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        Upon the night a knife is plunged into her father's heart, headstrong Flora Dalreagh flees the forbidding Highlander to whom she has been hastily wed.

        Entering his domain in the guise of a dairymaid, Flora never expects passion to burn as fiercely as her desire for revenge, but she soon discovers her secret is only one of many in the castle.
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        Castle Dunrannoch, Rannoch Moor, Scotland

        December 20, 1166

      

      

      In the northern tower of the castle, the fire had near burnt its last. The candles were guttering low.

      The young man pacing the room turned again on his heel. “Ye swore tae give me the privileges of a true son, but these years of loyalty mean naught.”

      Malcolm Dalreagh fought to restrain his anger. “I am yer chieftain and ye’ll obey me, as ye’ve pledged in fealty since ye were a bairn.” No other would dare speak to him as his stepson had done this night. Only for his late wife’s sake did he seek to placate the cur.

      “Aye, I see the way o' things. Ye be blind tae Ragnall’s ambition and the deceit that runs in his blood, but ye hear the rumours o' how his brother died—and none tae bear witness but Ragnall himself.”

      Malcolm’s voice remained steady. “Rumour grows where men be envious. The fact remains that the alliance is fer the good o’ the clan. With Ragnall’s father dead, he holds the lairdship of Balmore and he’ll be seeking a wife. We mun secure a marriage without delay.”

      “If that be the way of it, give him Sorcha or Hilda. Ma sisters are only a year or two younger than Flora, and her betrothal tae me was agreed years ago, upon ma father’s death.” Calder scowled. “It suited ye well enough then but I see ’twas an empty promise—a vow tae put ma mother in yer bed.”

      Leaning across the table, Malcolm clenched his fists. “Take care, Calder. Brina was a fine woman and I lament her passing as deeply as I did Flora’s own mother. I dunnae take this decision lightly, but it mun be, and it shall. Ye ken as well as I, these are uncertain times, and we mun strengthen the position o' the clan. The MacDonald and the Douglas have been hungry tae seize our land since ma grandfather's time, when Camdyn shared Balmore and Dunrannoch between his sons. The division did naught tae stop their rivalry, and the clan has been all the weaker for it.”

      Calder narrowed his eyes. “I still dunnae ken yer eagerness tae marry yer daughter tae the whoreson of a trollop. I hear she made a pretty sight at the last, and her lover alongside.”

      In three strides, Malcolm grabbed Calder by the throat, his cheeks bright with rage. “Hold yer tongue, or I’ll slice it from yer head, sworn son or nay. The sins o' Ragnall’s mother were punished enough without being remembered on yer foul lips.”

      Gasping for air, Calder clutched at the older man’s hands upon his neck, attempting to pull them away, but the chieftain’s anger gave him strength.

      With a final snarl, Malcolm pushed his stepson from him, then moved to the hearth, staring into the dying embers.

      “Our new king is headstrong, and determined tae regain control o' Northumbria. There’s talk of an alliance with France. If William rises against Henry, we cannae join the fray as we are. Tae survive any such battle, we mun stand shoulder tae shoulder with every Dalreagh, united whole of heart under the same banner. Ragnall’s men would follow him tae the depths of Hell were he tae command it.”

      Passing a hand over his forehead, the Chieftain of Clan Dalreagh looked suddenly far older than his fifty years. “The handfasting shall take place on Hogmanay night and one year hence Ragnall will return tae repeat his vows, and take Flora tae the marriage bed. She will be his, whether ye like it or nae, and when the day comes for him tae become Laird of Dunrannoch and chieftain in ma stead, ye’ll bend the knee—as will she.”
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      Above, where the shadows clung thickest, the pale face pressed to the gap in the floorboards withdrew.

      She had no love for her stepbrother, but Flora had long accepted that the betrothal was her duty. What now, was this? A chill fixed about her heart.

      Though her mind was her own and her soul would remain with God, as Father Gregory had taught, her body would belong to her husband.

      A man known for his savagery on the battlefield.

      ’Twas said he would stop at nothing to gain what he desired.

      Sheltered though her life had been, Flora was not foolish enough to believe he desired her.

      But, the lairdship of Dunrannoch and chieftaincy of the united clan? For that, a man would take to wife whomever came with the prize—even a scrawny maiden barely entering her womanhood.

      And if she failed to please him?

      Flora gave up a silent prayer that she would never find out.
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        Chapel, Inner Courtyard of Castle Dunrannoch

        Evening, December 31, 1166

      

      

      The ride had been but two hours and the ground, though hard-frosted, had provided sure footing for Ragnall’s mount. He and all his men had been granted good welcome at Dunrannoch. The great hall was festooned with garlands of green, the hearths glowed warm, and the tables were generously provisioned. All honours and civilities had been observed and Malcolm had raised his first toast to his guests from Balmore.

      Yet, Ragnall could not ignore his growing unease.

      Something within Dunrannoch was amiss.

      The bride who stood before him with eyes downcast was neither child nor woman. The perfect age most men would say. An age at which a female could be moulded to a man’s liking, and this one seemed meek enough, though she was thinner than he’d have liked, and bore a pained look.

      ’Twas a relief her father deemed her too young for bedding—for Ragnall had not the appetite for such a bland morsel. Another year might bring more flesh on her bones, but as to whether she’d become a worthy chatelaine for his household, that would remain to be seen. The woman who held the keys to every door needed more strength than was apparent in this wee mouse.

      As the monk bid them face one another, he made the sign of the cross over the length of Dalreagh tartan, then tied their wrists close. “Like this knot, ye shall be bound—from this moment forward and as long as ye shall live. May the vows ne’er grow bitter in yer mouths.”

      Ragnall clenched his jaw. The marriage ’twas a contract, pure and simple, to bring him Dunrannoch on Malcolm’s death.

      All would call him chieftain—every Dalreagh who’d whispered that he’d left his brother to die on the moor after falling from his horse; every man who’d jeered at his mother’s fate, and who’d questioned the legitimacy of his blood.

      If he were Broderick’s own, only God knew, but his dark mane and blue eyes had been enough to sway his father to keep him under his roof. Fortune had dictated that his mother’s lover bore the same flame-bright hues in his hair as Vanora herself.

      The monk motioned for them to kneel and Ragnall cast his eyes again over his bride. Though her plaits were bound about her crown and covered in a fine veil, it was plain she was of the same colouring.

      A stray lock, bracken-red, curled to touch the arisaid pinned at her shoulder. Her hair looked well against the russet tartan threaded with green, the length of fabric falling down her back and belted about her girlish waist.

      Mayhaps ’twas that alone—that vividness in her colouring—which stirred his disquiet. Had his mother looked so on her wedding day?

      He wondered what Malcolm saw when he beheld his daughter: the wife he’d wed twenty years ago, or the woman whom it was said he’d truly loved—Ragnall’s mother, Vanora.

      Better that she’d wed Malcolm in her sister’s stead, but there was no merit in dwelling on such thoughts. The past was done.

      “With these vows, yer lives are bound as one.”

      The girl’s eyes fluttered to look at the monk as he uttered the words of betrothal.

      “With these hands, ye shall embrace one another as man and wife. With these hands, ye shall hold the sons and daughters God blesses ye with.”

      The ever-present knot in Ragnall's stomach tightened.

      Aye, may God bless me with the sons this clan needs.

      His own father had been a tyrant, barely showing love for Alasdair, let alone the son whose birth remained forever in question. Ragnall had long vowed that it would be different when he had his own family. He'd do all in his power to ensure his wife's comfort, and she'd give him what he needed in return.

      She seemed meek enough—disposed to obey, to do her duty. He'd want more than that, of course, but all things were achievable in time. Her affection would come, when she saw how important their marriage was to him. His own happiness depended upon it, and the legacy of the clan. He wouldn't repeat his father's mistakes.

      The girl's gaze had lowered at the mention of children and she bit at her lip but as the holy man urged her in her own response, she raised her eyes to meet Ragnall’s and he recognized more than coyness. A flicker of defiance perhaps, though tempered by fear.

      Certainly, the blush in her cheek was becoming; she might grow to be a beauty.

      “Ragnall, Laird of Balmore, do ye take this woman tae be yer own? Do ye promise tae protect her, tae meet her physical needs, and tae beget upon her the children ordained by the Lord?”

      “Aye.” Ragnall addressed all who witnessed the betrothal—the girl’s father and the others alongside. “I give all that a husband gives a wife, until ma dying breath.”

      Returning his glance to his bride, he was surprised to see her staring intently up at him with lips half-parted. For all her modesty, she was affected by the words.

      By God, if he kissed her now, he’d swear she’d open to him. Deep in his baws came a heated ache and he let his imagination linger upon her mouth.

      From across the room came a gruff cough from her father, pulling him from his reverie.

      He’d a promise to keep, and a full year before he’d find out just how willing the wench was.

      ’Twas nae a marriage for love, but he would see right by the woman who was to be his wife—and perhaps there would be more pleasure in it than he dared hope.
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      Turning for the twentieth time against her pillow, Flora wondered if she were the only one still awake.

      The hubbub from the hall had quietened down some time ago. She’d stayed for the first footing, with one of the newer stable boys proudly carrying in shortbread and salt, a black bun and a brick of peat. After that, the men had grown riotous and she’d politely excused herself, knowing that the ale would eventually catch up with them.

      Most would fall unconscious where they lay. It was the same every year. In the morning, she’d find them sprawled over benches and tables, clutching poorly heads. A good bowl of porridge usually sorted them out.

      She could hardly help being awake, of course. As of this very night, she was no longer simply Flora Dalreagh, daughter of their clan chieftain; she was a woman betrothed.

      And the man to be her husband? Distant cousin though he was, she’d only met him once before, and had been too young then to take notice—but, there had been plenty to take notice of today, and everything they said about him appeared to be true.

      Taller and broader than any other, he carried himself like the warrior he was, and there was a hardness to him she’d not seen in other men—as if he might reach behind and draw his sword at any moment.

      As if he’d think nothing of swinging it wide and lopping off whomever’s head was nearest.

      He’d probably done so on many an occasion—on the battlefield. She wondered briefly how many men he’d killed. Not that it mattered whether it were one or five hundred. A soul dispatched in battle wasn’t the same as a life taken under normal circumstances. It was just the way of things. Each clan had to protect its own.

      Still, the imagining of it made her stomach turn.

      What did it do to a man?

      Could anyone be the same after they’d spilled blood?

      Being a woman, she’d never know—for her duty was to her father, helping run the castle. She’d worked hard before the snows came, ensuring provisions were set by to get them through the winter months, preserving and pickling and smoking what they could; storing the rest.

      Her duty was to her father and to her clan.

      And now?

      Another duty was to be hers, not just as daughter but as wife—and it caused her stomach to turn some more.

      She was an innocent, of course; even Calder had never pushed her to give up what they’d both anticipated would be his with time. Of all the unmarried women in the castle, she probably knew a great deal less than most, but she knew more than nothing, thanks to Maggie.

      Her maid was snoring soundly on her cot, having had more than a little ale herself. Before passing out, she’d had more than a few opinions to share on Ragnall Dalreagh—not all of them uncomplimentary. To hear Maggie speak, the betrothal wasn’t the worst thing—and certainly better than the match Flora had been expecting with Calder.

      Flora turned again, pulling her legs away from the cold spot at the bottom of the bed.

      A year from now, she wouldn’t be in the bed alone—and Maggie wouldn’t be in the corner cot.

      Another wave of nausea passed over her.

      Maggie had told her enough that she knew what was expected. A wife obeyed her husband in all things, no matter how vile they might seem—but a considerate husband knew to take the bedding gently.

      Would Ragnall be considerate?

      Across the room, Maggie gave another loud snort and shifted under her blankets.

      It was hopeless. Flora might as well have someone in the room playing the bagpipes for all the sleep she was likely to find this night.

      With a sigh, she plumped the pillow beneath her and willed her mind to find some peace but no more than a few moments passed before another sound carried to her ears.

      A thin sound at first. A reedy repine. A long lament curling through the darkness.

      Nay!

      It couldn’t be!

      No one could be playing the pipes. There was not a body in the castle would thank whoever dared take up the instrument at this time of the night.

      Clutching the quilt to her chest, Flora sat upright, listening keenly.

      The pipes were growing louder. Not far off now but as if in the passageway.

      “Maggie!” Flora hissed through the darkness. “Do ye hear it?”

      The woman in the cot muttered something but didn’t wake.

      Still, the pipes were playing. They halted briefly by the door, so loud that Flora could hardly believe Maggie didn’t wake, then the piper seemed to move on, towards the staircase beyond, and downward, to her father’s chambers.

      As the sound receded, Flora wondered at the quietness of the hall. Had no one heard? But there was no shout—of revelry nor protest.

      Bringing her feet to the floor, Flora fumbled for the over-gown draped close by, pulling it over her shoulders, then felt her way to the hearth, to light her tallow.

      She considered waking Maggie, but there was no time to waste. The piper might have disappeared altogether by the time her maid gathered herself.

      Entering the passageway, Flora cupped her hand to protect the flame from the cool draught. Shadows flickered over the narrow stone walls and then the confines of the stairwell as she descended. Though she trod softly, each step seemed to echo—yet no door opened and no voice called.

      Only the pipes’ wail drifted faintly from below but, upon reaching the lower floor, she saw no sign of anyone.

      All was suddenly quiet and she hesitated a moment. She should return to bed but a stirring of unease brought her to her father’s door. No matter how deeply in his cups, he would never take his rest anywhere else. Nevertheless, an urge came strong to reassure herself he was there and she lifted the latch.

      Even by the dim tallow’s light, Flora saw his form beneath the quilt. There he was, as he ought to be. Why then did a prickle move over her skin? Why did the darkness here make the room feel changed?

      Hurrying to his side, she set the candle upon the chest.

      “Father.”

      She brushed back his hair and leaned close.

      His eyes were half open but their lustre was gone, and his lips were still.

      No breath.

      Her own froze in her breast.

      “Father!”

      She pressed her palm to his cheek and found it warm.

      A tug at his shirt loosened the yoke from his neck, and his head lolled to one side.

      Gasping, she saw what she had not before.

      The quilt was bunched upon his chest. Pulling it back, she saw the dirk buried between his ribs, thrust upward at a sharp angle, and the blood seeping from the wound. The ornate carving upon the hilt caught the candlelight. ’Twas his own blade!

      “Father.” With a sob, Flora laid her head over his heart.

      No movement there, no beat, no life—but the warmth of his body told her some evil force had but recently done its work.

      Starting back, she looked to the farther reaches of the room. Though her hand trembled, she lifted the flame and made herself search each corner. Had the foul fiend lurked there, she would have been helpless to his whim, but there was naught in the room save herself and the flesh that had once been her father.

      Lowering the candle, she turned to him again, closing the eyes that no longer saw. She kissed his forehead and took his hand in hers.

      She feared not the dark, nor any spirit wandering in it. No supernatural being had ended her father’s life. That deed lay at the door of some living creature within the castle—and only one man had motive to do such a thing.

      Only one man.

      He who would greet the morning not just as laird of Balmore, but Dunrannoch too, and chieftain of all.

      An ambitious man, and heartless.

      A man who cared not who stood in his path.

      The man to whom she was bound.
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        Castle Dunrannoch

        Approaching dawn, January 1, 1167

      

      

      “Wake up, Maggie.”

      The maid started at the abrupt shake Flora gave her.

      “I need yer help, and quickly.”

      “’Tis still night, ma lady.” Maggie blinked, squinting against the illumination of the candle flame.

      “It is.” Flora threw back Maggie’s blankets and pulled her upright. “And the best time for an escape. At least six hours until dawn light and they’ll start searching.”

      “But, what’s all this aboot? Ye cannae be gallivanting off in the dark.” She rubbed at her eyes. “Is it a game, mistress? I thought all were a’bed hours ago.”

      “Not a game, nay.” Flora tugged Maggie to her feet and put a shawl around her. “Something horrible has happened.” Flora’s voice caught in her throat but she summoned all her strength to remain calm. There was no time to lose.

      “Maggie, ye know the legend o' the Dalreagh curse?”

      “O’course. Lyle McDoon placed a curse on the clan, after Camdyn, the Wolf o’ Dunrannoch, refused him the hand o' his youngest daughter. He vowed that every male heir o' the Dalreagh line would perish an untimely death. ’Tis a wondrous tale, though ye know I’m nae superstitious like most folk. Yer father is well in years and has ne’er even had the croup. I take such things with a pinch o’ salt.”

      “So do I, Maggie, but—” Flora gulped back her tears. “I heard the piper, I swear.”

      “Camdyn’s ghost?” Maggie looked suddenly fearful. “As plays whenever a member o’ the clan is due tae meet his end?”

      “Perhaps.” Flora grasped Maggie by the shoulders. “I cannae say, but I went tae ma father’s chamber, Maggie, and—” Flora’s voice failed her again.

      “Wae ist, mistress? Ye mun tell me.”

      In answer, Flora drew out the dagger from her pocket.

      “Saints preserve us! There be blood on it!”

      “Hush!” Flora pressed her finger to Maggie’s lips. “Ma father is killed, but I dunnae believe ’tis the curse.” Setting her chin, she replaced the dirk to her skirts. “Someone wicked resides here tonight and they’ve brought aboot his death.”

      Maggie’s eyes grew round. “A murderer! ’Tis a terrible sin, but I dunnae ken why ye wish tae flit. The castle be the safest place for ye.”

      Flora took the woman’s hands in her own. “I believe I know the man responsible.”

      “Ye do?”

      Flora nodded. She’d heard the stories, that Ragnall had brought about his brother’s riding accident, to bring lands into his own hands—and his own father had died not long ago. Had the causes been natural? If he were capable of doing away with his own kin, his ambition surely knew no bounds.

      With Flora’s father dead, Ragnall would be proclaimed chieftain before the body was cold.

      “Aye, Maggie.” Flora set her chin. “The Laird of Balmore—as sleeps alongside his men in the hall this night. I agreed tae the marriage through duty tae ma father, but what duty commands a woman tae wed the beast she believes killed her own kin?”

      The maid nodded sadly. “'Tis the devil’s work, right enough. Yer father entrusted the laird with not just yer hand and yer future safekeeping, but the wellbeing of every Dalreagh soul. I ne’er did hear o' such wickedness. There be no honour in it, for certain—only greed and high ambition. Who knows what such a man is capable of. I hardly like tae say it, but I would fear for yer safety, ma lady. There’s naught tae hold him tae treatin’ ye kindly.”

      “Ye see why I need tae go?”

      “O’ course—and if ye be leaving, I’m coming wi’ ye. We’ll go tae ma brother’s croft. ’Twill be hard in the snow, but nae more than four hours on foot… But, what shall I tell them, ma lady? I cannae say who ye truly are, or yer plan will be for naught. We mun hide ye good and proper.”

      Flora squeezed Maggie’s hand. “I’ll be Florrie—another maid in service. Say perhaps I wasnae treated well and want a fresh start; that I dunnae wish tae talk on it. I’ve some small coin I can bring with me, tae thank yer brother for taking me in.”

      “Aye, it could work. Now, as ye say, we ought tae be off, tae be well away by the time the castle wakes. Mayhaps, ye might use yer writin’ skill as Father Gregory taught ye, and leave a note tae put them off the scent for when they do come a’lookin.”

      “I’ll say I’m distraught at the betrothal, it being against ma will.” Flora’s mind whirled with the possibilities. “I’ll say I’m heading towards the mountains and hope tae perish. If the snow falls again tomorrow, it would swiftly bury a body. They’d know it would be impossible tae find me—at least until Spring—and, even then…”

      “Chances are, the animals would have taken ye; ’tis the surest way tae make them cease the search. As fer slippin’ oot, I’ll warrant there be only one man awake on the gate tonight. ’Twill be nae bother tae distract him wi’ a Hogmanay kiss while ye make fast yer plan, ma lady—and I’ll join ye by the trees as soon as I can.”

      Flora nodded her thanks. She was leaving behind everything that had mattered. Leaving her father to be discovered in the morn. Leaving behind not just the luxuries of castle life, but everyone she'd cared for. Only Maggie, her dear companion, would be by her side.

      The path ahead was uncertain, but staying was the one thing she couldn’t bear.

      Clasping the hilt of the dirk in her pocket, she made a silent vow. Only when Ragnall Dalreagh’s blood marked the same blade would she wipe it clean. Until then, her father’s crimson stain would remain, like rust upon weary metal, to remind her of the dark deed she must avenge.
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        The dairy at Castle Balmore, upon Rannoch Moor

        December 23, 1168

      

      

      “Remember now, Florrie. They won’t drop their milk if they detect a strange hand. Best way is tae let them know ye be friendly.” Maggie scratched the tuft of the nearest cow and gave Flora an encouraging smile. “They be no different from goats when all’s said and done.”

      Flora couldn’t help feeling doubtful.

      The goats back on the croft didnae have horns longer than her arm, nor hooves big enough to crush a man’s head. They weren’t tall enough to look her straight in the eye when she was talking to them and they didn’t lumber about like these beasts. In truth, the goats were probably a deal more canny, as well as more agile. As far as she knew, no cow had ever climbed onto the roof of someone’s cottage and begun eating the reeds.

      Still, she’d learn their ways, just as she’d learnt a great many things in the two years past. Maggie’s family had been exceeding kindly toward her, and patient, teaching her the skills she’d needed to make herself useful.

      They just hadn’t had any cows.

      There had been a herd at Castle Dunrannoch, of course, but it hadn’t been her place to have anything to do with milking them.

      Still, she could hardly complain. At least they were out of the weather and, with the livestock crowded into the enclosed space, the room was pleasantly warm, if rather lively under the nose.

      Maggie had tried for several weeks to dissuade her from coming but, as soon as Flora had heard Castle Balmore was seeking to employ extra maids through the festive season, she’d refused to let the matter rest. Only once they’d gotten here had they been told that it was the milking that needed seeing to.

      The cow twice blinked long lashes and snuffled at the hay nestled in Flora’s palm, then gave it a wet scrape with the rough of its tongue.

      “That’s it, look, she does like ye.” Maggie beamed from across the other side of the milking parlour.

      Flora smiled back half-heartedly. If her friend only knew what she was planning, she doubted she’d be so cheerful. It was the one thing she’d never felt able to confide to Maggie, for she would surely have done all in her power to prevent Flora from committing the grave sin she intended. Certainly, she would never have agreed to accompany Flora to the laird’s home. Flora had been obliged to spin a story of wanting to see what sort of chieftain Ragnall was proving to be, and had undertaken a promise never to remove her scarf from about her hair.

      Though other girls on the moor bore the same hue in their locks, Maggie was fearful Flora would be unmasked and obliged to answer far too many questions.

      To Maggie’s mind, the past was the past and, terrible though it was, she believed Flora ought to put it behind her. That old life was done and she was free, at least, of the burden of marrying the man responsible for her father’s death.

      For Flora, nothing was in the past, and nothing forgotten. Her one regret was the impulsiveness that had made her flee on that terrible night.

      Ragnall Dalreagh might have promised her father that he’d not lay a hand on her until the repeated vows of the wedding one year after, but a man capable of murder would hardly bother to keep such a contract. And, with all the assets of the Dalreagh clan under his ownership, Ragnall would surely do as he pleased.

      Tender of years though she’d been, Flora knew the flame of lust in a man’s eye and she’d caught a certain glimmer on that terrible night—even as they’d stood before Father Gregory in the holy kirk of Dunrannoch.

      If I’d only waited, I’d have found myself in Ragnall’s bed. Once he was asleep, how easy it would have been!

      Flora had never ceased thinking of her vow, and how she might again get close enough to the Laird of Balmore. Close enough to sink her dagger into his wicked heart, or to slit his throat.

      As he gurgled his dying breath, she’d make sure he knew who she was and why he was meeting his end at her hand.

      It didn’t sit well with her to deceive Maggie, but she was determined to avenge her father. Once the deed was done, she’d reveal her identity and tell her tale. She’d no fancy that it would be easy to make others understand, but she was sure Calder would step in to support her voice. After all, he was the only other Dalreagh of the male line who might take over if Ragnall was discredited. Otherwise, her revenge was likely to come at the cost of her own life.

      “Noo, wipe the teats with the wet linen, Florrie, for there’s right enough muck on them, and pull a couple of times before aiming for the bucket, tae flush through any dirt. ’Tis just the same as wi’ the goats.” Maggie settled herself on her stool and got to work, humming the festive ditty as had been sung in the kitchen the night before.

      Everyone else in the castle seemed in fine fettle—but for herself. Flora could barely recall the last Yuletide she’d been truly happy. A time long before, when her mother was still alive, she supposed, but that was far too many years ago to provide comfort. Lady Brina had been kind in her way but her stepmother had seemed to have little interest in Flora, other than as the bride she wished to secure for Calder, her son.

      To her shame, Flora hadn’t been able to summon much grief on her passing.

      Sighing, she rested her cheek against the cow, leaning beneath to clean off the teats. At her touch, the animal gave a snort and fidgeted its hooves.

      She could hardly blame it. The whole process was undignified, so Flora had often thought.

      Maggie’s sister-in-law had given birth three times since Flora’s arrival, yet she still wasn’t at ease with seeing the babes at their mother’s breast. Naturally, a bairn had to have its sustenance, but the poor woman had been obliged to sit and be milked in much the same way as this cow.

      That was one thing, at least, Flora knew she’d be spared—for she’d no intention of being any man's wife, and there would be no wee ones without the minister’s words binding her to a man.

      In theory, she was already bound, of course—to the fiend who’d murdered her father—and, seeing as the beast himself hadn’t bothered to wed anyone else, the contract remained.

      More than once she’d had pause to think on that, since he must have believed her dead, just as she planned. In any case, none of Ragnall’s men ever came seeking her. The chieftain of the clan was free to take another bride in that case, and it was long overdue. Every laird needed his heir, after all.

      Although her father had never been one for immoral shenanigans, she knew many of those under his protection hadn’t been so scrupulous. No doubt, Ragnall wasn’t short of women willing to warm his bed—and plenty who’d oblige without a ring on their finger.

      Oh yes, it probably suited Ragnall very well not to have been tied to a little peely-walley thing with barely a curve to fill a man’s hands.

      For some reason, the notion stoked the resentment in Flora’s heart. With a puff of frustration, she gave the teats a last, brisk wipe. The udder’s owner shifted from hoof to hoof once more and sent its fringed tail to swipe Flora’s face.

      “Stop that, ye daft coo. Can ye no see I’m here tae relieve ye? Stand ye still while I see about ye.”

      “Easy there, Florrie.” Maggie called again from across the room. “Mayhaps, she be tender, or missing her wee calf.”

      Gently, Flora squeezed to draw down the first milk and the cow switched its tail again, giving Flora a mouthful of wiry ginger hair.

      “What did I tell ye? I cannae do this with ye swittering at ma face.” Flora heaved against the cow, only to have it push straight back.

      “Ye wild beastie! Have ye no manners?” Flora set her hands to the task again. This time, she managed a little milk, but barely enough to consider being ready to start filling the bucket. She increased her pressure but got nothing for her efforts but a measly trickle.

      A chicken strolled in, scratching in the straw directly under the cow’s rear end before squatting to lay an egg next to Flora’s bucket. With a satisfied cluck, it pranced off again.

      “Ye see that, do ye? There’s someone as knows what they’re aboot.” Flora berated the cow again. “It be yer turn, noo, and nae more fussing.”

      Parting her knees, Flora reached under as far as she could and gave each teat a simultaneous squeeze, considerably harder this time. The cow gave a disgruntled moo and shifted position, sending a good squirt of milk directly into Flora’s eye. With a cry, she wobbled on the stool and toppled backward.

      No sooner had she landed in the straw, skirts flying upward, than a low, rumbling chuckle came from somewhere behind. “If this be some new technique for milking, I dinnae ken how effective it may be.”

      “’Tis this daft beastie that’s causing the trouble and not—” Flora’s mouth dropped. No more than three steps from where she lay sprawled was the man whose face had haunted her these two years past.

      In her memory, he was just as tall and broad-shouldered, sporting the blue eyes and wild curls of the Dalreagh clan but, on all the nights she’d conjured his face, it was always to picture him writhing in agony as she pierced him with the dirk.

      Not once had she imagined him wearing this expression of amusement.

      “Dinnae let me stop ye.” Folding his arms, he leant against the wall of the dairy, grinning down at her. “I can see I’ll learn a thing or two by watching ye.”

      The hatred coursing through Flora’s veins grew thick and black. How dare he make jest after all he’d done. Truly, he was without conscience—a murderer fit for league with the devil himself.

      “Och!” Maggie’s head appeared above the rump of her cow then disappeared again as she dropped a swift curtsy. “’Tis the laird!”

      Ragnall Dalreagh inclined his head in recognition of the courtesy. “And ye fine lassies must be among the new members o' the household.”

      “Aye.” Maggie scurried around, wiping her hands on her apron. “I’m Maggie McKintoch from the far side o' the moor, and this is ma cousin, Florrie.”

      “Pleased tae meet ye. There’s always a deal o' work, so ye’ll be kept busy.” He reached down to grab Flora's hands and, before she could protest, he’d raised her to her feet.

      She’d grown several inches since he’d last laid eyes on her, both in height and in womanly dimensions, but she felt a sudden stab of fear as he looked down into her face, studying her intently.

      His brow creased a moment, as if trying to place her features.

      Thank goodness Maggie had insisted on her wearing the headscarf.

      Maggie had assured her that she looked quite different to the scrawny young thing who’d come to live on her brother’s croft two Hogmanies ago, and here was the proof—for the laird seemed not to recognize her.

      Realizing, suddenly, that he was still holding her hands, she snatched them away.

      “We’d best be getting on, ma Lord. The cows won’t milk themselves. There’s another twenty waiting after these two.”

      “So there are.” His mouth quirked upward. “I’ve a good deal tae manage here at Balmore, but I keep the count of ma cattle, at least.”

      Flora felt her cheeks burn. Of course the man knew his own livestock.

      She dipped her curtsey, righted her stool and sat upon it once more. Then, positioning the bucket, sent up a prayer that the blasted cow would be more forthcoming and not cause her further embarrassment.

      No sooner had she leant forward than she felt two warm arms wrap around her and a hard chest press to her back.

      “The trick is in keeping yer patience while showing the beastie who’s in charge.” To her consternation, Ragnall was directing her to the udder. “Wrap yer fingers firmly around the top tae trap the milk, then squeeze it down with a rhythmic motion.”

      Flora sat frozen as Ragnall moved his hands over hers. “Next, open yer palm and draw down again, letting the teat refill.”

      As he guided her, a thin stream of milk descended, hitting the bucket with pleasing surety. The sight filled her with sudden pleasure. However, she was all too aware of Ragnall pressed up against her—and she a total stranger, as far as he knew. It seemed she’d surmised rightly. The laird was an outrageous flirt. No doubt, if she gave him the least encouragement, he’d have her down on the hay.

      The thought sent another wave of heat through her. The last thing she wanted was to imagine those hands, however strong and commanding, laying claim to what lay under her skirts—and she was no ninny. If the laird wanted to give her a tumble, she’d have no choice but to comply, and Maggie would be powerless to intervene.

      Those hands might be skilled with the livestock but they were also the hands that had sent her father’s dirk into his heart. That, she would never forget!

      She cursed having left the dagger with her bundle in the hayloft over the stalls, where she and Maggie slept. If she’d kept it on her, she might have pushed it between his ribs and have been done with it.

      Instead, she made do with driving her elbow there and twisted on the stool, hoping to push him off the back. Let him sprawl in the hay and see how he liked it! But, he seemed to anticipate even that simple action and she came up against the unmoving solidity of his torso and his cheek alarmingly close.

      Suddenly there was but a hair’s breadth between their lips.

      His voice caught as he laughed again but, this time, there was a sensuous quality, as if he were but playing a game with her, and she was the little rabbit caught in his snare.

      “Ye may not be the best at milking cows, fair Florrie, but ye must have other talents.” His fingers found a stray curl worked loose beneath her ear and she felt their touch upon her neck.

      Swallowing, she attempted to lean back but his other hand held strong against her waist, preventing her escape. “I’m only here tae help with the milk. I've nae other talents tae speak of.”

      “I’m sure that’s nae true.”

      For a moment, Flora’s heart seemed to stop.

      “Everyone knows dairy maids make the best kissers, after all.” The laird moistened his lips. “Will ye nae show me?”

      “Certainly not!” Putting her palms to his chest, she attempted to push him off again but Ragnall Dalreagh’s feet were too firmly planted on either side to give her any leverage.

      “Ye’re nae afraid tae find out ye cannae kiss?” As he said it, the tip of his nose, just as warm as the rest of him, bumped hers.

      Truly, the man was audacious. She gave another push. “O' course I can kiss, just as well as anyone, but ye won’t be finding out.”

      The low, rumbling laugh came again and, for the briefest moment, she felt Ragnall’s soft lower lip and his chin, rough with stubble.

      In shock, she made to protest, realizing only too late that he was likely to view her parted lips as an invitation.

      However, the next moment, he was on his feet. “I can see ye be shy, and there’s naught wrong with that, but I will find out yer other talents, Mistress Florrie.” Standing above her, he gave a slight wink. “When ye’ve done practising yer technique on those soft teats, bring some o’ the milk tae add tae ma bathing water.”

      Nodding to Maggie, who’d come round to see what the fussing was, he turned on his heel, leaving the two women alone again with the cattle.

      “Och, Florrie!” Maggie shook her head, tutting gravely. “This means only one thing, ye ken.”

      Flora was also in little doubt.

      As she’d anticipated, the laird was used to having his way with any woman who took his fancy and, today, it happened to be her. A strange thrill passed through her, shivering the hairs on her arms and causing a disturbing ache deep within her belly.

      Had the time truly come?

      Would she now get close enough to take her revenge?
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        Later that day…

      

      

      Flora stood outside Ragnall’s private chamber with two pails of milk. The dirk, retrieved from her bedding, hung heavy in her pocket. In his bath, the laird would be defenceless. She had only to catch him unawares and revenge would be hers.

      Unfortunately, Ragnall was not alone.

      She leaned closer. The laird’s voice, low and rumbling, was distinctive. Of the other two she wasn’t sure. The door was open but a crack.

      It seemed prudent to listen.

      She’d never witnessed her father’s private audiences with clan members, but it might be beneficial to understand the state of things within the Dalreagh clan. Away on the croft, they’d rarely heard of castle matters.

      She caught only snatches but the discussion was heated.

      “The cur seduced ma sister and now asks tae marry her!” declared the most churlish of the voices.

      “And what is yer sister’s mind?” asked the laird.

      “Like a fool, she loves him, but ’tis by the by, for the match was nae of ma choosing. ’Twas Domnall here who contracted tae marry the wench some six months past, and noo we find she’s quickening.”

      “Aye!” The third, Domnall, spoke. “And makes ma blood hot tae think of her deflowered and carrying the bastard’s child. I seek yer blessing, laird, tae draw swords against him and take Mhairi tae wife.”

      “And what of this child?” asked the laird again.

      “The bairn can be raised tae tend the sheep and work with the rest. At least I ken Mhairi’s able tae bear childer. Once I’ve wedded her, there’ll be plenty more bairns tae offer comfort,” reasoned Domnall.

      There was a pause.

      Flora pressed her ear closer still. It wasn’t uncommon for such things to occur but she was interested to hear what the laird would say on the matter.

      “A man’s honour isnae tae be trifled with,” mused the laird. “But nae more is a woman’s. If the lass loves him and he has the means tae support her, it may be wiser tae let her go, Finlay.”

      There were murmurs of dissent before the room fell quiet again.

      “If ye take her against her will, Domnall, she’ll resent ye for the rest of yer days. ’Tis nae a marriage I’d encourage.”

      Flora found herself nodding. There were few women who had the privilege of marrying exactly where they pleased. Alliances were vital. Her own betrothals had been example enough of that—first to Calder and then to Ragnall. Her duty had been to obey her father, regardless of her personal feelings.

      Nevertheless, the men seemed to be accepting the laird’s advice.

      There was a scraping of chairs and Flora stepped back from the door just as it was pulled open. The two men looked her over briefly, then passed by, disappearing into the gloom of the passageway.

      Within the room, a well-stoked fire danced bright flames in the hearth. Ragnall stood beside, dressed in a loose robe, belted at the waist, a great wolfhound at his feet.

      “Ah, ’tis ye at last, Florrie.” Glancing up from his petting of the dog, he gave a weary smile. “And I’ve fond want, lass. Ye’d think men would have a care nae tae bring their disputes on the eve o' the festivities, but there’s nae rest for Murdo and I.”

      The hound looked up at him with adoring eyes and gave his master’s hand an affectionate lick.

      Flora frowned. How easily he spoke of his duties, as if they were fairly gotten rather than by black deed.

      She crossed the room with her pails, emptying the milk into the waiting copper tub. “Ye wish me tae help ye wash, ma lord.” Though he appeared nonchalant, his blue eyes followed her intently.

      A strange sensation passed through her. As Flora Dalreagh, no man had dared look with such obvious interest; at least, none but Calder. On the croft, she’d been treated as one of the family. To find herself made such a study of was unnerving. Nervously, she tucked her hair behind her ear, glad once more for the scarf.

      “Aye, lass. That I do.” In one swift motion, Ragnall shrugged off the robe, revealing himself quite naked beneath.

      A flush rose to her cheeks. She’d anticipated his nakedness but to bare himself so blatantly! Her inclination was to turn away but she refused to let him think her timid. He might think it amusing to flaunt himself before her but she wouldnae give him the pleasure of seeing her put out! Meaning to keep her eyes upon his face, she held her ground, staring straight back at him, but the rest of Ragnall Dalreagh proved too distracting to ignore.

      She’d seen Maggie’s brothers bathe in the stream. A good ten years Ragnall’s junior, their slender bodies bore no resemblance to the man before her.

      The hair which descended over his abdomen grew thicker at his groin and continued on his great thighs. As for what sprung between them, she’d had no idea a man’s member could be so thick, nor that it could be that ruddy colour. The bulging tip, glistening wet, was almost purple.

      When she raised her eyes again, she found he was looking back, and smiling with a certainty of having his way that sent a jolt through her—anger, and something else. She wasn’t sure what exactly, but it made her pulse race.

      “Ye may soap ma hair, lassie, and talk tae me if ye will.” He stepped into the tub, lowering himself until the milky water covered the parts Flora had been admiring.

      Now was the time. He would have no idea of her intention until the knife plunged through his throat. She had only to summon her courage but, faced with her moment of action, her heart pounded. She must do more than merely pierce the skin. She must either open his throat entirely, or drive the blade deep through the sinew. Half measures would send him thrashing and crying out for help. He might easily wrench the weapon from her hand; might easily overcome her.

      The dog, meanwhile, watched with curious eyes.

      “I hope ye be settling, lass. ’Tis hard to be away from all ye know.” Dipping over, he cupped water generously upon his head. “The soap be on the side, if ye’ll be so kind.”

      Curse him!

      How could she end the man’s life when he was being so infernally polite—and with that great lummux of a dog gazing on?

      Picking up the block laid upon the washcloth, she raised it to her nose, inhaling the scent of heather. She would do this, washing the man’s hair: a last act of respect before undertaking what she must. Meanwhile, she needed to remain calm—to do naught that might arouse his suspicion. “Aye, ’tis nae so easy being divided from those we love.”

      And ye were the one to part me from my beloved father, ye villain!

      Ragnall leant back against the rim and closed his eyes as she massaged across his scalp, then moaned when she pushed her thumbs into the base of his neck.

      “Ye’ve a gentle touch, lass.” Sitting up again, he bent forward, the easier for her to wash through the suds.

      Taking a small jug, she did so, and the rivulets ran across the hard muscles of his shoulders.

      Moving further down, she leant forward. The next she knew, his thumb was grazing her nipple, dampening the linen of her smock.

      In surprise, she jumped back. “What’re ye doing!”

      He’d pushed the hair from his eyes and was looking at her through wet lashes. “I’m sure ye know, lass. I didnae bring ye here only to help me bathe. ’Tis company I need.”

      He beckoned her closer. “I shallnae do aught against ye will. ’Twill be pleasure for us both, if ye but join me.”

      “Join ye?” Flora's heart began to pound.

      “Why, in the tub o’course.” Ragnall offered his smile again. “’Twill be a squeeze, but if ye sit astride, we may accomplish things to mutual satisfaction.”

      Urgh! The man was insufferable! As if she’d gain pleasure from seeing to his carnal needs!

      “I must tell ye, I’m shocked ye would suggest such a carry on.” Flora had little difficulty summoning her righteous indignation, though it did not escape her that, if anyone had a right to enjoy her body, it was the very man stretched out before her. “Ye should know, I’m saving myself for the marriage bed.”

      Ragnall nodded gravely. “Yer sense o' virtue does ye credit but, if ye do decide tae let me love ye, and the good Lord sees fit tae send a bairn tae yer belly, I’ll take care of ye.”

      A rush of fury rose from the pit of her stomach. So, that was the way it was. He took them to his bed and then placed his by-blows about the castle. On that score, half the children set to fetch and carry were likely his!

      She hardly realized how hard she was squeezing the soap until it flew upward, out of her hands. Hitting the floor again, it skittered away.

      Instinctively, Flora stepped forward, only to place her foot upon the bar as it bounced back from the edge of the tub.

      The hound, thinking some game was afoot, leapt to its feet and bounded over. Knocked askew, Flora found herself toppled, flying forward over the rim of the copper bath and, with a great splash, landing on the hulking body within it.
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      Ragnall barely had time to brace himself as she launched through the air. Her knee missed his groin by a mouse’s puff and she knocked the breath from his chest, but it took only a moment for him to recover and appreciate the feel of her. With her clothing sodden, the fullness of her breasts was clearly visible through the clinging cambric of her bodice and she’d parted her legs naturally around his own, affording his thickness a comfortable resting place.

      Bringing his hands to her hips, he made soothing noises. “Are ye alright, lass?”

      Her lower lip, so full and pink, was trembling.

      Ripe for kissing.

      It would be a good place to start.

      He’d long ago learnt that the best way to unlock a woman’s ardor was to go gently. A teasing sort of seduction usually had the surest results, with the woman herself soon taking charge and showing what it was she wanted. There was never a need for a man to force himself on a woman. Considerate caresses did all the work for him.

      As for this one, he’d a feeling there was a strong vein of passion, if he could but persuade her to let him be the recipient.

      Next year, he’d seek another alliance, and beget the heir the clan needed. Until then, he could hardly be expected to remain celibate, and the spark in Florrie’s eyes was telling him that she was as drawn to him as he was to her.

      A crease furrowing her brow, she was squirming to right herself and succeeding only in dislodging her gown, so that her sleeve dropped low, revealing one smooth, milk-white shoulder. Any more of that and she’d expose her breast completely.

      His imagination was already palming its weight, sliding a hand over slippery wet skin, while his other, in the small of her back, drew her close. Her breast would fall within the warmth of his mouth, the taut peak of her nipple a perfect fit between his lips.

      His arousal, swollen hard, leapt at the thought.

      “Stop that!”

      Her exclamation brought him abruptly to his senses. “Why, lass, I’ve nae begun. Though it will only be a matter of lifting yer skirts to remedy that.”

      “Yer “thing”.” She pushed against his chest. “Whatever ye’re doing with it, make it stop.”

      A throaty laugh escaped him. “’Tis all yer doing, Florrie. I didnae tell ye tae fling yerself atop me, did I? Ma body is only responding to the feel o’ yers, and the more ye do wriggle, the more the effects are noticeable.”

      She fell silent at that, her expression distrustful.

      It occurred to him that she’d less experience with a man than he’d guessed at. He’d certainly have to take things slower. He made sure he looked into her eyes and not at the curve of what threatened to burst from her bodice. “Give me a kiss, Florrie, and then I’ll help ye tae yer feet. After that, if ye wish for more, find yer way tae ma chamber this evening. As I said before, I’ll do naught tae harm ye.”

      He could see her giving the proposal consideration.

      “A single kiss.” Her gaze lowered to his lips and, to his amusement, she worried at her own, running her tongue along their edge.

      “Aye.” Ragnall swallowed back a moan as the lass shifted herself, inadvertently rubbing against that part of him that wanted a good deal more.

      She eyed him warily again. “And ye swear nae tae grab me.”

      “I do. Whatever happens between us shall be at yer instigation, lass.”

      Though she continued to frown, she lowered her mouth to his, and Ragnall felt the sweet brush of her lips, feather soft. He caught the scent of hay and the clinging fragrance of milk mixed with earthier tones.

      Instinctively, he brought his hand to her nape, opening his mouth a little, hoping she would venture her tongue within, then worked his fingers beneath the knotted fabric of her headscarf, wishing to feel the silkiness of her hair.

      As the cloth fell away, she gave a cry and drew back suddenly. Opening his eyes, Ragnall blinked at the vision before him. With her flame-red locks cascading wild and her face flushed, she was disarmingly beautiful.

      Her looks were the sort a man dreamed of or, rather, it was as if he'd already met her in a dream. There was something familiar in the slant of her mouth and the uplift of her eye, and in that particular hue of red that crowned her.

      However, whatever she saw in his face, it gave the lass a fright. Placing her knee full in his stomach, she levered herself up and swung from the bath, sending water sloshing across the floor, her soaked skirts flapping.

      Murdo gave a mournful whine as the door banged shut behind her and, sinking back beneath the water, Ragnall sighed deeply. There would be only one remedy for what he needed from Mistress Florrie. He could but hope that her curiosity would bring her to him sooner rather than later—or it wouldn’t be only the haggis swollen to bursting by Hogmanay night.
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        Before dawn, Christmas Eve

      

      

      For the hundredth time, Flora berated herself.

      She’d wavered when she should have been strong.

      If she’d killed him when she’d had the chance, none of this would have happened. Thank the Lord, despite the scarf slipping away to reveal her hair, he seemed not to have recognized her.

      At the time, she’d surmised giving in to the kiss would be the easiest way to get what she wanted—a helping hand out of the bath, and away from that hulking brute. Admittedly, she’d not much experience. The only kisses she’d received in the past had been on her cheek or the hand. Not even Calder had tried to put his mouth on hers, and it had never occurred to her to invite him to do so.

      It had lasted but a moment. She’d been aware of the soft bristle of his beard and the fresh scent of the soap on his skin. Aware too of the hardness of his body beneath her. Not just in the part that was alarming, but all over. The man had a warrior’s body, battle-hardened, the skin taut over his muscles.

      She hadn’t wanted to kiss him. Not in the least.

      But she’d let her lips touch his. Just enough to allow him to let her go. It had meant less than nothing. Why then, did she keep thinking of it?

      One thing was certain. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again—of letting her softer feelings interfere with what needed to be done.

      She was a Dalreagh, not a coward, and she wouldn’t shrink from taking the revenge that was her due. Her father had been murdered, and she would never forget that. If it was with her dying breath, she would avenge him.

      All the night, she’d hidden from Ragnall, knowing he was in his chamber, waiting. Now, Maggie and the others around her slept, exhausted from their labours, their blankets pulled tight to their chins, while she fingered the dirk, testing its sharpness on her thumb, hardening her heart for what must come.

      Today, there would be feasting. She would make sure Ragnall saw her; would make sure that his invitation was remembered. She would go to him and, when he was replete from whatever it was a man did with a woman, slumbering upon his pillow, she would stab him through.

      There would be an end to it, and she would deal with the consequences. Perhaps the truth of her story would be believed, and she would return to Dunrannoch as a free woman. If not, she would undoubtedly be put to death as a murderess herself.

      And what of the justice that was meted out beyond the grave?

      Was there a special place in hell for women who murdered their betrothed husbands? Father Gregory had never mentioned it but she suspected he’d only ever told her what he’d thought relevant to her life. He would hardly have anticipated Flora finding herself under this necessity.

      A chill stole around her heart.

      She would try not to think on that; only of the immediate deed before her.
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      Entering the kitchens, Flora was taken aback at the heat coming from the ovens and the great fire, but the warmth was welcome. Overnight, the temperature had dropped, first sending snow, then thickening the ice upon Loch Balmore, so that all were speculating on it being strong enough for curling. The dreich weather of the past month had been replaced by blue skies and a frost that made one’s chest ache.

      Ragnall, she was told, was particularly good at the game, always sending his stones true, to meet their mark.

      Flora had used to enjoy the game herself, having been taught by her father, but she’d no time to think of frivolity. If she had her way, the laird of Balmore would never again have the chance to prove his prowess with a curling stone.

      The hearth here was bigger even than theirs at Dunrannoch, with six smaller pots hanging on arms around the central cauldron, and the room was full of bustle. The demands of preparing the feast had everyone lending a hand.

      Nevertheless, the cook, Mistress McTavish, gave her a merry smile as she approached with that morning’s milk. “Here be, lass. Come and give the clootie dumpling a stir.” She beckoned to Flora. “’Tis the best luck when all do take a hand. Six times one way, then six t'other.”

      Setting down the pails, Flora wiped her hands on her apron and gave a small smile of her own. If Mistress McTavish did but know Flora’s mind, she wouldn’t be so warm in her welcome, but her simple kindness touched Flora’s heart. She’d naught to complain of under Ragnall’s roof, receiving nothing but fair treatment.

      Taking the spoon with both hands, Flora wielded her might to stir the heavy mixture of suet and dried fruit and flour. Wrapped in a cloth and placed in boiling water, the pudding had been one of her father’s favourites.

      A hard lump came to Flora’s throat but she refused to give in to self-pity.

      “Ye be stronger than ye look.” The cook gave her a nudge. “And a pretty one besides. Ye ken the master be askin’ after ye? I’ll warrant ye’ll nae be in yer own bed this night, nor any through Hogmanay, if ye’ve a likin’ tae his company.”

      Mention of Ragnall’s philandering ways stirred the flame of anger in her again, but Flora made herself answer meekly. “If the master wills it, I suppose I cannae disagree.”

      Mistress McTavish blew out her cheeks. “Well, I ne’er did hear of any lass thinkin’ twice about flichterin’ into his chamber. Were it summer, he’d have had ye on the moor in the gloaming if ye was willin’, but ’tis
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