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Dear Readers,


    When you finish reading A Kingdom of Dreams, you may be wondering if I’ve written other books that feature some of the characters you’ve just met. I have, and here they are:


    Whitney, My Love is the story of Clayton Westmoreland, the Ninth Duke of Claymore.


    Until You features Stephen Westmoreland’s story.


    Miracles is Nicki DuVille’s story.


    My newest book is about Jonas Westmoreland, a legendary all-American quarterback whose public life is turned upside down by a quirky veterinary student who inadvertently climbs into bed with him in his Las Vegas hotel. When Jonas attempts to eject her into the hallway, his efforts are observed by a hotel guest with a cell phone camera, and his entire career is jeopardized. It’s a drastic problem requiring a drastic solution. . . .


    I hope you enjoy reading A Kingdom of Dreams.


    Warmly, 


    Judith McNaught
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NIGHT WHISPERS


“Never miss a McNaught! NIGHT WHISPERS heads like the Titanic toward its iceberg of a climax—with shocking revelations. . . . Judith McNaught has written her most stunning work of fiction to date. Sexy, smart, and page-turning, this is a must-read.”


—barnesandnoble.com*


“A tender triumph that will leave readers awed. . . . The characters are warm and charming, and will long be remembered.”


—BookBrowser.com


“McNaught has truly outdone herself with NIGHT WHISPERS. . . . Equal parts romance and suspense, this is a must-read for mystery and romance fans alike You’ll find yourself delighted with this excellent book.”


—Rendezvous


“Curl up in front of your fireplace and enjoy.”


—Cleveland Plain Dealer


REMEMBER WHEN


“[A] clever take on the ultra-affluent, ultra-cynical social scene of McNaught’s hometown of Houston. . . . McNaught has a lot of fun with a marriage of convenience that turns out to be anything but.”


—Chicago Tribune


    “Delectable. . . . Romance blooms like wildflowers in the heart of Texas. . . . I loved Remember When.”


—Philadelphia Inquirer


“Romantic, witty, and entertaining. . . .”


—San Antonio Express-News
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To toothless grins and baby toys;


To Little League games and tears you wouldn’t cry;


To fast cars, pretty girls, and college football;


To compassion and charm and humor;


To my son.


We’ve come a long way together, Clay.




Special Notes of Gratitude . . .


To my secretary, Karen T. Caton—


For all the frantic midnights you worked beside me; For never losing your patience or your humor; and for never losing track of me!


and


To Dr. Benjamin Hudson


Department of History, Penn State University, who gave me answers when I couldn’t find them anywhere.


and


To Dr. Sharon Woodruff


for her friendship and encouragement.





Chapter One



[image: Image]


A toast to the duke of Claymore and his bride!”


Under normal circumstances, this call for a wedding toast would have caused the lavishly dressed ladies and gentlemen assembled in the great hall at Merrick castle to smile and cheer. Goblets of wine would have been raised and more toasts offered in celebration of a grand and noble wedding such as the one which was about to take place here in the south of Scotland.


But not today. Not at this wedding.


At this wedding, no one cheered and no one raised a goblet. At this wedding, everyone was watching everyone else, and everyone was tense. The bride’s family was tense. The groom’s family was tense. The guests and the servants and the hounds in the hall were tense. Even the first earl of Merrick, whose portrait hung above the fireplace, looked tense.


“A toast to the duke of Claymore and his bride,” the groom’s brother pronounced again, his voice like a thunderclap in the unnatural, tomblike silence of the crowded hall. “May they enjoy a long and fruitful life together.”


Normally, that ancient toast brings about a predictable reaction: The groom always smiles proudly because he’s convinced he’s accomplished something quite wonderful. The bride smiles because she’s been able to convince him of it. The guests smile because, amongst the nobility, a marriage connotes the linking of two important families and two large fortunes—which in itself is cause for great celebration and abnormal gaiety.


But not today. Not on this fourteenth day of October, 1497.


Having made the toast, the groom’s brother raised his goblet and smiled grimly at the groom. The groom’s friends raised their goblets and smiled fixedly at the bride’s family. The bride’s family raised their goblets and smiled frigidly at each other. The groom, who alone seemed to be immune to the hostility in the hall, raised his goblet and smiled calmly at his bride, but the smile did not reach his eyes.


The bride did not bother to smile at anyone. She looked furious and mutinous.


In truth, Jennifer was so frantic she scarcely knew anyone was there. At the moment, every fiber of her being was concentrating on a last-minute, desperate appeal to God, Who out of lack of attention or lack of interest, had let her come to this sorry pass. “Lord,” she cried silently, swallowing the lump of terror swelling in her throat, “if You’re going to do something to stop this marriage, You’re going to have to do it quickly, or in five minutes ’twill be too late! Surely, I deserve something better than this forced marriage to a man who stole my virginity! I didn’t just hand it over to him, You know!”


Realizing the folly of reprimanding the Almighty, she hastily switched to pleading: “Haven’t I always tried to serve You well?” she whispered silently. “Haven’t I always obeyed You?”


“NOT ALWAYS, JENNIFER,” God’s voice thundered in her mind.


“Nearly always,” Jennifer amended frantically. “I attended mass every day, except when I was ill, which was seldom, and I said my prayers every morning and every evening. Nearly every evening,” she amended hastily before her conscience could contradict her again, “except when I fell asleep before I was finished. And I tried, I truly tried to be all that the good sisters at the abbey wanted me to be. You know now hard I’ve tried! Lord,” she finished desperately, “if you’ll just help me escape from this, I’ll never be willful or impulsive again.”


“THAT I DO NOT BELIEVE, JENNIFER,” God boomed dubiously.


“Nay, I swear it,” she earnestly replied, trying to strike a bargain. “I’ll do anything You want, I’ll go straight back to the abbey and devote my life to prayer and—”


“The marriage contracts have been duly signed. Bring in the priest,” Lord Balfour commanded, and Jennifer’s breath came in wild, panicked gasps, all thoughts of potential sacrifices fleeing from her mind.


“God,” she silently pleaded, “why are You doing this to me? You aren’t going to let this happen to me, are You?”


Silence fell over the great hall as the doors were flung open.


“YES, JENNIFER, I AM.”


The crowd parted automatically to admit the priest, and Jennifer felt as if her life were ending. Her groom stepped into position beside her, and Jennifer jerked an inch away, her stomach churning with resentment and humiliation at having to endure his nearness. If only she had known how one heedless act could end in disaster and disgrace. If only she hadn’t been so impulsive and reckless!


Closing her eyes, Jennifer shut out the hostile faces of the English and the murderous faces of her Scots kinsmen, and in her heart she faced the wrenching truth: Impulsiveness and recklessness, her two greatest faults, had brought her to this dire end—the same two character flaws that had led her to commit all of her most disastrous follies. Those two flaws, combined with a desperate yearning to make her father love her, as he loved his stepsons, were responsible for the debacle she’d made of her life:


When she was fifteen, those were the things that had led her to try to avenge herself against her sly, spiteful stepbrother in what had seemed a right and honorable way—which was to secretly don Merrick armor and then ride against him, fairly, in the lists. That magnificent folly had gained her a sound thrashing from her father right there on the field of honor—and only a tiny bit of satisfaction from having knocked her wicked stepbrother clean off his horse!


The year before, those same traits had caused her to behave in such a way that old Lord Balder withdrew his request for her hand, and in doing so destroyed her father’s cherished dream of joining the two families. And those things, in turn, were what got her banished to the abbey at Belkirk, where, seven weeks ago, she’d become easy prey for the Black Wolf’s marauding army.


And now, because of all that, she was forced to wed her enemy; a brutal English warrior whose armies had oppressed her country, a man who had captured her, held her prisoner, taken her virginity, and destroyed her reputation.


But it was too late for prayers and promises now. Her fate had been sealed from the moment, seven weeks ago, when she’d been dumped at the feet of the arrogant beast beside her, trussed up like a feastday partridge.


Jennifer swallowed. No, before that—she’d veered down this path to disaster earlier that same day when she’d refused to heed the warnings that the Black Wolf’s armies were nearby.


But why should she have believed it, Jennifer cried in her own defense. “The Wolf is marching on us!” had been a terrified call of doom issued almost weekly throughout the last five years. But on that day, seven weeks ago, it had been woefully true.


The crowd in the hall stirred restlessly, looking about for a sign of the priest, but Jennifer was lost in her memories of that day . . .


At the time, it had seemed an unusually pretty day, the sky a cheerful blue, the air balmy. The sun had been shining down upon the abbey, bathing its Gothic spires and graceful arches in bright golden light, beaming benignly upon the sleepy little village of Belkirk, which boasted the abbey, two shops, thirty-four cottages, and a communal stone well in the center of it, where villagers gathered on Sunday afternoons, as they were doing then. On a distant hill, a shepherd looked after his flock, while in a clearing not far from the well, Jennifer had been playing hoodman-blind with the orphans whom the abbess had entrusted to her care.


And in that halcyon setting of laughter and relaxation, this travesty had begun. As if she could somehow change events by reliving them in her mind, Jennifer closed her eyes, and suddenly she was there again in the little clearing with the children, her head completely covered with the hoodman’s hood . . .


“Where are you, Tom MacGivern?” she called out, groping about with outstretched arms, pretending she couldn’t locate the giggling nine-year-old boy, who her ears told her was only a foot away on her right. Grinning beneath the concealing hood, she assumed the pose of a classic “monster” by holding her arms high in front of her, her fingers spread like claws, and began to stomp about, calling in a deep, ominous voice, “You can’t escape me, Tom MacGivern.”


“Ha!” he shouted from her right. “You’ll no’ find me, hoodman!”


“Yes, I will!” Jenny threatened, then deliberately turned to her left, which caused gales of laughter to erupt from the children who were hiding behind trees and crouching beside bushes.


“I’ve got you!” Jenny shouted triumphantly a few minutes later as she swooped down upon a fleeing, giggling child, catching a small wrist in her hand. Breathless and laughing, Jenny yanked off her hood to see whom she’d captured, mindless of the red gold hair tumbling down over her shoulders and arms.


“You got Mary!” the children crowed delightedly. “Mary’s the hoodman now!”


The little five-year-old girl looked up at Jenny, her hazel eyes wide and apprehensive, her thin body shivering with fear. “Please,” she whispered, clinging to Jenny’s leg, “I—I not want to wear th’ hood—’Twill be dark inside it. Do I got to wear it?”


Smiling reassuringly, Jenny tenderly smoothed Mary’s hair off her thin face. “Not if you don’t want.”


“I’m afeert of the dark,” Mary confided unnecessarily, her narrow shoulders drooping with shame.


Sweeping her up into her arms, Jenny hugged her tightly. “Everybody is afraid of something,” she said and teasingly added, “Why, I’m afraid of—of frogs!”


The dishonest admission made the little girl giggle. “Frogs!” she repeated, “I likes frogs! They don’t sceer me ’tall.”


“There, you see—” Jenny said as she lowered her to the ground. “You’re very brave. Braver than I!”


“Lady Jenny is afeart of silly ol’ frogs,” Mary told the group of children as they ran forward.


“No she isn—” young Tom began, quick to rise to the defense of the beautiful Lady Jenny who, despite her lofty rank, was always up to anything—including hitching up her skirts and wading in the pond to help him catch a fat bullfrog—or climbing up a tree, quick as a cat, to rescue little Will who was afraid to come down.


Tom silenced at Jenny’s pleading look and argued no more about her alleged fear of frogs. “I’ll wear the hood,” he volunteered, gazing adoringly at the seventeen-year-old girl who wore the somber gown of a novice nun, but who was not one, and who, moreover, certainly didn’t act like one. Why, last Sunday during the priest’s long sermon, Lady Jenny’s head had nodded forward, and only Tom’s loud, false coughing in the bench behind her had awakened her in time for her to escape detection by the sharp-eyed abbess.


“ ’Tis Tom’s turn to wear the hood,” Jenny agreed promptly, handing Tom the hood. Smiling, she watched the children scamper off to their favorite hiding places, then she picked up the wimple and short woolen veil she’d taken off in order to be the hoodman. Intending to go over to the communal well where the villagers were eagerly questioning some clansmen passing through Belkirk on their way to their homes from the war against the English in Cornwall, she lifted the wimple, intending to put it on.


“Lady Jennifer!” One of the village men called suddenly, “Come quick—there’s news of the laird.” The veil and wimple forgotten in her hand, Jenny broke into a run, and the children, sensing the excitement, stopped their game and raced along at her heels.


“What news?” Jenny asked breathlessly, her gaze searching the stolid faces of the groups of clansmen. One of them stepped forward, respectfully removing his helm and cradling it in the crook of his arm. “Be you the daughter of the laird of Merrick?”


At the mention of the name Merrick, two of the men at the well suddenly stopped in the act of pulling up a bucket of water and exchanged startled, malevolent glances before they quickly ducked their heads again, keeping their faces in shadow. “Yes,” Jenny said eagerly. “You have news of my father?”


“Aye, m’lady. He’s comin’ this way, not far behind us, wit a big band o’ men.”


“Thank God,” Jenny breathed. “How goes the battle at Cornwall?” she asked after a moment, ready now to forget her personal concerns and devote her worry to the battle the Scots were waging at Cornwall in support of King James and Edward V’s claim to the English throne.


His face answered Jenny’s question even before he said, “ ’Twas all but over when we left. In Cork and Taunton it looked like we might win, and the same was true in Cornwall, until the devil hisself came to take command ’o Henry’s army.”


“The devil?” Jenny repeated blankly.


Hatred contorted the man’s face and he spat on the ground. “Aye, the devil—the Black Wolf hisself, may he roast in hell from whence he was spawned.”


Two of the peasant women crossed themselves as if to ward off evil at the mention of the Black Wolf, Scotland’s most hated, and most feared, enemy, but the man’s next words made them gape in fear: “The Wolf is comin’ back to Scotland. Henry’s sendin’ him here with a fresh army to crush us for supportin’ King Edward. Twill be murder and bloodshed like the last time he came, only worst, you mark me. The clans are making haste to come home and get ready for the battles. I’m thinkin’ the Wolf will attack Merrick first, before any o’ the rest of us, for ’twas your clan that took the most English lives at Cornwall.”


So saying, he nodded politely, put on his helmet, then he swung up onto his horse.


The scraggly groups at the well departed soon afterward, heading down the road that led across the moors and wound upward into the hills.


Two of the men, however, did not continue beyond the bend in the road. Once out of sight of the villagers, they veered off to the right, sending their horses at a furtive gallop into the forest.


Had Jenny been watching, she might have caught a brief glimpse of them doubling back through the woods that ran beside the road right behind her. But at the time, she was occupied with the terrified pandemonium that had broken out among the citizens of Belkirk, which happened to lie directly in the path between England and Merrick keep.


“The Wolf is coming!” one of the women cried, clutching her babe protectively to her breast. “God have pity on us.”


“ ’Tis Merrick he’ll strike at,” a man shouted, his voice rising in fear. “ ’Tis the laird of Merrick he’ll want in his jaws, but ’tis Belkirk he’ll devour on the way.”


Suddenly the air was filled with gruesome predictions of fire and death and slaughter, and the children crowded around Jenny, clinging to her in mute horror. To the Scots, be they wealthy noble or lowly villager, the Black Wolf was more evil than the devil himself, and more dangerous, for the devil was a spirit, while the Wolf was flesh and blood—the living Lord of Evil—a monstrous being who threatened their existence, right here on earth. He was the malevolent specter that the Scots used to terrify their offspring into behaving. “The Wolf will get you,” was the warning issued to keep children from straying into the woods or leaving their beds at night, or from disobeying their elders.


Impatient with such hysteria over what was, to her, more myth than man, Jenny raised her voice in order to be heard over the din. “Tis more likely,” she called, putting her arms around the terrified children who’d crowded against her at the first mention of the Wolf’s name, “that he’ll go back to his heathen king so that he can lick the wounds we gave him at Cornwall while he tells great lies to exaggerate his victory. And if he does not do that, he’ll choose a weaker keep than Merrick for his attack—one he’s a chance of breeching.


Her words and her tone of amused disdain brought startled gazes flying to her face, but it wasn’t merely false bravado that had made Jenny speak so: She was a Merrick, and a Merrick never admitted to fear of any man. She had heard that hundreds of times when her father spoke to her stepbrothers, and she had adopted his creed for her own. Furthermore, the villagers were frightening the children, which she refused to let continue.


Mary tugged at Jenny’s skirts to get her attention, and in a shrill little voice, she asked, “Isn’t you afeert of the Black Wolf, Lady Jenny?”


“Of course not!” Jenny said with a bright, reassuring smile.


“They say,” young Tom interjected in an awed voice, “the Wolf is as tall as a tree!”


“A tree!” Jenny chuckled, trying to make a huge joke of the Wolf and all the lore surrounding him. “If he is, ’twould be a sight worth seeing when he tries to mount his horse! Why, ’twould take four squires to hoist him up there!”


The absurdity of that image made some of the children giggle, exactly as Jenny had hoped.


“I heert,” said young Will with an eloquent shudder, “he tears down walls with his bare hands and drinks blood!”


“Yuk!” said Jenny with twinkling eyes. “Then ’tis only indigestion which makes him so mean. If he comes to Belkirk, we’ll offer him some good Scottish ale instead.”


“My pa said,” put in another child, “he rides with a giant beside him, a Go-liath called Arik who carries a war axe and chops up children . . .”


“I heert—” another child interrupted ominously.


Jenny cut in lightly, “Let me tell you what I have heard.” With a bright smile, she began to shepherd them toward the abbey, which was out of sight just beyond a bend down the road. “I heard,” she improvised gaily, “that he’s so very old that he has to squint to see, just like this—”


She screwed up her face in a comical exaggeration of a befuddled, near-blind person peering around blankly, and the children giggled.


As they walked along, Jenny kept up the same lighthearted teasing comments, and the children fell in with the game, adding their own suggestions to make the Wolf seem absurd.


But despite the laughter and seeming gaiety of the moment, the sky had suddenly darkened as a bank of heavy clouds rolled in, and the air was turning bitingly cold, whipping Jenny’s cloak about her, as if nature herself brooded at the mention of such evil.


Jenny was about to make another joke at the Wolf’s expense, but she broke off abruptly as a group of mounted clansmen rounded the bend from the abbey, coming toward her down the road. A beautiful girl, clad as Jenny was in the somber gray gown, white wimple, and short gray veil of a novice nun, was mounted in front of the leader, sitting demurely sideways in his saddle, her timid smile confirming what Jenny already knew.


With a silent cry of joy, Jenny started to dash forward, then checked the unladylike impulse and made herself stay where she was. Her eyes clung to her father, then drifted briefly over her clansmen, who were staring past her with the same grim disapproval they’d shown her for years—ever since her stepbrother had successfully circulated his horrible tale.


Sending the children ahead with strict orders to go directly to the abbey, Jenny waited in the middle of the road for what seemed like an eternity until, at last, the group halted in front of her.


Her father, who’d obviously stopped at the abbey where Brenna, Jenny’s stepsister, was also staying, swung down from his horse, then he turned to lift Brenna down. Jenny chafed at the delay, but his scrupulous attention to courtesy and dignity was so typical of the great man that a wry smile touched her lips.


Finally, he turned fully toward her, opening his arms wide. Jenny hurtled into his embrace, hugging him fiercely, babbling in her excitement: “Father, I’ve missed you so! ’Tis nearly two years since I’ve seen you! Are you well? You look well. You’ve scarce changed in all this time!”


Gently disentangling her arms from about his neck, Lord Merrick set his daughter slightly away from him while his gaze drifted over her tousled hair, rosy cheeks, and badly rumpled gown. Jenny squirmed inwardly beneath his prolonged scrutiny, praying that he approved of what he saw and that, since he’d obviously stopped at the abbey already, the abbess’s report had been pleasing to him.


Two years ago, her behavior had gotten her sent to the abbey; a year ago, Brenna had been sent down here for safety’s sake while the laird was at war. Under the abbess’s firm guidance, Jenny had come to appreciate her strengths, and to try to overcome her faults. But as her father inspected her from head to toe, she couldn’t help wondering if he saw the young lady she was now or the unruly girl she’d been two years ago. His blue eyes finally returned to her face and there was a smile in them. “Ye’ve become a woman, Jennifer.”


Jenny’s heart soared; coming from her taciturn father, such a comment constituted high praise. “I’ve changed in other ways too, Father,” she promised, her eyes shining. “I’ve changed a great deal.”


“Not that much, my girl.” Raising his shaggy white brows, he looked pointedly at the short veil and wimple hanging forgotten from her fingertips.


“Oh!” Jenny said, laughing and anxious to explain. “I was playing hoodman-blind . . . er . . . with the children, and it wouldn’t fit beneath the hood. Have you seen the abbess? What did Mother Ambrose tell you?”


Laughter sparked in his somber eyes. “She told me,” he replied dryly, “that ye’ve a habit of sitting on yon hill and gazing off into the air, dreaming, which sounds familiar, lassie. And she told me ye’ve a tendency to nod off in the midst of mass, should the priest sermonize longer than you think seemly, which also sounds familiar.”


Jenny’s heart sank at this seeming betrayal from the abbess whom she so admired. In a sense, Mother Ambrose was laird of her own grand demesne, controlling revenues from the farmlands and livestock that belonged to the splendid abbey, presiding at table whenever there were visitors, and dealing with all other matters that involved the laymen who worked on the abbey grounds as well as the nuns who lived cloistered within its soaring walls.


Brenna was terrified of the stern woman, but Jenny loved her, and so the abbess’s apparent betrayal cut deeply.


Her father’s next words banished her disappointment. “Mother Ambrose also told me,” he admitted with gruff pride, “that you’ve a head on your shoulders befitting an abbess herself. She said you’re a Merrick through and through, with courage enough to be laird of yer own clan. But you’ll no’ be that,” he warned, dashing Jenny’s fondest dream.


With an effort, Jenny kept the smile pinned to her face, refusing to feel the hurt of being deprived of that right—a right that had been promised to her until her father married Brenna’s widowed mother and acquired three stepsons in the bargain.


Alexander, the eldest of the three brothers, would assume the position that had been promised to her. That, in itself, wouldn’t have been nearly so hard to bear if Alexander had been nice, or even fair-minded, but he was a treacherous, scheming liar, and Jenny knew it, even if her father and her clan did not. Within a year after coming to live at Merrick keep, he’d begun carrying tales about her, tales so slanderous and ghastly, but so cleverly contrived, that, over a period of years, he’d turned her whole clan against her. That loss of her clan’s affection still hurt unbearably. Even now, when they were looking through her as if she didn’t exist for them, Jenny had to stop herself from pleading with them to forgive her for things she had not done.


William, the middle brother, was like Brenna— sweet and as timid as can be—while Malcolm, the youngest, was as evil and as sneaky as Alexander. “The abbess also said,” her father continued, “that you’re kind and gentle, but you’ve spirit, too . . .”


“She said all that?” Jenny asked, dragging her dismal thoughts from her stepbrothers. “Truly?”


“Aye.” Jenny would normally have rejoiced in that answer, but she was watching her father’s face, and it was becoming more grim and tense than she had ever seen it. Even his voice was strained as he said, “ ’Tis well you’ve given up your heathenish ways and that you’re all the things you’ve become, Jennifer.”


He paused as if unable or unwilling to continue, and Jenny prodded gently, “Why is that, Father?”


“Because,” he said, drawing a long, harsh breath, “the future of the clan will depend on your answer to my next question.”


His words trumpeted in her mind like blasts from a clarion, leaving Jenny dazed with excitement and joy: “The future of the clan depends on you . . .” She was so happy, she could scarcely trust her ears. It was as if she were up on the hill overlooking the abbey, dreaming her favorite daydream—the one where her father always came to her and said, “Jennifer, the future of the clan depends on you. Not your stepbrothers. You.” It was the chance she’d been dreaming of to prove her mettle to her clansmen and to win back their affection. In that daydream, she was always called upon to perform some incredible feat of daring, some brave and dangerous deed, like scaling the wall of the Black Wolf’s castle and capturing him single-handedly. But no matter how daunting the task, she never questioned it, nor hesitated a second to accept the challenge.


She searched her father’s face. “What would you have me do?” she asked eagerly. “Tell me, and I will! I’ll do any—”


“Will you marry Edric MacPherson?”


“Whaaat?” gasped the horrified heroine of Jenny’s daydream. Edric MacPherson was older than her father; a wizened, frightening man who’d looked at her in a way that made her skin crawl ever since she’d begun to change from girl to maiden.


“Will you, or will you no’?”


Jenny’s delicate auburn brows snapped together. “Why?” asked the heroine who never questioned.


A strange, haunted look darkened his face. “We took a beating at Cornwall, lass—we lost half our men. Alexander was killed in battle. He died like a Merrick,” he added with grim pride, “fighting to the end.”


“I’m glad for your sake, Papa,” she said, unable to feel more than a brief pang of sorrow for the stepbrother who’d made her life into a hell. Now, as she often had in the past, she wished there were something she could do to make him proud of her. “I know you loved him as if he were your own son.”


Accepting her sympathy with a brief nod, he returned to the discussion at hand: “There were many amongst the clans who were opposed to going to Cornwall to fight for King James’s cause, but the clans followed me anyway. Tis no secret to the English that ’twas my influence which brought the clans to Cornwall, and now the English king wants vengeance. He’s sendin’ the Wolf to Scotland to attack Merrick keep.” Ragged pain edged his deep voice as he admitted, “We’ll no’ be able to withstand a siege now, not unless the MacPherson clan comes to support us in our fight. The MacPherson has enough influence with a dozen other clans to force them to join us as well.”


Jenny’s mind was reeling. Alexander was dead, and the Wolf really was coming to attack her home . . .


Her father’s harsh voice snapped her out of her daze. “Jennifer! Do you ken what I’ve been saying? MacPherson has promised to join in our fight, but only if you’ll have him for husband.”


Through her mother, Jenny was a countess and heiress to a rich estate which marched with MacPherson’s. “He wants my lands?” she said almost hopefully, remembering the awful way Edric MacPherson’s eyes had wandered down her body when he’d stopped at the abbey a year ago to pay a “social call” upon her.


“Aye.”


“Couldn’t we just give them to him in return for his support?” she volunteered desperately, ready— willing—to sacrifice a splendid demesne without hesitation, for the good of her people.


“He’d not agree to that!” her father said angrily. “There’s honor in fighting for kin, but he could no’ send his people into a fight that’s no’ their own, and then take your lands in payment to him.”


“But, surely, if he wants my lands badly enough, there’s some way—”


“He wants you. He sent word to me in Cornwall.” His gaze drifted over Jenny’s face, registering the startling changes that had altered her face from its thin, freckled, girlish plainness into a face of almost exotic beauty. “Ye’ve your mother’s look about ye now, lass, and it’s whetted the appetites of an old man. I’d no’ ask this of you if there was any other way.” Gruffly, he reminded her, “You used to plead wi’ me to name you laird. Ye said there was naught you wouldna’ do fer yer clan . . .”


Jenny’s stomach twisted into sick knots at the thought of committing her body, her entire life, into the hands of a man she instinctively recoiled from, but she lifted her head and bravely met her father’s gaze. “Aye, father,” she said quietly. “Shall I come with you now?”


The look of pride and relief on his face almost made the sacrifice worthwhile. He shook his head. “ ’Tis best you stay here with Brenna. We’ve no horses to spare and we’re anxious to reach Merrick and begin preparations for battle. I’ll send word to the MacPherson that the marriage is agreed upon, and then send someone here to fetch you to him.”


When he turned to remount his horse, Jenny gave into the temptation she’d been fighting all along: Instead of standing aside, she moved into the rows of mounted clansmen who had once been her friends and playmates. Hoping that some of them had perhaps heard her agree to marry the MacPherson and that this might neutralize their contempt of her, she paused beside the horse of a ruddy, red-headed man. “Good day to you, Renald Garvin,” she said, smiling hesitantly into his hooded gaze. “How fares your lady wife?”


His jaw hardened, his cold eyes flickering over her. “Well enough, I imagine,” he snapped.


Jenny swallowed at the unmistakable rejection from the man who had once taught her to fish and laughed with her when she fell into the stream.


She turned around and looked beseechingly at the man in the column beside Renald. “And you, Michael MacCleod? Has your leg been causing you any pain?”


Cold blue eyes met hers, then looked straight ahead.


She went to the rider behind him whose face was filled with hatred and she held out her hand beseechingly, her voice choked with pleading. “Garrick Carmichael, it has been four years since your Becky drowned. I swear to you now, as I swore to you then, I did not shove her into the river. We were not quarreling—’twas a lie invented by Alexander to—”


His face as hard as granite, Garrick Carmichael spurred his horse forward, and without ever looking at her, the men began passing her by.


Only old Josh, the clan’s armorer, pulled his ancient horse to a halt, letting the others go on ahead. Leaning down, he laid his callused palm atop her bare head. “I know you speak truly, lassie,” he said, and his unceasing loyalty brought the sting of tears to her eyes as she gazed up into his soft brown ones. “Ye have a temper, there’s no denyin’ it, but even when ye were but a wee thing, ye kept it bridled. Garrick Carmichael and the others might o’ been fooled by Alexander’s angelic looks, but not ol’ Josh. You’ll no’ see me grievin’ o’er the loss o’ him! The clan’ll be better by far wit’ young William leadin’ it. Carmichael and the others—” he added reassuringly, “they’ll come about in their thinkin’ o’ you, once they ken yer marrying the MacPherson for their sake as well as your sire’s.”


“Where are my stepbrothers?” Jenny asked hoarsely, changing the subject lest she burst into tears.


“They’re comin’ home by a different route. We couldn’t be sure the Wolf wouldn’t try to attack us while we marched, so we split up after leavin’ Cornwall.” With another pat on her head, he spurred his horse forward.


As if in a daze, Jenny stood stock-still in the middle of the road, watching her clan ride off and disappear around the bend.


“It grows dark,” Brenna said beside her, her gentle voice filled with sympathy. “We should go back to the abbey now.”


The abbey. Three short hours ago, Jenny had walked away from the abbey feeling cheery and alive. Now she felt—dead. “Go ahead without me. I—I can’t go back there. Not yet. I think I’ll walk up the hill and sit for a while.”


“The abbess will be annoyed if we aren’t back before dusk, and it’s near that now,” Brenna said apprehensively. It had always been thus between the two girls, with Jenny breaking a rule and Brenna terrified of bending one. Brenna was gentle, biddable, and beautiful, with blond hair, hazel eyes, and a sweet disposition that made her, in Jenny’s eyes, the embodiment of womanhood at its best. She was also as meek and timid as Jenny was impulsive and courageous. Without Jenny, she’d not have had a single adventure—nor ever gotten a scolding. Without Brenna to worry about and protect, Jenny would have had many more adventures—and many more scoldings. As a result, the two girls were entirely devoted to each other, and tried to protect one another as much as possible from the inevitable results of each other’s shortcomings.


Brenna hesitated and then volunteered with only a tiny tremor in her voice, “I’ll stay with you. If you remain alone, you’ll forget about time and likely be pounced upon by a—a bear in the darkness.”


At the moment, the prospect of being killed by a bear seemed rather inviting to Jenny, whose entire life stretched before her, shrouded in gloom and foreboding. Despite the fact that she truly wanted, needed, to stay outdoors and try to reassemble her thoughts, Jenny shook her head, knowing that if they stayed, Brenna would be drowning in fear at the thought of facing the abbess. “No, we’ll go back.”


Ignoring Jenny’s words, Brenna clasped Jenny’s hand and turned to the left, toward the slope of the hill that overlooked the abbey, and for the first time it was Brenna who led and Jenny who followed.


In the woods beside the road, two shadows moved stealthily, staying parallel with the girls’ path up the hill.


By the time they were partway up the steep incline, Jenny had already grown impatient with her own self-pity, and she made a Herculean effort to shore up her flagging spirits. “When you think on it,” she offered slowly, directing a glance at Brenna, “ ’tis actually a grand and noble thing I’ve been given the opportunity to do—marrying the MacPherson for the sake of my people.”


“You’re just like Joan of Arc,” Brenna agreed eagerly, “leading her people to victory!”


“Except that I’m marrying Edric MacPherson.”


“And,” Brenna finished encouragingly, “suffering a worse fate than she did!”


Laughter widened Jenny’s eyes at this depressing remark, which her well-meaning sister delivered with such enthusiasm.


Encouraged by the return of Jenny’s ability to laugh, Brenna cast about for something else with which to divert and cheer her. As they neared the crest of the hill, which was blocked by thick woods, she said suddenly, “What did Father mean about your having your mother’s ‘look about you’?”


“I don’t know,” Jenny began, diverted by a sudden, uneasy feeling that they were being watched in the deepening dusk. Turning and walking backward, she looked down toward the well and saw the villagers had all returned to the warmth of their hearths. Drawing her cloak about her, she shivered in the biting wind, and without much interest, she added, “Mother Abbess said my looks are a trifle brazen and that I must guard against the effect I will have on males when I leave the abbey.”


“What does all that mean?”


Jenny shrugged without concern. “I don’t know.” Turning and walking forward again, Jenny remembered the wimple and veil in her fingertips and began to put the wimple back on. “What do I look like to you?” she asked, shooting a puzzled glance at Brenna. “I haven’t seen my face in two years, except when I caught a reflection of it in the water. Have I changed much?”


“Oh yes,” Brenna laughed. “Even Alexander wouldn’t be able to call you scrawny and plain now, or say that your hair is the color of carrots.”


“Brenna!” Jenny interrupted, thunderstruck by her own callousness. “Are you much grieved by Alexander’s death? He was your brother and—”


“Don’t talk of it any more,” Brenna pleaded shakily. “I cried when Father told me, but the tears were few and I feel guilty because I didn’t love him as I ought. Not then and not now. I couldn’t. He was so—mean-spirited. It’s wrong to speak ill of the dead, yet I can’t think of much good to say of him.” Her voice trailed off, and she pulled her cloak about her in the damp wind, gazing at Jenny in mute appeal to change the subject.


“Tell me how I look, then,” Jenny invited quickly, giving her sister a quick, hard hug.


They stopped walking, their way blocked by the dense woods that covered the rest of the slope. A slow, thoughtful smile spread across Brenna’s beautiful face as she studied her stepsister, her hazel eyes roving over Jenny’s expressive face, which was dominated by a pair of large eyes as clear as dark blue crystal beneath gracefully winged, auburn brows. “Well, you’re—you’re quite pretty!”


“Good, but do you see anything unusual about me?” Jenny asked, thinking of Mother Ambrose’s words as she put her wimple back on and pinned the short woolen veil in place atop it. “Anything at all which might make a male behave oddly?”


“No,” Brenna stated, for she saw Jenny through the eyes of a young innocent. “Nothing at all.” A man would have answered very differently, for although Jennifer Merrick wasn’t pretty in the conventional way, her looks were both striking and provocative. She had a generous mouth that beckoned to be kissed, eyes like liquid sapphires that shocked and invited, hair like lush, red-gold satin, and a slender, voluptuous body that was made for a man’s hands.


“Your eyes are blue,” Brenna began helpfully, trying to describe her, and Jenny chuckled.


“They were blue two years ago,” she said. Brenna opened her mouth to answer, but the words became a scream that was stifled by a man’s hand that clapped over her mouth as he began dragging her backward into the dense cover of the woods.


Jenny ducked, instinctively expecting an attack from behind, but she was too late. Kicking and screaming against a gloved male hand, she was plucked from her feet and hauled into the woods. Brenna was tossed over the back of her captor’s horse like a sack of flour, her limp limbs attesting to the fact that she’d fainted, but Jenny was not so easily subdued. As her faceless adversary dumped her over the back of his horse, she threw herself to the side, rolling free, landing in the leaves and dirt, crawling on all fours beneath his horse, then scrambling to her feet. He caught her again, and Jenny raked her nails down his face, twisting in his hold. “God’s teeth!” he hissed, trying to hold onto her flailing limbs. Jenny let out a blood-chilling scream, at the same moment she kicked as hard as she could, landing a hefty blow on his shin with the sturdy, black boots which were deemed appropriate footwear for novice nuns. A grunt of pain escaped the blond man as he let her go for a split second. She bolted forward and might even have gained a few yards if her booted foot hadn’t caught under a thick tree root and sent her sprawling onto her face, smacking the side of her head against a rock when she landed.


“Hand me the rope,” the Wolfs brother said, a grim smile on his face as he glanced at his companion. Pulling his limp captive’s cloak over her head, Stefan Westmoreland yanked it around her body, using it to pin her arms at her sides, then took the rope from his companion and tied it securely around Jenny’s middle. Finished, he picked up his human bundle and tossed it ignominiously over his horse, her derrière pointing skyward, then he swung up into the saddle behind her.





Chapter Two
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Royce will scarce believe our good fortune,” Stefan called to the rider beside him whose prisoner was also bound and draped across his saddle. “Imagine— Merrick’s girls standing beneath that tree as ripe for plucking as apples from a branch. Now there’s no reason for us to have a look at Merrick’s defenses— he’ll surrender without a fight.”


Tightly bound in her dark woolen prison, her head pounding and her stomach slamming against the horse’s back with each lift of the beast’s hooves, the name “Royce” made Jenny’s blood freeze. Royce Westmoreland, the earl of Claymore. The Wolf. The horrifying stories she’d heard of him no longer seemed nearly so farfetched. Brenna and she had been seized by men who showed no reverence whatsoever for the habits of the order of St. Albans which the girls wore, habits that indicated their status of novice— aspiring nuns who had not yet taken their vows. What manner of men, Jenny wondered frantically, would lay their hands on nuns, or almost-nuns, without conscience or fear of retribution, human or divine. No man would. Only a devil and his disciples would dare!


“This one’s fainted dead away,” Thomas said with a lewd laugh. “A pity we haven’t more time to sample our loot, although, were it left to me, I’d prefer that tasty morsel ye’ve wrapped in yer blanket, Stefan.”


“Yours is the beauty of the two,” Stefan replied coldly, “and you’re not sampling anything until Royce decides what he wants to do with these two.”


Nearly suffocating with fear inside her blanket, Jenny made a tiny cry of mindless, panicked protest in her throat, but no one heard her. She prayed to God to strike her captors dead on their horses, but God didn’t seem to hear her, and the horses trotted endlessly, painfully onward. She prayed to be shown some sort of plan to escape, but her mind was too busy, frantically tormenting her with all the gruesome tales of the deadly Black Wolf: He keeps no prisoners unless he means to torture them. He laughs when his victims scream with pain. He drinks their blood . . .”


Bile surged up in Jenny’s throat and she began to pray, not for escape, for she knew in her heart there would be no escape. Instead she prayed that death would come quickly and that she would not disgrace her proud family name. Her father’s voice came back to her as he stood in the hall at Merrick, instructing her stepbrothers when they were young: “If it is the Lord’s will that you die at the hands of the enemy, then do it bravely. Die fighting like a warrior. Like a Merrick! Die fighting . . .”


The phrases ranted through her mind, hour after hour, around and around, yet when the horses slowed and she heard distant, unmistakable sounds of a large encampment of men, fury began to overcome her fear. She was much too young to die, she thought, and it wasn’t fair! And now gentle Brenna was going to die and that would be Jenny’s fault, too. She would have to face the good Lord with that deed on her conscience. And all because a bloodthirsty ogre was roaming the land, devouring everything in his path.


Her thundering heart doubled its beat as the horses came to a jarring stop. All around her, metal clanked against metal as men moved about and then she heard the prisoners’ voices—men’s voices crying pathetically for mercy, “Have pity, Wolf—Pity, Wolf—” The awful chants were rising to a shout as she was unceremoniously yanked from her horse.


“Royce,” her captor called out, “stay there—we’ve brought you something!”


Completely blinded by the cloak which had been thrown over her head, and her arms still bound by the rope, she was tossed over her captor’s shoulder. Beside her, she heard Brenna scream her name as they were carried forward.


“Be brave, Brenna,” Jenny cried, but her voice was muffled by the cloak, and she knew her terrified sister couldn’t hear her.


Jenny was abruptly lowered to the ground and pushed forward. Her legs were numb and she stumbled, falling heavily to her knees. Die like a Merrick. Die bravely. Die fighting, the chant raged through her mind as she tried ineffectually to raise herself. Above her, the Wolf spoke for the first time and she knew the voice was his. The voice was gravelly, fiery—a voice straight from the bowels of hell. “What is this? Something to eat, I hope.”


’Tis said he eats the flesh of those he kills . . . Young Thomas’s words came back to her while rage blended with the sound of Brenna’s scream and the calls for pity from the prisoners. The rope around her arms was suddenly jerked loose. Driven by the twin demons of fear and fury, Jenny surged clumsily to her feet, her arms flailing at the cloak, looking like an enraged ghost trying to fling off its shroud. And the moment it fell away, Jenny doubled up her fist and swung with all her might at the dark, demonic, shadowy giant before her, striking him on the jaw bone.


Brenna fainted.


“Monster!” Jenny shouted. “Barbarian!” and she swung again, but this time her fist was caught in a painful viselike grip and held high above her head. “Devil!” she cried, squirming, and she landed a mighty kick at his shin. “Spawn of Satan! Despoiler of innoc—!”


“What the—!” Royce Westmoreland roared, and reaching out, he caught his assailant at the waist and jerked her off her feet, holding her at arm’s length, high in the air. It was a mistake. Her booted foot struck out again, catching Royce squarely in the groin with an impact that nearly doubled him over.


“You little bitch!” he thundered, as surprise, pain, and fury made him drop her, then grasp her by the veil, catching a handful of hair beneath it, and jerking her head back. “Be still!” he roared.


Even nature seemed to obey him; prisoners stopped their keening cries, the sounds of clanging metal ceased and an awful, unearthly silence fell over the huge clearing. Her pulse racing and her scalp smarting, Jenny squeezed her eyes closed and waited for the blow from his mighty fist that would surely kill her.


But it didn’t come.


Half in fear and half in morbid curiosity, she slowly opened her eyes and for the first time, she actually saw His Face. The demonic specter that towered before her nearly made her scream with terror: He was huge. Enormous. His hair was black and his black cloak was billowing out behind him, blowing eerily in the wind as if it had a life of its own. Firelight danced across his swarthy, hawklike features, casting shadows that made him look positively satanic; it blazed in his strange eyes, heating them until they glowed like molten silver coals in his bearded haggard face. His shoulders were massive and broad, his chest incredibly wide, his arms bulging with muscle. One look at him and Jenny knew that he was capable of every vile thing he’d been accused of doing.


Die bravely! Die swiftly!


She turned her head and sank her teeth into his thick wrist.


She saw his blazing eyes widen a split second before his hand raised, then crashed against her cheek with a force that snapped her head sideways and sent her sprawling to her knees. Instinctively, Jenny quickly curled herself into a protective ball, and waited, eyes clenched shut, for the deathblow to befall her, while terror screamed through every pore of her quaking body.


The voice of the giant spoke above her, only this time it was more terrible because it was so tautly controlled that it hissed with muted fury: “What in the hell have you done?” Royce raged at his younger brother. “Haven’t we problems enough without this! The men are exhausted and hungry, and you bring in two women to further fire their discontent.”


Before his brother could speak, Royce turned to issue a sharp command to the other man to leave them, then his gaze slashed to the two prone female figures lying at his feet, one of them in a dead faint, the other curled into a ball, trembling so violently that her body shook as if in the throes of convulsions. For some reason the quaking girl enraged him more than her unconscious counterpart. “Get up!” he snapped at Jenny, nudging her with the toe of his boot. “You were brave enough a minute ago, now get up!”


Jenny uncurled slowly and, bracing her hand against the ground beneath her, she staggered awkwardly to her feet, swaying unsteadily while Royce rounded on his brother again. “I’m waiting for an answer, Stefan!”


“And I’ll give you one if you’ll cease roaring at me. These women are—”


“Nuns!” Royce bit out, his gaze suddenly riveting on the heavy crucifix hanging from a black cord around Jenny’s neck, then lifting to the soiled wimple and askew veil. For a moment his discovery left him nearly dumbstruck. “God’s teeth, you brought nuns here to be used as whores?”


“Nuns!” Stefan gasped, astounded.


“Whores!” croaked Jenny, outraged. Surely he couldn’t be so steeped in godlessness that he’d actually give them to his men to be used as whores.


“I could kill you for this folly, Stefan, so help me—”


“You’ll feel differently when I tell you who they are,” Stefan said, yanking his horrified gaze from Jenny’s gray habit and crucifix. “Standing before you, dear brother,” he announced with renewed delight, “is the Lady Jennifer, beloved eldest child of Lord Merrick.”


Royce stared at his younger brother, the hands at his sides unclenching as he turned to contemptuously survey Jenny’s dirty face. “Either you’ve been fooled, Stefan, or the land rings with false rumors, for ’tis said Merrick’s daughter is the rarest beauty in the land.”


“Nay, I wasn’t fooled. She is truly his, I heard it from her own lips.”


Catching Jenny’s trembling chin between his thumb and forefinger, Royce stared hard at her smudged face, studying it by the firelight while his brows drew together and his lips twisted into a mirthless smile. “How could anyone possibly call you a beauty?” he said with deliberate, insulting sarcasm. “The jewel of Scotland?”


He saw the flare of anger his words brought to her face as she jerked it out of his grasp, but instead of being touched by her courage, he was angered by it. Everything about the name Merrick infuriated him, making vengeance boil up inside him, and he grasped her pale, smudged face and jerked it back to his. “Answer me!” he demanded in an awful voice.


In her state of near hysteria, it seemed to Brenna that Jenny was somehow accepting blame that was rightfully Brenna’s and, groping at Jenny’s gown, using it for leverage, she hauled herself to an unsteady, standing position, then she molded her body to Jenny’s entire right side, like twins fused together at birth.


“They don’t call Jenny that!” she croaked when it seemed as if Jenny’s continued silence would surely bring terrible retribution from the terrifying giant before them. “They—they call me that.”


“Who the hell are you?” he demanded furiously.


“She is no one!” Jenny burst out, discarding the eighth commandment in hopes that Brenna might be freed if she were believed to be a nun, rather than a Merrick. “She is merely Sister Brenna of Belkirk Abbey!”


“Is that true?” Royce demanded of Brenna.


“Yes!” Jenny cried.


“No,” Brenna whispered meekly.


Clenching his hands into fists at his sides, Royce Westmoreland briefly closed his eyes. It was like a nightmare, he thought. An incredible nightmare. After a forced march, he was out of food, out of shelter, and out of patience. And now this. Now, he couldn’t even manage to get a sensible, honest answer out of two terrified women. He was tired, he realized, exhausted from three days and nights without sleep. He turned his haggard face and blazing eyes on Brenna. “If you have any hope of surviving another hour,” he informed her, correctly recognizing her as the most easily intimidated of the pair and, therefore, the least likely one to invent a lie, “you’ll answer me now and with the truth.” His rapier gaze stabbed into Brenna’s fear-widened hazel eyes, imprisoning them. “Are you, or are you not, the daughter of Lord Merrick?”


Brenna swallowed and tried to speak but couldn’t push a word past her trembling lips. Drooping with defeat, she bowed her head and meekly nodded. Satisfied, Royce shot a murderous glance at the hellcat in gentle nun’s garb, then he turned to issue a curt order to his brother: “Tie them up and put them in a tent. Have Arik stand guard to protect them from the men. I want them both alive tomorrow for questioning.”


I want them alive tomorrow for questioning . . . the words reverberated in Jenny’s tortured mind as she lay in a tent on the ground beside poor Brenna, her wrists and feet bound with leather thongs, looking up at the cloudless, starlit sky through a hole in the top of the tent. What sort of questioning did the Wolf have in mind, she wondered as exhaustion finally overtook her fear. What means of torture would he use to exact answers from them, and what answers could he possibly want? Tomorrow, Jenny was certain, would mark the end of their lives.


“Jenny?” Brenna whispered shakily. “You don’t think he means to kill us tomorrow, do you?”


“No,” Jenny lied reassuringly.





Chapter Three
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The Wolf’s camp seemed to stir to life before the last stars faded from the sky, but Jenny had not slept more than an hour all night. Shivering beneath the thin covering of her light mantle, she stared up at the inky blue heavens, alternately apologizing to God for her many follies and begging Him to spare poor Brenna from the inevitable consequences of Jenny’s foolish decision to walk up the hill at dusk yesterday.


“Brenna,” she whispered when the movements of the men grew louder outside, indicating the camp was coming fully to life, “are you awake?”


“Yes.”


“When the Wolf questions us, let me give the answers.”


“Yes,” she said again, her voice quaking.


“I’m not certain what he’ll want to know, but it’s bound to be something we shouldn’t tell him. Perhaps I’ll be able to guess why he asks a question and so know when to mislead him.”


Dawn had scarcely streaked the sky with pink before two men came to untie them and to allow them both only a few minutes of privacy in the bushes in the woods on the edge of the wide clearing before they retied Jenny and led Brenna off to meet the Wolf. “Wait,” Jenny gasped when she realized their intentions, “take me, please. My sister is  . . . er . . . unwell.”


One of them, a towering giant over seven feet tall who could only be the legendary colossus called Arik, gave her a blood-chilling look and walked off. The other guard continued leading poor Brenna away and, through the open flap of the tent, Jenny saw the lascivious looks the men in the camp were giving her as she walked through their midst, her wrists bound behind her.


The half hour Brenna was gone seemed like an eternity to Jenny, but to her enormous relief, Brenna didn’t show any signs of having suffered any physical cruelty when she returned.


“Are you all right?” Jenny asked anxiously when the guard had walked away. “He didn’t harm you, did he.”


Brenna swallowed, shook her head, and promptly burst into tears. “No—” she cried hysterically, “although he grew very angry because I—I couldn’t stop w-weeping. I was so very scared, Jenny, and he’s so huge, and so fierce, and I couldn’t s-stop crying, which only p-pro-provoked him more.”


“Don’t cry,” Jenny soothed. “It’s all over now,” she lied. Lying, she thought sadly, was beginning to come very easily to her.


*  *  *


Stefan threw back the flap of Royce’s tent and walked inside. “My God, she’s a beauty,” he said, referring to Brenna, who had just departed. “Too bad she’s a nun.”


“She’s not,” Royce snapped irritably. “She managed, between bouts of weeping, to explain she’s a ‘novice.’ ”


“What’s that?”


Royce Westmoreland was a battle-hardened warrior whose firsthand knowledge of religious rights was virtually nonexistent. His entire world, since he was a boy, had been military, and so he translated Brenna’s tearful explanation into military terms he understood: “Apparently, a novice is a volunteer who hasn’t completed his training or sworn fealty to his liege lord yet.”


“Do you believe she tells the truth about that?” Royce grimaced and swallowed more of his ale. “She’s too frightened to lie. For that matter, she’s too frightened to talk.”


Stefan’s eyes narrowed in what might have been jealousy over the girl or merely annoyance at his brother’s failure to learn more of value. “And too beautiful to question too harshly?”


Royce sent him a sardonic look, but his mind was on the matter at hand. “I want to know how well fortified Merrick castle is, as well as the lay of its land—anything we can learn that will be of help. Otherwise, you’ll have to make that trip to Merrick you started on yesterday.” He set the tankard down with a resolute thud upon the trestle table. “Have the sister brought to me,” he said with deathly finality.


Brenna scooted backward in terror when the giant, Arik, entered their tent, the earth seeming to tremble with each of his footsteps. “Nay, please she whispered desperately. “Don’t take me back before him.”


Ignoring Brenna completely, he stalked over to Jenny, clenched her arm in his enormous fist and hauled her to her feet. Legend, Jenny realized a little hysterically, had not exaggerated the size of Arik’s war axe: its handle was as thick as a stout tree limb.


The Wolf was pacing restlessly within the confines of his large tent, but he stopped abruptly when Jenny was thrust inside, his silver eyes raking over her as she stood proudly erect, her hands bound behind her. Although her face was carefully expressionless, Royce was amazed to see veiled contempt in the blue eyes staring defiantly into his. Contempt—and not a trace of tears. Suddenly he recalled what he’d heard of Merrick’s eldest girl. The younger was called the “Jewel of Scotland,” but legend had it that this one was a cold, proud heiress with a dowry so rich, and bloodlines so noble, that no man was above her touch. Not only that, she was purported to be a plain girl who’d scorned the only offer of marriage she was likely to receive and had then been sent to a nunnery by her father. With her face streaked all over with dirt, it was impossible to tell how “plain” she was, but she certainly didn’t possess her sister’s angelic beauty and temperament. The other girl had wept piteously—this one was glaring at him. “God’s teeth, are you truly sisters?”


Her chin lifted higher. “Yes.”


“Amazing,” he said in a derisive voice. “Are you full sisters?” he asked suddenly as if puzzled. “Answer me!” he snapped when she remained stubbornly silent.


Jenny, who was far more terrified than she showed, suddenly doubted he meant to torture her or put her to death at the end of an interview which began with innocuous questions about her genealogy. “She is my stepsister,” she admitted, and then a spurt of defiant courage overcame her terror. “I find it difficult to concentrate on anything when my wrists are bound behind me. It’s painful and unnecessary,”


“You’re right,” he remarked with deliberate crudity, recalling she’d kicked him in the groin. “It’s your feet that should be bound.”


He sounded so disgruntled that amused satisfaction made her lips twitch. Royce saw it and could not believe his eyes. Grown men, warriors, quailed in his presence, but this young girl with the haughty stance and stubborn chin was actually enjoying defying him. His curiosity and his patience abruptly evaporated. “Enough polite trivialities,” he said sharply, advancing slowly on her.


Jenny’s amusement vanished and she retreated a step, then she stopped and made herself hold her ground.


“I want answers to some questions. How many men-at-arms does your father keep at Merrick castle?”


“I don’t know,” Jenny said flatly, then she spoiled the effect of her bravado by taking another cautious step backward.


“Does your father think I mean to march on him?”


“I don’t know.”


“You’re trying my patience,” he warned in a silky, ominous voice. “Would you prefer I ask these questions of your tender little sister instead?”


That threat had the desired effect; her defiant expression turned desperate. “Why wouldn’t he think you’re going to attack him? For years, there have been rumors that you’re going to do it. Now, you have an excuse! Not that you need one.” Jennifer cried, frightened past all reason when he began advancing on her again. “You’re an animal! You enjoy killing innocent people!” When he didn’t deny that he enjoyed it, Jenny felt her insides cringe.


“Now that you know that much,” he said in a dangerously soft voice, “suppose you tell me how many men-at-arms your father has?”


Jenny hastily calculated that there must be at least 500 left. “Two hundred,” she said.


“You stupid, reckless little fool!” Royce hissed, grabbing her arms and giving her a hard shake. “I could break you in half with my bare hands, yet you still lie to me?”


“What do you expect me to do?” Jenny cried, quaking all over, but still stubborn. “Betray my own father to you?”


“Before you leave this tent,” he promised, “you’ll tell me what you know of his plans—willingly or with some help from me you won’t enjoy.”


“I don’t know how many men he’s gathered,” Jenny cried helplessly. “It’s true,” she flung out. “Until yesterday, my father hadn’t seen me in two years, and before that he rarely spoke to me!”


That answer so took Royce by surprise that he stared at her. “Why not?”


“I—I displeased him,” she admitted.


“I can understand why,” he said bluntly, thinking her to be the most unbiddable female he’d ever had the misfortune to encounter. She also, he noticed with a start, had the softest, most inviting mouth he’d ever seen and, very possibly, the bluest eyes.


“He hasn’t spoken to you, or paid the slightest heed to you in years, and yet you still risk your very life to protect him from me?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


There were several, truthful and safer, answers Jenny could have given, but anger and pain were numbing her brain. “Because,” she said flatly, “I despise you, and I despise everything you represent.”


Royce stared at her, caught somewhere between fury, amazement, and admiration for her defiant courage. Short of murdering her, which would not give him the answers he sought, he was at a loss as to how to deal with her, and although strangling her held a certain appeal at the moment, it was out of the question. In any case, with Merrick’s daughters his captives, it was possible Merrick might surrender without putting up a struggle. “Get out,” he said shortly.


Needing no further urging to leave his hated presence, Jenny turned to flee from the tent, but the flap was down and she stopped.


“I said, get out!” Royce warned ominously, and she swung around.


“There’s nothing I’d like better, however, I can’t very well walk through canvas.”


Wordlessly, he reached out and lifted the flap, then to her surprise he bent low in an insulting mockery of a bow. “Your servant ma’am. If there’s anything at all I can do to help make your stay with us more pleasant, I hope you won’t hesitate to call it to my attention.”


“Untie my wrists then,” Jenny demanded to his utter disbelief.


“No,” Royce snapped. The flap dropped down, smacking her in the backside, and Jenny bolted forward in angry surprise, then let out a stifled scream when an unseen hand shot out and caught her arm, but it was merely one of the dozen guards who were posted just outside the Wolfs tent.


By the time Jenny returned to their tent, Brenna was ashen with fright at being left alone. “I’m perfectly all right, I promise,” Jenny reassured her as she awkwardly lowered herself to the ground.





Chapter Four
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Fires burned at periodic intervals in the valley where the Wolf’s men were still encamped that night. Standing in the open doorway of the tent, her wrists bound behind her, Jenny thoughtfully studied the activity going on all about them. “If we’re going to escape, Brenna—” she began.


“Escape?” her sister repeated, gaping. “How in the name of the Blessed Mother can we possibly do that, Jenny?”


“I’m not certain, but however we do it, we shall have to do it very soon. I heard some of the men talking outside, and they think we’ll be used to force Father to surrender.”


“Will he do that?”


Jenny bit her lip. “I don’t know. There was a time—before Alexander came to Merrick—when my kinsmen would have laid down their weapons rather than see me harmed. Now I don’t matter to them.”


Brenna heard the catch in her sister’s voice, and though she longed to comfort Jenny, she knew Alexander had so alienated clan Merrick from their young mistress that they didn’t care about her any more.


“They do love you, however, so it’s hard to know what they’ll decide or how much influence Father will have on them. However, if we can escape soon, we could reach Merrick before any decision is made, which is what we must do.”


Of all the obstacles in their way, the one that worried Jenny most was the actual trip back to Merrick, which she estimated to be a two-day journey on horseback from here. Every hour they would be required to spend on the road was risky; bandits roamed everywhere, and two women alone were considered fair game even by honest men. The roads simply were not safe. Neither were the inns. The only safe lodgings were to be found at abbeys and priories, which was where all honest, respectable travelers chose to stay.


“The problem is, we don’t stand a chance of escaping with our hands bound,” Jenny continued aloud, as she gazed out at the busy camp. “Which means we either have to convince them to untie our wrists, or else manage to escape into the woods during mealtime when we’re not bound. But if we do that, our absence will be discovered as soon as they come to collect our trays before we’re very far away. Still, if that’s the only chance that presents itself during the next day or two, we shall very likely have to take it,” she announced cheerfully.


“Once we slip into the woods, what will we do?” Brenna asked, bravely quelling her inner terror at the thought of being alone in the woods at night.


“I’m not certain—hide somewhere, I suppose, until they give up looking for us. Or else we might be able to fool them into thinking we went east instead of north. If we could steal two of their horses, that would increase our chances of outrunning them, even if it made it more difficult to hide. The trick is to find some way to do both. We need to be able to hide and outrun them.”


“How can we do that?” Brenna asked, her forehead knotted deeply in futile thought.


“I don’t know, but we have to try something.” Lost in contemplation, she stared unseeing past the tall, bearded man who had stopped talking to one of his knights and was studying her intently.


The fires had dwindled and their guard had collected their trays and retied their wrists, but still neither girl had come up with an acceptable scheme, even though they’d discussed several outlandish ones. “We can’t just remain here like willing pawns to be used to his advantage,” Jenny burst out when they were lying side by side that night. “We must escape.”


“Jenny, has it occurred to you what he might do to us when—if,” she amended quickly, “he catches us?”


“I don’t think he’d kill us,” Jenny reassured her after a moment’s contemplation. “We wouldn’t be any use to him as hostages if we were dead. Father would insist on seeing us before agreeing to surrender, and the earl will have to produce us—alive and breathing —or else Father will tear him to shreds,” Jenny said, deciding it was better, less frightening, to think of him as the earl of Claymore, rather than the Wolf.


“You’re right,” Brenna agreed and promptly fell asleep.


But it was several hours before Jenny could relax enough to do the same, for despite her outward show of bravery and confidence, she was more frightened than she’d ever been in her life. She was frightened for Brenna, for herself, and for her clan, and she hadn’t the vaguest notion how to escape. She only knew they had to try.


As to their captor not murdering them if he caught them, that much was likely true; however, there were other—unthinkable—male alternatives to outright murder that he had at hand to retaliate against them. Her mind conjured up an image of his dark face all but hidden by at least a fortnight’s growth of thick, black beard, and she shivered at the memory of those strange silver eyes as they’d looked last night with the leaping flames from the fires reflected in them. Today his eyes had been the angry gray of a stormy sky—but there had been a moment, when his eyes had shifted to her mouth, that the expression in their depths had changed—and that indefinable change had made him seem more threatening than ever before. It was his black beard, she told herself bracingly, that made him seem so frightening, for it hid his features. Without that dark beard, he’d doubtless look like any other elderly man of . . . thirty-five? Forty? She’d heard the legend of him since she was a child of three or four, so he must be very old indeed! She felt better, realizing he was old. ’Twas only his beard that made him seem alarming, she reassured herself. His beard, and his daunting height and build, and his strange, silver eyes.


*  *  *


Morning came and still she’d come up with no truly feasible plan that would satisfy their need to make all speed as well as hide and to avoid being set upon by bandits, or worse. “If only we had some men’s clothing,” Jenny said, not for the first time, “then we’d have a much better chance, both to escape and to reach our destination.”


“We can’t very well just ask our guard to lend us his,” Brenna said a little desperately, as fear overwhelmed even her placid disposition. “I wish I had my sewing,” she added with a ragged sigh. “I’m so jumpy I can hardly sit still. Besides, I always think most clearly when I’ve my needle in my hand. Do you suppose our guard would secure a needle for me if I asked him very nicely to do it?”


“Hardly,” Jenny replied absently, plucking at the hem of her habit as she gazed out at the men tramping about in war-torn clothes. If anyone needed a needle and thread, it was those men. “Besides, what would you sew with the—” Jenny’s voice dropped but her spirits soared, and it was all she could do to smooth the joyous smile from her face as she turned slowly to Brenna. “Brenna,” she said in a carefully offhand voice, “you’re quite right to ask the guard to secure you a needle and thread. He seems nice enough, and I know he finds you lovely. Why don’t you call him over and ask him to get us two needles.”


Jenny waited, laughing inwardly as Brenna went to the flap of the tent and motioned to the guard. Soon she would tell Brenna the plan, but not yet; Brenna’s face would give her away if she tried to lie.


“It’s a different guard—I don’t know this one at all,” Brenna whispered in disappointment as the man came toward her. “Shall I send him to fetch the nice guard?”


“By all means,” Jenny said, grinning.


Sir Eustace was with Royce and Stefan looking over some maps when he was informed by the guard that the ladies were asking for him. “Is there no end to her arrogance!” Royce bit out, referring to Jenny. “She even sends her guards on errands, and what’s more, they run to do her bidding.” Checking his tirade, he said shortly, “I assume it was the blue-eyed one with the dirty face who sent you?”


Sir Lionel chuckled and shook his head. “I saw two clean faces, Royce, but the one who talked to me had greenish eyes, not blue.”


“Ah, I see,” Royce said sarcastically, “it wasn’t Arrogance that sent you trotting away from your post, it was Beauty. What does she want?”


“She wouldn’t tell me. Wants to see Eustace, she said.”


“Get back to your post and stay there. Tell her to wait,” he snapped.


“Royce, they’re no more than two helpless females,” the knight reminded him, “and small ones at that. What’s more, you won’t trust anyone to guard them except Arik or one of us,” he said, referring to the knights who made up Royce’s elite personal guard and were also trusted friends. “You’re keeping them bound and under guard like they were dangerous men, able to overpower us and escape.”


“I can’t trust anyone else with the women,” Royce said, absently rubbing the back of his neck. Abruptly, he lurched out of his chair. “I’m tired of the inside of this tent. I’ll go with you and see what they want.”


“So will I,” Stefan said.


Jenny saw the earl coming, his long effortless strides bringing him swiftly toward their tent, two guards on his right and his brother on the left.


“Well?” Royce said, stepping into their tent with the three men. “What is it this time?” he demanded of Jenny.


Brenna whirled around in panic, her hand over her heart, her face a picture of flustered innocence as she hastened to take the blame for annoying him. “I—it was I who asked for him.” She nodded in the direction of the guard. “For Sir Eustace.”


With a sigh of impatience, Royce withdrew his gaze from Jenny and looked at her foolish sister. “Would you care to tell me why you did?”


“Yes.”


It was actually all she was going to say, Royce realized. “Very well, then tell me.”


“I . . . we”—she cast a look of sheer misery at Jenny, then plunged ahead—“we  . . . would like very much to be given thread and needles.”


Royce’s gaze swung suspiciously to the person most likely to have conceived some way of using needles to his own physical discomfort, but today Lady Jennifer Merrick returned his gaze levelly, her face subdued, and he felt an odd sense of disappointment that her bravado had been depleted so quickly. “Needles?” he repeated, frowning at her.


“Yes,” Jenny answered in a carefully modulated voice that was neither challenging nor submissive, but calmly polite as if she’d quietly accepted her fate. “The days grow long and we have little to do. My sister, Brenna, suggested we spend the time sewing.”
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