her a long
time without speaking. The silence in the room seemed deafening. He
drew out his dirk. Clenching his jaw in fierce determination, he
ignored grumbles around him. Eyes riveted on her face, he held
Victoria’s wrist and placed the dirk in her palm. Conversation
muted, he leaned forward and said between gritted teeth, “Do not
make me regret this decision. Do nothing that will purposely harm
my men, or...” His words trailed off.

Victoria swallowed, nodded
her agreement and walked briskly to the fireplace, knowing
precisely what he’d left unsaid. Fighting back a shiver of dread,
she placed the dirk’s blade in the pot of boiling water. Trying to
further cleanse it, she held it over the hearth’s flame. Steeling
herself, she returned to Dougal. “You must hold him.”

Though terrified, she
tried not to show it.

After giving him a healthy
dose of whisky, someone placed leather in Dougal’s mouth for him to
bite. Several men held him to keep his body from thrashing. Bending
over Dougal’s pain wracked body, Victoria poised to make her first
incision when Angus cursed and grabbed her wrist. Breath ragged,
her eyes spun to meet his. His dark grey eyes blazed and
narrowed.

“Dinnae do anything you
shouldn’t, woman. If you do, you will not get out of this room
alive. Mark me on that.”

“I know, Angus.” Turning
to begin her incision, her hands shook and sweat broke out on the
back of her neck. She hoped since Dougal’s name meant God’s
messenger, God would take a particular interest and guide her hand.
She needed His guidance.

Indecisive about her
ability, she hesitated. Taking a deep breath, once she started, her
hand moved surely and swiftly. After cleaning away much of the
infected area on Dougal’s thigh it still appeared too red. Though
unable to express her concern, she didn’t like the look of it.
Knowing all eyes bored into her, Victoria leaned over Dougal again
and dug deeper with the dirk’s tip. The man let out an excruciating
yell, then blessedly passed into unconsciousness. Men grumbled
behind her.

Soon, the dirk’s tip hit
something hard. Carefully probing, she let out a whoop and slowly
extracted a piece of mail imbedded within the wound.

Several men nodded in
approval. Her relief was so great, she felt faint. She needed to
sit, had no time. Too many wounds remained.

“Drink,” she croaked,
running her tongue between parched lips. “I need a
drink.”

Alexander asserted, “I’ll
get some ale, or whisky if you prefer.”

“Thank you Alexander, but
I shall need my wits about me this night.”

Clearly thinking that a
barmy statement, he fetched her something other than ale or their
water of life.

Victoria breathed deeply. “I fear
his wound will need needle and thread put to it. ‘Tis too deep to
close on its own.”

Grant nodded
acknowledgement.

Her face shining with
beads of sweat after suturing the injury, she hurried to the
counter and mixed a poultice of comfrey, flax, and yarrow. Soon a
tankard was handed to her. Accepting it gratefully, she downed it
in three gulps as men often drank their ale.

Returning to Dougal, she
applied the poultice to his wound and gently wrapped strips of
cloth around his thigh to bind it. She hoped it would stem the
bleeding and promote healing.

After treating his slashed
arm, she thought told Grant, “Though infected, it does not seem as
bad as the leg.” Back she headed to the boiling water.

Returning, she saw Dougal
had regained consciousness. Drat. Why couldn’t the bloody heathen
stay knocked out? Then he wouldn’t feel the pain as badly. Once
again, she placed the leather strip in his mouth. Dougal tried
giving her a wan smile, but she thought it never quite made it to
his lips. She nodded at him, indicating she understood, and
concentrated on cleaning out the infection.

* * * *

Glad to have that ordeal
over, Victoria verily hoped Dougal would be her worst patient. Bone
tired, she didn’t think she could treat too many injuries like
that. Evening shadows darkened the room as she walked among the
men, tending wounds. Tension dissipated, but still she felt their
mistrust.

Hours later she finished,
thinking the worst over. Although she’d tend them throughout the
night. Too much chance of infection setting in.

Exhausted, she thought she
might pass out.

His arm around her weary
body, Grant escorted her into his Great Hall. “You have to
eat.”

She sat heavily. Working
for hours, she’d far exceeded the point of exhaustion, had shadows
under her eyes. Too tired to make the effort to tie it back again,
her hair had become unbound and cascaded down her back.

Men milled around the Hall
waiting to hear about injured comrades. Glancing toward them, she
noticed Stiubhart’s arm bleeding. “What happened to your arm?” She
leaned forward to get a better look.

His volatile temper
erupted. “‘Tis
naught but a wee cut. Naught to worry about.”

Exhausted, she rose from her chair
to check his arm only to have it rudely jerked it away.

“I said ‘tis only a scratch!”
Stiubhart growled.

Moved to anger, she lost her
temper, had an overwhelming urge to scream. Having tended the worst
of their companions, things obviously would return to how they’d
been before—despising her again. After hours spent treating those
most injured, she couldn’t take any more anger.

With a willful tilt of her chin,
she yelled, “I just spent hours tending your friends with
scratches! I’ll be
damned if I’ll let you sit here untended because you’re too
stubborn to ask for help!”

Grant rose at her outburst.
“Woman! Do not speak thusly to my men. Women do not use such
language in my home! Neither God nor I approve.”

Eyes wide, she sank slowly into
her chair and burst out laughing, extreme fatigue causing near
hysteria. Her laughter earned another glare from Grant.

“God does not approve of a woman
using a bit of profanity?” she sputtered sarcastically. “Rubbish!
Your men spew garbage from their mouths daily. You think God
approves of that? I think not! Besides,” she switched thoughts,
defending her actions, “I only tried to help. It matters not if a
cut is large or small. If untended, it can become
infected.”

Grant ignored the last part of her
dissertation. “‘Tis all right for a man to use profanity. ‘Tis expected. I
repeat, ‘tis not proper for a woman, and I’ll not tolerate it.
Another such outburst and I shall beat you, and there is the end to
it.”

Paling at his words,
Victoria turned away. She thought it no more than she should have
expected. Just because he hadn’t beaten her before, she should have
known his true colors would be revealed in time.

He was, after all, a
man.

Turning back, she mumbled
a half-hearted apology. “I am willing to tend anyone who only
has minor cuts and
scratches.” Softening her words, she
reiterated, “It will not take long and would be in your best
interest.”

Grant nodded agreement and
sent one of his vassals into the darkness of night to tell anyone
injured they should return to the Hall if they so wished. He
remained by the hearth, one hand on the mantle. He frowned.
Was that fear in her eyes?

Grant reconsidered the
recent conversation. She’d been her usual argumentative self,
standing up to him as she always did. She seemed fearless, quite
headstrong, yet the moment he’d mentioned spanking her, her entire
demeanor changed.

He wondered at the abrupt
change. Surely a lass as stubborn as his wee prisoner wouldn’t be
afraid of a spanking. He envisioned her getting as many in her
youth as he had. Once the present crisis abated, he’d get to the
bottom of this mystery. He felt too tired right now.

How could one lassie be
such a bossy piece of goods?

Victoria peered up from
her trencher and saw most of Grant’s men heading into the Hall.
They didn’t appear happy about being summoned, but they all looked
injured! Merciful heavens, what had she gotten herself into? One by
one, she tended them. Many only required vinegar and St. John’s
Wort to cleanse their wounds and staunch minor bleeding.

“‘Tis important this be
kept clean. Come see me at the first hint of infection or if
binding cloths need changing.”

As the wee hours of morn
approached, everyone left the Hall and she sank beyond exhaustion
into the closest chair. She didn’t think she could possibly stay
awake, yet turned to Grant with furrowed brow. “Milord, am I to
believe you were the only man in the entire battle not
injured?”

He grimaced.

“Come now,” she teased
with a tired sigh. He’d been too quiet by half while she tended his
men and hadn’t moved from the hearth, gripping the mantelpiece.
“Would you do less than you asked of your men?”

Glaring, he inhaled
sharply, walked slowly to the table and sat heavily on the chair
beside her. He inched his kilt up to expose his left thigh. Her
eyes widened at the deep gash. Merciful saints, he hadn’t been
casually leaning against the mantle. He held it to try and ignore
his own pain. Neither had he planned to tell her. Eyebrows knit in
worry, she cleansed the area and put a poultice on the
wound.

Stubborn man!

 


 


 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


Victoria wrapped clean
strips around his thigh. Grant said nothing throughout the entire
process, but his eyes never left her face. He’d forgotten how much
her touch affected him.

“Is that your only injury,
milord, or have you other wounds you do not wish to tell me
about?”

He grumbled about her
forwardness, but lowered his plaide and tried to remove his shirt.
She stood to help. “Your chest!” she gasped. “The slash is worse
than your leg.”

He again sat and Victoria
knelt in front of him, gently cleansing the wound. He winced and
exhaled heavily, but wouldn’t admit the extent of his
pain.

Her fingers moved gently
over his chest while she applied a poultice. Finally he could stand
it no longer. The pain in his chest felt unbearable, but the soft
touch of her fingers was driving him to distraction!

He fought to ignore her,
but failed miserably. Leaning down, he framed her face with his
hands. Tilting her head back to face him, he lowered his lips to
hers and brushed them with a feathery kiss.

Victoria gasped, but
didn’t pull back as a shudder of awareness coursed through her. She
neither responded to, nor resisted his advances, but her look of
shocked innocence gave him pause. Certainly not the reaction one
expected from a town whore. With a growl of desire that tore from
deep within his chest, he pulled her head to his.

He tried to part her lips with his
tongue, but Victoria blocked him, appearing flustered. The lust in
his body traversed to his manhood. Saints alive, the lass obviously
had scant experience kissing. At least it seemed as if she didn’t
know how to return his kiss. He couldn’t explain the delightful
rush that brought him. He’d teach her, of that he felt certain, and
he had all the time in the world.

In that instant
realization struck. He’d never let this woman leave his
castle.

He pulled away slowly from
the kiss and looked deep into her eyes. She tried to lower her
head, but he refused to let her. A flush rose to her cheeks, but
neither said a word. He stared into her eyes, as if reaching to the
essence of her being. His lips again seized hers and he pinned her
against his firm, hard body, ignoring the pain caused when she
brushed against his wounded chest. When she gasped, he thrust his
tongue inside her mouth before she guessed his intent.

Her senses were awhirl as
she felt stirrings she’d never felt before. Victoria pulled away
from his embrace and tried to bring herself back to reality, her
breathing rapid. What just happened? Why had he kissed her? More
important, why had she let him?

It felt
wonderful.

Turning, she reapplied the
poultice, then picked up cloths and completed dressing his wound,
trying not to look into his eyes. That felt too personal—like he
could see more than she wanted. She had to get away. Now! She
needed time to figure out what happened and why she felt as she
did. Her inexperience in no way provided answers to the bewildering
and wonderful feelings he provoked in her.

She had to
flee.

Finishing her
ministrations, she picked up her basket and without a word returned
to the sick room trying to fight the strange fascination that drew
her close to him.

Grant didn’t follow. He,
too, wondered what he’d done. And just as Victoria had
questioned—why had he done it? And why did
he want to do it again?

Most of the men were up
and about within three days. After their initial reluctance to
having Tory treat their wounds, many of his brave warriors returned over the
next days to let her change their dressings. He laughed, knowing
their seeking his lass out had naught to do with the state of their
wounds.

Archie worsened
daily.

Victoria said, “If Archie
does not receive treatment soon, he’ll die. His fever dreams
increase and no matter how many times the men to cool him with mint
water, it has been to no avail.”

She finally determined
she’d tend him herself. She couldn’t let him die.

She gathered her herbs and walked
toward Archibald as Grant entered the room. With a measured tone,
he asked, “What are you about, lass? Archie does not want you near
him. ‘Twould be most unwise to ignore his wishes.”

Victoria’s head jerked
when she heard his voice. She took a hasty step backwards before
retorting, “But he’ll die from his stubbornness and I refuse to let
that happen. I must try and help him.”

“Nay—” Grant’s face
tightened in displeasure while he moved closer—“you will not.
Archie specifically said—”

“I care not what he said,”
Victoria challenged, rounding on him in anger. “And I am going to
treat this stubborn oaf. Howbeit why I certainly know not. ‘Tis
probably too late. You cannot let one of your men die, Grant
Drummond, simply because he is pigheaded.

“Besides,” she said, her
nerves stretched taut, “if I treat him while in his fevered state,
he’ll not know I had anything to do with it. Let the bloody heathen
think he healed himself! Indeed, he may think himself invincible,
but he’s not. You should know that by looking at him.”

She placed her hands on
her hips. “If you’re going to try and stop me, you will have to
drag me from this room, because otherwise I will treat him.” Frustration lanced
through her as they glared at each other before she ordered, “Get
out of my way.”

After a few minutes of
neither budging, Grant gave a barely imperceptible nod and moved to
let her pass. His face held amused approval. Bloody heathen
probably couldn’t believe she’d had the audacity to tell him
off.

Removing the linen
covering Archibald’s body, she thought she’d be ill. Two of his
wounds had festered to the point she no longer held any hope for
his survival. As she’d done with Dougal, she heated Grant’s dirk
and cleaned Archibald’s wounds.

Grant held his friend,
knowing pain would be intense, even if Archie didn’t appear to be
conscious. They’d waited too long. He couldn’t blame this death on
the girl. Archibald brought this upon himself. The fact she’d saved
all his men had been a miracle.

God verily had guided the
lass in her healing.

He shook his head, struck
by the fact he’d never met a woman like her. She now tried to save
the person who’d been cruelest. She seemed a complex creature, his
prisoner. At times she had a sense of fear and underlying
insecurity and at other times—like the way she’d taken charge and
cared for his men—she exuded calm and confidence.

Archibald didn’t regain
consciousness. For days she tended him, placed new poultices,
changed binding cloths, and tried to cool his body of its
debilitating fever. Since mint water hadn’t worked, she switched to
elderflower water.

The remaining men were
mobile and even Dougal had almost recovered. As Grant surveyed the
room, he realized they all had much to thank her for. She’d been
brave in the face of surrounding agony.

* * * *

The following day Victoria leaned
over Archibald to change his binding cloths. She was alone with
him, since everyone had recovered enough to return to their homes
or sleeping areas. Her eyes were red-rimmed from lack of sleep. To
Grant’s frustration, she refused to leave the room while anyone
remained.

Archibald’s eyes opened.
Through the charged stillness in the room, he jerked himself out of
bed and grabbed her. Fisting his hand, he knocked her to the floor
and flung himself atop her. Flattening her beneath him, he choked
her. She desperately tried to fight, but the man seemed mad. She
tried to scream, but no sound emerged since Archibald choked her
too hard.

“I told you I dinnae want
a bloody English witch touching me.”

The loud commotion brought
people running into the sick room. Seeing the tussle, Grant dashed
toward Archibald, grabbed him by the hair, and yanked him off Tory
with a solid jerk.

She rolled away, gasping for
breath. Her neck hurt and her breath seemed pinioned there by fear.
She raised her hands to her neck to ensure Archibald really didn’t
have her anymore. The next thing she knew, Grant scooped her in his
arms and rushed her from the room. She tried to look back to see
what happened, but had no strength.

She’d have ordered Grant
to put her down, but it felt too good to be held. She felt safe.
This one time she wouldn’t raise a fuss.

Heading to his bedchamber,
Grant took the steps two at a time. He opened the door with one
hand and kicked it shut once inside. He lowered Tory to his bed.
“Are you all right? Faith, woman, I told you not to touch the man,
but nay, you always must have your way. This time it almost killed
you!”

His last words came with a
glower.

She tried to answer, but
failed to get her voice to work.

Grant brushed her hair
from her face with his roughened fingers while she took in large
gulps of air. She looked so pale. Why wouldn’t she answer him? He
needed to know if he should do anything. Stubborn woman! In
vexation, he shouted louder than he meant to. “Are you all right?
Answer me!”

She slowly nodded,
wheezing harshly. “I...I am all right. I just must catch my breath.
And aye, I already know you were right, so you need not rub that in
my face.” After taking several more breaths, she queried, “Is
Archie all right?”

“My men are subduing him,”
Grant answered, anything but pleased with her at the moment. “When
Archie gets angered, ‘tis muckle difficult to calm him.” He smiled
ruefully. “We might need to give him one of your wee potions to
knock him out again.”

Victoria nodded, but made
no move to rise.

The door flew open and Ian
strode into the room.

“Is she all right?” At
Grant’s quick assent, Ian told him, “Took six men to subdue Archie.
We did it, though.”

He turned toward Victoria.
“I do not think it a good idea for you to go down the stairs for
awhile, lady. Have you roused Archie enough for one day.” He
shifted his eyes between Grant and Victoria. “The next time we may
not arrive in time to pull him off you.”

“Please tell everyone
thank you,” Victoria said softly and sincerely. “Indeed, I
appreciate all you did.” She hesitated briefly. “I know ‘twould
have been easier for everyone involved if you let him kill me, but
I thank you for not allowing that to happen.”

Before the tears building
in her eyes could spill over, she said, “I think I fancy being
alone. I vow I need time to gather my wits about
myself.”

At Grant’s silent
approval, Ian left the room. Grant, however, didn’t.

“Please leave.” Her voice
quavered. “I really wish to be alone. I think I’ll have a bit of a
lie down.”

“I know you do, lass.”
Grant gathered her gently into his arms and enveloped her in the
circle of his embrace. “I’ll stay just the same.”

Unable to hold her
emotions back, tears fell. Gulping air between great choking sobs,
she fell into the comfort of Grant’s arms while he whispered soft
words in the language his men often spoke. She understood nothing,
but it sounded peaceful.

When Grant felt the
shudder of her sobs subside, he loosened his arms.

Victoria looked through
tear-brushed lashes and asked into the awkward silence, “Why do I
muck everything up? Father was correct after all. I can do naught
right.”

Victoria’s eyes shifted to
her hands, but not before he caught a glimpse of their pain. “I
only tried to help.”

“Och, but Archie did not
know that, lass,” he consoled as if speaking to a child, his
expression softening. “His body has been wracked with fever for
well o’er a sennight now and I misdoubt he thought clearly when
waking to see you above him. When I naysay you in future, best you
heed me.”

She worried her hands in
the fabric of her kirtle. “But what if I make a mistake
again?”

With a tenderness that
surprised even him, he smiled. “You will, lass.” At her look of
shock and surprise, he explained, “That can happen when one helps
people like you have. You’d not be human if you never made
mistakes.”

He wondered why she always
mentioned killing her. She seemed to expect it.

Needing a diversion, he
went to the washstand, then wrung out a cloth to wipe her face.
With her body pressed to his, he felt in danger of losing control.
Taking a deep breath, he gazed at the young woman on his bed. With
dirt smudged on her face, she looked like a lassie playing in his
courtyard.

Unbidden, the thought came
to him, my wee lassie.

* * * *

Grant had no trouble
finding chores for Tory inside his keep. Her assignments seemed
endless. To her delight, one day he assigned duties in his library.
Though unusual for this part of the country, his father had amassed
many books. “I want the room and its contents cleaned and dusted.”
He seemed surprised when she smiled.

After hours cleaning, she
glanced at the books. Since Grant didn’t place as many guards on
her when she stayed inside his castle, she remained alone. She
approached the floor to ceiling bookcases, leaned down, glanced at
several books on a lower shelf and selected one.

She settled on a chair,
opened the book, and perused it. Engrossed, she didn’t realize how
much time elapsed, or hear Grant open the library door and enter
the room.

“I did not let you stay
inside to shun your duties. I expected you to see to your
chores.”

Shocked, she jumped to her
feet, dropping the precious book with her actions. Quickly bending
to retrieve it she rushed to reshelf the tome.

“I finished. I
just...wished to glance at the lovely drawings,” she stammered in
panic. She tried to think of a logical excuse for her actions. “The
cover looked so lovely, I but wished to see if there were drawings
inside.”

“It looked like you were
reading.” He looked at her quizzically.

Paling, she tried to laugh
off his words. “I am just a woman, milord. Surely you could not
have thought that.”

Grant frowned and looked
uncertain. “Finish quickly.” Shaking his head, he exited the
room.

Her knees shook in delayed
reaction.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


 


A loaded wagon trundled
into the courtyard while Grant worked his men in the training
lists. Auld Gofraidh came by once or twice a year to sell his herbs
and wares.

Grant shouted to the
children gathered around Tory. “Fetch Cook.” Though expensive, he
liked his food well seasoned. He started to return to his
practicing, but stopped. A delight to behold, he always enjoyed
watching Tory.

Once again his young
prisoner had children gathered around her. He laughed when he saw
one youngster looking at her with undisguised adoration. The young
lad—all of four summers—obviously had a case of calf’s love. Her
sunny disposition seemed to draw children like a wave to the shore.
He couldn’t begrudge her the time with them, though. She always
completed the chores he set forth daily, usually doing more than
ordered. Lately, she spent much of her time healing people. No
matter how many chores he assigned, she made time for the wee ones
and they adored her for it. Even though parents warned them about
the hated Englishwoman, they only saw someone willing to spare time
for them when no one else would. Even their parents began to come
around. Now the bairns had Tory playing peevers and tag. The air
abounded with giggles and shouts as children chased each
other.

Wee Annie stood at the
group’s edge watching, a look of yearning in her eyes. Though she
never joined in, she never seemed far from Tory, as though bonding
with his prisoner in her own fashion. Tory had asked him about
Annie, but he really knew little about the girl. As chieftain, he
needed to check into such things. He was, after all, responsible
for all his people’s welfare.

Tory kept his home
spotless. She tackled things he neither demanded nor dreamed she’d
do. Things no one else would do. Rarely resting, with everything
she did around the keep she always seemed in a state of near
exhaustion, yet never denied the children any of her
time.

She’d cleaned his Great
Hall, though he’d thought that impossible. Since his mam’s death,
that huge room had been deplorable. Victoria removed the old rushes
and added new ones, generously sprinkling in garlic to rid the room
of fleas brought in by dogs. She added rose petals to fragrance the
Hall whenever stepped on. Now the children could play without being
bitten by fleas and his men could roughhouse. They used to love
wrestling each other and could do so again. The lass made it a
pleasure to be home.

He finally admitted he’d wanted
her to fail. To his amazement she hadn’t. She rose to whatever task
he assigned, no matter how unpleasant. And she did it all with
grace.

Most of his people had
picked up the children’s habit of calling her lady. That irked him. She was his
prisoner.

How had this feisty woman
turned that around?

He turned back to his
lists when Victoria rose and walked toward the Great
Hall.

He turned at a loud shout
and saw the grizzled old man move from his wagon. The man called
out again and glanced at the Hall. As he walked toward the wagon,
Gofraidh called, “My lady! Is that ye?” Grant couldn’t imagine whom
the old man thought he saw. As he decided the man daft, the peddler
shouted, “Lady Victoria, is that really you?”

When Tory paused before
entering his Hall, he stopped cold.

Turning, she saw the
peddler calling out and waving. She strained to see him better,
then raised a hand to her mouth and gasped, “Oh!” in surprise
before running back to the courtyard and into the auld man’s arms.
She flashed a rare and ravishing smile and threw her arms around
his neck. He spun her around and joy lit their faces.

The two laughed loudly and
spoke in unison. “Is it really you, my lady?” and “What are you
doing this far North, my good friend, Godfrey?”

He didn’t fancy this turn
of events. She’d never laughed like that for him, or flung her arms
around his neck. Striding toward them, he jerked Victoria away from
the peddler. Without thought to his words, he boomed acidly, “Dare
you touch my woman without my permission!” He rounded on Victoria.
“How know you this man?” The girl obviously hadn’t been as open and
uncomplicated as he’d thought. He shot her a reproving
glare.

Catching the peddler
totally off guard, the old man stammered as he jumped in fright and
broke into a nervous sweat. Victoria said nothing, but stilled and
met Grant’s angry gaze before his eyes moved to the
peddler.

The peddler eyed Grant
warily and waved his gnarled hands. “I knew this lovely lass her
entire life, Laird Drummond. I meant no harm.”

Grant pressed, “I asked
how you knew her?”

With Victoria standing
behind him, Grant couldn’t see her. She silently warned Gofraidh to
say no more. Fear froze inside her that her friend might reveal her
identity.

“I sold my goods to the
cook at her manor, my lord,” the old man said hesitantly. Victoria
could see the fear in his eyes. ‘Twas almost like she could read
his thoughts. What is the wee lady trying
to tell me with those strange looks she keeps giving me? Doesn’t
she know I must answer the laird’s questions or possibly forfeit my
life?

“She helped Cook decide
which herbs needed to be purchased for the fine fare served at
Blackstone Manor.”

That answer seemed to
quell Grant’s curiosity. He calmed and turned to Victoria. “You
helped in kitchen?”

She tried to stall and
carefully phrased her words. “Well, between us, Cook and I were
good judges of what we needed. I enjoyed helping compile his
list.”

Grant nodded and pushed
her toward his kitchen. “Good, then for the nonce be gone and come
back with Cook’s list for my
kitchen.”

Thinking herself safely
out of danger, Victoria eagerly rushed to the kitchen.

As soon as she left earshot, Grant
spun on his heels and glared at the peddler, his voice hard. “Where
do you really know the lassie from? I saw you looking at her for
answers. ‘Tis the truth I want, mind.”

“I have known her for her
whole life, Laird Drummond,” the old peddler anxiously said, tumult
and the first inklings of real fear showing in his eyes. “That is
the truth of it.”

“You know her well?”
Grant’s eyes narrowed.

“Och, aye, I do,” the
peddler proudly stated as a grin lit his wrinkled face. “Och, the
things I could tell you about that sweet lassie—”

“That is precisely what I
wish,” Grant stated with an edge to his voice. He turned to
Warwick. “See Gofraidh gives Cook everything on his listing. Then,
take him and his wagon out beyond the forest. I shall join you
there, for I wish to hear these things he can tell us about
the sweet lassie.
In her presence, send him on his way as if the transaction is
completed, but let them not be alone. I want no messages leaving
here from her, mind.”

An hour later he met Warwick and
the peddler in the forest, safely out of view from anyone looking
from the castle’s battlements. Seating himself on the ground with a
stately copper beech tree behind his back, Grant stretched his long
booted legs in front of him.

“Now, auld man, tell us how you
know her.” When Gofraidh didn’t immediately respond, Grant urged,
“Come, come, man, I have not all day. How do you know
her?”

Gofraidh released a
muffled groan of resignation. “Och, Laird Drummond, Lady Victoria
is a sweet young woman.” He shrugged and tried to smile. He didn’t
succeed.

“Hrmmph!” Grant snorted.
“That remains to be seen. I find her quite willful. What did she at
Blackstone Manor?

Looking shocked at Grant’s
request, the auld peddler, or ceard, responded quickly, “Ran the
whole manor she did. And her being so young. She is seven and ten,
mind, but she ran it about five years already. Her da expected her
to do everything. A harsh unpleasant man he was. Punished her
mightily if she did something he dinnae fancy.” The old man wiped
perspiration from the back of his neck even though a cool rain
lightly fell.

Grant wondered about her
age, had thought her considerably younger than his nine and
twenty.

“She pitched in with
anything that needed to be done,” Godfraidh continued in a
conspiratorial tone, warming to the subject. “One never would know
her for the auld laird’s daughter from the way she acted. She is
too kind by far to be related to that bloody
blackguard.”

Grant stiffened at
Gofraidh’s surprise statement.

“What did you say?” he
said, voice controlled. Those around him looked as shocked as he
felt. Grant’s anger mounted. Had the lass played him for a
fool?

“One would never know Lady
Victoria is Blackstone’s eldest daughter if they dinnae know her
well.” Grant’s hands fisted tightly beside him as the peddler
continued, “They were as different as night from day—he being
black-hearted, mind, and she having the heart of an
angel.”

A lying angel, Grant
thought, his stomach clenching as tightly as his fists already
were.

Blackstone’s daughter?
Saints knees, how could that be? More to the point, how couldn’t he
have known? He should have been apparent immediately. Now things
she’d said—or tried not to say—made sense.

Perception dawning, his
jaw tightened. “Tell me about her and leave out nothing.” With a
look that brooked no refusal, he rejoined, “Were she and her
blackguard of a da close?”

Shaking his head rapidly
and not realizing the full import of what he’d revealed, the
auld ceard quickly told Grant, “Nay, Blackstone delighted in terrorizing
his daughter. He hated her because she had not been born a son. His
treatment of her was appalling.”

Flushed with anger, Grant
motioned for the peddler to continue. Questions racing through his
mind caused his muscles to clench.

“Ever since she was a wee
bairnie, Blackstone beat her. The drunker he got, the worse her
punishments. ‘Tis only through God’s grace the lassie still
lives.”

“What did she do to
warrant beatings?” No emotion crossed Grant’s face as he leaned
forward to catch every word.

“Och, the lassie dinnae
have to do anything but be in the auld man’s way. Then again, if he
could not find her whilst in his foul mood, he searched for her,
growing angrier all the while. He seemed overfond of beating her.
‘Tis passing strange considering he’s not laid a hand on his
younger daughter,” he mused. “And the lassie’s mam dinnae lift a
finger to help. Blackstone hated his wife for the wean being a gel
and that worthless excuse for a woman took her anger out on wee
Victoria. Her mam dinnae beat her, but never stood up for the
lassie.” He shot Grant a wan smile.

“Yet through everything,
the bonnie lassie maintained an inner strength. God surely touched
her. Only her granddam ever treated her kindly, yet Lady Victoria
is the kindest, sweetest tempered lass you ever saw. Always sees
the best in others. Lady Victoria’s granddam adored her and did her
best to make the lass’ life normal. Called her Tory.”

Kind? Sweet tempered?
Surely this man spoke of someone other than the hellcat living in
his castle.

As the storm increased,
they moved to a location affording more protection.

Hours later, Grant smiled
tightly and bid the peddler farewell. The auld stooped man didn’t
need a second offer. He rose and brushed leaves and twigs from his
clothes. Taking his leave he told the young chieftain, “Keep you
well, Laird Drummond.”

Grant didn’t respond. What
he’d learned was shocking. The lass obviously experienced a good
deal of unpleasantness in her life. Now he needed to determine what
to do with the garnered information.

“Explains a lot,” Warwick
said as he drew his mount abreast on their return to the
keep.

Rain poured down in sheets
and the day’s darkness matched the darkness of Grant’s
mood.

“‘Tis good her da is
already dead or I would kill the blackguard myself for what he put
her through. Certainly explains the nightmares that torment her,”
the old man continued sadly, shaking his head. The fact Warwick
never had a child of his own yet yearned for one made it all the
worse.

“Aye, it does,” Grant stated, his
face revealing nothing of his inner feelings. Truth be told, he
felt perplexed. “But what do I with this knowledge? Ignore the fact
she’s Blackstone’s daughter? Ignore she did not tell us the
truth?”

Warwick looked at Grant with the
wisdom of his years. “You dinnae go to destroy Blackstone’s
daughter, lad. You went to destroy the man, and you did that.
Remember, the lassie told us her intent had been to flee.” Pursing
his lips, he added reflectively, “Mayhap you dinnae take the lassie
by chance. Mayhap there is more happening than any of us are aware
of.”

“Such as?”

“I am not certain, but methinks
the girl has been placed in our care for a reason. My auld mam
always told me God never makes mistakes, and from what the peddler
said, it appears God has taken a special liking to her.” As they
dismounted and gave their horses to the groom, he added, “Mayhap
you were not so daft in fetching her here after all.”

“She is not in my care,” Grant
groused. He flung open the door to the Great Hall, causing it to
crash open with a resounding bang as rain blew in from the force of
the wind. Tension in every step, he headed to the ale and grumbled,
“She is my prisoner!”

With a hint of a smile, Grant’s
companion teased, “Are you certain she’s the prisoner? Mayhap your
wee prisoner has her captor wrapped around her wee finger. My auld
mam had another good saying,” he added with a chuckle when Grant
almost exploded. “She used to say you must always give a stranger a
chance, otherwise they will remain strangers and never become a
friend.”

“I do not want her as a friend,”
Grant snarled as he slammed his tankard down on the table. “And I
do not wish to hear any more of your mam’s sayings. The woman does
not have me wrapped around her finger. She is my prisoner, naught
more. Do not read things in where they do not belong.” Grant pushed
his tankard, causing it to careen to the floor.

“She is not Maeri, Grant,” his
mentor said softly. “You must let that memory go.”

Grant rose, placed his face in
front of Warwick’s and hissed, “Haud your
wheesht, auld man! I told you never to
mention her name again.” Turning on his heel, he left the room, his
voice thundering a string of Gaelic curses throughout the
Hall.

“You can tell me to be silent all
you want, son,” Warwick retorted to Grant’s fleeing back. “It
changes naught. Your lassie is here for a reason.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Grant found Victoria in
the kitchen, neatly arranging newly purchased herbs. He couldn’t
believe Cook let this woman in the kitchen. He never let anyone
touch what he considered his personal items. Without saying a word,
he took her arm and dragged her from the room, pulling her up the
narrow stone steps to his bedchamber. She tried to jerk free, but
his fingers dug deeper. When he reached his chamber, he pushed her
into the room and slammed the door firmly shut behind
them.

“What is wrong with you?”
she yelled, spinning to face him once he released her. “What think
you I’ve done now? How dare you drag me about this keep like you
were a barbarian?”

Ignoring, her storming
eyes, he kept a tight rein on his emotions. “I am a barbarian. Best
you not forget that.” He held out his hand and demanded, “The list
you gave Gofraidh earlier, woman. I wish to see it.”

Victoria paled. “List?”
she croaked. “I have no list.” She tried to back away, but for each
step she retreated, Grant advanced one. Soon the back of her knees
bumped against his bed. Trapped!

Squaring her shoulders,
she lifted her chin in a false display of courage.

Grant said nothing, just
kept his hand extended and leaned closer. He stood so near she
could feel the warmth of his breath.

“Milord, let me leave,”
she faltered as she tried to inch around him. “I still have things
I wish to do. I have not finished arranging the spices we got from
Godfrey.”

Babbling, trying to think
of anything to change the subject, she said with a feeling of
growing desperation, “It seemed odd hearing Godfrey’s Gaelic name.
I knew him so long by the other, you know. Did you know his name
means God’s peace?”

She stopped for a moment,
shocked to see what looked like longing mixed with anger in Grant’s
eyes. Surely she must be mistaken. He stood so close she felt the
heat of his body.

By Saint Michael’s sweet
soul, she could be one exasperating woman! “Do not gainsay me now,
woman,” Grant said tersely, gripping her by her shoulders. “You
have not until now and this would not be a good night to start.
That is correct, is it not?”

His eyes
narrowed.

“You have not lied to me
ere now?” Grant didn’t wait for her answer, but pushed her until
she sat on the edge of the bed, which rucked up her kirtle and
afforded him a view of her calves. With his hand still extended, he
demanded, “I want it now.”

She regarded him for a
tense moment. Her round, solemn eyes watched his foot tapping
impatiently. She blanched and reluctantly reached into the pocket
of her shift before handing him the folded paper. He searched her
face, unfolded the paper and looked down at the long listing of
herbs. The hand was none he’d ever seen and his brow rose in
question. “Who wrote this?”

No response.

Aggravated she didn’t immediately
answer, Grant shot a reproving glare. “I asked a question. Did you
write this?” Color fled her face and though she clearly tried to
contain them, twin tears gathered, but didn’t spill down her smooth
cheeks.

“Do not defy me,
woman.”

Her defenses crumbled. She
slowly nodded. It obviously hadn’t been an easy
admission.

When Grant’s gaze shifted
back to the list, she thought he’d begin yelling or strike her. To
her amazement, he did neither. “‘Tis a lovely hand.”

Her head jerked up and she
stared at him incredulously. He sat beside her, a hint of a smile
lighting his face. “Thank you,” she said softly, before fear
returned and she floundered, “b...but—”

“But what?” Grant
interrupted and held up his hand to silence her. “You thought I’d
be angered you read and write?”

Hesitantly she nodded and
looked at him with both fear and a question in her eyes.

“Never be ashamed of
anything you learned, lass,” he said with a bit of wonder in his
voice. “What angers me, is not that you read and write—but that you
hid it. Not many women know how.” As an afterthought he added, “Not
many men do either. How learned you?”

“I cannot,” Victoria said,
suddenly in a panic as thoughts of her father returned to haunt
her. She looked at him with renewed fear and pulled away to rise
from the bed, but Grant stayed her with his hand.

“You can. And you will.”
Grant’s eyebrows rose, emphasizing he meant what he said. “Do not
tell me you cannot read, woman. Not only have I seen this list, but
I caught you reading in my library. I want to know what happened in
your childhood. Tell me.” Gentling his tone, he cradled her hands
between his two larger ones.

She shook her head wildly,
stared at him a long time without answering. Grant only nodded his
affirmation and again raised his eyebrows. Hesitantly she began,
“But I...I cannot. Father made me promise—”

“Your da is not here. He
is dead. Tell me,” Grant persisted as she hesitated.

She swallowed and bit her
lower lip. She’d always guarded what she told her father. Shouldn’t
she do that now as well? Dare she tell this man what he wanted to
know? Would he beat her if she did? It didn’t dawn on her to
question how he knew of her father’s death, although her head spun
with questions. Cautiously she began, keeping her voice steady. “My
father did not fancy me. Actually,” she laughed hollowly and tried
to put her thoughts into words, “that is an understatement. He
hated me. He wanted a son and never forgave me for being a
girl.”

She glanced at Grant to
see how he’d taken this information. “I wanted to prove myself as
good as any son, so I tried to do everything better than boys in
the manor. I always thought there would be one thing I might do so
well Father would realize how much he loved me.”

She laughed harshly. “Of
course, that never happened. I guess I was not intelligent after
all to believe it would ever happen, but I foolishly kept trying.
Instead of pleasing him, I angered him even more. While the boys
attended classes, I hid in the room and listened. I studied alone
at night trying to learn what they’d been taught. When I could read
and write as well as any boy, better then some, I told my father,
envisioning the pride on his face.”

She stopped and wrapped
her arms about herself. Misery and confusion mixed on her
face.

“What happened instead?”
Grant asked softly as he ran his hand gently over her
arm.

Tears pooled in her eyes,
but she fought to hold them back. Drawn by the allure of Grant’s
gaze, she couldn’t force herself to look away. “First he laughed,
then shouted. Said men didn’t want women who could read and write.
They only wanted them in their beds.” She stopped and whispered,
“That is all he used women for. He yelled it was highly
unacceptable for a woman to have schooling and insisted from that
day forth I tell no one of my folly.”

Her voice lowered until
barely audible. “I have not until now.”

Her body shook and voice
cracked. “He beat me and locked me in a storeroom. He...he’d done
that before, but never like that time. He got drunk and forgot
about me, left me in that t...tiny room all night.”

She looked at Grant
through tear laden lashes and whispered haltingly, “I...I was so
afraid.” She admitted this so softly Grant lowered his head and
strained to catch her words.

“When he finally released
me, he told me he’d decided to take my horse away from me as well.
He forbade me to ever ride him again.” Victoria sobbed and added
mostly to herself, “I loved him so much. Galahad was the only
animal I ever owned. Father knew it one of the cruelest punishments
he could mête out.” She stopped as memories flooded through her and
she remembered the pain of that day.

Grant gave her a
considering look. He should have figured everything out himself.
He’d seen her perusing the books in his library. Her actions had
been suspect even though she tried to convince him she’d been
looking at drawings.

Not sure how Grant would react to
her information, she rushed on in a flurry, “Being surprised to see
Godfrey today, I did not think about not writing the list when you
mentioned it. Of course, I...I really cannot write
much.”

Seeing her torment and knowing
this last assuredly a lie, Grant felt lost. Although he didn’t
understand such protective feelings, he raised his hand to her face
and rubbed his thumb over her quivering lower lip.

He’d protect this woman for the
rest of her life.

Grant framed her face with his
hands and slowly lowered his lips, pressing a kiss to her brow,
then brushing her lips with his. “Aye you can. Do not ever feel you
must lie about it again.”

Her skin tingled where his lips
touched hers. His words and actions caught her by surprise and it
showed in her response. When she didn’t pull away, Grant wrapped
his arms around her and pulled her closer, growing more intense
with his kiss.

“Open your lips,” he
groaned huskily, instantly feeling the effects of her body pressed
against his. This woman pushed him to his limit. “And relax. I’ll
not hurt you. I promise.”

There was no mistaking the
lust in his eyes. With only slight coaching on his part, Victoria
parted her lips to his insistent tongue. He drew her closer and
deepened the kiss, making love to her with his tongue. He
unfastened the ribbon tying her hair, causing it to tumble down her
back in loose waves. He combed his fingers through them, unable to
get enough of her.

Soon his hand cupped her
breast and heat surged in the deepest, most private part of her.
Her one layer kirtle provided little in the way of protection and
she felt his burgeoning manhood against her belly.

She felt suddenly
breathless.

Her feelings had her mind
in a jumble. How could a kiss make her feel so many emotions? A
shiver of awareness coursed through her, flooding her with feelings
she didn’t know she possessed. Grant pushed her down so they were
lying on the bed. His hand glided up the inside of her thigh when
someone pounded on his door.

Grant pulled his mouth
away from hers and released Victoria reluctantly, then rose to his
feet and cursed fluently while striding to the door. He threw it
open and raggedly ground out, “Who goes?”

“Grant,” Ailean, began,
stepping back quickly, “Ian sent me to tell you a courier arrived.”
A flush crept up the young man’s neck when he saw his young
chieftain’s tousled hair and the disheveled state of his plaide. He
stammered, “‘Tis
sorry I am to disturb you, but Ian thought you’d want to come down
the stairs.”

Grant looked back at
Victoria and saw the passion-filled look in her eyes. Merciful St.
Columba, he’d put that look there.

And he wanted to do
more—so much more.

He massaged the back of
his neck and heaved a resigned sigh. Storming out the door with a
mutter of disgust, he slammed it shut behind him. What the deuce
had he been thinking! She was his prisoner, not his lover. He’d
taken her upstairs to yell at her and force the truth out of her,
not make love to her. He’d not make that mistake again.

Muttering an eloquent
curse, he headed to the Great Hall and grabbed a tankard from the
table, downing its contents quickly.

“What message have you, Ian?” he
blurted in frustration, mainly with himself. Had he not been
interrupted, he’d have thoroughly loved to the lass. “What needed
you that you interrupt me?”

Ian showed Grant the note that
just arrived. He tipped his head toward the ale barrel to let Grant
know the messenger awaited a reply. Once again, they were needed to
fight against Edward’s men. Grant ensured the tired messenger, “My
men and I shall leave on the morrow.”

Not only would they put Edward in
his place, he’d put as much distance as he could between himself
and the lass. The timing couldn’t be more perfect.

* * * *

Soundly stopping Edward’s forces
during the battle, Grant pulled his men aside. “I have a side
journey I wish to take. ‘Tis personal, so you may accompany me or
head home.”

His men heartily joined him on his
brief sojourn.

A mere sennight after they
detoured from their journey home, afternoon guards on the ramparts
yelled, “Riders approach.” Activity bustled in the courtyard and
word quickly spread that Laird Drummond approached.

Soon men rode in under the
battlements, followed by twenty beautiful horses. A smile came to
everyone’s lips. Their great chief had been reiving
again.

Rhiannon dashed into the Great
Hall. “Laird Grant’s back.” Everyone rushed outside to well-come
the men home. Rhiannon saw Victoria hesitate, grabbed her hand, and
pulled her toward the door. “You too, Lady Tory. Come well-come our
men home.”

Victoria followed, hesitated at
the door. She doubted Grant would want her greeting him.

Rhiannon released Victoria’s hand
when she spotted her father and went flying into his arms. Dougal
looked healthy this time, as did most men. Quickly spotting Grant,
she released the breath she’d been holding until she saw him. He,
too, looked fit. Her medicaments wouldn’t be needed overmuch this
day. She breathed a pleased sigh of relief and smiled.

Grant spotted her immediately when
she reached the door. He witnessed her happy smile and saw her
hesitance about coming forward to join in the festivities.
She doesn’t know where she fits
in. She reminded him of Annie, always
standing on the outskirts of activities.

Dismounting his great steed, he
tossed the reins to his page and walked resolutely to Victoria. Her
eyes shone, but she lowered them demurely. “Well-come back, milord.
‘Tis glad I am to see everyone all hale and hearty this
time.”

“Och, aye,” he responded while his
eyes roved over her body. He’d missed her. Although determined to
keep her from his thoughts, she’d crept into them every day, and
certainly every night. “We are much better off than the last battle
we returned from.”

Grant swept his hand in the
direction of the courtyard. “We took a side trip, too, to obtain
some horses.” Never taking his eyes from hers, he continued with a
teasing glint, “Would you fancy seeing them?”

With a look of surprise, she took
a steadying breath and nodded in agreement. “Aye. They look quite
beautiful.” Grant wrapped her hand in his large one and pulled her
after him down the steps. They joined the mingling throng of people
who admired the new horseflesh and moved smoothly through the
crowd.

As they approached several
animals, she noticed how exquisite they were. “Where did you buy
these?” she asked breathlessly and looked up at Grant in awe. “They
are truly of rare quality.”

Around her, men guffawed while
Grant glared at them to silence them. His piercing eyes took in her
body’s every movement.

“We acquired these fine steeds from
several locations south of here.” He watched her closely as he
carefully walked her around several horses.

When they approached a fine steed,
Victoria oohed and aahed over the lovely horse, exclaiming over its beauty. A horse
behind her whinnied and pushed her forward.

She tried to ignore the
interruption while she continued to caress the chestnut mare’s
neck, but the horse behind her remained persistent. Becoming
exasperated, she rounded on the animal to scold it and stopped dead
in her tracks. She stood stock-still and stared at the lovely horse
now before her. It whinnied, and lowered its head to nudge
her.

Without saying a word, she flung
her arms around the animal’s neck and laid her face gently against
it. “Galahad,” she whispered, “is it really you?” As if in answer
to her question, the horse lowered his head so she could more
easily caress it.

She bit her lips and tried
desperately not to cry. Surely this couldn’t be possible. How could
her beloved horse be here?

Behind her, Grant watched her
every move with a smile. He watched her place her cheek upon the
horse’s mane and couldn’t stop himself from reflecting how much he
wished she’d do that to him. That she’d run her smooth hands over
his naked body and not over the horse’s. Lust flared in his
eyes—and his loins.

Feeling eyes upon her, she turned
to Grant and asked with a trembling voice, “Where did you get this
horse?”

“Why from your auld stables, I
believe,” Grant said with a smug look as he continued to eye her
hungrily. “You did say the horse belonged to you, didst you not? We
got the correct one?”

“Aye, but how—”

“Some questions are best left
unanswered, lass,” he chuckled and his mouth curved in a wry smile.
“I thought you might fancy having him around. Mayhap I’ll let you
ride him sometime, if you’d like.”

Seeing a sparkle appear in her
eyes, Grant ventured, “Mayhap on the morrow?”

Without a thought, she flung
herself at Grant. She twined her arms around his neck and kissed
him firmly on the mouth. “Ooh, thank you, milord,” she said with a
grin that lit her entire face. Grant had never seen her so lovely.
“Thank you so much. Oh, Blessed Mary, I missed Galahad so
much.”

After she saw the shocked look on
Grant’s face, she realized what she’d done and tried to disentangle
herself. She hoped no one else had witnessed her faux pas and
surreptitiously glanced around. She saw everyone in the yard
watching with arched brows and licentious grins.

Face flaming, her smile faded.
Victoria stammered, “Grant, I am sorry. Pray forgive me. I did not
think. I vow I just...” Words failed her, and Victoria wished she
could crawl into a hole and hide. She turned away and buried her
face in Galahad’s mane. How would she face these people again? What
had she been thinking?

Grant on the other hand thought
she could greet him like that any time she wanted.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Fifteen

 


 


When Grant finished his training
the next day, he searched for Tory and found her working in the
herbary. “Wish you to go for that ride we spoke about yesternoon,
lass?”

Grant saw her indecision. He knew
she did, but after she kissed him in front of his men she’d tried
to remain as distant as possible. That hadn’t relieved his problem.
All he could think of while lying in bed had been that she lay near
him again instead of being miles away. Not to mention the numerous
delightful things he wanted to do to her beautiful body. Instead
he’d lain alone for hours.

Now he felt determined to get her
away from the keep. Alone.

Finally, Victoria’s desire to ride
her precious horse prevailed. Now if only
she’d ride me, Grant thought silently!
Grant shook his head to bring him back to the present. He needed to
stop these constant thoughts. They were driving him
insane.

When they arrived at the stables,
both horses were ready. Grant helped Victoria mount, but kept her
reins in his hands for an awkward moment. Before handing them over,
he cautioned, “Do not make me regret this, Tory. Do not try to run
away when we get out the gate.”

So excited to be riding her
beloved horse, she willingly agreed. There would still be plenty of
time to leave later. She need not do it now.

As they rode in silence, Grant
changed course toward a small, peaceful glen. Stopping, he helped
her dismount. He held her a trifle too long, and thought he’d never
seen her so relaxed.

Nor so beautiful.

“‘Tis a lovely spot, Grant,” she
glanced around, her face lit with eagerness. “And riding Galahad
again has been wonderful. I cannot thank you enough for fetching
him here—even though you will not tell me how you found him.” She
gave him a brilliant smile.

Grant finally admitted, “Your
granddam told me which one belonged to you.”

Her eyes widened in amazement.
“You saw my...grandmum?”

Grant nodded.

Overcome by emotion of the moment,
she rushed on, “Oh, how is she? Is she well? Did you tell her where
I am? Did she ask about me? Did she...?”

Grant laughed at her onslaught of
questions.

“Whoa, lassie. One question at a
time. Aye, I saw your granddam, although it took skill to figure
out her room without alerting the entire manor. On the journey here
you sounded concerned about her and your wee sister, so I thought
‘twould be good to ensure they fared well. She is fine, although
weak. I do not think her health is good, but that is probably due
to age.”

She nodded wearily. “I do know.
She didn’t feel well before I left. If I could have brought her
with me, I would have done so, but I knew ‘twould never be
possible. Such a journey would have been too taxing.” She admitted
sadly, “Oh, but I did hate leaving her and my sister. I love them
so much. They’re the only people that were ever kind to
me.”

Grant frowned at her words, but
interrupted. “She did ask about you, lass. We did not have much
time, since we did not want to be discovered, but I answered as
much as I could without revealing all. I am certain I did not tell
her everything she wished, but knowing you are alive and well
seemed sufficient.

“Although tired, she led us down
the hall to your sister’s room. The lassie slept soundly, but she
is a bonny wee thing. I can see why she means so much to you. Your
granddam said to tell you your sister is well and growing like a
weed.

“Although too weak to accompany us
to the stables, she gave good directions on how to find your horse.
She seemed pleased you would be reunited with him.” Grant noticed
Victoria growing weepy-eyed. “Fret not. Your granddam is fine and
much happier since being assured of your safety. She wanted me to
tell you servants are taking good care of her. Said she feels like
a queen with ladies-in-waiting.” Though the words were spoken
lightly, he could see a great weight lifted from Tory’s
shoulders.

The auld peddler had been aright.
Tory and her grandmother clearly were close.

Suddenly, Grant surprised her with
a basket of food. “I thought you might be hungry after our ride.
Join me.” He took her hand within his and pulled Victoria beside
him.

Grant leaned against the large oak
with legs outstretched and crossed at the ankles. He watched
Victoria avidly look at the spectacular view stretched before them.
The fragrance of blooming flowers wafted through the
air.

Eyes lighting up, she looked at
Grant’s tanned face and excitedly said, “Your land is beautiful. I
would love to see it all someday.”

Grant grew pensive. “Well, lass,
that is up to you.”

“I do not understand. Why do you
say...?”

Grant interrupted. “Have I your
promise you will not try to run from my castle? I cannot let you
ride around my property if I must continue to worry you will
disappear. I must have your promise afore I’ll begin making such
concessions.”

When she didn’t immediately
answer, Grant pulled her close. “Think carefully on your answer,
Tory, for will I solemnly hold you to your word.”

“But, I...I cannot—”

“Aye, lass, you can,” Grant stopped
her as he rubbed his thumb lightly over her lower lip and tamped
down an urge to kiss her. “I know you still hope to leave. I also
know that will never happen.”

Her eyes flew to his face and he
let the impact of his words sink in. “What is freedom around my
keep worth, Tory? Will you promise to stay so I can allow you to
move around more freely than you do now?

“I cannot grant privileges if I
must continue to hold you as a prisoner. I would rather you thought
of this as your home.”

His words taking her aback, Tory
didn’t respond, but stared into his eyes. Could she give up her
dream of escaping? Truth be told, did she really want to leave
anymore? She’d started to feel comfortable now that people began to
accept her.

Could that be enough of a reason to
stay? Were she honest, was that the only reason she wanted to
stay?

She rose to her feet and paced.
“Grant,” she began hesitantly, wringing her hands in the folds of
her kirtle, “you simply do not understand.”

She turned and found he stood
behind her.

“Aye, lass, I do. I know how
difficult it can be to give up on something you thought you really
wanted. I lost something I wanted a long time ago, too.” He drew
closer still and ran the back of his hand lightly over her cheek.
Eyes dark with desire, the jolt that shot through them felt like a
thunderbolt and caught them both off guard.

Astonished by the depth of his
feelings, he pulled Victoria against him, cupped her buttocks, and
held her firmly against his hard, lean body. He rested his head
lightly on her hair and smelled the light rose fragrance she always
used. He gently touched her chin and tipped her head up to face
his. He tentatively touched his lips to her trembling mouth, which
caused his pulse to increase. No longer able to stop himself, he
lowered his mouth to hers and claimed it with an urgency he hadn’t
anticipated. He’d waited too long to do this, but knew he should
stop.

She hadn’t yet said she’d be
willing to stay.

He lowered her to his plaide and
his hands roamed over her lush body. Lightly down her arm, gently
at the nape of her neck. She responded to him eagerly, yet
tentatively, like she had when he’d kissed her the first time. He
could sense her nervousness, but the soft whimper which emanated
from her throat proved to be his undoing.

Lust conquered reason. He wanted
her, and naught else mattered. His mouth slanted over hers again
and again. Victoria panicked, yet felt awed at the same time. His
musky male scent overwhelming her, she’d never known such
ecstasy.

When he unlaced her shift at the
neckline, Grant’s hand moved until it lightly cupped her exposed
breast. He heard her inhale sharply and felt her slightly pull away
from him and start to say something, but he quickly drew her close
again and covered her mouth with his own to silence her.

Although her mind raced with
unanswered questions, soon her mouth softened and surrendered as
the first stirrings of passion within her intensified.

Any thought of stopping him
quickly disappeared. She moaned as Grant’s mouth gently moved down
her neck and placed small quick kisses everywhere his hands
explored. His mouth latched onto her breast, and she thought her
world would explode.

When he raised his lips again to
hers, she shivered at the loss of his mouth on her breast and her
body arched. In that instant Victoria felt his hard male member
press against her belly and panicked. She glanced down and noticed
his rucked up kilt. Merciful heavens, he looked huge! There would
be no way she’d be able to...

She pulled away in panic, inhaled
deeply, and stammered, “Please, Grant, I cannot. I...”

Grant pulled her back into his
arms and silenced her with another kiss, his tongue stroking her
gently. He forced himself to roll over and stand up, and held his
hand out to help her rise. It took every ounce of strength he had
to keep from tossing her to the ground and mounting her right then.
By the saints, that is what he really wanted to do. Bury himself in
her. Breathing raggedly, he said instead, “I’m sorry, lass. I
planned only a leisurely ride.” He noted she didn’t catch the
double meaning of his words.

While he shifted his stance
uncomfortably, Victoria noticed he still appeared
aroused.

Her emotions were in turmoil.
Kissing him felt so good. Why did she have to be such a coward?
She’d obviously never find anyone who would wed with her. Not after
what her father had done. Did she really wish to spend the rest of
her life alone?

It appeared the door to her past
waited for her to close it, but the question rose as to whether
she’d be brave enough to move ahead through the new door standing
ajar.

Shaking her head, she knew she had
no choice. Unless he forced her, God’s principles her grandmother
had instilled in her wouldn’t allow her to become his
mistress.

She breathed heavily and murmured
sadly, “I am sorry, Grant. Truly. ‘Tis that I cannot...”

She couldn’t finish her sentence,
but as he looked into her eyes, she clearly wanted him as much as
he wanted her. Bloody hell, what would he do about this?

Upon return to the keep, Grant
received word Duncan traveled enroute from Rhiedorrach and sought
Highland hospitality. Grant thought it just the diversion he
needed. Knowing Duncan, he’d have an entire entourage with him. The
man did nothing simply.

Grant immediately tried to dismiss
all thoughts of Victoria from his mind. Now if only other parts of
his anatomy would follow suit.

* * * *

After he broke his fast
the next morn, he double-checked to ensure all plans were
finalized. In a low, cold voice he’d assigned Victoria the task of
readying spare rooms for his guests. He also told her he wanted her
to confer with Cook about menus. Now would be a good time to try
out those expensive spices she’d been so excited about.

He soon found he had
nothing to fear. With the ease of one used to running a large home,
Victoria had taken care of everything. He felt surprised at her
thoroughness.

Upon Duncan’s arrival,
Victoria ensured everyone was settled into comfortable
surroundings. Grant laughed as he saw all the men milling about his
keep. They’d have a fine time this week. A slow smile replaced the
scowl he’d worn since he and Tory returned from the glen. Aye, he
always enjoyed Duncan’s visits. They were as close as brothers.
They fought well together in battle, too, and had done so far too
many times.

After telling Grant that
Edward won another battle down at Ayr, the two men settled back to
catch up on old times.

As they drank and lazily
reminisced, he watched his friend’s eyes gravitate toward Victoria.
That shouldn’t have surprised him. Duncan always scouted his newest
conquest. Suddenly it occurred to him he might have the perfect
solution to his immediate problem. He groaned aloud at that
thought, since the word problem
described his predicament so aptly. It seemed he
could no longer be anywhere near the girl without wanting to bed
her.

As the thought entered his
mind, the lady in question crossed the Great Hall and headed toward
the kitchen, moving with her usual grace. He wondered again how
she’d made this day run so smoothly. Everything had been perfect
for his guests’ arrival. When he gave her the news, she acted
immediately, and everything had been completed to perfection, as if
it required no extra effort. She ran everything from the background
and never drew attention to herself. Just seeing her enter the
kitchen set his body aflame again. He couldn’t take his eyes off
her, nor obviously could Duncan. His friend seemed quite fascinated
with the girl.

Shifting uncomfortably in
his chair, he felt the same rising problem he always experienced in
Victoria’s presence.

He settled the matter
firmly in his mind, called over a buxom serving lass, and quickly
gave her instructions. A look of alarm crossed the girl’s face.
“Are you certain, m’lord?” she asked in shock. “I do not think Lady
Tory—”

“Aye, Ginny, that I am.
Very certain indeed, and ‘tis my orders you follow, not hers.” His
tone chilled her, and with a cavalier wave of his hand he affirmed,
“Get you gone and carry out my orders, lass.”

Only he didn’t feel the
least bit certain of his actions now the wheels were set to
spinning. His insides churned as he gave the order. Did he really
want this?

Giving a brief curtsy,
Ginny left the room with a strange look on her face and headed to
the kitchen. She quickly found Victoria and relayed Grant’s
orders.

“He wants me to what?”
Victoria asked with disbelief and incredulity.

“Aye, lady. ‘Tis Laird
Drummond’s orders. He said he specifically wanted you to serve this
night. Said you should borrow clothes. I do not think I have
anything that will fit, mind. Mayhap Seonaid might have somethin’
for you. She is smaller on top than me.” Giggling, the heavy young
girl hurried off to find Seonaid and relay the message.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Victoria couldn’t
understand Grant’s motives. He’d had her do many things around his
castle since he brought her here, but had never had her serve his
men. And there would be great feasting this night with their many
guests, which meant freely flowing whisky. Victoria already heard
bursts of laughter coming from the Great Hall. Instinct warned this
could lead to potential problems.

Well, she thought, somehow
she’d have to make the best of this. Pausing to compose herself and
rearrange her borrowed clothes one final time, Victoria bravely
headed to the tables with Cook’s capon and goose to serve the men
she knew well. She felt half exposed with as much breast as this
blouse bared. The looks of shock on the men’s faces as they eyed
her across the wide table told her none of them had prior knowledge
of Grant’s orders. She felt her cheeks grow hot at their bold
stares.

To their many questions,
she could only shake her head and answer she didn’t know why he had
her serving this night. She saw many men had trouble keeping their
eyes from her half exposed breasts. She again thought the clothes
Seonaid loaned her didn’t particularly cover a great deal. She
feared if she leaned over too far she might spill out of the
blouse.

She tried to avoid the
head table where Grant supped, but soon discovered that didn’t fit
his strange plans. He ordered she alone serve the head
table.

Gathering her courage, she
set her turbulent thoughts aside and took over the serving chores
from Ginny for the remainder of the meal. She felt all eyes on her
as she approached the main table.

Duncan, seemed quite taken
with the new lass, and raised his eyebrows in question to Grant.
“And why have you kept this tasty morsel away from us? Keeping her
all to yourself, I would wager.” He eyed him sagely and slapped
Grant on the back. The look he saw in Grant’s eyes gave Duncan all
the answer he needed, even though Grant himself didn’t.

Duncan appeared well on
his way to being deep in his cups—and Erwin, an unpleasant man in
Duncan’s party, continually ensured Duncan’s tankard remained
filled. Looking at Grant in a most thorough fashion, Duncan nodded
to himself and smiled. Aye, he had all the answer he
needed.

Grant ground his teeth in
silent frustration as he watched Victoria try to avoid Duncan’s
hands while clearing the table. She found it exceedingly difficult
to do so. He saw his friend nuzzle her neck as she bent to remove
an uneaten trencher from the table. Later he saw Duncan place a
proprietary arm around her shoulders to draw her closer.

His own hands firmly
grasped the side of his chair when he saw her breasts almost spill
out of her blouse. Duncan’s eyes were about to bulge out of their
sockets from leering at the lass’ lovely attributes. He could only
imagine what his own were doing.

He’d arranged for
entertainment after the meal, and everyone settled in to enjoy the
festivities. With whisky flowing freely, several men enjoined
serving lasses to dance with them. Victoria tried to stay out of
everyone’s way as much as possible while still ensuring tankards
remained filled.

Once when she ventured to
the head table, Duncan grabbed her around her waist, rose from his
chair, and swept her onto what now served as a dance floor. He held
her so close she could barely breathe.

“Please, milord,” she said
breathlessly while Duncan whirled her around the floor. She could
feel her long hair flying freely behind her. “‘Tis not seemly for you to hold me
so closely.” His already swollen member pressed hard on her belly
as her green kirtle whirled around her with soft rustling
sounds.

“Och, but lass,” Duncan,
began drunkenly. His words slurred together and his hand caressed
lightly down the small of her back.

“You feel much too good to
be lettin’ go of.” He tightened his arm around her waist and pulled
her firmly against him.

While she danced with
Duncan, Grant’s men drunkenly asked permission to dance with her as
well. He glared, but surprised them by nodding his assent, and
Victoria glided from man to man during subsequent dances. With them
she at least felt more comfortable, although in several instances
she felt acutely aware of their physical presence as she had with
Duncan.

Thinking her incredibly
graceful, his eyes followed Victoria as she glided across the Hall.
He felt a pang of jealousy that he couldn’t hold her while she
danced, but knew he couldn’t do that. He’d sworn never to dance
again, and hadn’t since that fateful day with Maeri.

Duncan looked extremely
handsome in his clan plaide, but Victoria didn’t feel comfortable
around him. And she thought his men far too rowdy! She wished Grant
would let her leave the Hall. She was having fun dancing, but
everywhere she moved she felt Duncan’s eyes on her, and if she got
too close, she felt his hands! She didn’t know why he disconcerted
her so much, but he did, and the man who sat beside Duncan had such
evil looking eyes. She tried to avoid looking at Erwin, but felt
his eyes boring into her. She squirmed under his scrutiny and felt
like he literally undressed her with his eyes. A shudder of
revulsion coursed through her.
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