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			Prologue 

			Saidh had just caught up her skirt and started to squat when she heard it: a man’s short, sharp shout that sounded like a death cry. Cold creeping down the back of her neck, she let her skirt drop and straightened, ears straining. At first there was nothing. No running feet, no sounds of battle, nothing to tell her what had happened, and then she caught a high keening that dissolved into weeping.

			Cursing, Saidh pulled her sword from the scabbard at her waist and started through the woods, following the sound of those heart-­wrenching sobs. She recognized them, knew their source. She’d heard the same sobbing last night from the bedchamber next to the one she’d been given during her stay at Fraser Castle, the bedchamber the bride and groom had been carried to during the bedding ceremony that had followed the wedding feast.

			Saidh shook the thought away and paid more attention to where she was going when a branch slapped back and hit her across the face. The spot they’d stopped to make camp was a lovely clearing, but Saidh had wandered far away from it in search of a place to take care of her needs. The distance was a habit with her. She’d learned that she needed to take herself far from camp did she want to avoid one of her brothers finding and somehow either embarrassing or scaring her while she was in the middle of relieving herself. They’d played that trick often enough in the past for her to have learned her lesson.

			Mind you, she’d returned the favor a time or two. As the only girl among seven boys in the Buchanan brood, Saidh had quickly learned to defend herself. It had been that or turn into a sniveling, whiny little girl who ran constantly to her mama to tattle on the boys and that was not Saidh. Now sixteen, Saidh gave as good as she got, and had earned the love and respect of every one of her brothers because of it.

			Saidh’s thoughts died as she stepped into a small clearing. It was pretty, surrounded by a wall of tall, stately trees and with a low carpet of purple flowers making up the ground, but it wasn’t the picture-­pretty setting that had Saidh sucking in a gasp of air. Instead, it was the sight of her cousin, Fenella, sitting, sobbing next to her husband’s prone body, her dark hair a tumbled mess about her round face, her gown torn and disheveled, and a bloody knife in her hand.

			“Fenella?” she breathed, finally getting past her shock and moving toward her. “What happened?”

			Her cousin lifted her head, peered at her briefly without recognition and then just cried harder and shook her head as she lowered it again.

			Frowning, Saidh slid her sword back into its scabbard and squatted to examine Hammish. There was a large circle of blood on his chest with a hole in the middle, and he didn’t appear to be breathing. Saidh felt her mouth tighten, and turned to her cousin to gently take the knife from her unresisting hands. After a hesitation, she tossed it to the side, then caught Fenella by the shoulders and gave her a gentle shake. “What happened?”

			She was hoping Fenella would tell her they were set upon by bandits, or some other such thing. Instead, Fenella sniffled miserably and cried, “I killed him.”

			“Dear God,” Saidh breathed releasing her to straighten and peer helplessly around the clearing.

			“I did no’ mean to,” Fenella sobbed. “I jest could no’ take his rapin’ me again.”

			Saidh glanced back to her with a frown. “Raping ye? Ye’re married, Fenella. He was yer husband. He—­”

			“He was a cruel heartless bastard who hurt and humiliated me all through the night,” she countered bitterly. “By the time he’d finished with me, I was raw, torn and bleeding worse than if I had me woman’s time.” Her gaze shifted to her dead husband and she said quietly, “That was bad enough, but I could ha’e withstood it. I would ha’e withstood it.” Crossing her arms over her chest, she lowered her head and almost whispered, “But then he turned me o’er and took me in unnatural ways, ways even more painful.” She raised her head again, eyes round with a combination of horror and pleading as she added, “And he was going to do it again, right here in the woods like an animal.” Her head swiveled to the fallen man again and she said miserably. “I could no’ let him. I jest could no’ bear it, so when I felt his dagger in his belt I—­I did no’ think, I . . .” Moaning miserably, she lowered her head again. “I jest grabbed it and—­”

			When she broke off and shook her head miserably, Saidh peered at the man on the ground. She believed Fenella. It was impossible not to after what she’d heard on her way to her bedchamber last night. Saidh had been a little the worse for wear at the time. Her brother Rory had goaded her into a drinking contest after their cousin’s wedding feast. Saidh had never much cared for ale or whiskey and her brother knew it. However, she’d also never been able to resist a challenge, especially when it included phrases like “Ye’re no afraid, are ye?” or “Ah, ye’d ha’e lost anyway, ye being a lass and all.” Both of which he’d used last night when he’d apparently decided it would be fun to drink her under the table.

			He’d lost the contest. Saidh had been swaying in her seat, but still upright when Rory had slithered off the bench to land in a heap under the table. She vaguely recalled the cheers and congratulations from the others as she’d got to her feet, then she had staggered away from the table, intent on reaching her room before she too fell to the drink. Her memory became clearer though when she reached the upper landing. With the laughter, chatter and music reduced to a dull roar there, she’d paused on the landing as the sound of a woman’s screaming had reached her ears.

			Frowning, she’d stumbled down the hall toward the sound, intent on helping whoever it was. Her feet had slowed and then paused altogether however as she’d reached the door. Even in her drunken haze, she’d realized it was the bridal chamber.

			Swallowing the drink that tried to rush back up her throat, Saidh had hesitated, unsure what to do. She’d heard that the bedding could be painful the first time, but the screams coming from behind the door had spoken of agony. Surely it should not be this painful? It sounded as if Hammish was killing her poor cousin rather than merely consummating their marriage.

			Saidh had raised her hand, intending to knock and check to see that all was well, but then the screaming abruptly ended.

			“There,” Hammish had grunted with breathless satisfaction, the sound coming muffled through the door, accompanied by a rustling. “Now we’re well and truly married. Ye’re mine, lass.”

			When Fenella had sniffled and mumbled something that could have been agreement, Saidh had sighed and turned away from the door to continue on to her own. She’d been grateful to do so. The landing had taken to spinning around her by then and Saidh doubted she would have been much help to Fenella if it had been necessary.

			Still, she’d thought as she’d staggered into her room, if she were to judge by Fenella’s screams, the bedding must be even more painful than she’d heard it to be and they really should warn a girl. Of course, if they did that, women would be much less eager to be wedded and bedded.

			Saidh had just collapsed on the bed when the distant sound of screaming reached her ears again. She’d struggled briefly, trying to sit up, but unconsciousness was already rushing up to claim her, pulling her down into the soft bed with firm, dark hands.

			That second round of screaming had been the first thing she’d remembered on rising, so Saidh had been more than relieved to find her cousin alive and well in the morning when she’d gone below to break her fast. Fenella had been pale and quiet, but when Saidh had asked her with concern if she was well, the woman had nodded and ducked her head as color flushed her cheeks. Conran had distracted Saidh then, calling her down to where he and her other brothers sat at the table so Saidh had left Fenella to join them. There was little she could have done for her cousin anyway. She was his wife now and belonged to Hammish as much as his horse, his castle and his sword. Women had little in the way of rights in this world.

			Mouth tightening at that thought, Saidh peered at her cousin with pity and breathed, “They will kill you for this.”

			“Aye.” Fenella turned dead eyes to the prone man beside her and shrugged wearily. “Let them. I’d rather be dead than suffer again what he did to me last night.”

			Saidh bit her lip and peered to Hammish, the screams she’d heard the night before echoing through her mind. This was the first wedding she’d attended, but surely the breaching did not always cause the agony those screams had suggested. And she knew there was blood during the breaching, but what Fenella described sounded extreme. As for the part about turning her over and taking her in unnatural ways, Saidh knew exactly what her cousin meant. She had been raised with seven brothers after all, and they had taken great delight in telling her things they shouldn’t in the hopes of embarrassing or distressing her. What Fenella described sounded like what Geordie called “copulation in the rear.” Geordie had also said it was a sin, punishable by a gruesome death by mutilation, hanging or burning at the stake.

			In truth, Saidh supposed Fenella had given the church’s justice to her husband, and a kinder end than mutilation or burning at the stake. Perhaps even kinder than hanging, although she wasn’t sure about that one.

			Sighing, she turned back to her cousin and knelt before her again. “If ye tell the priest what he did—­”

			“Nay!” Fenella cried with alarm. “I could ne’er tell anyone he did that to me. Ever.”

			“Ye told me,” she reminded her gently. “Mayhap—­”

			“Nay, Saidh. Please.” She grasped her hands, squeezing them desperately. “Just kill me. I’ll no’ fight ye. Just slit me throat. Then ye can say ye found me o’er the body, we fought fer the weapon and ye killed me.”

			“Oh, Fenella,” she said sadly, and pulled her into a hug. “I’ll no’ do that to ye.”

			“Ye ha’e to,” she wept, clutching at the front of her gown. “Hammish’s brother is as cruel as he, he’ll no’ let this go unpunished. He shall kill me anyway. At least if you do it I ken ye’ll no’ torture me first. Please, Saidh.”

			Saidh remained still for a moment, her mind racing. She understood why Fenella would ask it of her, but she simply couldn’t do it. Her gaze swept the clearing, and then she released Fenella and straightened. “I ha’e a better idea.”

			“Nay. Just kill me, Saidh. Please,” Fenella cried, scrambling to her feet to follow and then pausing abruptly when Saidh stopped and bent to scoop up a large branch from the ground at the edge of the clearing. It was a good six feet long, one end as big around as a man’s arm, the other as small as her wrist. “What are ye doing? This is no time fer a fire.”

			Saidh turned to face her, took a deep breath and announced, “Ye were set upon by two men when ye got to this clearing. Bandits, poorly dressed, one tall and thin, one short and fat.”

			“I was?” Fenella asked with a frown, taking a step backward when Saidh stepped toward her.

			“Aye. Ye and Hammish were. Other than that ye remember little,” she added, raising the log.

			“Oh,” Fenella breathed, paling.

			Saidh steeled herself against the sudden fear in her cousin’s eyes and swung her makeshift weapon, catching Fenella in the side of the head. She watched her spin to the side and crumple to fall across her prone husband on the ground, then dropped the log, backed to the edge of the clearing and began to scream.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1 

			“Oh, he's a beauty, Joan,” Saidh murmured, peering down at the baby in her arms. Glancing up, she grinned at her friend and added, “Ye’ve done a fine job here. Cam must be most pleased.”

			“Aye. We both are,” Joan said, beaming, and then her smile turned wry as she added, “Although he was less pleased when I commented that mayhap we should give little Bearnard here a sister.”

			“What?” Saidh asked on a disbelieving laugh. She knew Joan and Cam had been terrified of her getting with child to begin with, fearing she could die in childbirth. In truth, they’d done everything they could think of to avoid having the precious child she was holding. But now, Joan gave her a crooked smile and shrugged.

			“It was not so bad. I survived it without even a hint of trouble so why not?”

			Saidh shook her head with amusement and then glanced to the open shutters as a trumpet sounded from the wall.

			“It sounds like we have company,” Joan murmured.

			“Mayhap ’tis Edith,” Murine suggested, following when Saidh moved to the window.

			“Aye,” Saidh murmured as she peered out. She’d been rather surprised that the other girl hadn’t been here with her and Murine for the birth. Saidh knew she’d planned to be when last they’d all visited. The four of them had become very close friends since meeting more than a year ago, which was just strange considering the circumstances under which they’d met. Saidh, Edith and Murine had been among more than a dozen women that Campbell Sinclair’s mother had invited to the family castle to tempt her son into marrying again. She’d been hoping for a grandchild, but after the death of his first wife in childbirth, Campbell hadn’t been the least interested in remarrying. His mother had decided that wouldn’t do, and had invited every unbetrothed female she could find to Castle Sinclair in the hopes that one would tempt him to re-­enter the matrimonial state. She hadn’t warned him of her intentions though, planning for it to be a surprise. She, however, was the one who was surprised when Campbell arrived home with Joan in tow and announced they were married.

			Some of the other girls had immediately hated Joan for stealing the man they’d hoped to win. But Saidh, Edith and Murine had ended up being the best of friends with her.

			“Nay. It can no’ be Edith,” Joan announced, drawing Saidh’s attention back to the conversation at hand.

			“Why not? Did Cam no’ invite her?” Saidh asked as she squinted her eyes to better see the traveling party some distance yet away from the castle. They were just specks in the distance at the moment.

			“Does he no’ like Edith?” Murine asked, offering a finger for the baby Saidh still held to grab on to.

			“Oh, aye, he likes all three of you,” Joan assured them both. “And he did invite her. But she was delayed and arrived late last night after we all retired.”

			“Edith is here?” Saidh and Murine said as one, turning to glance at her with surprise.

			Joan smiled widely. “Aye. Cam told me when the little one there woke me up with his fussing for a feeding in the middle of the night.”

			“Well, where is she then?” Saidh asked with a frown.

			“And what delayed her?” Murine asked.

			“She is presently still abed. As I said, she arrived late,” Joan said. “I am sure she will wake up soon, but as for what delayed her—­” She paused to glance at the door as a knock sounded. “Come in.”

			The door opened at once, and Edith rushed in. Excitement coloring her cheeks and a happy smile on her pale face, she hurried to the bed to hug Joan. “Good morn! Sorry, I fear I slept late. But when I went down to break me fast, Cam said ye were awake so I came to see ye and the babe.” She straightened and raised an eyebrow expectantly. “So, where is this grand babe Cam was bragging about last night?”

			Her gaze swung to the two women by the window when Joan pointed their way. Edith’s eyes widened, her smile growing with happiness as she rushed toward them now. “Oh! Saidh! Murine. I am so pleased to see ye both.”

			She hugged Murine first, but paused when she turned to Saidh and saw the bundle she held in her arms. In the end, she gave her a half hug from the side as she peered down at the baby.

			“Oh,” Edith breathed, reaching out to take one tiny hand in hers. “He is perfect.”

			“Do you want to hold him?” Saidh offered.

			“Oh. Aye,” Edith said eagerly and quickly scooped him from Saidh’s arms. She settled him in the crook of her arm and smiled down at the babe, then glanced to Joan and said, “I’m so sorry I missed the birth. I wanted to be here for ye, and I would ha’e been were it no’ for Laird MacDonnell.”

			Saidh raised an eyebrow in question. “What did he do to delay yer journey here?”

			Edith grimaced. “He died.”

			“Oh.” Murine looked uncertain as she tried to sort out how the man’s death had delayed the other woman’s arrival.

			“Allen, Laird MacDonnell, is a cousin through our mothers,” Edith said on a sigh. “But I think it was only the second or third time I’d seen him in me life and in the normal course o’ events I would no’ even have heard that he’d died were we not there at MacDonnell when it happened.”

			Noting the surprised expressions on the women around her, Edith moved to sit on the edge of the bed with Bearnard still in her arms as she explained, “We stopped there to rest on the way here. We only planned to stay the night and leave in the morning to continue our journey, but we woke to the news that he was dead and . . .” She shrugged helplessly. “We could no’ simply say ‘sorry to hear that’ and then mount up and continue on.”

			“Nay, of course not,” Joan patted her arm reassuringly, letting her know she understood. “How did he die, Edith? Was he an old man?”

			“Oh, nay,” Edith assured her solemnly. “Allen was only four years older than I.”

			Saidh’s eyebrows rose at this news. She knew Edith was twenty, the same age as herself, which made Allen twenty-­four. Definitely not an old man. “Well, then what happened?”

			“He drowned,” Edith announced with a shake of the head. “Apparently, he liked to go fer a swim in the loch in the morn ere breaking his fast, and that morn . . .” She shrugged helplessly. “He drowned. They do no’ ken why. He was by all accounts a fine swimmer, but that morning he just . . .

			She grimaced and then explained, “I gather that his first became worried when he had no’ returned by the time his lady wife was up to break her fast. Apparently, Allen made it a point always to join her at the table, but that morning he had no’ yet returned. When I joined the table, Lady MacDonnell was asking after her husband, wondering why he had not yet arrived and whether she should no’ wait fer him ere breaking her fast. His first sent someone to check to see if he was still swimming. The man returned with the laird’s body over his horse.” She sighed. “It was quite distressing. Aunt Tilda and Allen’s lady wife were terribly upset.” She shrugged unhappily. “So, as I say, we could no’ simply mount up and ride on.”

			“Nay, and I would not expect you to,” Joan said with understanding.

			“We decided we should stay fer the funeral, expecting to be delayed a ­couple days or a week at most, but Aunt Tilda—­ Well, he was her only son. She decided he should lie in state in the village church fer two weeks so that his villeins and friends could pay their proper respects.”

			“Two weeks?” Saidh with dismay. “Bloody hell, he must ha’e stunk to high heaven by the time they put him in the ground.”

			“Oh, they did no’ put him in the ground,” Edith assured her. “He went in the family vault, and he did no’ smell either.” She paused briefly and then almost whispered, “They embalmed him.”

			“What?” Murine asked with amazement. “But the church frowns on that. They say ’tis pagan.”

			“Oh, aye, but they’ll allow it for a fee,” Saidh said dryly.

			Edith nodded. “Me aunt got special permission to do it.”

			“Hmmm,” Saidh muttered. “So ye stayed fer the funeral?”

			“Aye.” Edith grimaced. “Although I really wish we hadn’t. Lady MacDonnell was inconsolable, but Aunt Tilda was worse. She kept saying that Allen was such a strong swimmer and how could this happen, and then she began looking at Lady MacDonnell as she said it. By the time of the funeral, she was treating Allen’s wife most coldly and reminding anyone who would listen that Lady MacDonnell’s previous husbands died unnaturally too.”

			“Did they?” Murine asked with interest and Saidh nearly grinned at her expression. There was nothing that could put color into the woman’s cheeks like the possibility of good gossip.

			“Apparently,” Edith said. “They say her last husband, Laird MacIver, died just a month after they married when he was thrown from his horse. Broke his neck, he did.”

			“Oh dear,” Murine and Joan said together.

			“So two husbands dying in accidents,” Saidh said dryly. “It does sound a bit suspicious.”

			“Hmm,” Edith murmured in agreement. “But four dead husbands in as many years sounds even worse.”

			“What?” Murine asked with amazement. “Surely not?”

			“Aye. She has been married and widowed four times.”

			“Well, what happened to the other two husbands?” Saidh asked, her interest now captured. There was nothing like a good murder mystery to pass the day.

			“Well, the one before Laird MacIver was his uncle, Laird Connell MacIver. He died in his bed on the wedding night. He was old though,” she added quickly. “They said he could no’ handle the excitement o’ such a young bride.”

			“Ohhhh,” both women crooned with interest.

			“And the first husband?” Saidh asked.

			“That was Laird Kennedy. He was killed the day after the wedding. Attacked by bandits on their way from her parents’ hold, where they’d held the wedding, to the Kennedy stronghold.”

			Saidh stiffened. “Lady MacDonnell was not born Lady Fenella Fraser?”

			“Aye,” Edith said with relief, and then smiled wryly and admitted, “For the life o’ me I could no’ remember her first name once I started to tell ye all what had happened. But that is it: Fenella.” She nodded and then grimaced and added, “They are starting to call her the widowmaker though. Which is completely unfair really,” she added firmly. “Fenella was with her first husband and injured in the attack that took his life. They found her unconscious and bloodied next to his body. As fer her second husband, the elder Laird MacIver was an ancient old man and everyone said the excitement of the wedding night with such a young bride had surely killed him.”

			“What of the younger MacIver laird?” Murine asked. “Was there any suspicion that it was no’ an accident?”

			“O’ course there was, but the King sent men to investigate and they determined it was nothing more than an accident. Lady Fenella was entertaining his mother and aunt in the great hall when he left for his ride and the three women were still there when news came that his horse had returned without him. Lady Fenella herself went out with the riding party to find him, pulling his horse behind her own in hopes he could ride back. Of course, he couldn’t. He was dead when they found him, his neck broken.”

			“Still . . .” Joan frowned and pointed out, “My horse threw me as well and that was not an accident. ’Twas a pin in my saddle, puncturing the horse’s back so it would throw me.”

			“Aye, but yer horse went wild and ran madly through the woods the moment ye put yer weight on the beast,” Edith pointed out. “By all accounts, Laird MacIver mounted in the bailey and rode out without any difficulties. The horse threw him when he was well into the woods. It could no’ have been a pin in the saddle as was done with you.”

			“Nay, I suppose not,” Joan agreed slowly and then shrugged and glanced at Saidh. Her mouth opened as if she meant to say something, but then she paused, her eyebrows rising abruptly. “Is all well, Saidh? You look . . .” She hesitated, apparently unsure how to describe how she looked.

			Saidh couldn’t blame her, since she wasn’t quite sure how she felt. There was a knot in her stomach made up of a combination of emotions. The few she could pick out of that nauseating miasma were dread, fear, and anxiety. Swallowing the bile that seemed lodged in her throat, she forced a smile that failed miserably, shook her head and admitted, “Fenella is me cousin.”

			“Really?” Edith asked with interest and then grinned. “That means me cousin married yer cousin. We’re related.”

			“Did ye no’ ken she was married to the MacDonnell?” Murine asked with a frown.

			“Nay,” Saidh admitted and then sighed. “In fact, I did no’ ken she’d married again at all after Kennedy.”

			“Not even the Laird MacIver?” Murine asked with amazement.

			Saidh shook her head. “We attended her first wedding. In fact, we all traveled together on the way home. Buchanan is on the way to Kennedy land. They left with us the morning after the wedding.”

			“Ye were with them when Laird Kennedy was killed?” Murine asked almost breathlessly.

			Saidh nodded silently.

			“But if ye went to her first wedding, surely, ye were invited to the others?” Edith said.

			“Nay,” Saidh assured her, and then frowned thoughtfully and added, “Well, actually, we may ha’e been. But mother died shortly after Fenella’s first wedding, and me eldest brother, Aulay, is laird now and does no’ care for large celebrations. He may ha’e just sent a wedding gift with his regrets and neglected to tell the rest o’ us about the weddings.”

			“That is probably it, then,” Edith said on a sigh.

			Saidh nodded, but her mind was back in a clearing where the Kennedy lay dead and her cousin confessed, I killed him.

			“Damn.”

			Saidh glanced around with surprise at that curse from Murine. The woman never cursed. Spotting her by the open shutters, Saidh became aware of the sounds coming from outside. Shouts of greeting were joined by the clop clop of what sounded like at least a dozen horses. Curious, she walked over to stand beside Murine and look down at the busy scene below as well. There were not a dozen horses, but at least three dozen, and Joan’s husband Cam was greeting a man who was dismounting. If she were to guess by his posture, Cam didn’t like the man, which was a concern when the visitor had brought such a large contingent of men with him.

			“I do no’ recognize the banner,” Saidh said with a frown.

			“ ’Tis the Danvries banner,” Murine said grimly.

			“Yer brother’s?” Saidh asked, glancing to the woman with surprise.

			“Me half brother,” Murine corrected, her voice giving away her contempt. Saidh wasn’t surprised. She and Murine had become good friends, and she knew the woman absolutely loathed her half brother.

			“Why would Montrose be here?” she asked quietly, afraid she already knew the answer.

			“Papa must ha’e died,” Murine said, a catch in her voice. Releasing a shuddering sigh, she shook her head and closed her eyes. “He has no’ been well fer a while, but had seemed to turn a corner. I felt sure he would recover else I ne’er would have left him to come here.”

			“Mayhap not,” Saidh said, though she suspected Murine was right. Biting her lip, she slipped an awkward arm around the other woman in support. It seemed the thing to do. She knew how much Murine adored her father.

			“I suppose I should go below and find out one way or the other,” Murine said after a moment.

			“I’ll come with ye,” Saidh offered quietly.

			“Thank ye,” Murine whispered, and slipped her arm through hers to walk to the door.

			Greer heaved a sigh at the sound of distant hoof beats, and reluctantly opened his eyes. Through a frame of green leaves from the trees that surrounded the clearing he was reclining in, he could see that the sky was still a bright, pale blue above him with fluffy white clouds drifting slowly by. He took a minute to guess how much time he had before the approaching horse reached him, and then sighed and raised his head to peer down at the blond head bobbing over his groin.

			“Ye’d best leave off that now, lass. We’re about to ha’e company.”

			The blond maid removed her mouth from one of his favorite body parts and cast him a pouty look. “But I’ve jest begun.”

			“Aye, I ken. Trust me, I ken,” he said dryly and sat up to tuck himself away inside his plaid. “But someone is coming, and by me guess ye’ve just enough time to straighten yer dress ere they arrive.”

			Clucking under her tongue with irritation, the woman stood and proceeded to pull up the top of her gown, covering the generous breasts he’d worked so hard to uncover. When she then began to struggle with the lacings, Greer stood to help. He finished with the task just moments before his squire, Alpin, rode into the clearing and brought his pony to a shuddering halt.

			“Me laird,” the boy cried, nearly throwing himself off his mount in his eagerness.

			Greer reached out a hand to steady the boy and simply waited. Everything was a crisis with his new young squire and Greer had quickly learned not to let the boy’s excitement raise his own.

			“Lady Fenella sent me to find ye,” the boy blurted. “She was wondering where ye are.”

			“O’ course she was,” Greer said dryly. He had arrived at MacDonnell only a week ago, just in time for his cousin’s funeral. But it had quickly become obvious that the late laird’s widow was a pain in the arse. She was forever weeping and whining and moping about the castle like some tragic ghost. And most often she wanted someone to weep and whine at. Since his Aunt Tilda was as good as accusing the woman of killing her son, and everyone here was keeping their distance until they sorted out what way the grass lay, he was the only one who had even spoken to her this last week. The woman had promptly decided he was her ally and had begun to trail him around like some poor starved puppy looking for a new home. In fact, that was why Greer had found Milly, pulled her up on his mount and slipped away from the keep. He’d been looking for a bit of respite.

			His gaze slid to the maid, noting that her nipples were still erect and poking at the soft cloth of her worn gown. Seeing that he was looking, she ran one hand up her stomach to catch and briefly cup one round globe through the cloth, then licked her lips. The action made Greer’s still erect cock throb under his plaid and he caught her by the arm to urge her away from Alpin and his horse, saying over his shoulder. “Tell her ye could no’ find me.”

			“But what about the guests?”

			Greer stopped walking and closed his eyes on a sigh. Guests. Of course there were guests now too. As if half the country hadn’t just left after sticking about for two weeks and nearly eating MacDonnell out of its stores. Some stragglers were arriving too late to attend the funeral, but would still demand food and housing for the night at least. And as the new laird, he would be expected to greet and welcome them.

			Milly’s small hand closing around his cock brought his eyes open and down to see that she was standing sideways to him, her position hiding from Alpin that she had her right hand under his plaid. Greer groaned as her hand slid the length of his erection, and then rose its length again.

			“Tell them ye could no’ find me,” Greer repeated in a growl as the maid pressed her breasts against his arm and repeated the gloving action with her hand.

			“But—­”

			“Go!” Greer roared, his hips jerking involuntarily under Milly’s attention. Trying for a calmer voice, he added, “I’ll be back soon.”

			Alpin released a most put-­upon sigh. The sound was followed though by a rustle that was probably the boy remounting his pony, and then the soft clop clop of the animal trotting out of the clearing.

			Milly immediately dropped to her knees in the grass and ducked her head under his plaid to lay claim to the erection she’d been so eagerly fondling. Greer groaned and grabbed her head through the plaid for balance as she clasped his hips in her hands and began to move her mouth lustily over his organ.

			Damn, the woman had some serious skill, he thought vaguely and then stopped thinking and gave himself up to the pleasure. Within moments he was roaring with release as he spilled himself down her throat.

			“What was that?”

			Saidh shook her head at Murine’s nervous question and reined in her mare, aware that the entire traveling party had done the same. Murine’s brother’s soldiers were all halted and peering warily into the woods around them, seeking the source of that pained shout.

			“Ye do no’ think Laird MacDonnell’s ghost now walks these woods, do ye?” Murine asked worriedly and Saidh glanced to her with surprise.

			“Nay. Of course no’. Do no’ be silly, Murine,” she said. Good Lord, she had enough on her plate without worrying about ghosties and goblins in the woods around the castle she was about to stay in.

			If she stayed. Saidh added the thought grimly. It was not as if she had been invited. In fact, Fenella didn’t even know she was coming. But after learning that Murine’s brother, Montrose Danvries, was indeed at Sinclair to inform Murine that her father was dead and to take her to his home in England, Saidh had found herself asking if she might accompany them as far as the MacDonnell keep. Even she had been surprised by the words when they’d slid from her lips.

			She’d been more surprised, though, when Montrose had agreed readily to the request. The man was an ass, selfish and dissolute. He rarely did anything that he did not gain from. But it had become quickly obvious that he had hoped to gain something after all. He’d apparently expected that she would be so grateful for his escort that she’d allow him liberties. Saidh had set him straight on that quickly with a move her brothers had taught her—­she’d kneed him in the place it hurt a man worst. He hadn’t spoken to her since.

			“Do ye think Laird MacDonnell’s death was an accident?” Murine asked quietly as the party started forward again.

			“I do no’ ken,” Saidh said wearily. It was the question that had plagued her this entire journey.

			“Do ye think someone may be murdering yer cousin’s husbands?”

			Saidh glanced at Murine with surprise. “What?”

			“Well, she has lost four husbands in as many years. The king’s men obviously do no’ think she killed the first three, but now there is a fourth. Mayhap someone else is doing the killing. Mayhap she has a jealous admirer who wants her fer himself and is killing her husbands.”

			Saidh considered that as they rode forward. She almost hoped it was true. Because if it wasn’t . . .

			The king’s men may have decided that Fenella was innocent and she could understand that. Fenella had not been alone when Laird MacIver the younger had been tossed from his mount and broken his neck. She was in fact with his family members, a perfect alibi. As for the senior Laird MacIver, he had been extremely old and might well have died from all the excitement of bedding a much younger and beautiful bride. But Saidh knew something the king’s men did not know, and that was that Fenella had definitely killed her first husband. And knowing that cast suspicion on all of the men’s deaths in Saidh’s mind. She needed to find out for herself if Fenella had had anything to do with the deaths of the Lairds MacIver senior and junior, and Laird MacDonnell. Because if she had, Saidh had saved her cousin that day at the expense of three men who otherwise would surely be alive today. Their blood would be on her hands.

			The thought made her mouth tighten grimly as she followed Montrose’s mount out of the woods and along the dirt lane toward the castle gate. She would find the answer, but after that she had no idea what she would do. Or even what she could do. If her cousin was killing men, was there anything she could do to stop her? Nothing that wouldn’t include admitting her collusion in the death of Laird Kennedy. She may not have killed the man, but she had lent her aid in concealing who the murderer was. What kind of punishment was she likely to be dealt for that?

			The question left Saidh in an unhappy silence as they reined in and dismounted at the foot of the stairs to the castle. A servant led them up the steps and through the keep door, explaining with a pained expression that, unable to find the laird, they had sent for Lady MacDonnell, who would surely greet them soon. He’d barely finished making those apologetic explanations when a soft rustle and the patter of footsteps drew their attention to the older lady descending the stairs. Allen MacDonnell’s mother, was Saidh’s guess as she looked over the still attractive woman. Certainly, it wasn’t her cousin.

			“Lord Danvries.” Tilda MacDonnell smiled sadly as she crossed the great hall to greet them. “ ’Tis a pleasure to see ye again. I trust ye found yer sister?”

			“Yes. Thank you,” Danvries said, his voice for once quiet and respectful rather than the bluff and arrogant booming sound it normally was. Turning, he gestured toward Murine and added, “This is my sister, Lady Murine Carmichael, of clan Carmichael.”

			“My dear,” Lady MacDonnell took Murine’s hand and clasped it gently in both her own. “I was sorry to hear o’ yer father’s death. It seems Scotland has lost two good men in short order.”

			“Aye,” Murine murmured, her eyes glazing with the tears that had filled them every time someone had brought up her father since she’d learned of his death.

			Lady MacDonnell hugged Murine briefly, and then stepped back, dashing tears from her own eyes before turning to include Saidh in her smiling welcome. “And is this another sister perhaps, or—­”

			“Ah, no,” Montrose interrupted with a grimly satisfied smile that Saidh didn’t understand until he added, “This is Lady Saidh Buchanan, and the reason we stopped again on our way home. She is a cousin and dear friend of Lady Fenella’s and begged my escort so that she might see her cousin and offer comfort.”

			Saidh’s mouth tightened at the bit about begging his escort. She’d never begged for anything in her life, and it had actually been Murine who had asked if they couldn’t escort her to MacDonnell on the way home. Her irritation with Montrose was forgotten though when she noted that Lady MacDonnell’s smile had frozen. In the next moment it dropped away altogether like so much ice slipping from an overhang to crash to the ground.

			Face pale and eyes cold, she nodded stiffly at Saidh. “Ye will find yer cousin in her room. It is the third door on the left once ye reach the top o’ the stairs.”

			Saidh hesitated, wanting to offer her condolences but suspecting they wouldn’t be welcome. She had obviously been dismissed and was no longer welcome in the woman’s presence, something Montrose was enjoying greatly, she noted with disgust.

			Ignoring the man, Saidh murmured a quiet “thank ye” to Lady MacDonnell and turned to cross the great hall to the stairs.

			Saidh didn’t encounter anyone on her way up. Once outside the door Lady MacDonnell had said was Fenella’s, she paused and listened, but heard no sound from within. Straightening her shoulders, she knocked sharply and waited for the softly uttered “Come in” before opening the door and stepping into the room.

			It took one look to tell Saidh that this was not the master bedchamber where Laird MacDonnell and his bride would have slept. It seemed Fenella had already been moved to a lesser room and probably the lesser of the lesser rooms was Saidh’s guess. The chamber was tiny, with barely enough space for the single bed and the hard wooden chair that sat in the corner. There was no fireplace at all which would make it a damned cold room in winter.

			If she were to guess, Allen’s mother had selected this room for Fenella and it appeared her cousin had not argued the point. But then Saidh supposed her cousin’s position here was now probably rather precarious. She was no longer the Laird’s wife, and had produced no heir to earn her any position in the household. Lady MacDonnell obviously had more power than her.

			“Saidh?”

			That bewildered, almost hopeful whisper drew her gaze to the woman on the bed and Saidh’s eyebrows rose. This was not the sweet, round and rosy-­faced Fenella she recalled from five years earlier. It was not even the pale, round Fenella from the morning after her wedding. This woman was thin to the point of emaciated, her face wan, and eyes red with recent and repeated tears.

			“Oh, Saidh!” Fenella lunged off the bed and threw her arms around her in a hard, hungry hug of desperation. “Oh, thank God. A friendly face. I have missed ye so. What am I to do? Me husband is dead. I loved Allen so. I thought surely this time I would be allowed to live happily with him. How could he go and die on me like that? I am being punished, am I no’? God is punishing me fer Kennedy. I—­”

			Saidh silenced her cousin by covering her mouth. Her gaze moved warily to the door as she replayed Fenella’s words in her mind and wondered how much she’d given away . . . and who might have heard.

			Easing Fenella away, Saidh raised a finger to her lips and slipped quickly back to the door to ease it open. When a quick glance in both directions along the hall showed it to be empty, she let her breath out on a little hiss of relief and eased the door closed again.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2 

			“Bloody hell,” Greer muttered as he rode through the castle gates and saw the horses and men filling his bailey. There were a good thirty or forty soldiers that he could see, and English soldiers at that. It looked like a bloody invasion party, he thought, and then recognized the banner they rode under and grimaced with disgust. Montrose Danvries had returned, he realized. No doubt the man was on his return journey from collecting his sister. He probably hoped to spend another night at MacDonnell, eating his food and sleeping in one of the guest rooms. Greer just hoped it would only be one night this time. He didn’t like the man.

			Bringing his horse to a halt just inside the gates, he caught his arm around Milly’s waist and lifted her off his mount, leaning to the side to set her down.

			“Enter around the back o’ the castle,” he instructed. “I would ha’e a word with these men and I think it best they not see ye.”

			Milly nodded quickly and moved along the castle wall toward the cover of the stables. Greer waited until he saw her disappear behind the building unmolested, then straightened and urged his mount forward. He had nearly reached the back of the widespread group of men and horses when he spotted Alpin and the stable master at the front of the group, talking with one of the Englishmen. There was no sign of his first, Bowie, though.

			“Alpin,” he barked.

			The squire glanced around, then beamed with relief and rushed to his side as he dismounted.

			“What the devil are all these Englishmen doing cluttering me bailey? And where is Bowie?”

			“Bowie is inside with yer aunt and Lord Danvries, and these are Lord Danvries’ men, me laird,” Alpin said, and then allowing some exasperation to show through, added, “I did try to tell ye that we had company approaching the castle. The men on the wall saw them some distance off and when they heard Lady Fenella had sent me to look fer ye, told me to tell ye about them as well . . . but ye would no’ let me.”

			Greer considered reminding the lad, yet again, on how he was to speak to his betters, but then decided he couldn’t be bothered just then. There were other issues of more import. “Do no’ tell me that Lady MacDonnell has invited that blasted man to stop o’er again?”

			“All right. I’ll no’ tell ye that,” Alpin said with a shrug, and then added with some satisfaction, “But she did. Which ye might ha’e prevented had ye troubled yerself to return to the castle with me rather than throwing up Millie’s skirts like ye were still a warrior fer hire and no’ a laird now.”

			“Ye go too far, lad,” Greer growled. “And one o’ these days ye’ll be sorry fer it.”

			Alpin did not look the least concerned. He merely shrugged and turned to walk back toward the stable, but Greer collared the boy and dragged him back. “Tell the stable master to do the best he can by the horses. Then ha’e Bowie settle as many men as he can in the barracks with our men. Send the rest into the keep. They can sleep in the great hall as they did last time. But tell Bowie to post more guards. I do no’ trust Danvries.”

			“Aye,” Alpin said with distaste. “The man’s a skeevy whoreson.”

			Greer scowled at the lad with surprise. “Where the devil did ye learn to talk like that?”

			“From you,” Alpin said dryly and then turned and moved back toward the stable master and Bowie, who Greer saw was now there as well.

			Shaking his head, Greer led his horse to the stables himself to tend the beast. The stable master would have enough on his plate trying to find places to put the English horses without having to tend his horse. Besides, Greer had no great desire to see Danvries again. In fact, he was wishing that he’d stayed in the woods for the rest of the day and night. Or that he’d returned earlier and had the gate closed on Danvries and his men ere they’d reached it.

			“I'm sorry,” Fenella breathed. Fresh tears were pooling in her eyes and she was wringing her hands miserably as she shook her head. “I am no’ thinking straight. I ha’e no’ done so since Allen’s death. He was such a wonderful man, Saidh. Ye would ha’e liked him. He was so kind, and gentle and sensitive. He had the servants cut flowers fer me every other day and place them in me room.”

			She turned to gesture to several arrangements of dry and dead flowers along one wall of the room. Saidh supposed she’d had them brought from the master chamber when she’d been moved here.

			“And he bought me the most expensive fabrics and lovely jewels,” Fenella continued, turning back to her. “But best of all, he was just so sweet. He could tell I was terrified on our wedding night, and rather than force me to endure the consummation, he gentled me and told me it was all right, he would no’ trouble me for his rights, ever. That I was free of them altogether if I wished. But if I came to desire to have children, I need only let him ken and we would do whatever I wished to accomplish it.”

			The tears in her eyes spilled over now, rushing down her cheeks in rivulets. “There can no’ be another man as sweet and good as Allen in all of Scotland and England combined. And now he is gone.” The last word was a long mournful cry and Fenella threw herself against Saidh to burst into another round of heart-­wrenching sobs.

			Saidh stood still for a moment, but then raised her hands to awkwardly pat her cousin’s back. The woman had taken her completely by surprise. She had come here suspecting her of having turned into some sort of madwoman, bent on killing her husbands. Instead, she found a woman who truly seemed to be in deep mourning for a husband she appeared to have loved a great deal. Saidh didn’t think anyone could be such a good actress to feign this distress.

			Saidh remained standing there, rubbing Fenella’s back until the woman’s sobs gentled to soft sighs and hiccups, then urged her to sit on the side of the bed with her and took her hands in her own.

			“What happened?” she asked quietly. “Until the other day I had no idea ye’d e’en married again, and then I learned ye’ve remarried three times since Kennedy, and each has died. What happened?”

			Fenella blinked at her through red-­rimmed eyes. “How could ye no’ ken? I invited ye to each wedding.”

			“Did ye?” Saidh asked and frowned, realizing that she had probably hit the nail on the head when she’d suggested that Aulay may have received invitations and simply sent his regrets without mentioning it to her or her other brothers. She would have to have a talk with her brother about that when she returned to Buchanan. She understood that he disliked public affairs, but that did not mean she would not have wanted to attend. Okay, so she probably wouldn’t have wanted to attend. Saidh hated feasts and weddings almost as much as Aulay, but still, it would have been nice to know her cousin was marrying . . . again and again.

			“Aulay,” Fenella said suddenly on a sigh, her thoughts obviously having run along the same lines as Saidh’s. “I should ha’e realized he no’ only would no’ attend, but would no’ bother to mention the events to the rest o’ ye. Is he still so very self-­conscious about his scars?”

			“Aye,” Saidh admitted quietly. Aulay had always been a bright and happy lad, and had grown into a brave and handsome warrior the women had all fawned over . . . until the battle that had killed their father. Aulay had returned from the battlefield scarred in spirit and body, his handsome face halved by a sword blow that had nearly killed him. While his wounds had healed, he had yet to recover his outgoing and easy personality and Saidh began to fear he never would. Shaking away her worries about that, she squeezed Fenella’s hands. “Tell me. I hear ye married Laird MacIver after Kennedy. How did that come to pass?”

			“The king,” Fenella said unhappily. “Old MacIver was a friend o’ his and wanted me to wife so the king ordered it six months after I was widowed.” She grimaced with distaste and said, “I did no’ want to marry again after what Kennedy did to me, but I had no choice. Me best hope at the time was that the MacIver was so old he could no’ manage his husbandly duties.”

			“And was he?” Saidh asked, watching her face.

			Fenella grimaced. “He tried. He huffed and grunted on top o’ me fer a bit, trying to manage the deed, but then rolled off with a sigh and went to sleep. At least I thought he was sleeping and I went to sleep too. It was no’ til morn that I realized aught was amiss. He was gray and cold and I realized I’d been sleeping with a corpse.”

			Saidh bit her lip to keep from saying “Ewwww.” She was trying to work out what to ask next, when Fenella continued.

			“Of course, then the king decided I should marry MacIver’s nephew. It seemed a shame, he said, to let a pretty young lass like me whither away fer want o’ a husband. But the truth was, the nephew was leering at me all through the wedding feast and I suspect the king saw it and decided to pass me down to the nephew along with the keep and lands,” she said bitterly.

			“The king attended yer wedding?” Saidh asked to change the subject.

			“He attended both weddings. MacIvers have always been supporters of his and he wanted to keep it that way,” she said grimly.

			“So ye married the younger MacIver,” Saidh prompted.

			“Aye.”

			When she didn’t continue, Saidh prompted, “And how was he to husband? Was he kind?”

			Fenella sighed and shrugged miserably. “He was all right. At least he was young and healthy and did no’ stink like his uncle. But he was nothing like Allen. He did want his husbandly rights,” she said unhappily, and then glanced up and confessed, “I fear after Kennedy, I was afraid o’ the marital bed. The older MacIver did no’ seem to notice, and I was so scared I just lay still and waited fer the pain and humiliation to start so was surprised when it was so clumsy and . . .” She shrugged helplessly, as if unsure how to phrase it and finally said, “Limp.”

			“Anyway,” she muttered, her cheeks now flushed with a bright blush. “The younger MacIver did no’ ha’e the same issue. He tried to go gently and slow, but he did insist on his marital rights. And he was nothing like Allen.”

			“Ye said that,” Saidh murmured quietly.

			“Well, ’tis true. Gordon MacIver was kind enough, but he was no’ nearly as thoughtful and sweet as Allen. And the man was horse crazy. He was always off riding on that stallion o’ his. I was no’ surprised when he fell off the stupid beast and broke his neck. And I did no’ grieve overly much,” she confessed almost apologetically. “At least no’ at first. But then when the king sent his men to investigate and I realized that they thought I had something to do with his death . . .”

			“I am sure he did no’ really think that,” Saidh said quickly. “No doubt he was just making certain no one could raise questions later.”

			“Aye, mayhap,” Fenella said dubiously and then shrugged. “Anyway, I was widowed again and stuck at MacIver. Gordon had died without an heir, but the king waited to see if I carried one. However, when my woman’s time came and I told him that I was definitely not with child, he passed the title and estate to a second cousin of Gordon’s or some such thing.”

			“And then the king arranged fer yer marriage to Allen?” Saidh asked.

			Fenella shook her head. “No’ at first. Fer a while I was allowed to return home to Fraser. I think he hoped ­people would forget about me first three husbands’ dying,” she admitted with a grimace. “But then Allen asked Father fer me hand in marriage, and he was all too eager to hand me o’er.”

			She sighed, and slipped her hand from Saidh’s to fret at the fur on the bed. “At first, I was furious. I really did no’ want to marry again,” she admitted sadly. “I did no’ ken Allen and how kind he was, and Mother pretty much had to drag me down fer the wedding ceremony. But in the end . . . he was the most wonderful man.” She smiled gently, and then her smile faded and a new bout of tears welled up in her eyes. “But now he’s dead too, and everyone is sure I somehow did
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