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They met through Highland Magic, can true love keep them together?
After stepping through a magical gateway, Kira Bedwell finds herself in fourteenth century Scotland, face-to-face with Aidan MacDonald, the irresistible Highlander who has visited her in dreams. As their romance transcends to reality, it will take all of their courage and will for their love to survive beyond time itself…
Aidan is a Romantic Times K.I.S.S of the Month Hero!
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PRAISE FOR ALLIE MACKAY
“Charming and innovative, Mackay definitely delivers a blast of Scottish steam.” ~ Publishers Weekly
“I’d follow Allie Mackay’s hot Scots anywhere!” ~ Vicki Lewis Thompson, New York Times Bestselling Author
“Allie Mackay pens stories that sparkle.” ~ Angela Knight, New York Times Bestselling Author
PRAISE FOR HIGHLANDER IN HER DREAMS
Aidan is a Romantic Times K.I.S.S of the Month Hero!
“A treat. Cleverly plotted, innovative twists, and snappy dialogue. Highlander in Her Dreams is a fun, sexy story. HOT.” ~ Romantic Times Magazine
Highlander in Her Dreams is a RRAH ‘Top Pick’
“Sexy. Imaginative and fascinating. Mackay spins a magical tale where a modern woman falls in love with a medieval Scottish chieftain. A fascinating mix of exciting action and passionate romance makes HIGHLANDER IN HER DREAMS a real keeper.”
~ Romance Reader at Heart 
“Highlander in Her Dreams brims with Scottish charm, humor, and hot romance.”
 ~ Night Owl Romance
“An enchanting time travel!”
~ ParaNormalRomance
“Highlander in Her Dreams is a pleasing blend of wit, passion, and the paranormal… a steamy romance that packs emotional punch.” ~ Romance Reviews Today
“A fabulous mixture of magic and romance. Allie Mackay has penned an enchanting romance of lovers from different times. Highlander in Her Dreams is a captivating paranormal romance and a wonderful addition to a book lover’s library.”
 ~ Fresh Fiction
A HIGHLANDER’S KISS
Aidan pulled her to him and slanted his mouth over hers, kissing her until the room spun.
When he released her, she gasped and touched a hand to her lips. No man had ever kissed her so hotly, dragging her so hard against him, slaking his hunger for her as if he’d wanted to devour not just her lips, but the very essence of her.
Kira drew a shaky breath. “Oh, my.”
He gave her a slow smile, the heat in his eyes making her tingle. “That, sweetness, was only the beginning.”



DEDICATION
For everyone who appreciates raw weather and wild places.
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“Time is of little importance in the Highlands, a magical place of picturesque beauty, languorous and seductive, where you can easily believe the distant past was only yesterday. The faraway and long ago not lost at all, but waiting to be discovered by those with eyes to see.”
~ Wee Hughie MacSporran, historian, storyteller, and keeper of tradition.



FIRST PROLOGUE
Castle Wrath, The Isle of Skye, 1315
“May the devil boil and blister him.” 
Aidan MacDonald, proud Highland chieftain, paced the battlements of his cliff-top stronghold, fury pounding through him, disbelief and outrage firing his blood. 
Fierce blood, easily heated, for he claimed descent from a long line of fearless Norsemen as well as the ancient chiefs of the great Clan Donald, a race of men famed and respected throughout the Hebrides and beyond. A powerful man who believed that Highlanders were the equal of all men and better than most, he cut an imposing figure against the glittering waters stretching out below him.
Topping six foot four and favoring rough Highland garb, he was a giant among men, turning heads and inspiring awe wherever he went. Just now, with his dark, wind-tossed hair gleaming as bright as the great sword strapped at his side and his eyes blazing, the very air seemed to catch flame and part before him. Certainly, on a fair day, few were the men bold enough to challenge him. On a day such as this, only a fool would dare.
Aidan of Wrath had a reputation for turning savage. Especially when those he loved were threatened.
And this morn, he wanted blood.
More specifically, his cousin, Conan Dearg’s blood.
“A pox on the craven!” He whipped around to glare at his good cousin, Tavish. “I’ll see the bastard’s tender parts fed to the wolves. As for you” – he flashed a glance at the tight-lipped, bushy-bearded courier standing a few feet away, against the parapet wall - “if you won’t tell us your name, then I’d hear if you knew what is writ on this parchment?”
Aidan took a step toward him, his fingers clenching around the damning missive.
“Well?”
The courier thrust out his jaw, his eyes cold and shuttered.
“Perhaps a reminder is in order?” Aidan’s voice came as icy as the man’s expression. “See you, this missive is scrawled with words that would have meant my death. My own, and every man, woman, and child in my clan.”
Had the scroll been delivered to its intended recipient and not, by mistake, to him.
Anger scoring his breath, he let his gaze sweep across the choppy seas to the steep cliffs of nearby Wrath Isle, its glistening black buttresses spray-washed with plume. He fisted his hands, his eyes narrowed on the long, white-crested combers breaking on the rocks.
He would not be broken so easily.
This time Conan Dearg had gone too far.
He swung back to courier. “How many of my cousin’s men knew of this plot?”
“Does it matter?” The man spoke at last, arrogance rolling off him. “Hearing their names changes naught. All in these Isles know you’ve sworn ne’er to spill a kinsman’s blood.”
“He speaks true.” Tavish gripped his arm, speaking low. “Conan Dearg is your cousin, as am I. He-”
“Conan Dearg severed all ties with this house when he sought to arrange our murder.” Aidan scrunched the parchment in his hand, its rolled surface seeming almost alive. Evil. “To think he planned to slit our throats as we sat at his table, guests at a feast held in our honor.”
He stood firm, legs apart and shoulders back, the edge of his plaid snapping in the wind. “I cannae let it bide, Tavish. No’ this time.”
“We can put him out on Wrath Isle. His man, too, if he refuses to speak.” Tavish glanced at the nearby islet’s jagged cliff-face. “With the tide rips and reefs surrounding the isle, they’d ne’er escape. It’d be the closest place to hell a soul could find in these parts.”
Aidan shook his head. He knew Wrath Isle, a sea-lashed hellhole as wicked-looking this fair morn as on a cold afternoon of dense gray mist. But the isle’s brooding appearance deceived. With cunning, a man could survive there.
It wasn’t the place for Conan Dearg.
He drew a long breath, hot bile rising in his throat.
“He’d not find much foraging on the isle.” Tavish spit over the parapet wall, the gesture more than eloquent. “No women either.”
Aidan shot him a look, his frown deepening. 
Conan the Red’s handsome face flashed before him, his dazzling smile as false as the day was long. Not lacking in stature, charm, or arrogance, he was a man to turn female heads and win hearts.
Men, too, fell easy prey to his swagger and jaunty airs.
Foolish men.
As he, too, had been. But no more. 
Fury tightening his chest, he turned back to the courier. “I ask you again – how many of my cousin’s men knew of this perfidy?”
The man rubbed the back of his neck, his face belligerent.
He said nothing.
Aidan crackled his knuckles. “Perhaps some time in my water pit will loosen your tongue? ‘Tis an old, disused well, its shaft open to the tides. Greater men than you have spilled their secrets after a night in its briny depths.”
“I’ll see you in hell first.” Steel flashing, the man whipped a dirk from the cowled neck of his cloak and lunged. “Give my regards to the dev-”
“Greet him yourself!” Aidan seized the man’s wrist, hurling him over the parapet wall before the dirk even fell from his fingers.
Snatching it up, he tossed it after him, not bothering to look where man or knife landed. In the sea or on the rocks, the result was the same.
Beside him, Tavish coughed. “And Conan Dearg?”
Aidan dusted his hands on his plaid. “Have a party of warriors set out at once. Send them to his castle. To the ends of the earth if need be. I want him found and brought here alive.”
“Alive?” Tavish’s eyes widened.
“So I have said,” Aidan confirmed. “Out of deference to our kinship – and my oath – I’ll no’ end his life. That he can decide on his own, whene’er he tires of the comforts of my dungeon and a diet of salt beef and soured water.”
“Salt beef and soured water?” Tavish echoed again, comprehension spreading across his features. “No man can live long on suchlike. If he doesn’t die of hunger, his thirst will drive him mad.”
“Aye, that will be the way of it.” Aidan nodded, feeling not a shimmer of remorse.
“And” – he took Tavish’s arm, leading him from the battlements - “we’ll have a feast to mark the craven’s capture, the thwarting of his plan. See you that Cook makes preparations.”
Tavish gave a curt nod as they stepped into the shadows of the stair tower. “It will be done.”
“Indeed, it shall,” Aidan agreed.
The moment he slid the bolt on Conan Dearg’s cell, he’d treat his clan to the most raucous celebration Castle Wrath had ever seen. A lavish fest sparing no delicacies or merrymaking revels. With free-flowing ale and women equally generous with their charms, he’d make it a night to remember.
Always.



SECOND PROLOGUE
The Isle of Skye
Many Centuries Later…
Only a few months after her eighteenth birthday and in the unlikely environs of a crowded tour bus, Kira Bedwell fell in love.
With Scotland.
Passionately, irrevocably, never-look-back in love.
Not as one might expect with a strapping, kilt-wearing hunky, all dimpled smiles and twinkling eyes. A powerfully-built Celtic giant able to melt a woman at twenty paces just by reciting the alphabet in his rich, buttery-smooth burr.
O-o-oh no. That would have made things too simple.
Kira –Always Take the Hard Way- Bedwell had fallen in love with the land.
Well, the land and a few choice secret fantasies. Delicious fantasies that set her heart to pounding and made her toes curl. The kind of things that would have made her parents regret every dime they’d doled out for her graduation trip to Scotland. 
Land of her dreams.
A place to stir and kindle female desires if ever there was one. Hers had been simmering for as long as she could remember – the tartan-clad fantasies sparked by the colorful tales spun by one-time Scottish neighbors. The MacIvers had moved elsewhere, but the magic of her stories stayed with Kira, as did her dreams of misty hills, heathery moors, and bold, sword-swinging men.
Frowning, she crossed her legs and stared out the window, the image of a braw, wild-maned Highlander striking out across that untamed, heather-covered land a bit too vivid for comfort.
She moistened her lips, determining to ignore the nervous flutter in her belly. Prickly little flickers of giddiness that whipped through her each time she imagined such a man looming up out of the mist to ravish her. Her pulse escalated and she needed a few slow deep breaths to compose herself. Amazing, what the thought of a hot-eyed, handsome man in full Highland regalia could do to a girl.
Especially if such a man is bent on making a woman his.
Trying not to appear jittery, she smoothed a hand through her shoulder-length auburn hair, pretending concern with the tortoise shell clip that never failed to slip as soon as she fastened it.
In truth, neither preoccupation with a hairclip nor all the willpower in the world could shield her. 
What red-blooded woman could resist a Highlander with a wolfish smile and a tongue so honeyed his every word slid through her like a dream?
Kira sighed. Truth was, she wouldn’t mind such a fate at all.
Indeed, she’d welcome it.
She just hadn’t been so lucky. 
The only kilties she’d encountered so far on her holiday coach tour through the Scottish Highlands were men over sixty. Each one ancient even if they did speak with deep, bone-melting burrs. She recrossed her legs, her frustration minimal but definitely there. Not a one of the over-sixty gallants had even had cute knees.
Forget sexy calves.
As for filling out their kilts ….
Pathetic. 
Kira frowned again and shifted on her seat. A fine window seat, and one she wasn’t about to relinquish. Not after she’d refused to leave the bus at the last three photo stops just to keep someone from snatching it from her.
After all, this was Eilean a’Cheo, the Isle of the Mist. Better known as Skye, and one of the highlights of the tour. A rapidly vanishing highlight as today was the tour’s only full day on the misty isle and she didn’t want to miss a single moment.
Not a heartbeat.
Not one precious glimpse out her hard-won window.
A strange sense of nostalgia and romance welling inside her again, she twisted away from the potato-chip-munching woman beside her and pressed her forehead against the window glass. Who needed paprika chips and diet soda when you could devour the expanse of Eilean a’Cheo?
They were driving north, along the cliff-hugging, single-tracked road through the heart of Trotternish, a landscape of rock, sea and brilliant blue sky almost too glorious to behold.
Indeed, wolfing junk food in the face of such encircling, natural beauty should be illegal.
She knew better.
She appreciated the view.
The glistening bays of rocks and shingle, the black-faced sheep grazing the greenest pastures she’d ever seen. Shining seas of deepest blue and dark rugged coastline. Cliffs, caves, and ruined croft houses, the fire-blackened stones squeezing her heart.
Kira blinked. Unexpected emotion pricked at her eyes, threatening to water them. She touched her fingers to the glass, wishing she could feel the chill spring air, escape the coach tour and run through the bracken and faded heather, not stopping until she collapsed on the grass beside a sparkling, tumbling burn.
The woman next to her touched her elbow then, offering potato chips. Kira ignored her, making only a noncommittal mmmph. She’d eat later, when they stopped at Kilt Rock for a picnic lunch.
For now, she only wanted to drink in the glorious panorama. She was branding the vistas onto her memory, securing them there so they could be recalled at will when the tour ended and she returned to Pennsylvania, leaving her new love behind.
The MacIvers had been right. They’d sworn that no one could set foot in their homeland without losing their heart to Scotland’s mist and castles. The wild skirl of pipes and vibrant flashes of plaid. She’d certainly fallen hard. Crazy in love as her sisters would say.
Crazy in love with Scotland.
And crazily annoyed by the constant drone of the tour guide’s voice. 
A deep and pleasing Highland voice that she would’ve found appealing if the speaker hadn’t been such a bore. She glanced at him, then quickly away. That he seemed to be the only kilted Scotsman close to her age only made it worse.
Rosy cheeked, red-haired, and pudgy, he bore a rather strong resemblance to a giant tartan-draped teddy bear.
Leaning back against the seat, Kira blew out a frustrated breath. If she’d harbored any illusions about romance on this tour, Wee Hughie MacSporran wasn’t her man.
“…ancient seat of the MacDonalds of Skye, Castle Wrath stands empty, its once formidable walls crumbled and silent.” The guide’s voice rolled on, at last saying something that caught her attention.
She sat up, perking her ears.
Castle Wrath sounded interesting.
She could go for crumbled walls. Especially if they were silent, she decided, trying not to notice that her seatmate was opening a second bag of potato chips.
“Some say Castle Wrath is haunted,” Wee Hughie went on, seemingly oblivious to crackling potato chip bags. In fact, his chest swelled a bit as he looked round to see the effect of his tale. “To be sure, its walls are bloodstained, each stone a reminder of the past. The turbulent history of the ancient warrior chiefs who once dwelt there.”
Pausing, he pointed out the ruin on its cliff, clearly pleased by the tour-goers’ indrawn breaths. Their appreciative ooohs and ahhhs.
Kira ooohed, too. 
She couldn’t help herself. Etched starkly against sea and sky, Castle Wrath, or what was left of it, looked just as dark and brooding as Wee Hughie described it.
Shivering suddenly, she rubbed her arms and nestled deeper into her jacket. She’d seen a lot of castle ruins since arriving in Scotland, but this one had her catching her breath.
It was different.
Romantic.
In a spookily delicious sort of way.
She shivered again, a whole rash of chills spilling down her spine. The solitary ruin exerted a pull on her that defied explanation.
Tearing away her gaze, she turned back to the guide, for once not wanting to miss a word he had to say.
“Castle Wrath was originally a Pictish fort,” he told the group. “A dun. This first stronghold was seized by invading Norsemen until they, in turn, were dislodged by the Lords of the Isles.” He looked around again, pitching his voice for impact. “These early MacDonalds were fierce and powerful. Their sway along Scotland’s western coast was absolute.”
He paused, his hands clenching the green vinyl satchel that Kira knew held his scribblings on Scottish history and lore. 
Looking ready to impart that knowledge, he cleared his throat. “Deep grooves in the rock of the castle’s landing beach attest to the MacDonalds’ prowess at sea, for the grooves are believed to have been caused by the keels of countless MacDonald galleys being drawn unto the shore. These fearless men were the ones who raised the new castle and it is their ghosts whose footfalls, knocks, and curses can be heard-”
“Have you seen our guide’s beanstalk?”
Kira blinked. “Beanstalk?”
She looked at her seatmate, certain she’d misunderstood.
But the woman nodded, her gaze on Wee Hughie. “It’s quite impressive.”
Kira could feel her jaw drop. True, she hadn’t seen that many naked men, but she’d seen enough to know that Wee Hughie’s beanstalk was the only part of his anatomy that lived up to his name. She’d caught a glimpse of his Highland pride when some of the tour goers photographed him at Bannockburn. Striking a pose beside the famous statue of King Robert the Bruce, he’d looked regal enough until an inopportune gust of wind revealed what a true Scotsman wears –or doesn’t wear- beneath his kilt.
A wind-blast that proved Wee Hughie MacSporran to be anything but impressive.
Wincing at the memory, she shot a glance at him. “I didn’t think he was all that-”
“He’s descended from the MacDonalds, Lords of the Isles,” Kira’s seatmate enthused, poking her arm for emphasis. “From the great Somerled himself. I know genealogists back home who’d sell the farm for such illustrious forebears.” She paused to press a hand to her breast and sigh. “He carries a diagram of his lineage in that green satchel. It goes back two thousand years.”
“Oh.” Kira hoped the other woman hadn’t guessed her mistake. She’d forgotten the guide’s ancestral pedigree. His supposed claim to noble roots.
Kira didn’t believe a word he said.
Any descendent of Robert Bruce and other historical greats would surely be dashing and bold, with dark flashing eyes full of heat and passion. Beautiful in a wild, savage way. Sinfully sexy. Well-muscled rather than well-fleshed, and definitely well-hung.
She squirmed on the seat, certain her cheeks were brightening.
Sure, too, that she wouldn’t be picnicking at Kilt Rock with full-of-himself MacSporran and the tour group. As if drawn by a force impossible to resist, she stared through the bus window at the ruin perched so precariously on the cliff-top. Bold men, mighty and strong, had called the romantic pile of stones their own and if their echoes still lingered there, she was of a mind to find them.
Or at least enjoy her packed lunch surrounded by the solitude.
Away from potato chip munchers and preening peacocks.
The bus could return for her later. If she could persuade the driver to indulge her.
Determination urging her on, she approached him a short while later during the obligatory roadside photo stop. A pleasant enough man about her father’s age, he turned when he sensed her hovering, his smile fading at the lunch packet clutched in her hand.
“My regrets, lass, but there won’t be time for you to eat that here.” He shook his head. “Not if we’re to make the craft and art shops on our way to Kilt Rock.”
“I’m not interested in arts and crafts.” Kira plunged forward before she lost her courage. “I’d rather picnic here than at Kilt Rock.”
“Here?” The bus driver’s brows shot upward. He eyed the clumpy grass at the roadside, the peaty little burn not far from where they stood. “Do you have any idea how many sheep pats are scattered hereabouts? Och, nae, here’s no place for a lunch stop.”
Looking sure of it, he glanced at the other tour-goers, some already filing back into the bus. “I cannae see anyone in this group wanting to picnic here.”
“I didn’t mean the others.” Kira seized her chance. “I was thinking just me. And not here, along the roadway,” she added, casting a wistful look out toward Castle Wrath. “I’d like to spend an hour or two out at the ruins. Eat my lunch there and do a bit of exploring.”
She looked back at the bus driver, giving him her most hopeful smile. “It would be the highlight of my trip. Something special that I’d cherish forever.”
The driver stared at her for a few moments, then began rubbing his chin with the back of his hand. He said nothing, but the look he was giving her wasn’t encouraging.
“You could pick me up on the way back to Portree.” Kira rushed the words before he could say no. “Two hours is all I ask. More if you’d need the time to come for me. I wouldn’t mind the wait.”
“That ruin really is haunted,” he warned her. “Wee Hughie wasn’t lying. Strange things have been known to happen there. The place is right dangerous, too. It’s no’ one of those fancy historical sites run by the National Trust.”
He turned piercing blue eyes on her. “Everything at Wrath stands as it was, untouched by man all down the centuries. Och, nae, you cannae go there. The cliff is riddled with underground tunnels, stairwells and rooms, much of it already crumbled into the sea.”
“Oh, please,” Kira pleaded, feeling as if the ancient stones were actually calling to her. “I’ll be careful, I promise.”
The bus driver set his jaw and Kira’s heart plummeted when he glanced at his watch. “Come, lass. Think with your head, no’ your heart. We’ll tour Dunvegan Castle in the morning, before we leave for Inverness. You’ll like Dunvegan much better. It’s furnished and has a gift shop-” 
“Which is why Castle Wrath is so special.” Kira’s throat began to thicken with her need to reach the ruins. “It’s not overrun with tourists. It hasn’t been spoiled.” She paused to draw a breath. “My parents worked overtime for a year to give me this trip and I can’t imagine ever getting back. Visiting Scotland again doesn’t figure in my budget.”
The driver grunted. Then he nudged at a cluster of heather roots, his hesitation giving her hope.
“I’ve ne’er had anything happen to anyone on my tours.” He looked at her, a troubled frown knitting his brow. “One false step out there and you’d find yourself in some underground chamber, maybe even standing at the very wall of the cliff, the earth opening away at your feet and falling straight down to the sea.”
“Nothing will happen to me.” Kira lifted her chin, tightening her grip on the lunch packet. “There were abandoned coal mines near my grandparents’ house. I know to be careful around such dangers,” she said, omitting that her grandparents would have skinned her alive had she ventured near any of the mines.
“Besides,” she spoke with confidence, “anyone used to walking around downtown Philly can poke around Scottish castle ruins.”
“Ach, well.” The driver gave a resigned sigh. “I still dinnae like it. No’ at all.”
Kira smiled. “I won’t give you cause to be sorry.”
“I’d have to double back to fetch you,” he said, rubbing his chin again. “It’s a straight shot from Kilt Rock south to Portree. The others might not like-”
“I’ll make it up to them,” Kira exclaimed, her heart soaring. “I’ll never be late getting back to the bus again, and I promise not to ask for extra time in the bookshops.”
“Just have a care.” He looked at her, his brow still furrowed. “Wrath is an odd place, true as I’m here. I’d ne’er forgive myself if harm came to you.”
Then he was gone, striding away and herding his charges into the bus as if he needed a speedy departure to keep him from changing his mind. 
A distinct possibility, she was sure.
So she didn’t release her breath until the big blue and white Highland Coach Tours bus rumbled away, disappearing at last around a bend in the road.
Alone at last, she allowed herself one doubtful glance at the nearest sheep pats, certain they’d suddenly increased in size and number. But she steeled herself as quickly, putting back her shoulders and lifting her chin. Making ready for the long march across the grassy field to get to the ruins.
The truth of it was, close as she was to Castle Wrath, nothing was going to keep her away.
Certainly not sheep pats.
She had eyes and would just watch where she stepped.
Besides, the many ewes and lambs gamboling everywhere were cute. Some even turned to stare at her as she started forward, their bleated greetings so different from the street noises of Aldan, Pennsylvania.
So perfect in this unhurried world of hills, cloud and mist.
Mist?
She blinked. She’d heard how quickly Highland weather could change, but this was ridiculous. 
She blinked again, but the mist remained.
The day had definitely darkened, turning just a shade uninviting.
She peered over her shoulder, scanning the road behind her but the sky in that direction stretched as clear and bright blue as before. Cozy-looking threads of peat smoke still rose from the chimney of a croft house not far from where the bus had parked, and if the sea glittered any more brilliantly, she’d need sunglasses. 
Only Castle Wrath had fallen into shadow, its eerie silhouette silent against waters now the color of cold, dark slate. Low gray clouds swept in from the sea, their swift approach heralded by the crashing of the breakers on the rocks beneath the cliffs.
She took a deep breath and kept her chin lifted. Already, sea mist was dampening her cheeks, and the chill wetness in the air made the day smell peaty and old.
No, not old.
Ancient.
She started forward, refusing to be unsettled. She liked ancient and this was just the kind of atmosphere she’d come to Scotland to see.
So why were her palms getting clammy? Her nerves starting to go all jittery and her mouth bone-dry?
She frowned. Bedwells weren’t known for being faint-hearts.
But bone hadn’t been a very wise word choice.
It summoned Wee Hughie’s tales about wailing, foot-stomping ghosts, but she pushed his words from her mind, opting instead to dwell on the other images he’d conjured. Namely those of the great and powerful MacDonald chieftains, preferring to think of them as they’d been in their glory days rather than as they might be now, skulking about in the ruined shell of their one-time stronghold, bemoaning the passing centuries, their ancient war slogans lost on the wind.
Thinking she could use a battle cry of her own, she marched on, looking out for sheep pats and huddling deeper into her jacket. 
Scudding mists blew across her vision and the pounding of the waves grew louder with each forward step. She could still see Castle Wrath looming on the far side of the high, three-sided promontory, but the rocky spit of land leading out to it was proving more narrow and steep than she’d judged.
Not that she didn’t have a good head for heights.
She did.
She just hadn’t expected to make the trek hunched near double against gale-force winds. She’d wanted to picnic at Castle Wrath, not be blown from its cliffs. So she simply kept hunching and plunged on. There was no point in going back. The Highland Coach Tours bus wouldn’t return for at least two hours. Besides, she was almost there.
The nearest wall of the ruin was already rising up out of the mist, its age-darkened stones seeming to beckon.
Kira’s pulse began to race. She walked faster, her excitement cresting when she caught her first glimpse of Wrath Bay and the deep grooves scoring the smooth flat rocks of its surf-beaten shore.
Just as Wee Hughie MacSporran had said.
Then she was there, the ruins opening up before her. Her breath caught, all thought of the medieval landing beach and its ancient keel marks vanishing from her mind.
Even the nippy air and howling wind no longer mattered.
Castle Wrath was perfect.
A labyrinth of tall rough-hewn walls, uneven ground, and tumbled stone, the ruins stopped her heart. The remains of the curtain walls clung to the cliff edges, windswept and dangerous, but what really drew her eye was the top half of an imposing medieval gateway.
Still bearing traces of a beautifully incised Celtic design, the gateway raged up out of the rubble, its grass-grown arch framing the sea and the jagged black rocks of the nearby island she knew to be Wrath Isle.
Kira froze, certain she’d shatter the magic if she dared even breathe. She’d never seen a wilder, more romantic place. A one-time Norse fortalice, Vikings once walked and caroused here.
Real live Vikings.
Big brawny men shouting praise to Thor and Odin as they raised brimming mead horns and gnawed on huge ribs of fire-roasted beef. 
She drew a deep breath, trying hard not to pinch herself.
Especially when she thought about the Norsemen’s successors. Wee Hughie MacSporran’s Celtic warrior chieftains, the kind of larger-than-life heroes she loved to dream about.
Bold and virile men who could only belong to a place like this.
A place of myth and legend.
Looking around, she was sure of it.
Shifting curtains of mist swirled everywhere, drifting low across the overgrown grass and fallen masonry, softening the edges and making it seem as if she were seeing the world through a translucent silken veil.
And what a world it was.
The constant roar of the sea and the loud whooshing of the wind were fitting, too, giving the place an otherworldly feel she would never have experienced on a clear, sun-bright day.
She set down her lunch packet and stepped into the sheltering lee of a wall, not quite ready to spoil the moment.
Nor was she reckless.
Rough bent grass and fallen stones weren’t the only things littering the ground that must’ve once been the castle’s inner bailey. Winking at her from a wild tangle of nettles and bramble bushes, deep crevices opened darkly into the earth. Silent abysses of blackness that could only be the underground passages, stairwells and vaults she’d been warned about.
Mysterious openings into nothingness.
Gaping black voids that were proving the greatest temptation she’d ever struggled to resist. Almost tasting her need to explore those abysses, she took a deep breath, drinking in chill air ripe with the tang of the sea and damp stone. She felt an irresistible shimmer of excitement she couldn’t quite put her finger on.
The fanciful notion that Castle Wrath’s once-pulsating heart still beat beneath the surface of its pitted, age-darkened stones.
She pressed her hands against a wall, splaying her fingers across the cold and gritty surface of the stones, not at all surprised to note a faint vibration humming somewhere deep inside them.
She felt a distant thrumming real enough to send a chill through her and even lead her to imagine bursts of loud masculine laughter and song. The sharp blasts of a trumpeter’s fanfare. Barking dogs and a series of thin, high-pitched squeals.
Excited feminine squeals. 
Kira frowned and took her hands off the wall. 
The sounds stopped at once.
Or, she admitted, she recognized them for what they’d been: the rushing of the wind and nothing else. Even if the tingles spilling all through her said otherwise. 
An odd prickling sensation she knew wouldn’t stop until she’d peered into the one of the earth-and-rubble clogged gaps in Castle Wrath’s bailey.
Her lunch forgotten, she considered her options. She wasn’t about to march across the nettle-filled courtyard and risk plunging into some bottomless medieval pit, meeting an early grave. Or, at the very least, twisting an ankle and ruining the remainder of her trip. But the shell of one of Castle Wrath’s great drum-towers stood slightly tilted to her left, a scant fifty feet away.
Best of all, in the shadow of the tower’s hulk she could make out the remains of a stairwell. A dark, downward spiraling turnpike stair that filled her with such wonder she
didn’t realize she’d moved until she found herself on its weathered threshold. Inky darkness stared back at her, an impenetrable blackness so deep its dank, earthy-smelling chill lifted the fine hairs on her nape.
Something was down there.
Something more than nerves and imagination.
The sudden tightness in her chest and the cold hard knot forming in her belly assured her of it. As did the increasing dryness of her mouth and the racing of her pulse, the faint flickering torchlight filling the stairwell.
Flickering torchlight?
Kira’s eyes flew wide, her jaw dropping. She grabbed the edges of the crumbling stairwell’s doorway, holding tight, but there could be no mistake. The light was flaring brighter now, shining hotly and illuminating the cold stone walls and the impossibly medieval-looking Highland chieftain staring up at her from the bottom of the stairs, the vaulted hallows of his crowded, well-lit great hall looming behind him.
That it was his hall couldn’t be questioned.
She’d bet her plane ticket back to Newark that a more lairdly man had never walked the earth. Nor a sexier one. A towering raven-haired giant, he was clad in rough-looking tartan-and calfskin, and hung about with gleaming mail and bold Celtic jewelry. Power and sheer male animal magnetism rolled off him, stealing her breath and weakening her knees.
Making her question her sanity.
Perhaps someone on the bus tour had slipped something into her tepid breakfast tea.
Something that would make her hallucinate.
Imagine the hunky Highlander who couldn’t really be there.
Just as she couldn’t really be hearing the sounds of medieval merrymaking.
Feasting noises, she was sure. The same raucous male laughter and bursts of trumpet fanfares and song she’d heard earlier, the collective din of a celebrating throng. Not that she cared.
A marching brass band could stomp past and blast her right off the cliff-top, as long as he stood glaring up at her, the world as Kira Bedwell had known and loved it, ceased to exist.
Hunky was glaring.
Every gorgeous muscle-ripped inch of him.
He locked gazes with her, glowering as only a fierce, hot-eyed, sword-packing Highlander could do. A truth she hadn’t known until this very moment, but one she’d take with her to her grave.
If she lived that long.
The too-dishy-to-be-real Highlander might have a patent on sex appeal, but he was also armed to the teeth. A huge two-handed sword hung from a wide leather shoulder-belt slung across his chest and a glittering array of other equally wicked-looking medieval weapons peeked at her from beneath his plaid. Not that he needed a display of steel. Such a man probably uprooted trees with one hand for exercise.
Big trees.
And at the moment, she felt incredibly tree-like.
She swallowed hard, pressing her fingers more firmly against the stone edges of the door arch. Any further movement wasn’t an option. Her legs had gone all rubbery and even if she could take a step backward, away from the opening, she just knew he’d charge up the stairs if she did.
Steps that no longer looked worn and crumbling. They appeared new and unlittered, free of fallen rubble and earth or the weeds that had clogged the top of the stairwell mere moments before.
She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. “This can’t be happening,” she gasped, jerking her hands off the now-smooth edges of the door arch.
“Nae, it cannae be,” the Highlander agreed, his voice a deep velvety burr as he angled his head at her, his gaze narrowing. “Though I would know why it is!”
The words held a bold challenge, the suspicion in his eyes changing swiftly to something else.
Something darkly seductive and dangerous.
“Och, aye, I would hear the why of it.” He tossed back his hair, the look he was giving her almost a physical touch. “Nor am I one to no’ welcome a comely lass into my hall – howe’er strange her raiments.”
“Raiments?” Kira blinked.
“Your hose, sweetness.” His gaze dropped to her legs, lingering there just long enough to make her squirm. “I’ve ne’er seen the like on a woman. No’ that I’m complaining.”
Kira swallowed. “You can’t be anything. You’re not even there.”
“Ho! So you say?” He glanced down at his plaid, flicking its edge. “If my plaid’s real, than I vow I am, too. Nae, lass, ‘tis you who cannae be here.”
“You’re a ghost.”
He laughed. “Since I haven’t died yet, that’s no’ possible.”
“I was told anything is possible in Scotland and now I believe it.” Kira stared at him. “Whatever you are.” 
He flashed a roguish grin and started forward, mounting the tight, winding steps with long, easy strides. “‘Tis laird of this keep, I am.” His deep burr filled the stairwell, rich, sonorous, and real as the chill bumps on her arms. “I’m also a man – as I can prove if you wish!”
Reaching her, he seized her shoulders, his grip strong and firm, warm even through the thickness of her jacket. He stepped close, so near that the hilt of his sword pressed into her hip. “Now, lass,” he said, his gaze scorching her, “tell me. Do I feel like a haint?”
Kira drew in a breath. “No, but-”
“Aye, right.” His mouth curved with a triumphant smile. “‘Tis you who is out of place, no’ me. Though I vow you dinnae feel like a ghost either.”
Then his smile went wicked, his eyes darkening as he pulled her tighter against him, lowering his head as if to give her a hard, bruising kiss. Instead, his lips only brushed hers lightly, just barely touching her before he disappeared into darkness.
Kira screamed, but only the wind and the crashing sea answered.
That, and the stair’s emptiness. The same total blackness, icy cold and dank-smelling, that she’d been staring into all along.
There could be no other explanation.
Her imagination had run away with her. She’d wished for a Highlander with a wolfish smile and a honeyed tongue and so she’d conjured him.
Simple as that.
She would just lean against the ruined wall of the drum-tower and wait until her knees stopped knocking before she gathered her untouched lunch packet and returned to the road to wait for the tour bus.
It wasn’t until she was halfway there before she realized she’d picked up more than her picnic goods.
Her heart still beating wildly, she looked at her left hand, slowly uncurling her fingers to reveal the squarish clump of granite she must’ve grabbed when she’d held so tight to the crumbling edges of the stair’s door arch. 
She frowned.
The stone seemed to stare at her in mute reproach. But rather than taking it back, she hurried on, clutching the stone like a precious treasure.
To her it was.
A memento of her Highlander.
Something tangible to remember him by.
She paused a few feet from the road, glancing back over her shoulder at the ruins. The sun had burst through the clouds, burning off the mist and gilding the tumbled walls with the bright blue and gold of the late spring afternoon. Even the wind was lessening and the sense of menace was gone from the dark, jagged cliffs of Wrath Isle.
The ruined castle no longer a home to ghosts.
An empty shell was all it was, she made herself believe, choosing as well to ignore the aching thickness in her throat and the stinging heat jabbing the backs of her eyes.
Whoever or whatever he’d been, her hunky Highlander couldn’t have been real.
Never in all her dreams.



CHAPTER ONE
Aldan, Pennsylvania
A Pleasant and Respectable Delaware County Borough
Twelve Years Later…
Kira Bedwell had a dirty little secret.
A towering plaid-hung secret, masterful and passionate, impossibly addictive. 
Maddening, too, for he came to her only in her dreams.
Deliciously heated dreams that called to her now, teasing the edges of her sleep and flooding her with tingling, languorous warmth until she began to stretch and roll beneath the bedcovers. She reached for an extra pillow, hugging it close as the walls of her apartment’s tiny bedroom shimmered and shimmied, taking on a silvery translucence. As always, her pulse leapt at the transformation, the rippling luminescence giving her a view of the cliffs and the sea, a sheep-grazed hill and tumbled, mist-clad ruins.
Ancient ruins, well loved and remembered.
Kira sighed, her heart catching. She bit her lip and splayed her fingers across the cool linen of her bed sheets. She could imagine him so well, her darkly seductive Highlander. If she concentrated, she could almost see him in the shadows, waiting. Mist swirled around his tall, strapping form, a strong wind tearing at his plaid and whipping his raven hair. His hot gaze would make her burn, the raw sensuality streaming off him flowing over her like pure, molten lust, rousing her.
He’d step closer then, a slow smile curving his lips, the sheer eroticism of him and his own insatiable need almost letting her forget she’d fallen asleep in her clothes.
Again.
The third night in a week if she wished to keep note, which she didn’t. Once was more than enough and three times bordered on seriously bothersome.
If she weren’t mistaken, this time she’d even kept on her shoes.
She frowned and flipped onto her side. Yearning still swept her, but she cracked an eye, her dreamspun ardor spinning away as she peered into the darkness. 
Her silent bedroom stared back at her, cramped, cluttered, and shabby chic. Pathetically empty of hot-eyed Scotsmen. But the pale glimmer of a new moon fell across the little polished brass carriage clock on her bedside table, the piece’s stark black hands showing the hour as three a.m. Give or take ten minutes.
She blew out a frustrated breath. Like so many of her carefully accumulated treasures, the antique clock wasn’t perfect, keeping time to its own rhythm. Sometimes accurate, sometimes ahead or behind, and every so often not at all.
Like her dreams.
They, too, couldn’t be forced.
Aidan MacDonald, medieval clan chieftain extraordinaire, only slipped into her fantasies when it suited him.
Or so Kira thought.
Just as she assumed her bold, dream lover could only be the MacDonalds’ legendary leader. After her one trip to Scotland years ago, she’d spent months researching Clan Donald and Castle Wrath, finally determining Aidan as her Highlander.
The tantalizingly gorgeous Celtic he-god she’d glimpsed so briefly.
And never forgotten.
A man of any less mythic status couldn’t possibly invade her sleep and ravish her with such wild, heart-pounding sex. Just the imagined scent of him made her dizzy with longing. Remembering the cool silk of his glossy, shoulder-length hair, or the hardness of his muscles, was enough to make her breath quicken. Thinking about his kisses, the skillful glide of his hands on her body, did things to her she never would have believed possible.
Watching him stride toward her, his sword hung low on his hip and a predatory gleam in his eye, positively melted her.
He was the essence of her deepest, darkest fantasies.
Her secret lover, he’d ruined her for all others.
Kira sighed, her fingers curling into the bed covers. Warmth pulsed through her just thinking about him. More than just a fantasy lover, he’d influenced her life in ways she’d never have believed. He’d initiated her into her special gift of far-seeing, the ability to catch a visual or mental image of the distant past. An inherited talent kept secret in her family and one she hadn’t been aware of at all until the day she’d hoped to picnic at Castle Wrath and had peered down a ruined stair, looking straight into Aidan’s torch-lit hall and his dark, smoldering stare.
Kira shivered. She wanted his gaze on her now.
Ached to see him.
Instead, nothing stirred except a chill wind whistling around her old brick apartment house. The faint tap-tap of tree branches against her window. All was still and quiet. Through a chink in the curtains she could see that the sky was low with clouds, the night cold and damp.
She stared out the window and sighed. Any other time she would have smiled. She liked cold and damp. Throw in a handful of mist and a bit of soft thin rain and her imagination could transport her to Scotland.
That other world where she longed to be, not here listening to the night wind sighing around Aldan, Pennsylvania’s seen-better-days Castle Apartments, but hearing Hebridean gales blowing in from the sea. Long Atlantic breakers crashing on jagged black rocks.
Rugged cliffs and slate-colored seas, the tingle of salt mist damping her cheeks.
That was what she wanted.
Needed.
Unfortunately, on her budget, the closest she could hope to get to Scotland was dusting the framed tea towel of Edinburgh’s Royal Mile that hung above her sagging sofa. Frustration welling, she twisted onto her side and pulled a pillow over her head. Truth was, she cherished that tea towel. Like the small tartan-covered armchair beside her bed, she’d found the tea-towel at a garage sale. Along with the worthless wooden frame she’d used to mount it.
A thin purse sparked creativity.
Penning supposedly true tales of the strange and inexplicable for Destiny Magazine, a popular monthly focused on all things supernatural, didn’t generate enough income for luxuries.
Even if some of her stories were fact.
Like her most recent. The reason she’d barricaded herself inside her postage-stamp-sized apartment and wasn’t answering her phone or e-mail. 
Kira groaned and knocked the pillow aside. Impossible, how a mere week could turn someone’s life upside down. One excited phone call to Destiny from a group of wannabe archeologists, and there she was, using her far-seeing ability to help them locate the remains of a Viking longboat resting proudly at the bottom of a river-bisected Cape Cod lake, her discovery proving beyond a doubt that Norsemen were the first to land on the New World’s shores. Overnight, she’d become everyone’s most celebrated darling.
Or their worst nightmare.
Depending on whether one favored silver-helmed, ax-bearing sea marauders or the tried and true. Either way, even if Destiny inflated her salary to match her sudden and unwanted notoriety, the proponents of a certain Mediterranean mariner weren’t too keen to see their hero’s glory dinted. 
A shudder rippled down Kira’s spine and she clutched the covers tighter. She’d lost track of how many historical societies wanted her head, each one raking her over the coals for her blasphemy.
Christopher Columbus may have died centuries ago, but his spirit was alive and well in America.
His fans active.
Out there, and sharpening their claws.
She frowned. No, a raise wasn’t going to help her. The means to purchase an air ticket meant tiddly-squat if she ended up tarred and feathered before she could ever reach the airport.
Not to mention a Glasgow-bound plane.
Judging by the hate mail she’d been receiving, such a mob might even seize and burn her passport. Already, she’d found two nails thrust into her car tires and some exceptionally witty soul who clearly lived in her apartment building had smeared some kind of unidentifiable goo on her doorknob. Icky, foul-smelling goo. Kira swiped an annoying strand of hair off her forehead. At least fretting about such nonsense took her mind off him.
The gorgeous, incredible-in-bed medieval Highlander she shouldn’t be fantasizing about when she was a pickle.
She sighed and shut her eyes, doing her best to forget him. The alpha Gael who not only could melt her with one heated, sensuous glance, but who knew better than any real man how to ignite her passion. 
A fool’s passion, imagined and unreal, regardless of how exquisite.
She pressed a hand to her forehead and massaged her temples. The broadcast reporters and television cameras camped in the Castle Apartments parking lot were real and she’d had enough of them. As the daughter of a ceramic tile salesman and a high school art teacher, she wasn’t used to the limelight.
Nor did she like it.
Especially when they all seemed determined to make sport of her.
“Sleep.” She breathed the word like a mantra, repeating it in her mind as she rubbed two fingers between her brows. A good eight hours of oblivion was what she needed.
Maybe then she’d waken refreshed, the snarl of television crews and other suchlike long-noses gone from outside her apartment’s ground floor windows, the world a new and bright place, free of problems and cares.
Yes, she decided, settling an arm over her head, sleep was just what she needed.
Lass, your raiments.
Deep and rich, the mellifluous words seduced the darkness, pure Highland and buttery-smooth. Familiar in ways that slid right through her sleep to curl low in her belly, warming and melting her. Making her tingle and sizzle in all the right places.
Aidan MacDonald’s sinfully sexy burr could do that.
That, and many other things.
All delicious.
Her eyes snapped open. He stood in the dim moonlight near her window, his hands on his hips and his head angled as he looked at her. All male dominance and breathtakingly handsome, he caught and held her gaze, the heat of his own already stroking her, making her burn.
“The raiments,” he said again, stepping closer. “Have done with them.”
Kira’s breath caught. Her heart leapt. Somewhere in the distance a siren wailed. Not that she cared. Her body refused to move. She could only stare, desire and need streaking through her, embarrassment flaming the back of her neck, scalding her cheeks.
He wanted her naked, as was his wont.
But unless she was mistaken, getting that way might dampen his ardor. 
She was wearing her comfy, granny-style panties. High-waisted, white-cotton, and boring. Equally bad, she had on her favorite oversized training suit. The baggy one with the little tear in the knee.
She swallowed. “I wasn’t expecting you tonight. It’s been a while.”
He shrugged. “I’ve had matters to see to,” he said, flicking a speck of lint off his plaid. “That doesn’t mean I haven’t hungered for you. I have, and my need is great.”
“I missed you, too,” she stalled, trying to calculate how quickly she could rid herself of her less-than-flattering clothes and assume a seductive pose.
In dreams, anything should be possible, but her limbs remained stubbornly frozen, her fumbling fingers impossibly clumsy. 
He started toward her, his own hands already unbuckling his sword belt. His eyes narrowing, he paused just long enough to set aside his great brand and whip off his plaid. Then, as was the way with sexual fantasies, he flashed a smile and was naked, without even having to stoop to yank off his rough-leathered brogues.
“Ah….” Kira’s palms began to dampen. “Maybe tonight isn’t a good time.”
Towering over the bed now, he cocked a brow. “Sweetness, I’ve told you,” he began, his gaze flicking the length of her, “any time we have is good.” For an instant, his face clouded. “It isn’t always easy to find you.” He folded his arms, looking serious. “I dinnae ken what powers let us come together. Only that we must seize the moments we have.”
Kira swallowed, her heart pounding. “But?”
“But you know I have ne’er cared for your way of dress.” His eyes narrowed on her sweatshirt. “‘Tis passing strange.”
Kira burrowed deeper into the covers. Wait till he saw her granny-panties.
“Clothes shouldn’t matter in dreams.” She met his gaze, her heart still hammering. “Besides, they’re all I have-”
“I say you have an abundance,
beautifully so.” He reached for the covers and whipped them off the bed, some Highland slight-of-hand or dream-inspired magic leaving her unclothed.
Just as naked as he was.
She blinked. So much for cotton underwear and baggy sweat pants.
He looked at her, the covers dangling from his hand, her clothes nowhere in sight, and an expression of intense satisfaction on his handsome face. 
“That’s better.” He let the blanket fall. 
No, it’s better than better, Kira wanted to say but the words lodged in her throat. She moistened her lips, her gaze flicking over his magnificence. Her heart swelled, her chest tightening even as her tender places went soft and achy. Just looking at him excited her. Need flamed through her, tingling and urgent as his dark eyes heated, flaring with passion as they swept her own nakedness.
“Sweet lass, were you not a bruadar, I’d keep you in my bed for a sennight.” He reached to smooth strong fingers along the curve of her hip. “Nae, seven days wouldn’t sate me. I’d double that, ravishing you again and again for a fortnight.”
Kira sighed, her limbs going liquid.
But one thing he’d said troubled her. A word she didn’t know.
“A broo-e-tar?” She could hardly speak, his touch and his buttery-rich burr, working the usual magic on her. “You’ve never called me that before.”
“Mayhap I do not speak the word for I wish it were not so. Bruadar is the Gaelic for a dream. I would have you as a full-blooded woman, hot and alive in my arms.” His eyes darkened. “Mine, alone.”
“I am yours.” Kira’s heart pounded, the truth of those three words slashing across her soul. The impossibility of them, damned her. “You are the dream.” She met his gaze, her own challenging him to deny it. “You’re here in my bedroom. I’m not in yours.”
“Say you?” One raven brow arced in a look of sheer male authority. “Yon walls look like mine to me,” he said, flashing a glance at the windows.
Windows no longer there.
Kira gulped, unable to deny that her windows were gone. Likewise her carefully sewn tartan window dressings and even the entire wall. In their place, proud whitewashed stones gleamed with the soft glow of candles and the tasseled edges of a richly-colored tapestry fluttered in the draught of an unshuttered window.
A tall arch-topped window.
Very medieval-y.
Definitely not hers.
Her eyes widened. She could even feel the chill night breeze. Catch the brisk tang of the sea; the pounding of waves onto a fearsome, rock-strewn shore. Then the illusion faded, leaving only the fragile luminescence of her dream, her plaid-patterned curtains faintly visible again, staring mutely from behind the shimmering silver. And instead of the roar of Hebridean waves, she heard only the tic-ticking of her clock. 
The familiar light branch scratching at the glass of her apartment windows.
Irrefutable evidence of just where she was and that despite the intensity of her his stare, she was indeed only dreaming.
“Dinnae fash yourself, lass. It doesnae matter. No’ where we are.” He looked at her, his gaze going deep. “All that matters is that I want you. And” – he paused, desire blazing in his eyes - “that you want me. You do, don’t you?”
“O-o-oh, yes.” She reached for him and he obliged her, gathering her close for a hungry, lip-bruising kiss. Tightening his arms around her, he plundered her mouth, the mastery of his tongue blotting everything but sensation.
The wild thundering of her heart and the slight creaking of her secondhand bed when he stretched out beside her, the full hot and hard length of him pressed skin-to-skin against her own trembling softness.
The creak made her frown, its intrusion reminding her this was all fantasy. A dream that could be so easily shattered, and often was.
Determined to hold on to him as long as possible, she slid her hands up his powerful back, gripping his shoulders as he rolled on top of her. At once, that very special hot, hard and glorious part of him probed her, seeking their bliss.
Still kissing her, he slipped a hand between them to cup her breast. His fingers splayed over her fullness, teased her swollen nipple. “You are mine,” he growled, his breath warm against her lips. “I will ne’er let you go. No’ if I must search to the ends of the earth to find you.”
Something inside her broke on his words and she clung to him, returning his kiss with all the passion she had, refusing to accept the futility of his vow.
Aidan the magnificent, as she sometimes thought of him, could search for her through all time, even turn the world on end, and never would he find her.
Too many centuries stretched between them.
That truth scalding the backs of her eyes, she opened her mouth wider beneath his, welcoming the mad thrust of his tongue, needing the intimacy of his soul-searing kisses. 
Wanting all of him.
Understanding her desire as only he could, he deepened the kiss, swirling his tongue over and around hers as he eased himself inside her. The silky-smooth glide of each rock-hard inch into her eager, clutching heat sent waves of pleasure spilling through her.
She matched his thrusts, losing herself to the elemental fury of their joining, reveling in the sexy Gaelic love words he breathed against her lips. Dark, lusty-sounding words, full of an untamed, earthy wildness that thrilled her, his every passionate utterance driving her closer to an explosive, shattering release.
Her own cries loud in her head, she writhed and arched her hips, her need breaking even as her cries turned shrill. Sharp, jangling cries so annoying and harsh they could never be coming from her throat.
Not now, on the verge of her climax.
The noise kept on, growing insistent, seeming louder with each passion-zapping shrill until she came awake with a start and recognized the sound for what it was.
Her telephone.
Kira groaned. 
Aidan was nowhere to be seen. 
If he’d been there at all as a peek beneath the covers proved she was still wearing her comfy training suit. The whole grungy works, complete with tennies. Worse, if her heavy-eyed grogginess and the bands of light sneaking in past her drawn curtains meant anything, she’d slept way too late.
Almost afraid to look, she groped for her little bedside clock, glanced at it, and then groaned again. Ten thirty a.m. A new record, even for her, notorious un-morning person that she was. 
And still the phone rang.
Wishing she’d slept with earplugs, she scrambled to a sitting position and grabbed the phone. Squinting at the caller ID display, she didn’t answer.
Much as she loved her, her mother wasn’t someone she cared to talk to before at least two cups of coffee.
Strong black coffee, the kind you could stand a spoon in.
Bracing herself, she drew a deep breath, determined to sound awake. “Hello?”
“Carter Williams called, dear,” her mother gushed. “He wants to speak with you.” She paused for a breath and Kira could hear her excitement bubbling through the phone. “I told him we could have coffee at three. Here at the house. He-”
“Wait a minute.” Kira sat up, warning bells ringing in her head. “Who is Carter Williams?”
“Kira.” Her mother gave an exasperated sigh. “Would I invite him over if he weren’t important?” 
No, she wouldn’t have, but Kira wasn’t about to point that out to her.
“Who is he?” she repeated instead.
Blanche Bedwell hesitated. 
A pause that made Kira’s stomach clench. 
The only men wishing to speak to her lately were icky-pot media hounds. Worse, her mother not only worried about status, she was also a notorious matchmaker who believed every female under thirty should be married and having babies.
Like Kira’s sisters.
“Well? Who is Carter Williams?” Kira was sure she didn’t want to know.
“He’s with the Aldan Bee. A nice young man who’s going places. I play bridge with his mother. He only wants to ask you a few questions about your Viking ship.”
“It isn’t my Viking ship. It’s what’s left of a foundered Norse longship and a few ancient mooring holes and other artifacts that prove-”
“Whatever, dear.” Kira could almost see her mother waving an airy hand. “Carter Williams might give you an in at the Bee if you-”
“An in at the Bee?” The tops of Kira’s ears started getting warm. “I don’t want to work for the Bee.”
“It would be a real job.”
“I have a job.” Kira glanced at the papers and books piled on her tiny desk across the room.
Research for her next assignment: My Three Month Marriage To A Yeti.
Suppressing a groan, she threw back the covers and stood. “Destiny Magazine pays well enough for me to cover my monthly bills. And” – she shoved a hand through her hair – “writing for them let’s me stretch my imagination. The readers who buy the magazine are entertained and I can pay my rent.”
“Making up tales of alien abductions.”
“If need be, yes.” Kira shot another glance at her stack of Yeti books. She wasn’t about to admit that she, too, was growing weary of penning such drivel.
Even so, she wouldn’t barter her soul by working with the kind of wolf pack presently prowling the Castle Apartments parking lot. They were still there, the snarkies, as a glance out her window revealed. If she weren’t mistaken, they might have increased in number overnight.
Like the plague of the giant toadstools she wrote about a few years ago.
Cringing at the memory, she turned away from the window and dropped onto the edge of her bed, not knowing whether to laugh or cry.
“Kira, child, Carter Williams is-”
“Not all my stories are about aliens.” Kira frowned, thoughts of aliens and mutant toadstools making her testy. “The Norse longship is an important discovery. The excavation has drawn some of the nation’s top archeologists. Destiny understands my special gift. No other magazine or paper would let me-”
“Carter Williams is single.”
That did it.
Kira shot to her feet. “So am I. Happily.” 
Her gaze slid to the glittery clump of granite sitting in a place of honor beside her computer’s keyboard. At once, Aidan’s face flashed before her and she could almost hear his deep burr again.
You are mine.
I will ne’er let you go. No’ if I must search to the ends of the earth to find you.
Crossing the room, she picked up the stone. “Carter Williams will just have to do without me.” She inhaled, closed her fingers around the piece of granite. “You know I’ve gone off men for a while. I told you that the last time you tried to set me up with someone.”
Her mother made an impatient sound. “There was nothing wrong with Lonnie Ward. Your father says he’s certain Lonnie will be the next manager at the Tile Bonanza. You could have done worse.”
Kira glanced at the ceiling. “Lonnie Ward doesn’t like dogs.” She tightened her fingers around the granite. “You should have seen him brushing at his pants after a dog ran up to him and sniffed him in the park. You know I could never be happy with a dog-hater.”
“You don’t have a dog, dear.”
“I will someday.”
As soon as she didn’t live in an apartment the size of a fishbowl.
Her mother drew a breath. “I believe Carter Williams has a dog. I’ve seen him about town with a spaniel. And his mother has two-”
“It won’t work, Mom.” Kira puffed her bangs off her forehead. “I’m not biting.”
“You’re still mooning over that Highland chieftain,” her mother said, and Kira almost dropped the phone. She’d never told anyone about her dreams. Not even her sisters. And especially not her mother. “It isn’t healthy to obsess over someone who lived centuries ago, poring through history books and decorating your apartment like the set of Brigadoon.”
“Lots of people love Scotland,” Kira returned, relief sweeping her that her mother hadn’t somehow guessed the truth about Aidan. “Even Kerry and Lindsay devour romance novels set there.”
Blanche Bedwell sighed. “Your sisters are also well-balanced young women who have other interests.”
Kira rolled her eyes. Her younger sister, Kerry’s, only goal in life seemed to be squeezing into clothes too tight for her under-five-foot Rubenesque figure, eating sweets, and producing babies. Her older sister, Lindsay, was a hypochondriac tree-hugger and such a clinging vine, Kira wondered how she managed to spend enough time away from their parents to run her own household much less raise her two children.
“You should follow in your sisters’ footsteps,” her mother added. “Marry and raise a family.”
Kira set down her stone and glanced at the drawn curtains. She couldn’t see them, but she could feel the Carter Williamses of the world out there, clogging the parking lot, waiting for her to show herself.
She shuddered, her stomach knotting at the thought of facing them. But then she put back her shoulders and stood straighter. Silly or not, she knew Aidan wouldn’t approve of a spineless woman.
Not in his century and not in her dreams.
As soon as she’d showered and had her coffee, she’d go outside and tell the long-noses to buzz off. Find someone else to make the centerpiece of their snarkfest.
She wouldn’t cooperate. Nor would she be intimidated.
“Perhaps you’re right, in part,” she admitted. “Maybe I do need other interests. But don’t forget, it was your own Great Aunt Minnie’s inheritance that got me into all this.” She left out that her life might’ve taken an easier course if her mother hadn’t kept mum about some females in the family having far-seeing talents.
A trait that had lain dormant for generations and that Blanche Bedwell had hoped would never surface again.
Unfortunately – or not – it had, and its startling arrival that day at the Wrath ruins had changed Kira’s life.
“Great Aunt Minnie lived in a different time,” her mother sniffed. “People were more impressionable then. You have the means to channel your talents into a more sensible direction.”
Kira bristled. “Maybe I like the direction I’ve taken. I’m interested in the paranormal, though I wouldn’t mind a better paying job where I wouldn’t have to spend half my time making up nonsense about angels amongst us and Bigfoot sightings. It’s the true supernatural that fascinates me. Ghosts, reincarnation, that sort of thing.”
Her mother sighed.
Ignoring her, Kira began pacing. “I’d like to work quietly and behind the scenes, without being plunged into the limelight.”
“Limelight isn’t necessarily bad,” her mother countered. “Such attention could draw the notice of-”
“Just the kind of man I’d not be interested in,” Kira finished for her. “Not if flash and brass topped his list of the important things in life.”
Her mother tsk-tsked. “You’ve set your sights too high, my dear. Phemie’s stepdaughter is the only soul I’ve ever heard of who married a Scottish laird and went off to live happily ever in a castle. Such things don’t happen every day.”
No, they didn’t, Kira knew.
The quick flash of green-tinged heat jabbing needles in her heart proved it.
A Scottish laird and living in the Highlands. In a real castle. She shot a glance at her desk, the silver-framed photo of the ruins of Castle Wrath claiming pride of place right next to her piece of granite. Her heart squeezed and the green-tinted heat began spreading through her chest, making each breath difficult.
“Phemie and the girl’s father went over to see the couple last year,” her mother was saying. “Though Phemie couldn’t stomach sleeping in the castle, saying it was too damp and musty and full of ghosts. She-”
“Phemie as in Euphemia Ross?” Disbelief washed over Kira. “The sharp-tongued little wisp of a woman in your bridge club? The one everyone calls the Cairn Avenue shrew?”
“Now, Kira.” Blanche Bedwell used her most placating tone. “She’s Euphemia McDougall these days. And, yes, her stepdaughter, Mara, married a real live Highland chieftain. Sir Alexander Douglas, I believe Phemie said. Their castle is near a place called Uban or something.”
“Oban,” Kira corrected her. “The gateway to the Hebrides. It’s on Scotland’s west coast. My tour years ago stopped there. We had a whole hour’s look at Dunstaffnage Castle.”
“Well, dear, if ever you go back, I’m sure Phemie would give you Mara’s phone number and address. She’d surely be pleased to see you. Just-”
She broke off as the doorbell trilled in the background. “That will be Lindsay. She made a batch of organic brownies for your father. Call if you need me.”
“I will,” Kira said as her mother rang off.
Not that her mother – or anyone – could assist her with what she needed.
Knowing she couldn’t even help herself in that regard, she put down the phone and began peeling off her rumpled clothes, heading for the bathroom. Naked, she yanked back her thistle-covered shower curtain and made to step beneath the steaming, pounding spray.
Until her phone rang again. Her landline. She listened as her answering machine clicked on and Destiny Magazine’s executive editor’s voice rose above the sound of running water, the man’s tone giving her pause.
Dan Hillard sounded excited.
Kira, girl, his booming voice filled the bathroom, I know you’re in hiding and may even want to quit, but I’ve got a new assignment for you.
“O-o-oh, no, you don’t.” Kira grabbed a towel and slung it around her as she hastened back into her bedroom to click off the machine. “Not for a while anyway.”
This is one you won’t want to miss, Dan’s voice cajoled, almost as if he’d heard her. It’ll get you away from this media circus. 
Kira hesitated, her fingers hovering over the answering machine. Something in his voice was getting to her, making her heart skitter.
Faraway, Kira. All expenses paid.
She closed her eyes, breathed deeply, ready to reject—
Another voice broke in, interrupting Dan. Come, lass, I’m waiting for you.
Kira whirled around, the towel dropping to the floor. But only her empty bedroom stared back at her. Even if the echo of Aidan’s voice still rang her in ears. Dark, rich, and sexy, and so full of longing her knees watered.
He’d called to her.
She was certain of it.
Trembling, she stooped to pick up her towel, waiting for Dan to say something else. But he, too, was gone. Nothing remained of her boss or his cryptic message except the insistent little red light blinking on the answering machine.
Not that she needed to hear the words.
Her heart already knew. 
She was going to Scotland.



CHAPTER TWO
“Come, lass, I’m waiting for you. Burning for you.”
 Aidan MacDonald stood at the tall arch-topped window of his bedchamber, one hand clenched around his sword belt, the other clutching the tasseled edges of a richly-embroidered tapestry proudly adorning his wall.
A brilliantly colored display of bold knights and fair, half-naked ladies romping in a wood, their erotic playfulness so explicitly depicted he could scarce bear looking at it.
Truth be told, if his temper didn’t soon improve, he might just yank the thing from the wall and send it sailing out his window.
Letting go of it, he shoved a hand through his hair and scowled. For well over a sennight, he’d been unable to reach his bruadar. The comely, well-made vixen of his dreams he’d glimpsed but once and ne’er been able to put from his mind.
Or his heart.
Not to mention what she did to his body.
“Hell and damnation.” He blew out a breath, the scent and feel of her haunting him. A bittersweet torment so real and vibrant he hurt inside. Ached with a deep, lancing pain that knew no healing. 
Not without her. Her soft, lush lips parting beneath his, her bountiful curves, warm, silken, and smooth, crushed tight against him as he held her in his arms. Made her his again and again.
This time never letting her go.
His scowl deepening, he curled his hands to fists. “I burn for you, lass,” he growled, staring out at the cold wind-whipped waters tossing so indifferently beneath his tower chamber’s window. The jagged cliffs of nearby Wrath Isle, each frowning, black-glistening fissure suiting his mood, firing his frustration. 
His fury at such a foul turn of fate.
Setting his jaw, he braced his hands on the edges of the window arch, leaning out so the night wind could cool him. Take the heat out of his face if not his blood.
“Sakes, lass, I need you.” The tightness in his chest let him know how much. “For the love of all the Ancient Ones, where are you?”
“She is long gone, that’s what,” a deep voice reproached from behind him. “God’s eyes, man, what did you do to her?”
Aidan spun around. “What did I do to who?” 
Tavish MacDonald merely cocked a brow. He was Aidan’s most trusted friend and cousin, though some whispered half-brother due to their strong resemblance. Stepping closer, he reached to pinch out the wicks of a hanging cresset lamp.
Aidan fixed him with a withering glare, trying for the life of him to recall if he’d e’er fallen so deep in his cups as to regale his friend with tales of his dream lass. 
“You ought know better than to have a lamp burning so near to the window on such a windy night.” Tavish waved a hand through the dissipating smoke. “As for who I meant” – he slid a narrow glance at Aidan – “‘twas the MacLeod widow. She herself and all her men.”
Aidan relaxed. But only for a moment.
Turning back to the window, he clasped his hands behind his back and drew a deep breath, his gaze on the moon as it came and went through the clouds. He might not have spilled his heart to Tavish in a long ale-filled night in his great hall, but the departure of the MacLeod woman presented an entirely different kind of problem.
He’d counted on her men to help him scour the hills and surrounding islands for Conan Dearg.
Trouble was, the price of Fenella MacLeod’s men and galleys was one he hadn’t wished to pay.
“She left in a huff,” Tavish informed him. “Away with the tide and a scowl darker than some of your own.”
Aidan left the window and made for a polished oak table across the room, well-laden with cold breast of chicken, oatcakes and cheese, and a freshly-filled ewer of ale. The offerings were meant to be his evening repast, but circumstance had stolen his appetite.
If his days didn’t soon take a better turn, he might never regain it. 
“Lady Fenella was quick to offer aid.” Tavish hovered behind him again. “Few in these isles have a larger flotilla of longships. Or better-kept ones. Her men are fierce and strong-armed. She would have served you well.”
Aidan almost spewed the ale he’d just poured for himself. Frowning in earnest now, he tossed back the rest in one great swig, slamming down the cup.
“By the gods, Tavish! The lady wished to serve me, true enough.” He glowered at his friend, felt heat surging up his neck. “She came here dressed in her bed-robe and naught else, her hair unbound and hanging to her hips.”
Aidan clamped his mouth shut, decency keeping him from revealing how she’d swept into his bedchamber, shutting and bolting the door, then flinging open her robe to display her full, large-nippled breasts and the tangle of thick jet-black curls topping her thighs.
“She made no mistake in letting me know why she came knocking on my door so late of an e’en.” Aidan fought back a shudder at the memory. “The woman was brazen, I say you. Over-bold.”
To his annoyance, rather than answer him, Tavish moved to the table, taking his time to help himself to a towering portion of sliced chicken and a brimming cup of ale.
Worse, he then lowered himself into a chair beside the fire, setting his victuals on a nearby stool before he stretched his long legs towards the warmth of the softly-glowing peats. Looking irritatingly comfortable, he pinned Aidan with an all-too suspicious stare.
“Fenella MacLeod is an ardent woman. Generously-made and vigorous, her eyes knowing.” Tavish leaned back in the chair, his own gaze too wise for Aidan’s liking. “Seldom have I seen a larger-breasted female. She has fine legs as well. I caught a glimpse of them once when she hitched up her skirts to board one of her late husband’s galleys.” He paused, lifting a hand to study his knuckles. “Indeed, many are the men in your hall who would bed her gladly.”
Aidan quirked a brow. “Yourself included?”
“Nae, I, too, would have turned her from my door.”
“I am glad to hear it. I would’ve doubted your honor otherwise.” Aidan nodded, well pleased that his friend, too, drew the line at lying with the widow of a one-time ally. “Though I wouldn’t begrudge my garrison men such a dalliance. No’ if the lady desired it.”
“She comes and goes here at will, as all ken.” Tavish rubbed his beard, looking thoughtful. “She isn’t shy about displaying herself, dropping hints she’d welcome certain attentions. There are surely men amongst us eager enough to enjoy her charms.
“Regarding you,” – Tavish continued to peruse his knuckles – “the specter of your old ally, her late husband, isn’t the only reason you refused her.”
Aidan lowered the cup he was about to refill. “What are you saying?”
Tavish looked up, his knuckles forgotten. “We were born and bred together,” he said, holding Aidan’s stare. “I know you as few men can claim. I know the depth of your honor, the privilege of your trust, and the pleasure of your friendship. I’ve seen the rage of your battle-fury, felt secure knowing you were at my back. And” – he sat forward – “I know you are a well-lusted man.”
Aidan folded his arms. “So? I wouldnae call myself a man were I not.”
“To be sure, and neither would I,” Tavish agreed, studying his knuckles again. “Nor,” he added, looking up quickly, “did I abstain from the plump bed-warmer that robber-baron on Pabay thoughtfully provided for me when we sailed there to look for Conan Dearg.”
Aidan frowned.
His friend’s gaze grew more penetrating. “Despite the roughness of the men, the wenches on that isle-of-marauders were more than pleasing. Frang the Fearless offered you the comeliest of them all, yet” – he lifted his ale cup to take a sip - “if memory serves, you slept alone.”
“Leave be,” Aidan warned, unpleasantly aware of the muscle beginning to twitch in his jaw. “I’m thinking you couldnae have enjoyed your night on Pabay overmuch if you were so occupied observing mine.”
Seemingly calm as a spring morn, Tavish crossed his ankles. “Lady Fenella is not the first female to leave here looking soured in recent times,” he drawled, brushing oatcake crumbs from his legs. “Nor have you tumbled Sinead, the Irish laundress, in longer than I can recall.”
Aidan felt his face coloring. “Who I bed and when is my own business and no one else’s,” he snapped, especially furious to be reminded of the flame-haired Irish girl. There was only one fiery-tressed lass he hungered for and she wasn’t Castle Wrath’s light-skirted laundress.
Tavish lifted his hands in surrender.
Mock surrender, Aidan was sure.
“I’m only concerned for you,” the lout declared, proving he wasn’t about to let the matter lie. “You’ve been missed in the hall. Everyone knows you’re up here brooding, locking yourself in your privy quarters or prowling the battlements at all hours, snarling like a chained beast.”
I’m feeling like a chained beast! Aidan almost roared.
A deprived creature, trapped, ravenous, and filled with fury.
And about to do bodily harm to the one soul he loved above all men. If the great buffoon who looked so like him and knew his heart so well didn’t soon have done with his badgering.
Turning away lest his friend eye him any deeper than he already had, Aidan stalked back to the window and glared out at the expanse of dark water stretching between his own cliffs and the inky-black bulk of Wrath Isle. A strong swell was running, the swift current reminding him of the other matter weighing so heavily on his mind.
A problem he suddenly knew the answer to.
He almost smiled.
Under other circumstances, he would have.
As it was, it sufficed that he now had a clear enough head to squelch Tavish’s concerns. Feeling more himself than he had in a while, he returned to the fire, deliberately striking his most formidable pose. Not for the first time, he also silently thanked the gods for the one inch advantage of height that he boasted over his friend. 
“I haven’t been brooding,” he denied. “I’ve been thinking.”
Tavish looked at him. “I dare say you have.”
“No’ about wenching.” He knew Tavish well.
Not wanting the lout to see through him, he glanced again at the window, remembering the treacherous journey they’d made to Wrath Isle a few days before.
A dangerous crossing that had led to naught, their hours spent searching the isle’s caves and tumbled ruins turning up little more than angry seabirds and moldering sheep bones. Of Conan Dearg, there’d been nary a sign.
It’d been an undertaking he’d meant to make alone, not wishing to endanger anyone else’s life but his own. Tavish, great and beloved meddler that he was, had declared himself of another mind, vowing he’d swim after Aidan’s boat if he didn’t let him board.
And Tavish MacDonald, may the gods e’er bless him, always kept his word.
Reason enough to welcome his company, however grudgingly.
Looking at him now, Aidan heaved a great sigh and spoke the only part of his heart he was able to share. “It grieves me to have caused the MacLeod widow distress, but it troubles me more that we haven’t yet found Conan Dearg. We’ve upturned every stone on this isle and others, even sailing to that notorious robbers’ den, Pabay, then scouring every treacherous inch of Wrath Isle as well.
“So-o-o,” he concluded, reaching down to scratch his favorite dog, Ferlie, behind the ears when the great beast lumbered up to him, pressing his shaggy bulk against his legs. “While I regret losing the support of Fenella MacLeod and her birlinns, I doubt we will have needed them to find Conan Dearg.”
Tavish tossed Ferlie a bit of roasted chicken. “Indeed?”
Aidan nodded. “Since we’ve searched everywhere the double-dyed bastard could have hid, there’s only one place he can be. He’s at Ardcraig.”
“His own holding?” Tavish blinked, looking doubtful. “We’ve already gone there, searching his keep from the undercroft to the parapets.”
“We saw what we expected to see.” Aidan touched his sword hilt, rolled his thumb over the jeweled pommel stone. “Next time we shall seek the unexpected. Then we will find him. I know it in my bones.”
“Then let us drink to your gut instinct.” Tavish pushed to his feet, a smile tugging at his lips. “I’ve ne’er known it to err.”
“Neither have I.” Aidan watched his friend pour them both a generous portion of ale.
He only hoped his feelings about his bruadar were as accurate. That the shapely, hot-blooded woman he’d been thinking of as a dream vision wasn’t that at all, but a tamhasg. Nightly visitations of the woman meant to be his future bride.
As soon as Conan Dearg was found and locked in his dungeon, his people safe from treachery, he meant to find out. 
No matter what it cost him.
Nothing was surer.
* * *
Worlds and an ocean away, Kira stood in the middle of the Newark Liberty International Airport check-in area, almost oblivious to everything but the precious Newark-Glasgow boarding pass clutched in her hot little hand. Gate C-127, seat number 24A. A window behind the wing, left side so that she could see the sun rise over Ireland and then the endless sweep of the Hebrides as the plane descended into Scotland.
She remembered it well. The views that had stilled her heart and stolen her breath as she’d stared out at the isle-dotted coast, feasting her gaze on soaring cliffs, deep inlets, and sparkling, crystal-clear bays. Long Atlantic rollers crashing over jagged, black-teethed reefs and tiny crescent-shaped beaches of gleaming white sand, inaccessible bits of paradise, pristine and almost too beautiful to bear looking down upon.
Then at last the Highlands stretching away to the horizon, each ever-higher rising hill bathed in the soft, rosy-gold glow of a new morning.
The day she’d yearned for so long.
A place of mist-hung peace and splendor so different from the hectic lifestyle she loathed that just thinking of being there soon nearly set her to swooning.
Ignoring the airport chaos, she traced a fingertip across the fresh black print on her boarding card. She kept her finger on the word Glasgow, certain each letter held magic. She could feel it. The boarding card vibrated in her hand, its pulsating warmth making her skin tingle.
Until she realized it wasn’t the boarding card causing the sensation but the trembling of her own fingers, her hands as they shook with giddy excitement. Whether in the flesh or not, Aidan was there waiting for her. She’d sensed him call to her, could feel him willing her to come to him.
Chances were, once there, she’d catch another true glimpse of him. A daylight glimpse without the smoke-and-mirror effects of their dreams. If it’d happened once, it could again. Knowing that, combined with the thrill of finally getting back to Scotland, was pushing her over the edge.
Making her light-headed.
She took a deep breath, shoved her boarding card into a side panel of her purse. The she wiped her damp palms on her one great splurge: a fine and stylish, many-pocketed, weather-proofed jacket complete with hood.
“Kira, you’ve gone pale. Are you okay?” Dan Hillard gripped her elbow, his blue eyes filling with concern. “We can still get your luggage back. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”
“Are you kidding?” Kira blinked at him, all the whirr, noise, and haste of the airport filtering back into her consciousness, pulling her into the crowded, bustling reality. 
“Of course, I want to go. More than I can say.” She placed her hand over his, squeezing his fingers. “I’m fine. It’s just too warm for me in here. I don’t think they ever run air conditioners in this airport.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m positive.”
A tall, middle-aged man with an open, ruddy face and an unfortunate haircut that made him look more like an Army general than executive editor for a magazine that specialized in paranormal oddities, Dan slung an arm around her shoulders, drawing her near in a fatherly hug.
“What about driving on the left?” He stood back to look at her, the simple question making her stomach flip-flop. “The last time you were there, you were on an escorted coach tour. This time there’s a rental car waiting for you at the Glasgow airport. Will you be able to manage?”
Kira straightened her back against her belly-flutters and hitched up the shoulder-strap of her carry-on. “Of course, I’ll manage,” she said, willing it so.
To get to Castle Wrath, I’d drive on water if need be.
Left, right, or upside down.
Leaving those sentiments unsaid, she forced her brightest smile. “Americans drive in Scotland all the time,” she added, the words meant for herself as well as to reassure Dan. “I’ve also studied maps and” – she stepped aside to make way for a young woman tugging two wailing children behind her – “if I recall correctly, about the only traffic hazard to worry about over there are sheep jams.”
“As long as you’re sure.” He still sounded doubtful.
“I am.”
“Sure enough to make it all the way to those three faery mounds I want you to investigate?”
“The Na Tri Shean?” Kira smiled, her exhilaration returning, banishing the niggles of doubt about driving. Dan’s three conical-shaped faery hills were thought to open into the Otherworld, providing access into the Land of the Fae. Not that she cared where the hills might lead or what mythical entities might dwell there.
More interesting to her was that Dan claimed the Na Tri Shean were also rumored to be time portals.
A possibility he wanted her to explore.
And an opportunity she couldn’t refuse. Not with the three supposed time-portalling-faery-mounds located not far from the Isle of Skye.
More specifically, Castle Wrath.
The image of the cliff-top ruins blazed across her mind. Her heart skipped, her pulse quickening. She could see her Aidan standing there, so fierce and tall, his plaid slung proudly over one shoulder, his gleaming raven hair whipped by the stiff sea winds. He was looking west, searching for her, she was certain.
Catching her sigh before it could escape, she flashed Dan a confident smile. “I’ll make it to your faery mounds,” she assured him. “I’d crawl on my knees to get there. Driving will be a breeze.”
Seemingly mollified, he harrumphed, his gaze flickering to her carry-on. “You have the information I gave you? Eye witness local and tourist accounts of the strange goings-on around those three hills? Copies of the ancient Celtic legends that mention them?”
Kira patted her bulging satchel bag. “I have everything.”
Including a dog-eared copy of The Hebridean Clans, a slim but fascinating volume, its pages dominated by Clan Donald, Lords of the Isles and undisputed rulers of Scotland’s medieval western seaboard.
She’d found Aidan in that book and she wasn’t about to leave it behind.
“You’ve read the stories?” Dan was watching her. “The stress of the last days hasn’t kept you from going over them? I don’t want you running into anything unprepared. There’s always a kernel of truth in old legends. Who knows what-”
“I’ll be fine.” Kira leaned up to kiss his whiskered cheek. “Don’t worry, you’ll get your story. One way or the other. If the Na Tri Shean don’t speak to me, I have a few other ideas for sure-winning tales.”
Dan’s smile returned. “What? You visit Culloden and run into a handsome six foot four Highlander and discover you’re soul mates? Reincarnations of long-dead star-crossed lovers? Maybe that infamous Wolf of Badenoch and his great lady-love Mariota?”
A hot little rush shot through Kira. She wasn’t planning on going anywhere near Culloden, but she had hung her heart on a six foot four Highlander.
At least she was pretty sure her sexy medieval warrior chieftain was about that height.
“I’m surprised you’ve even heard of the Wolf and his Mariota.” She hoped Dan couldn’t hear the thundering of her heart.
He shrugged. “I dated a girl from Inverness in college. A bit of a history buff, always going on about those two. She was obsessed by Scotland’s most legendary love pairs.” He paused to rub his chin. “So if not the notorious Wolf come back to life at Culloden, what other ideas do you have?”
Kira felt a jab of self-consciousness but brushed it aside. Dan and Destiny had been good to her. “O-o-oh,” she said, shifting her carry-on again, “something along the lines of I Was Seduced By A Selkie or I Found The Big Grey Man Of Ben MacDui Sleeping In My Holiday Cottage.”
“Ben Mac-Who-ee? Dan shook his head.
“A ben is a mountain. The Big Grey Man is like Bigfoot.” Kira smiled. “He’s the Yeti of the Scottish Cairngorms.
Dan laughed. “I’ll be happy with any story you bring back. You just take care of yourself.” His eyes took on that worried look again. “I have a feeling those faery mounds might be the real thing. Like that lake in Cape Cod.”
“If they are, just don’t forget your promise.”
“A time portal would be a bigger story than a sunken Viking boat, Kira.” He hesitated. “You’d be world famous.”
“Not if you keep your word and leave my name off the story.” Kira lifted her chin, not willing to budge. “I’ve had enough fame in recent days to last a lifetime. Give the honors to one of the horn-tooters who’ll love the glory.”
Dan looked uncomfortable. “You’re sure?”
“Absolutely.”
“Then off with you and be quick about it.” He clutched her to him for a fast hug. “I hate long goodbyes.”
So did Kira, but before she could say her own, he was gone. Vanished into the teeming maze of hastening passengers and harried-looking airport personnel. 
Shifting her carry-on yet again, she remembered what else she hated. Namely carting around unnecessary take-alongs pressed on her by her well-meaning family. No wonder her bag was digging a groove into her shoulder.
Determined to lighten her load – and avoid excess calories she really couldn’t afford – she made for the nearest waste bin, then unzipped her carry-on, plucking out the bulky plastic bag stuffed with Lindsay’s crushed and crumbling organic chocolate chip cookies.
A fat wedge of some kind of soybean imitation cheddar cheese and a mysterious home-baked energy bar her sister had sworn would keep her from suffering jetlag. Half a poorly wrapped hoagie her father must’ve secretly slipped into the bag after seeing Lindsay give her so much unappetizing health food.
Pitching it all, Kira dusted her hands and re-zipped her now much-lighter bag. But not before her gaze fell upon her book, The Hebridean Clans.
Her heart thumped. Excited, she retrieved her boarding card and headed for the long line at the security check point. Hope of catching a glimpse of her own Hebridean chieftain in real live waking hours quickened her steps. 
With a bit of luck and if her special gift of far-seeing didn’t let her down, it just might happen.
She couldn’t think of anything sweeter.



CHAPTER THREE
Many hours and even more transatlantic miles later, Kira pulled her fine-running hire car into a so-called lay-by, and rested her head against the steering wheel. She’d made it past Loch Lomond and even Crianlarich, carefully following the A-82, the most scenic route into the Highlands. But she wasn’t sure she could go much farther. The many twists and turns were getting to her, each new one bringing her closer to defeat. 
She’d lied to herself about left-handed driving.
It wasn’t a breeze.
It was horrible.
Worse, she’d been sorely disillusioned to think that sheep jams were the only hazards of Scottish roads. Truth be told, to borrow the language of her medieval Highlander, the only sheep she’d spied so far were pleasant-looking wooly creatures seemingly content to keep to the verdant pastures rising from the impossibly narrow road.
She sighed. Leave it to her to make such a journey at a time when tiredness fogged her brain and heightened her fright factor.
Trying hard not to tremble and absolutely refusing to cry, she rolled down the window, hoping a good blast of clean and brisk air would bolster her confidence. Instead, the opened window only brought the approaching roar and passing whoosh of yet another speeding sports car.
A locally licensed car, flying past the lay-by at breakneck speed and disappearing into the wilds of Rannoch Moor before she could even blink, much less wonder why she ever thought she could tackle such a drive without a good night’s sleep to recover from jetlag.
If she wished to ponder her plight, the equally speedy whooshes of two coach tour buses and an over-wide recreational vehicle dashed her hopes of wallowing in self pity.
“Holy guacamole.” She blew out a breath, clutched the steering wheel.
Maybe she would have to crawl on her knees to reach Castle Wrath.
Pulling over to tremble and calm herself each time some impatient driver zoomed up behind her wasn’t getting her anywhere. But maybe her handy-dandy map of the Highlands would. That, and her mother’s carefully written instructions to the Cairn Avenue shrew’s stepdaughter’s castle near Oban.
Ravenscraig, the place was called if she remembered rightly. Supposedly, it even boasted a recreated Highland period settlement – One Cairn Village – with craft shops, a tea-room, and tourist lodgings.
Loosening her grip on the steering wheel, she twisted left, reaching for her purse. She dug inside its voluminous side pockets, searching for the folded paper with her mother’s notes. A quick scan of them and a glance at her map brought her an instant boost.
She need only drive a bit farther north, then veer west onto the A-85, straight through Glen Lochy and the Pass of Brander before continuing along Loch Etive until she reached Ravenscraig Castle. According to her mother, she couldn’t miss it as the castle and its One Cairn Village were clearly sign-posted.
Kira smiled. Sign-posted was good. 
Better yet, the A-85 would also take her along a short bit of Loch Awe, allowing her a nice view of that loch’s picturesque Kilchurn Castle.
Her smile widened. Might as well enjoy the touristy stuff along the way.
Ravenscraig was also a good deal closer than the Isle of Skye where she’d booked a room at a small family-run inn. With her eyes feeling like sandpaper, sleep riding her hard, and her jaw beginning to ache from repeating the words, stay left, a hot shower and soft, clean bed sounded like heaven.
Just how much like heaven astounded her when, after a long but scenic stretch of Highland roads, she stood in the heart of Ravenscraig’s One Cairn Village and felt herself transported to Brigadoon.
This was Celtic whimsy at its finest.
Incredible enough to blunt the worst of her jetlag.
“Oh-my-gosh.” She stopped beside a large memorial cairn topped with a Celtic cross, the clutch of thick-walled, blue-doored Highland-y cottages surrounding it taking her breath and delighting her. A profusion of late-blooming flowers and heather rioted everywhere, spilling from rustic-looking halved wine barrels and crowding moss-grown paths. Wisps of fragrant peat smoke rose from several of the thatched cottages’ squat chimney stacks, and although the afternoon light was failing, there was enough to cast a golden, autumnal glow across the whole old-timey-looking village.
She glanced about, letting the place’s magic close around her. It was like stepping into one of her books on Highland life, as if she’d blinked and found herself inside the sepia photographs of days long passed and forgotten. The kind of pictures she was always mooning over.
“Oh-my-gosh,” she said again, her eyes misting.
The strapping young Highlander beside her chuckled. Setting down her bags, Malcolm, as he’d introduced himself, flashed her a dimpled grin. “That’s what Mistress Mara said the first time she saw the castle,” he told her, his soft Highland voice almost as exciting as the Brigadoon-like village. “I’m thinking you have a greater heart for the simple things?”
A greater heart. Kira sighed. Just the phrase, so old-fashioned and Scottish-sounding, thickened her throat. She blinked, tried to wipe the damp from her eyes as unobtrusively as possible.
Seeing it anyway, the red-haired Malcolm reached to dry her cheeks with a strong, callused thumb. “Dinnae shame your emotion, lass. I’ve seen grown men shed tears hereabouts. Scotland does that to people.”
Kira nodded, his words making her eyes water all the more.
“I’ve always loved Scotland.” She blinked, unable to keep the hitch out of her voice. “The mournful hills and deep glens, heather-clad moors and hidden lochs. And, yes, it’s the simple things that stir me. A drift of peat smoke on chill autumn air or the laughter and song at ceilidhs. Real ceilidhs in crofts and cottages, not the kitschy Scottish song-and-dance evenings you see in big touristy hotels.” 
She paused, swiping at her eyes again. “I sometimes think I belong to another age. The time of clan battles and Celtic legends, back when a skirl of pipes and a war cry roused men to whip out their swords and-”
She broke off, heat flaming her cheeks. “I’m sorry, I get carried away-”
“You feel the pull o’ the hills is what it is.” Malcolm-of-the-red-hair picked up her bags again. “I’ll wager if you don’t have Scottish blood, then you did at one time,” he added, the notion warming her like the sun breaking through clouds.
Before she could say anything, he nodded to one of the cottages, its blue-shuttered windows glowing with the flickering light of what looked to be candles. “That’s the Heatherbrae. Yours for the night, and, nae, those aren’t real candles in the windows,” he said, as if he’d read her mind. “They’re electric. The cottages may look of another century, but they have all the comforts of our own.
“That up yonder is Innes’s soap-and-candle craft and workshop.” He indicated a well-lit cottage at the end of the path, one slightly larger than the rest. “If you pop up there, you’ll find she keeps a platter of shortbread and fresh-brewed tea ready for visitors.”
Kira cast a longing glance at the Heatherbrae. “But-”
“I need a few minutes to ready your cottage.” The young man offered an apologetic smile. “We didn’t know for sure if you were coming, see you. Mistress Mara and her Alex insist on a true Highland welcome for their guests: a warming fire on the hearth grate and a waiting dram at your bedside.”
“That sounds wonderful and so does Innes’s tea and shortbread.” Kira glanced at the large memorial cairn, according to its bronze plaque, dedicated to some long-dead MacDougalls. “But I don’t want to trouble the woman,” she added, her gaze also lighting on a nearby signpost marking the beginning of a woodland path.
An evening walk would surely give her a second wind.
Following her gaze, Malcolm’s rosy-cheeked complexion turned a slightly deeper red. “Sorry, lass, but Innes will be expecting you. She … er … watches out her shop windows, having nothing much else to do the day. Just smile and nod if she mentions Lord Basil.”
“Lord Basil?” The words no sooner left her lips than the image of an elegantly-dressed, hawk-nosed man loomed up before her, his aristocratic stare haughty and cold.
Kira blinked and he vanished, leaving her with a rash of goosebumps, alone on the path.
Malcolm-the-red had left her, too. The cracked door of the Heatherbrae and the wedge of warm, yellow light spilling out into the cottage’s little garden leaving no doubt as to where he’d gone.
She also had no doubts that they’d been observed, for unless jetlag was playing tricks on her or her far-seeing gift was showing her yet another resident of Ravenscraig’s past, a white-haired woman was peering at her from behind one of the soap-and-candle craft and workshop windows.
A tiny white-haired woman, she discovered on stepping inside the shop a few minutes later. A frilly-aproned, birdlike woman who beamed at her with a cheery, welcoming smile and a tell-tale faraway look in her bright blue eyes.
“Come away in!” she enthused, scurrying from the window to a plaid-draped table set with a tea service and an array of what looked to be home-baked shortbread. “I’m Innes, maker of fine soaps and candles. You’ll be herself, the young American Lord Basil told us we might be seeing.” She poured the tea with a shaky, age-spotted hand. “Lord Basil likes Yanks.” She paused, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “He even married one.”
Kira looked at her, guessing she must mistake Mara McDougall’s Highland chieftain husband for someone named Lord Basil. No doubt the stuffy-looking aristocrat she’d glimpsed on the path. She was pretty sure her mother had said Euphemia Ross’s stepdaughter’s husband’s name was Alex.
Sir Alexander Douglas.
“You are a Yank, aren’t you?” Innes came closer, holding out a rattling teacup and saucer.
“I’m Kira Bedwell. And, yes, I’m American. From Aldan, Pennsylvania near Philly.” Kira accepted the tea and took a sip. “Philadelphia,” she added, in case the old woman had never heard the term Philly.
“Lord Basil comes from London,” Innes stated as if she hadn’t spoken.
Determined to be polite, Kira opened her mouth to reply, but the words lodged in her throat. All thought of Innes and her apparent delusions left her as she blinked at a small display of books on local history and fauna.
A familiar face stared back at her.
Wee Hughie MacSporran. The puffed-up peacock of a tour guide who’d accompanied her long-ago coach tour and repeatedly regaled the company with his claims to lofty ancestry.
There he was again, preening with self-importance on the cover of a book titled Rivers of Stone: A Highlander’s Ancestral Journey.
Kira frowned, half certain that this time jetlag really was getting to her. But when she looked closer, there could be no mistaking. 
It was the tour guide.
Even if he looked a bit more portly than she remembered. His name was on the book: Wee Hughie MacSporran, historian, storyteller, and keeper of tradition.
Kira almost dropped her teacup. How like the swell-head to tack on so many distinctions to his name.
Curious, she set down her tea and reached for the book, clearly a vanity press job. Her fingers were just closing on it when a richly timbred voice spoke behind her.
A deep Highland voice that sounded so much like Aidan that her heart leapt to her throat.
“A fine book,” the voice endorsed, “written by a local man well-versed in our legends and lore. You can have a copy if you like. A wee welcome-to-Scotland gift.”
Kira spun around, the book clasped to her breast. “Thank you. I know the author. He guided a tour I was on years ago. And you must be-”
“No’ Lord Basil.” The Highlander stepped aside to make way for an aging collie when the dog shuffled in, then plopped down at his feet. “He was the late Lady of Ravenscraig’s English husband. And this is Ben.” He cast an affectionate glance at the collie. “He’s the true master at Ravenscraig.”
The dog thumped his tail and looked up, his approving brown eyes saying he knew it.
“Myself, I’m Alex. Mara’s husband.” He took one of the shortbreads off the table and gave it to Ben. “You have to be Miss Bedwell? My regrets that we were unable to greet you, but” – he glanced at his kilt and shrugged – “we were having a folk afternoon for a gathering of school children at the Victorian Lodge.”
He looked over his shoulder at the semi-darkness framed by the shop’s half-open door. “You may have seen the turrets of the Lodge on your way here. It’s a rambling old pile just the other side of the woodland path.”
Kira gaped at him, well aware he was talking, but hardly registering a word he said. Indeed, she was quite sure her jaw was hanging open, but found herself unable to do anything about it.
Sir Alexander Douglas had that kind of presence.
Tall, well-built, and handsome, he had rich, chestnut brown hair just skimming his shoulders and the kind of deep, sea green eyes she would’ve sworn existed only in the pages of historical romance novels. 
She blinked again, surprised by his kilted perfection.
And he wasn’t just wearing a kilt. Not like the kilt-clad Americans she’d seen at stateside Highland Games. O-o-oh, no. This man really wore his tartan. He was the genuine article, decked out in full Highland regalia, every magnificent inch of him making her knees water.
Not because of himself, but because he reminded her of Aidan.
Alex Douglas had that same medieval-y air about him. The only thing missing was the sword.
But then that, too, was there. A great, wicked-looking broad sword flashing silver at his hip as his plaid seemed to stir in some unseen wind, its eerie passage even riffling his hair. 
Kira swallowed and the image slowly faded. The wind vanished quicker, but the sword lingered to the last. Then it, too, was no more. The only flashing silver left on him was the large Celtic brooch holding his plaid at his shoulder and the cantle on his fancy dress sporran.
A MacDougall clan sporran of finest leather and fur with tasseled diamond-cut chains. A similar assortment of various clan sporrans hung on the wall behind the shop’s till.
Kira’s heart thumped. Imagining Aidan wearing such a grand sporran nearly made her swoon. If ever a man’s best part deserved such an accolade it was his.
She swallowed again, feeling heat blaze onto her cheeks. “I’m sorry, I-”
“It’s okay. Women always react to him that way.” A pretty auburn-haired woman with a Philly accent stepped forward, extending her hand. “Especially mad-for-plaid American women,” she added, her warm smile taking any sting out of the words. “I’m Mara, and so pleased to meet you. My father called and told us you might be stopping by. I’m glad you did.”
“I am, too.” Kira shook her hand, her blush deepening because she hadn’t noticed the woman standing there. “This place is like Brigadoon. Amazing.”
Mara McDougall Douglas looked pleased. “That was our intent.” 
She threw a smile at her husband, then slipped behind the till to straighten a large framed print of three sword-brandishing Highlanders captured in the midst of what appeared to be a medieval battle fray. 
The poster hung beside the display of clan sporrans and on closer inspection, Kira saw that the sword-wielding Highlander in the middle was none other than Mara’s Alex.
“That’s you!” She swung around to look at him, but he only smiled and shrugged again.
“Yes, that’s him,” his wife confirmed, clearly proud. “Alex, and two of his best friends, Hardwic- … I mean, Sir Hardwin de Studley of Seagrave and the big, burly fierce-looking fellow, that’s Bran of Barra.”
Kira’s brows lifted. “Hardwin de Studley?”
Her hosts exchanged glances. 
Alex cleared his throat. “An old family name. Goes back centuries.” 
He glanced at the print. “I’ve known him for ages. Bran as well. They were among the most fearsome fighters of their day, their sword skills second only to a certain Sassunach I also had the privilege to call my friend.”
“Were?” Kira looked back at the men on the print. “They’re dead?”
“No.” Mara came out from behind the till. “He means they’re expert swordsmen. Alex and his friends are re-enactors. They stage medieval battles for our visitors. Mostly in summer when we’re full up here.”
“Oh.” Kira tightened her hold on Wee Hughie’s book, certain she’d caught Mara shoot her husband a warning glance.
“I’m surprised Euphemia didn’t mention the reenactments to your mother.” Mara hooked her hand through her husband’s arm. “Alex and his company put on quite a show when she and my father visited last year.”
Innes tittered. “Ach, that biddie was too fashed about bogles to pay much heed to aught else.” She pinned her gaze on Kira. “Be you afeart o’ bogles?”
“Bogles?”
“Ghosts,” Alex explained, a smile quirking his lips. “Innes is asking if they frighten you.”
“Maybe a better question would be if she believes in ghosts.” Mara glanced from her husband to Kira. “In America, people aren’t as receptive to such things as over here, where every house, pub, and castle is simply accepted as having ghosts.”
“Indeed?” Alex looked amused. “So, Kira Bedwell, what do you think of them?”
“Ghosts? I rather like them. Or rather, the notion of them.” Kira smiled, leaving it at that. She wasn’t about to mention her talent and especially not having already glimpsed the previous Ravenscraig lord. 
If he’d indeed been a spirit. 
She could usually see through ghosts, so she suspected she’d only caught a brief glimpse of the past again, an image imprinted on a path the man often frequented.
Sure that was the way of it, she turned to Mara. “Do you have ghosts at Ravenscraig?”
“None that would bother you,” Alex answered again, this time clicking his fingers at Ben, then holding open the door so the dog could trot outside. “You’ll sleep well enough at the Heatherbrae. It should be ready now if you’d like us to see you there.”
Opening her mouth to say she would, Kira was horrified when a ferocious yawn snatched the words. Blessedly, her hosts had already stepped out the door. Innes appeared too busy humming to herself to notice.
Not wanting to intrude on the old woman’s obvious happy place, she did allow herself a quick glance at Wee Hughie’s book before she started after Alex and Kira. Skipping what looked to be long passages of flowery prose about his illustrious ancestors, she flipped to the illustrations and photographs in the book’s middle, near dropping the book yet again when the words Na Tri Shean leapt at her.
Captured in a glossy black and white photo, the three faery mounds sent an immediate shiver down her spine. 
She’d either been there before or would be at some point in the future.
And in a way that had nothing to do with her assignment for Dan Hillard and Destiny Magazine.
Giving herself a shake lest her hosts look at her and think she’d seen a ghost, she shut the book and left the shop, walking straight into the next surprise.
Scotland’s world renowned gloaming.
In the short time she’d been inside the soap-and-candle craft and workshop, the evening had turned a deep bluish-violet. Soft, billowing mists descended, sliding silently down the hillsides. The whole Brigadoon-ish scene was now bathed in a gentle, never-to-be-forgotten luminosity she knew Highlanders thought of as the time between the two lights. 
A special and magical time full of mystical promise.
Her heart jolting at the notion, she made her way down the path after Alex and Mara, hoping that the proximity to Castle Wrath and One Cairn Village’s own magic might let Aidan come to her in her dreams that night.
He hadn’t visited her in weeks and she needed him badly. 
Almost feeling his hot and hungry gaze on her, she hastened her steps. Heatherbrae Cottage and her bed loomed just ahead. Soon she might feel his heated touch, lose herself in the mastery of his kisses, and glory in the deliciousness of the Gaelic love words he whispered against her naked skin.
Kira sighed.
Oh, yes, she needed him.
Even if having him make love to her on Scottish soil might prove a greater sensual pleasure than she could bear.
She just hoped she’d have the chance to find out.
* * *
Only a few hours to the north by car, but many centuries distant in time, Aidan MacDonald, prowled the lofty battlements of Castle Wrath, his features set in a fierce scowl. He was feeling every bit the harsh and embittered soul his good friend Tavish had accused him of being. A dark-tempered, cold-hearted beast, some of his younger squires had called him when they hadn’t known he’d heard. Remembering, he raked a hand through his hair and stifled a scornful laugh. Soon the wee kitchen lads would claim his eyes glowed red and he hid a tail beneath his plaid. 
Even his guardsmen had fled from him, the whole lot of the quivery-livered night patrol taking themselves off to the far side of the parapets as soon as he threw open the stair tower door and strode out into the mist-hung evening.
Not that he blamed them.
In recent days, even his favorite hound, Ferlie, had begun to eye him as if he’d run mad.
Perhaps he had, he was willing to admit. He stopped pacing to stand before one of the open square-notched crenels in the parapet walling.
Who but a crazed man would lust after a dream?
“Blood of all the gods,” he growled, his folly cutting into him as sharply as the razor-sharp steel of his sword. Thoughts of the wench bestirred him even now, filling his mind with the warm smoothness of her skin and the fine, plump weight of her breasts, her nipples beautifully puckered and begging his caress. The damp, silky-soft heat between her thighs and her sweet sighs of pleasure when he touched her there.
Her fiery passion. For him, his land, and everything he stood for.
He saw it in the way she’d reverently touch his plaid or run a finger over the intricate Celtic designs on his sword belt. How her breath would hitch, her eyes filling with wonder when his world intruded on their dreams and he knew she’d caught glimpses of his tapestried bedchamber, the glowing peat fire across from his bed or the black cliffs of Wrath Isle, visible through the room’s tall, arch-topped windows.
Marvels, she called such things, shaking her head as if she’d never seen the like.
As if she loved them as much as he did.
That passion blazed inside her, too. Knowing it made him appreciate her in ways that had nothing to do with how good she felt in his arms. How just looking at her made him burn. 
His loins grew heavy and aching with wanting her. He needed her now. But all he could do was jam his fists on his hips and glare into the thick swirls of mist gliding past the battlements. Chill, cloying, and impenetrable, the mist seemed to mock him, its gray-white swaths blotting everything but the damp stone of the crenellated wall right before him.
Just as his dreams had begun throwing up an unbreachable barrier, keeping him from reaching her and letting him see only the great void that loomed without her.
Until tonight.
Casting one last scowl at the mist, he started pacing again. He was as keenly aware of her now as he’d been earlier, sitting at the high table in his hall, holding council with Tavish and several of his most trusted men. They’d been planning their surprise raid on Conan Dearg’s Ardcraig, when a jolt had ripped through him and he’d sensed her.
Felt her presence, so vibrant and alive he would’ve sworn she’d somehow stolen into Castle Wrath and was standing right behind his chair.
Her sweet feminine fragrance, so fresh and clean, had swirled around him, filling his senses and making his heart slam against his ribs. A scent with him still, even here in the cold dark of the parapets.
To be sure, the perfume wasn’t his.
And with certainty not his guardsmen’s, the fools still busying themselves on the other side of the battlements. Each one of the impressionable buffoons doing their best to pretend he wasn’t there.
Nae, it wasn’t coming from them. Their scent leaned toward armpit and old leather. Wool and linen that hadn’t been washed in the saints knew how long, the whole charming effect enhanced by a slight whiff of stale ale, horse, and dog.
“Och, aye, ‘tis you, my sweet,” he breathed, certain of it.
His dream vision, tamhasg, or whatever she was, was near.
So close he could almost taste her.
See her eyes light when she caught that first glimpse of him, feel her arms slide around him, drawing him to her, urging him to make her his.
“Lass.” The endearment came choked, burning his throat as he clenched his hands, willing her to appear.
When she didn’t, he bit back a roar of frustration and whirled around, turning away from the empty night and striding toward the stair tower. The curving, torch-lit steps that would take him back to his bedchamber.
The massive oak-framed bed and the sleep awaiting him there.
The dreams.
His last hope of finding her this night.
Several hours later, he believed he had. He stirred in his sleep when soft kisses bathed his cheek, warm and wet. Hot breath hushed sweetly across his ear, waking him.
Instead of his tamhasg’s shining gaze greeting him, the eyes meeting his were brown and soulful. Perhaps even a touch worried.
Canine eyes.
“Ach, Ferlie.” He sat up and rubbed a hand over his face, his love for the great beast keeping him from letting his disappointment show. “She was here, or somewhere close.”
But her scent was gone now. His bed most definitely empty, save himself and his huge, shaggy dog.
Only his surety remained.
Something in his world had shifted. A current in the air, a never-before-there ripple in the wind, he knew not. Whatever it was, he’d wager his best sword it had to do with her.
If the gods were kind, he’d learn the answer soon.



CHAPTER FOUR
She was really here again.
Kira Never-Give-Up Bedwell, finally returned to the Trotternish Peninsula on the Isle of Skye. 
Castle Wrath was no longer her dearest longing, distant and intangible, but a reality. Better yet, she was already halfway across the high, three-sided promontory that held the ancient stronghold’s ruins. A trek she was finding much easier than years before, since this afternoon was calm and bright, without the fierce wind gusts that had made her last visit so treacherous.
The sheep pats were still everywhere. A distinct quiver of ick slid through her, but she ignored it. She’d just watch her step and pretend the piles of black goop weren’t quite so prevalent.
Not that she really cared.
She blew out a breath that fluffed her bangs and shot a sideways glance at the nearest such obstacle. Fact was, she’d march right through the stuff if need be.
If doing so meant catching another true glimpse of her Highlander.
Savoring the possibility, she inched as close to the edge of the cliff as she dared and peered down at Wrath Bay. Its waters glistened blue in the autumn sunshine, the deep scorings in the smooth flat rocks of the small, crescent-shaped beach staring back at her just as she remembered.
Furrows that, according to Wee Hughie, tour-guide-cum-author, were caused by the keels of countless Clan Donald galleys being drawn unto the shore. 
War galleys, she was sure.
Greyhounds of the Sea. Their heyday marked by grooves that must’ve taken centuries to form. Deep indentations in stone that might not even have been visible in her Aidan’s time. 
But they were there now, tell-tale remnants of long-ago days.
Kira’s pulse quickened. Much as the past beguiled her, there was only one part of it she ached to seize.
If only she could.
Her heart pounding, she edged even closer to the precipice, a sheer and dizzying drop to the stony beach below. She squinted to see better, her gaze focused on the tide as it surged up and over the rocks and kelp. Brilliant sunlight glinted off the incoming swells, making the water glitter like jewels. But it was the ancient keel marks that continued to hold her attention. Each centuries-old groove was a not-to-be denied reminder that Aidan once walked there.
He’d been a part of this place where she now stood. The knowledge made her want to pull the clip from her hair, throw off her jacket, and run the rest of the way.
Fly across the grass until she reached Castle Wrath’s tumbled walls and moss-grown arches, then collapse before the remains of his stairwell. The dark, downward-winding stair that led, she was sure, straight into Aidan’s great hall.
There, where, for a brief, torch-lit moment, she’d seen him.
Heard him speaking to her as he ascended the tight, corkscrew steps. She shivered, remembering how he’d reached for her, pulling her against him and lowering his head to kiss her only to vanish before her eyes.
A feat he could impossibly do again, she saw, reaching the place where she’d looked into his stairwell.
The steps were gone.
The inky darkness that had stared back at her only to suddenly blaze with torchlight was no more. Even the gap had vanished, leaving only a narrow crevice in its place. No longer yawning, it taunted her. A mere slit in the grassy, nettle-covered earth, the whole of it barely a foot wide and hardly adequate to peer into.
She gaped all the same, shaking her head at the pathetic little opening.
She put a hand over her mouth, disbelief slamming into her, freezing her heart. She’d been so certain, so sure nothing would have changed. Not after the stairs must’ve stood undisturbed for hundreds of years. 
Only the briskness of the cold, clean Highland air remained the same. The incredible age of Castle Wrath’s broken stones, and the roar of the surf crashing into its jagged, impervious cliff-foot. 
“Oh, no.” Kira dropped to her knees, sagging against what should have been the threshold to Aidan’s world.
Instead, fallen debris and rubble filled the darkness. Lichen-and-weed-grown rocks blocked the ancient steps, each cold, silent stone and layer of rich, peaty earth, creating an impassable barrier.
The way to Aidan’s great hall - to him - was sealed.
Closed off for all eternity.
Unless she possessed enough spirit to brave the cliff’s maze of underground tunnels, stairwells, and rooms, much of which were said to be crumbling into the sea.
Dangerous places where one false step could send her hurtling to certain death.
She blew out a breath, frustration warring with her refusal to give up.
She did have spirit.
And she thrived on challenges. Each broadsiding, kick in the shins only making her roll her sleeves higher, more determined than ever to besiege whom or whatever would hold her down. As if to prove it, she swiped a hand through her hair and kissed her palms for luck. Then, reaching deep into the crevice, she grabbed the first chunk of weedy, nettle-stinging rock she could grip.
Unfortunately, when she pulled, the rock didn’t budge.
A second and third effort cost her two fingernails. Not that she cared. What mattered wasn’t the attractiveness of her hands, but getting into Aidan’s great hall. If the stairwell of their previous encounter was to remain off-limits, she’d just have to find another way to reach him.
Beyond the wisps of a mere ghostly encounter, she’d felt him here so strongly on her last visit, as if he truly was flesh and bone and raw masculinity. As if he’d been waiting for her, just as she hoped he was now.
If only her gift, the magic of the place, or whatever, would kick in again and let him know she was near.
But first she needed to rest.
Shake off a bit more jetlag and gather her strength for the assault it would mean, creeping down into damp, dank-smelling passages. Icky places where she would be able to see no more than a few feet ahead of her flashlight.
She was glad she had one. Bright blue, plastic and beautiful, it rested in her trusty backpack, along with two sets of extra batteries.
Thanks to Alex and Mara Douglas.
She also had the perfect place to rest. The great grass-grown arch of what she was sure had once been the entry into Castle Wrath’s bailey. It, at least, was still there as she remembered, the top half of its imposing bulk rising up out of the cliff-top to wink at her in all its Celtic rune-incised glory. A medieval wonder, undisturbed by time, the arch looked as inviting now as it had twelve years ago.
Strangely beckoning.
Kira frowned. Regrettably, the tangle of brambles and nettles surrounding the arch didn’t beckon at all. Unlike the caved-in entrance to Aidan’s stairwell, the crevices and holes scattered throughout the castle’s empty courtyard appeared anything but filled-in.
Just the opposite, they looked deep, dark, and dangerous. She wasn’t about to search for one with an intact stair until her eyes no longer felt like sandpaper. She’d fortified herself with a tuna sandwich and a thermos of tea.
Tea solved everything, the Brits always claimed.
Hoping it was so, she started forward, carefully avoiding the worst of the brambles and nettles, but especially watching where she stepped. She had no desire to get better acquainted with one of those black-staring holes-in-the-ground until she was good and ready.
Sadly, when she reached the arch and managed to scramble on top of it, Castle Wrath’s finest feature proved to have a few cracks of its own. Some looked rather crumbly around the edges while others had a fern or two thrusting up from their depths. Thankfully, none looked wide enough for her to fall through.
Almost tired enough not to care if she did, she quickly claimed the most solid-looking spot the arch-top offered, pleased because her chosen picnic site also seemed to have the thickest, most cushiony grass.
Soft, cushiony grass was good.
A crackless resting place even better.
Proud that she’d made it to the arch without mishap, she shrugged off her backpack and pulled it onto her lap, eager to dig out her treasures. A tightly rolled tartan picnic rug, waterproof on one side and just one of several souvenirs picked up at One Cairn Village. Her tea thermos and packed lunch. Her father’s borrowed mini-binoculars and her two special books.
The Hebridean Clans and Wee Hughie MacSporran’s Rivers of Stone: A Highlander’s Ancestral Journey.
Thinking of the tour guide - no, author, she corrected herself - reminded her of the other treasure in her backpack. The most special one of all. A fine MacDonald dress sporran she’d plucked off the wall display in Innes’s soap-and-candle craft and workshop.
Now hers to cherish, the sporran would be altered into a handbag when she returned to Aldan.
Not wanting to think about her return journey, she unrolled her tartan picnic rug and spread out her goodies. She’d enjoy her afternoon despite her disappointment over the collapsed stairwell.
Filling her stomach and taking time for a soul-soothing glance through her books would do her good. Then she’d be ready to search for access into Castle Wrath’s heart. 
Or rather she’d be ready if the words on the page stopped blurring before her eyes. The book, Wee Hughie’s little self-published tome, also felt heavier than it should. In fact, it slipped right from her fingers, bouncing off her knee to disappear into the nearest crack in the arch-top.
“Oh, sheesh!” Too late, she lunged for it, a sudden wave of dizziness making her clumsy.
The book was gone, and it was her fault for being such a butterfingers.
Frowning, she sat back and rubbed a hand over her face.
What she needed was some of that tea.
Cure-all of the British Isles.
Good old Earl Grey would give her a boost.
If only she could remember where she’d placed her thermos and packed lunch. Her mind felt fuzzy and the picnic supplies were nowhere to be seen, the smooth stone surface of the arch-top pitifully bare.
Worse, the afternoon had darkened, seeming more like evening than afternoon. Chill wind whistled past her ears, the keening making it hard to think. Not that she’d be able to concentrate even if the day had remained as clear and still as it’d been. Not with all the shouting and dog barking going on around her.
Loud shouting and dog barking.
Even if she couldn’t see anyone or their frenzied canines, the noise was deafening enough for her to jam her fingers in her ears and wriggle them. Something she did with great gusto, until she noticed that Wee Hughie’s tome and her trusty tea thermos weren’t the only things missing.
Her world was missing.
Beginning with her tartan picnic rug and ending with her father’s much-prized mini-binoculars. Most alarming of all, the thick carpet of grass covering the arch-top had vanished, replaced by smooth, polished stone. The whole sweeping lot of it not showing a single weedy crack. And, surprise-surprise, the arch now raged much higher than before.
She stared down at the cobbles. Yep, her perch was definitely up there.
She swallowed, chills beginning to streak up and down her spine.
If the well-swept paving stones were an illusion, the arch’s height wasn’t.
Never in a million years could she have climbed such a towering monstrosity.
Leaping down was unthinkable.
If she could even tear her gaze off Castle Wrath’s bailey and curtain walls long enough to consider the risk. Castle Wrath’s teeming, bustling bailey and its mighty, notably un-tumbled walls.
Thick, crenellated walls of medieval mastery. Massive, whitewashed, and impregnable-looking, they soared proudly into the moody Highland sky, every magnificent foot of them daring her to challenge their existence.
Kira wasn’t about to do so.
After all, she decided, clutching her jacket closer against the wind, there wasn’t a need. Her wits had finally returned, and with them, her heart slowed a pace. She was seeing Castle Wrath as it’d once been. She looked about the bailey, noting its splendor, how blazing torches made the walls glow as if hewn of gold. Awe swept her and she pressed a hand to her breast, ready to appreciate the moment for what it was: another fleeting time-slip.
A tantalizing glimpse into the past, visible for the space of a blink and then forever gone.
Just as she’d seen flashes of Norsemen landing in America. Or, more recently, at One Cairn Village, when she’d caught a look at Ravenscraig’s onetime English lord.
She recognized the moment for what it was because her gift always let her see time slip images as real and solid. Only true ghosts and spirits appeared somewhat translucent. 
But this time the image was lasting longer.
Much longer.
She shifted, the fine hairs on the back of her neck beginning to rise.
Never had she enjoyed such a lengthy viewing of the long-ago. A medieval curtain-walled bailey no longer teeming with mere chickens, goats, and scurrying washerwomen, but now also filled with out-for-blood ferocious-looking dogs. Leaping, barking beasts larger than some ponies she’d seen at state fairs back home. Equally over-sized and nearly as shaggy were the wild-eyed gesticulating clansmen who appeared in the same moment as the dogs, the whole unruly lot of them looming up out of nowhere.
One instant there’d been only barking and shouts. The next, the barkers and shouters were there, bold as life, and wanting her.
At least that’s the impression they gave her. 
Kira’s heart began to race again. Something was seriously not right. She blinked several times, but the men and the dogs remained.
Garrulous, frowning, and garbed in rough tartan clothing, the clansmen poured out of the wooden buildings lining the curtain walls or stormed from the keep, a flood of plaid-hung outrage bursting from a torch-lit door she recognized as the one leading into Aidan’s hall.
Her breath caught on recognizing it, but she had no time to digest the meaning of the stairwell’s intact appearance. On and on the men came, hollering as they ran at her across the bailey, some wielding swords, others shaking fists. Some held torches, brandishing them like weapons.
They all stared. 
Looking furious, they crowded beneath the arch, gaping up at her as if she were some two-headed monster.
“A faery!” one cried, pointing with his dirk.
“Nae, a witch!” another corrected, glowering at the other. “I’d ken the like anywhere.”
Kira stared back at them, too startled to move. Never had one of her past-glimpses felt so real.
Or as threatening.
She could hear the crackling of their hand-held torches. The flames leapt, casting red stains across the cobbles and curtain walls. Smoke blew on the wind, smelling hot, acrid, and real, threatening.
Kira shuddered.
This wasn’t how she’d envisioned her return to Aidan’s world. She’d hoped to sneak into the shell of his ruined great hall and catch a glimpse of him sitting there. See him lairding it at his high table, all sexy and magnificent. Perhaps even catching his eye and exchanging glances before the image faded. 
Maybe even share one brief real-time kiss.
Facing a pack of raving, wild-looking Highlandmen who thought she was a witch wasn’t her idea of bliss.
Especially when a great, bearlike man with a mane of thick black hair and an even bushier black beard shouldered his way through the throng. He stopped at the base of the arch where he stretched his arms above his head, loudly cracking his knuckles. 
“Come!” he roared at his kinsmen. “If she’s a witch, the laird will be wanting us to seize her. I’ll hoist any souls brave enough onto the arch to get her.”
“O-o-oh, no, you won’t,” Kira disagreed, scooting away from the arch’s edge. She pushed quickly to her feet, knowing from experience that the sudden movement would break the spell, plunging Castle Wrath into splendid ruin and sending its long-ago occupants back into their own day.
To her surprise, nothing happened.
The image, and the angry men, remained. Behind them, above the curtain walls, she saw the clouds part briefly to reveal the rising moon. It’d been daylight when she reached the ruin, now it was clearly gloaming.
And the men below the arch were as flesh-and-blood as her.
“You aren’t really there,” she said anyway, looking down at them. She shook her head against the cold knot forming in her belly. “Any moment you’ll be gone, and so will I!”
But icy wind kept whipping past her, the bailey dogs continued to bark, smoke from the torches burned her eyes, and the Bear was readying himself to hurl the first sword-swinging Highlander onto the arch.
“No swords, you lackwit!” He snatched the other man’s blade and sent it scuttling across the cobbles, instantly endearing himself to Kira. 
Until he swung the other man high into the air, informing him, “If there’s any head-lopping to be done, I’ll do it myself. Seeing as I’m the laird’s own ax-man.”
“The laird won’t want a hair on the maid’s head harmed, whoe’er or whate’er she is.”
Kira froze, looking on as he cut a path through the crowd. 
It was Aidan. Every inch of him just as bold and glorious as she knew him. Even if his eyes currently blazed with anger, not passion. Fury directed at his men, not her.
He was beautiful in a rage.
Her heart flip-flopping, Kira released the breath she’d been holding. She looked on, watching as he scorched the gathered men with a glare, then upbraided them.
“Your chief will have the tender parts cut off any man who’d dare lift a hand against a woman, any woman,” he warned, throwing back his plaid to reveal the wicked-looking long sword beneath. “As would I.”
His chief? Kira’s jaw slipped. She would’ve sworn Aidan was laird. The history books said so, too.
“Ach, Tavish,” the Bear argued, solving the riddle. 
Looking disgusted, the big man set down the warrior he’d been about to hurl onto the arch. “Where’er your eyes? That be no woman up there. She’s a witch, plain as day. Have a good look at her.”
And he did. This Tavish who looked so much like Aidan that her heart was still galloping madly. He let his plaid fall back into place and tilted his head, staring up at her with Aidan’s own dark eyes.
Intelligent, measuring eyes, she noted with relief.
“I can see she is dressed oddly.” His gaze swept her from head to toe and back again. “She’s also passing fair and nothing like any witch I’ve e’er had the discomfort to meet.”
“Bah!” Her would-be captor snatched up his fallen sword, resheathing it with a scowl. “The laird’s gone off women, as well you know. He won’t care how bonnie the wench is. Witch, or no’.”
“He’ll care that no woman is mistreated on MacDonald soil.” The man called Tavish planted his hands on his hips and glared round again, raking the others with a cold stare until, one by one, they backed away. 
“Be warned, my friends,” he added, “if you value your bollocks.”
Then, in a whirring blur of plaid and steel, he vaulted onto the arch, landing on his feet in front of Kira before she could even cry out.
“Have no fear,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her all the same. “I mean only to see you to my liege. He’ll decide your fate, though it willnae be beneath an ax-man’s blade. That I can promise you, whoe’er you are.”
“I’m Kira.” She looked at him, his resemblance to Aidan unsettling her, making her knees tremble. “Kira Bedwell of Aldan, Pennsylvania.”
His brow furrowed. “Pen-where?”
“It’s a long way from here.” She tried to smile, but the way he was studying her made it impossible. “A distant place. You won’t know it.”
“It matters not, Kee-rah.” He reached to finger one of the buttons on her jacket. “Though it wouldn’t be wise to let the others see you as closely as I have.” He whipped off his plaid and swirled it over her shoulders. “This will shield you from the worst of their stares. I shall tell them you were shivering with cold.”
“They’ve already seen me.”
His lips quirked. “What men think they see can be corrected.” He winked and patted his sword hilt. “Pay no heed to those blunder-heads below.”
“And your chieftain?” Kira wrapped the plaid around her. It smelled of man and woodsmoke. “I can’t imagine he’d be easily persuaded.”
“Aidan is a fair and reasonable man.” He glanced toward the keep, then back at her. “Crazed as it sounds, I suspect he might even be expecting you.”
Aidan.
The breath froze in Kira’s throat. 
She said nothing, her tongue too thick for words.
Her champion shrugged, his gaze dipping to her feet and the hill-walking boots she’d bought before leaving on her trip. “Och, aye,” he drawled, “I’d wager my soul you won’t be a surprise.”
Kira took a deep breath. “Why not?”
“Would that I could explain. ‘Tis a feeling I have here.” Looking slightly sheepish, he pressed a hand to his heart.
Kira bit her lip, her own heart pounding so wildly, she wondered he didn’t hear it.
Showing no signs of doing so, he stepped closer, his expression unreadable.
“Come now, let me get you down from here before you do catch a chill.” He reached for her, sweeping her into his arms. “Aidan’s in the great hall, holding council, though I doubt he’ll mind the disruption,” he added, hefting her over his shoulder as he made to jump from the arch.
But not before Kira caught a quick glimpse of Wrath Bay.
Wrath Bay, the incoming tide, and the little crescent-shaped beach.
A picturesque, moonlit cove now crowded with scores of moored, medieval-looking galleys.
Nary a keel mark to be seen.
* * *
Aidan slammed down his ale cup, well pleased with the decisions of his war council. “‘Tis settled, then.” He lifted his voice so it was heard not just at the high table and on the dais, but throughout Castle Wrath’s hall. “Conan Dearg’s time has come to pass. We ride for Ardcraig on the morrow. At first light and not a heartbeat later.”
“Aye, let the bastard’s days of bluster and swagger be ended!” someone yelled from the shadows.
“To his capture!” Another grabbed an ale jug, waving it in the air before taking a great swig. “May Wrath’s dungeon give him a foretaste of hell!” 
Cheers rose to the rafters, the hall resounding with agreement as men stamped their feet and rattled swords. Aidan looked on, scarce hearing them. Only his own voice echoing in his ears. Unable to rid himself of it, he pinned a furious stare on the platter of spiced salmon set before him and did his best to fight back a grimace.
A groan, too, were he honest.
Not a heartbeat later.
He’d made a poor word choice. A thoughtless mistake that only reminded him that his heart still thundered with thoughts of her. Certainty that she was near pounded through him, despite the impossibility of such a notion. He felt her all the same. Even now when he could so easily swipe an arm across the table, sending feasting goods and ale hurtling to the floor.
At least the dogs would thank him.
And still she’d haunt him.
He scowled, his temples beginning to throb. “Thor’s blood,” he growled, snatching his ale cup and downing the frothy brew before such mooning got the better of him.
Now was not the time to dwell on her.
Now was-
The time for his world to upend. Spin around him, stealing his breath. The ale cup slid from his hand, landing on the table with a loud clack and spill of gold-tinged foam. Eyes wide, he shot to his feet. Uproar filled the hall, a ruckus unfolding near the shadowed entry. Scores of kinsmen shoved through the door, loud and boisterous. Murder on their faces. His best friend, cousin, what-have-you, led the fray, his dream lass clutched in his arms. 
“By the gods,” Aidan bellowed, staring. “What goes on here?”
“A witch!” Mundy, his Irish-born ax-man raised his voice above the din. “We caught her dancing nekkid on the gatehouse arch, a horde o’ winged demons flying round her head.”
Hoots and guffaws accompanied Mundy’s outburst, one man slapping him hard on the back before leaping onto a trestle bench. 
The trestle leaper’s mirth vanishing, he peered round, his eyes glinting in the torchlight. “That flame-haired vixen wasn’t nekkid and if Mundy saw flying demons, I saw none.” He raised an arm to point at the lass. “She is garbed like no maid I’ve e’er seen and Tavish is the only soul I ken able to vault to such heights. Seeing as she doesn’t have wings, there’s only one thing she can be – just what Mundy says. A witch!” 
“She is none the like.” Tavish’s face darkened as he mounted the dais steps, Aidan’s beauty still cradled protectively in his arms. “Ne’er have I carried a more womanly female,” he vowed, setting her on her feet in front of the high table.
“I daresay you’ll agree,” he added, his gaze seeking Aidan’s.
“Without doubt!” Still staring, Aidan tamped down the urge to challenge his friend to a round in the lists for daring to touch his woman.
A thought that brought an immediate jab of guilt when he caught a closer look at his kinsmen’s faces. Murder wasn’t the only emotion painted on the fierce and bearded countenances he loved so well. Ranging from suspicion, to fear, to blood-lust, their expressions made it clear he owed Tavish much for coming to his tamhasg’s rescue. 
“Where did you find her?” He glared at him all the same, the blood roaring in his ears making it hard to think. “How did she get here?”
“I don’t know how I got here.” His tamhasg answered, brushing at the plaid slung loosely about her shoulders. “Not exactly. I-”
“She spelled herself here!” someone yelled.
Others chimed in, those standing near making the sign against evil as they edged away from her.
“Cease!” Aidan slammed his fist on the table, jarring cutlery and tipping over wine goblets. “I’ll no’ have you babbling like women!” he roared, his fury squelching the foul-tempered rumbles. 
For good measure, he put back his shoulders and looked round, letting his stare act as a further warning. Fear was something he couldn’t condone within his walls. A MacDonald feared nothing. Even if his men seemed to have momentarily forgotten. He folded his arms, watching them. It also appeared to have slipped their minds that he didn’t tolerate injustice. Another trait he expected all MacDonalds to adhere to.
Most especially when in regard to females.
He drew a deep breath, schooling his features. He knew better than any present that the woman was no witch.
Not that he meant to share how he knew.
She was something he couldn’t fathom. But all that mattered was that she stood before him. Scarce able to believe it, he came around the high table and put a hand on her arm. That one touch – her physical nearness – shot jolts of white-hot flame all through him.
Fighting the urge to clutch her to him, he drew himself to his fullest height, feigning a look of fierceness lest his superstitious kinsmen doubt his ability to deal with a woman they held for a witch.
There would be time enough to win them over to her. If she wasn’t an illusion.
Hoping she wasn’t, he raised her arm and raked the hall with all the lairdly sternness he had in him. “I can feel this woman’s warmth through her clothes. Even” – he jerked a glance at Tavish – “the thickness of Tavish’s plaid. All ken witches have blood of ice. If she’s of the fae, or merely a troubled woman here to find succor, it will be to me to decide. No one else shall touch her or even glance askance at her. I forbid it.”
Displeased grumbles answered him. A sea of shifting, edgy manhood, all with doubting, belligerent faces. Only a few looked down, swatting at sleeves and hitching sword belts.
“Come, Aidan.” A gap-toothed man stepped forward, clearly speaking for them all. “You ken the damage a witch can wreak. Only last year, Widow MacRae’s best cow started giving soured milk after the old woman granted a night’s shelter to a witch. The same creature caused the widow’s daughter to lose her bairn. And-”
“Nonsense!” Aidan cut him off, silencing the rest with another cold stare. “I’ll have no such foolery spoken in my hall. The lass is no witch and it will go poorly for the man who dares say so again. Mark it and be wary.”
Beside him, his tamhasg drew in a breath. “Of course, I’m not a witch.” She glanced out over the smoke-hazed hall, looked quickly back at him. “I’m not a faery either, just an ordinary red-blooded woman.”
 Aidan didn’t like her worried frown, wished he could reassure her. Regrettably, he wasn’t even sure what’d she’d said. He couldn’t be certain because the scent of her was clouding his wits. The closeness and warmth of her sweet, lush body was making him crazy.
“Who are you?” He turned to her, tamped down the urge to lean in and breathe more deeply of her perfume. The fragrance teased his senses, more beguiling than any scent he’d ever known. “I would know your name at last,” he added, the words so low he wasn’t even sure he’d said them.
Her eyes widened, the slight tremble of her lips telling him he had. “I’m Kira.” She met his gaze, saying her name for the second time that evening. “Kira Bedwell.”
“Kee-rah Bedwell.” He pronounced the name as her champion had done, only with an even richer, sexier burr. “It is an apt name.”
Kira blinked, not certain she’d heard a slight emphasis on the last words.
His scowl told her she’d imagined it.
Not that it mattered. 
With a voice like that he could set a woman into ecstasy just reading the back of a cereal box. He’d sounded sexy in her dreams. In person, he undid her. Six foot four inches of pure, wild and savage Highland masculinity was almost more than she could take. Especially when those inches were put together so well. His tall, muscle-ripped frame made all the more irresistible by the thick, silky-black hair just brushing his shoulders and his dark, smoldering gaze.
“Lass.” He looked at her, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly. “I’ll ask you again. How did you get here?”
“It was a time slip.” She lowered her voice, not wanting his men to hear. “One that expanded, or….” She let the words tail off, slid another glance at his men. When she looked back at him, he’d stepped closer. So near that her pulse leapt. “Let’s just say I’ve come a long way,” she blurted, too awe-struck to manage anything better. “From Aldan, Pennsylvania.”
And I think I am going to faint.
Her heart had surely stopped. And with it, her ability to breathe. She stared up at him, everything in her world slamming to a halt. Nothing existed except the man before her. His gaze held hers, commanding and possessive. He towered over her, all medieval male and gorgeous, the heat in his eyes melting her.
She blinked, swallowing against the fluttering in her stomach. The bite of so much smoke-filled air. An acrid haze that stung her eyes, while the reek of peat, overly-spiced food, dogs, and ale made her nose twitch. She stood frozen, taking it all in, her ears ringing with the grumbles of angry, tartan-draped men. Harried, scrambling servants rushed past, their faces averted. The general, noisy chaos like nothing she could have imagined. It all whirled around her in a great, dizzying cacophony. The wild, torch-lit, colorful place she’d dreamt of so long.
Diminished to nothing when compared with the wonder of his hand on her arm.
“See that no one disturbs us.” He spoke again, his voice smooth, deep, and flowing right through her. 
Even if his words were directed at the man called Tavish rather than her. “Settle the hall – even if you must draw blood.”
Tavish nodded.
Aidan turned away and started forward, pulling her along beside him. Kinsmen and dogs made room as they passed, heading for the shadowed arch of a nearby stair tower.
“I’d have words with you in my privy quarters.” He didn’t break stride as he swept her off her feet, scooping her into his arms. “Words long overdue.”
Then he was carrying her up the winding, torch-lit stair, mounting the steps two at a time. Kira slid her arms around his neck, holding fast and biting her lip. The truth of her situation becoming more clear the higher they climbed the tight, circular stair.
A very new-looking stair, lit by stinking, sputtering rush lights and whatever pale moonlight fell through the narrow, deep-set arrow slits.
 This was for real.
She was no longer dreaming about the ancient past – she was in it.
And judging by Aidan’s frown, he was anything but pleased to see her there.



CHAPTER FIVE
Aidan was no longer scowling by the time he ascended the last few rounds of the stair tower and stopped outside his bedchamber door. Far from frowning, his countenance must now be thunderous. Indeed, he was certain he could feel flames of anger licking the back of his neck.
For two pins, he’d tear back down to the hall, whip out his blade and lop the heads off the first loose-tongued kinsmen who dared utter the word witch again.
Instead, he kicked open his oak-planked door and strode inside, his tamhasg still in his arms. He took some small satisfaction in slamming the door behind them.
“So-o-o, lass.” He released her at once. “What magic brought you here?”
“I already told you I don’t know.” She stared back at him, her face as flushed as he suspected his must be. “Or rather, I’m not sure. I think I’m trapped in a time slip, though that’s never happened before. All I know is that I was on the top of your arch and-”
“I know that.” Aidan frowned, not about to admit he hadn’t understood half of what she’d said. Not just the words, but how she’d pronounced them. A problem he’d never had in their dreams. “It’s how you got there, that interests me.”
If you know me.
Not that he was going to ask. Not yet anyway.
First he needed to know what the blazes was going on.
Doing his best to look as if he did, he folded his arms. “Well?”
“If I knew I’d tell you.” She shot a glance at the window arch, her eyes rounding at the dark outline of Wrath Isle. Recognition flashed across her face, her eyes widening even more when she saw the colorful tapestry hanging so close to the window, his huge four-poster bed not far away.
“Holy moly.” She pressed a hand to her breast, looking round.
Aidan’s frown deepened. He understood holy, but moly was new to him. Not that the word was of any great import. Her astonishment spoke worlds.
She knew his room.
And that could only mean one thing.
She’d lived their dreams as vividly as he had.
The possibility enflamed him and he reached for her, seizing her shoulders. “You’ve been here.” He tightened his grip on her, willing her to admit it. “I can see the truth all o’er you.”
She twisted free, turning back to the window. Stepping closer, she touched the shutter hinges. She examined them, flattening her hands on the stone of the embrasure before trailing her fingers down the tasseled edge of his tapestry.
“I can’t believe how real this is.” She glanced at him. “How real you are. For this long, anyway.”
Aidan harrumphed. “I’m as real now as I was when I woke this morn. It’s you I’m concerned about.” He looked at her, the whole situation making his head pound. “You’re no’ making a word of sense.”
The admission slipped out before he could stop it. But rather than laugh as he’d almost expected, she shook her head, looking as dumbfounded as he felt.
“It doesn’t make sense to me either.” Her gaze flit to his bed and then back to him. “If this happened at the Na Tri Shean, I might not be so surprised, but-”
“The Na tri Shean?” A chill sped down Aidan’s back. “That is a bad place, lass. Good folk would ne’er set foot there.”
“I’m not a witch.” She drew Tavish’s plaid more tightly about her. “I had business at the faery mounds. That doesn’t make me one of them.”
“I ken what you are.” Aidan closed his eyes, wishing he did.
He also tried not to breathe in her scent.
He wouldn’t have believed it, but it was even more wondrous than in their dreams. So enticing, it befuddled his wits. If he succumbed to her, he’d have her naked and beneath him in a flash and such a breach of honor would haunt him all his days. 
MacDonalds wooed their women. Winning them with sensual prowess and charm. With the exception of a few aberrations like Conan Dearg, never would a man of Aidan’s race take an unwilling female.
And Kira Bedwell wasn’t just any woman.
She was special beyond words. No matter how many faery mounds she knew about. Everyone knew of such places. What mattered was that he wanted and needed her to desire him as much now as she did in her dreams.
Only then would he touch her.
Much as the waiting pained him.
He looked at her, his heart thundering. “You’re been here,” he said again, the truth of it pounding through him. “Tell me, Kira, admit you know.”
She swiped a hand through her hair, the movement sending Tavish’s plaid fluttering to the floor. “Of course, I know.” Color bloomed on her cheeks. “I’ve been here in my dreams. Our dreams.”
Aidan nodded. “Aye, lass. How much do you remember of them?”
Her throat worked. “I remember everything.”
“Even this?” He slid his arms around her, forcing himself to hold her gently. “You must tell me, Kira. If this, too, is familiar?” He smoothed one hand across her back and caressed the other down the curve of her hip, drawing her closer. “Or this?” He lowered his head to lightly brush her lips with his. “Speak true, sweet. I would hear the words. Exactly what you recall happening between us, all of it.”
Kira’s face flamed. “I think you know.” 
“That’s no’ an answer.” He watched her coolly, every inch the proud, self-assured laird.
So flesh-and-blood, staring-at-her real, she was sure she must be one big goose bump. And not just because of him and how the intensity of him charged the air around them, how his very presence, so bold and magnificent, made her more aware of her own femininity than ever before.
His room was ice cold.
She shivered, rubbing her arms. She glanced at his huge stone hearth, amazed it did so little to chase the chill. The peat fire ranked all kinds of prizes in the romance department, but those cozy orange-glowing bricks of turf couldn’t compete with central heating.
With the exception of her face, she was f-r-e-e-z-i-n-g.
He blazed like a furnace. 
Somehow her hand had become trapped between them, her splayed fingers pressed against the rough weave of his plaid. He tightened his arms around her, pulling her closer against him. Blessed heat poured off him, warming her through the heavy wool. She could also feel the steady thumping of his heart and a bit lower, the hard buckle of his sword belt digging into her belly. A discomfort as tangible and eye-opening as the cold and one that underscored that he wasn’t just a real living and breathing man, he was a medieval man.
If she discounted Halloween and Ren Faires, there weren’t too many times a man in her world walked around with a giant broadsword slapping his thigh.
Aidan MacDonald looked like he was born wearing his.
She swallowed, just a bit daunted by so much muscle and steel.
“I’m waiting, Kee-rah.”
“Ahhh….” The words lodged in her throat.
No way was she going to recite the explicit details of their nightly encounters.
She slid another glance at the tapestry near the window. The one she knew from her dreams. Moon glow slanted across it, the silvery light gilding each bright-gleaming thread and breathing life into the nude and half-clad figures artfully blended into an idyllic forest scene.
Figures entwined in intimate embraces that couldn’t hold a candle to the kind of wild, uninhibited lovemaking they’d enjoyed in their dreams.
Unfortunately, at the moment, she did feel a bit less bold.
Who wouldn’t?
Hot, earthy sex with a dream man was one thing, getting all touchy-feely within minutes of a first real meeting, was a whole ‘nuther kettle of fish as her mother would say. Her mother also loved reminding her that no man bought a cow if the milk was free.
That Aidan had dream-sampled her offerings, wasn’t the question.
She’d never been a first-date-bedding kind of girl and didn’t want to start now. No matter how strong and wonderful his arms felt around her.
No matter how kissable his lips.
How good he smelled. An intoxicating blend clung to him, a mix of peat smoke, clean wool, cold air, and man. The scent teased her senses, tempting her to lean in and nuzzle her cheek against his plaid-draped shoulder, just for the heady pleasure of breathing him in.
She really did want him.
But she lifted her chin and met his stare, hoping she didn’t have take-me-I’m-yours flashing on her forehead.
The heated look he’d pinned on her indicated she just might.
“So, will you say the words? Tell me true what you remember of our dreams?” He smoothed her hair back from her face, his touch sending a cascade of delicious tingles through her.
“Well?” He lifted a handful of her hair, letting the strands glide over his fingers. 
She pulled back a bit, needing to catch her breath. “There are no wells about it. No wondering. You know what I remember. Every bit, I’m sure.”
He gave her a wicked smile.
No, it was an all-conquering Alpha-male hero smile.
“Och, I know fine,” he admitted, his smooth, whisky-rich burr making it all the more difficult not to throw her arms around his neck and cling to him.
He was, after all, a very clingable man.
So curl-her-toes clingable, she slipped out of his arms before she made a spectacle of herself. Much better to give herself a little space and do some pacing.
Besides, it wasn’t every day she could walk on medieval floor rushes. Not knowing how long she’d remain in his time, she dug one toe into the thick layer of fragrant meadowsweet or whatever such herb-strewn rushes were called, then took care to step beyond his reach. 
“You cannae deny it, lass.” He folded his arms, watching her. His voice poured over and into her, the beauty of his Scottish accent making the impossible so incredibly real. “Wearing a track in my floor willnae change anything.”
“I know that.” She paced anyway. “But moving around helps.”
She definitely needed help. Never would she have believed such a thing could happen.
A single fleeting glimpse, yes.
But nothing like this.
She slid another glance at him, half expecting him to be gone, but he hadn’t budged. He was still there. Bold as ever and looking more fiercely handsome than the hottest hero she’d ever seen on the cover of a historical romance novel. Above all, he seemed so amazingly real, and she couldn’t wrap her mind around that.
Her Aidan. His Castle Wrath no longer a confused tumble of stones and broken walls, but a thriving, living place where he reigned supreme and had just tossed her over his shoulder and carried her up winding castle steps and into his bedchamber. An act that made the centuries between them as meaningless as a dust mote.
Her throat began to thicken and she swallowed. Never had she felt so overwhelmed. 
She stopped her pacing to look at him. “You were angry in the hall. As if you weren’t pleased that I-”
“Angry?” His dark brows arced upward. “Precious lass, I was furious, but no’ at you. I was wroth with my men and their foolery. What might have happened had Tavish not crossed the bailey when he did.”
He came over to her, cupped her face between his hands. “Ach, sweetness, you thought wrong.” He smoothed his thumb over her lips, his tone softening. “Seeing you appear was like having the sun and the stars burst into my hall. I’ve burned for you, searching nightly. Waiting, always waiting, and ne’er giving up hope.”
Kira’s breath caught, something inside her stirring as never before.
Making her bold.
“Hoping what? That I would step out of a dream, materialize before you?” She held his gaze, his touch melting her. Heating her. Even the room’s chill seemed less biting. In fact, it was almost beginning to feel stuffy. Sure of it, she slipped out of her heavy waxed jacket and let it drop onto the discarded plaid. 
He glanced at the jacket, then at her. “Sweet, lass, you shouldn’t ask what I hoped for, no’ if the answer will frighten you.”
“I’m not afraid.” She flipped back her hair and assumed her most confident air. “I only need time to adjust.”
He shook his head slowly, clearly not buying her denial.
He was touching her hair now, his fingers skimming along her nape. “Would a kiss put you at ease?”
Kira blinked, not sure she’d heard the softly spoken words.
“A kiss?” She spoke quickly before her courage fizzled.
He nodded.
Her heart slammed against her ribs. “I don’t think a kiss is a good idea.”
In fact, she knew it wasn’t. Just his thumb sliding back and forth across her lips had set her on fire. His fingers caressing the sensitive skin beneath her ear proved even more disconcerting. Liquid heat slid through her, pooling low by her thighs. Each word he spoke in his deep, smooth-as-sin burr, stole her breath and made her fear she might even drown in the richness of his delicious Scottish voice.
A kiss would be the end of her.
Especially if whatever magical glitch that brought them together ripped them apart in that very moment.
She wouldn’t be able to bear it.
“No kisses.” She shook her head.
“Ach, lass, dinnae think it willnae cost me. If I kissed you but once, I’d burn to do so for hours. Even days.” He looked deep into her eyes, his gaze fierce. “But I mean to court you properly, as is fitting. For the now, I’ll only kiss you. Naught else until you’re ready.”
Kira almost choked.
She glanced aside, not wanting him to see how very eager she was. 
He captured her chin, tilted her face upward. “I’d also chase the worry from your eyes. You ought to know I would ne’er let anyone harm you.”
Kira’s heart skittered. “It isn’t a person I’m worried about.”
“Then what?”
“Something far more impossible than our dreams.”
He frowned. “It cannae be as impossible as you being here.”
“It has everything to do with me being here.” 
She looked down, searching for words and ending up plucking at her clothes. The fine weave of her top and the stretch-wool of her pants at such odds with his rough Highland garb. Her wristwatch, a gleaming incongruity in his world of rush-strewn floors and smoking torch-lights, his massive timber-framed bed and the colorful tapestries covering his walls.
Centuries old adornments she’d only ever seen on her one long-ago visit to Scotland. Or, more often, in the glossy pages of coffee-table books on castles.
Ancient edifices that belonged to a world as distant to hers as the moon.
She nudged the floor rushes again, remembering the times he’d loved her so fiercely the heat of their passion ripped away her apartment walls, letting her see through her dreams and into the time and place he called his own.
This place, where she’d never thought to stand.
She bit her lip, her eyes burning. Any moment she could be whisked away, swept out of his arms and back to her time. The place she did belong, but that would feel so empty now, having finally felt his arms around her for real.
She swallowed and broke away from him, not wanting him to see her upset. But he must have because he moved with lightning speed, his strong fingers clamping around her arm and drawing her back against him. 
“You needn’t look so troubled, Kee-rah.” His embrace almost crushed her. “Whate’er it is that fashes you, has yet to face a MacDonald.”
She shook her head, about to tell him that all of Clan Donald’s medieval might couldn’t conquer the hands of time, but before she could, he gripped her face and let his mouth crash down over hers in a searing, demanding kiss.
A deep, soul-slaking kiss full of hot breath, sighs, and tangling tongues. A beautiful melding to cross time and space and ignite a man and woman in a pleasure so exquisite, she would have melted into a puddle on his rushy floor if he weren’t squeezing her to him in such a fearsome hold.
Clutching him just as tightly, she opened her mouth wider, welcoming the deep thrustings of his tongue. The hot glide of his hands up and down her back as he explored her curves and hollows, his skilled fingers working magic, then seeking and holding her hips.
“Och, lass. I knew you were near.” He pulled back, breathed the words against her lips. “I’ve felt you close for days, looked for you.”
“Yesss….” She curled a hand around his neck, tangling her fingers in his hair. “I’d hoped that was so, dreamed it, ached for this to happen.”
“Kee-rah.” He kissed her again, claiming her lips with open-mouthed hunger.
Time stopped, no longer of importance. He tightened his arms around her, his kiss making her forget everything except their passion. Her raging need to be one with him and have him touch and taste her, to forget the world and just lose herself in the madness of his raw, sensual heat.
Heat she knew so well and wanted again. 
This time for real.
She sighed, the heavy silk of his hair spilling through her fingers as he kept kissing her, each delicious swirl of his tongue against hers, making her burn.
Sweet, hot tingles raced across the softness between her thighs, igniting a blaze that made her wild. She leaned into him, the feel of his thick, rigid arousal electrifying her. The sexy Gaelic love words he whispered against her throat, driving her beyond reason.
Until one of his roaming hands slid across her wristwatch, his seeking fingers hooking around the elastic metal watchband. Breaking the kiss, he stepped back and lifted her arm to the light of a softly hissing oil lamp. His brow pleated as he peered at the timepiece.
“It’s a watch.” Kira looked at him, his frown making her stomach clench.
Clench, and growl.
Loudly.
After all, she hadn’t eaten since leaving Ravenscraig’s One Cairn Village. Substantial as her full Scottish breakfast had been, she was now so ravenous, she’d gladly devour every crumb of Lindsay’s crushed and crumbling organic chocolate chip cookies. 
Instead, more pressing matters plagued her.
Namely, the way Aidan was eyeing her bargain basement imitation of a Swiss masterpiece.
“Where did you get this?” He fingered the smooth glass of the watch face. “You didn’t wear it in our dreams.”
“It’s my watch.” Kira glanced at her wrist. “I take it off before I sleep. That’s why you’ve never seen it. It tells the time.”
He scoffed. “I’m no fool, lass,” he countered, his sexy burr still making her burn, no matter how fiercely he glowered at her watch. “I know it’s a timepiece. My grandfather had one no’ unlike yours. A second century bronze Roman sun dial, small enough to fit in the scrip he wore from his belt.”
“Scrip?” Kira didn’t know the word.
“Aye.” He slanted his mouth over hers in another swift, bruising kiss, then jerked his head toward an iron-studded strongbox at the foot of his bed. “Yon is my scrip.”
Kira followed his gaze, noting a rough-leathered sporran atop the chest’s domed cover. The sight of it reminded her how far back in time she’d spiraled.
And of the fine MacDonald sporran she’d hoped to make into a purse.
 A treasure that would have made a fine gift for Aidan, had it not gone missing when she’d been swept into his world.
She stared at the scrip for a long moment, then looked again at her watch, not wanting to think about the centuries dividing them.
Apparently feeling the same, Aidan unlatched the watch with surprised ease and tossed it onto her jacket. “It willnae do if my men see you wearing suchlike.” His voice came low and husky, a deliciously deep burr that made a little thing like an imitation Swiss watch seem ever so insignificant. “While I might no’ have trouble accepting the Fae can fashion such a timepiece, my men might disagree. To be sure, they’d see it as proof you’re a witch.”
Kira swallowed, the significance of her watch returning like a fist to the gut.
“I told you,” she said, amazed by the steadiness of her voice, “I am neither a faery nor a witch. I’m Kira Bedwell of Aldan, Pennsylvania. I’m a far-seer. A paranormal investigator. And I come from the future. The early twenty-first century to be exact.”
“Indeed? So many years ahead?” He arched one raven black brow, clearly not believing her. “Sweetness, I already ken you aren’t of these parts and I’ll personally take down the first man who calls you a witch. But dinnae craft such foolery to hide the truth. There’s no wrong in being of the Fae. I doubt there’s a Highlander walking who’d deny them, and many are they who’ve even wed with them. We all ken the tales.”
He pressed two fingers to her lips when she tried to protest. “Be that as it may, I’d warn you no’ to say aught about them to anyone but me. Above all, dinnae mention any tall tales about para-whate’er or the future. If my men heard you speak the like, even I might have difficulty controlling them.”
“I’m not lying, not making up anything.” Kira puffed her bangs off her forehead, the last of her Scottish accent inspired tingles flying out the window. “If you believe in witches and faeries, why can’t you accept someone who can step into a time slip? Look into the past as I do? Or see ghosts, for that matter.”
“I’ve no’ problem with bogles.” He waved a dismissive hand. “These hills are full of haints. It’s this twenty-first century, far-seeing Penn-seal business I’m concerned about.” He angled his head, the skepticism in his eyes warning that he wasn’t likely to budge on the matter. “That is hard to-”
“I know it sounds crazy.” Kira sighed, a hot tight knot forming at the base of her neck, just between her shoulder blades. “But it’s true. And I do not far-see Pennsylvania. It’s my home, where I was born. Far-seeing is a gift I have, as do many others. It runs in my family, on my mother’s side, though I’m the only one to have it in generations. I discovered I’d inherited the ability when I saw you years ago, that very first time. Now, I use the skill to look into haunted sites and legends. Supernatural phenomena. Destiny Magazine employs me and I-”
“You’re wearing those wretched raiments again.” He stepped back and folded his arms, the medieval laird in him blocking his ears to everything she’d said. “All I care about is how it is I saw you at the top of my stair all those years ago only to have you vanish out of my arms. Then” – his gaze held hers, dark with smoldering passion –“you appear in my dreams, night after night, making me burn for you and no other. And now you’re here.” 
Kira moistened her lips, certain her entire body would start humming with anticipation if he kept his heated gaze on her. What his sexy Scottish voice was doing to her, didn’t bear dwelling on. If she did, she’d soon melt into a puddle at his feet.
She straightened, trying to remain unaffected. “I’ve been trying to tell you what happened that day. My gift let us see each other on the stair.” She saw the disbelief return to his face and rushed on, hoping to convince him. “How can I explain it? I’m able to see things, to look beyond what’s actually there and into the distant past. I don’t know how the dreams worked. Or why I’m here now. I never really believed in time travel until-”
“Time travel?” The note of amusement in his voice made her frown.
She nodded all the same. “How else but through a time-slip could I be here?”
His lips curved into a slow, indulgent smile. The kind that would have been insulting were he not, well, medieval.
“You should sleep,” he declared, clearly tired of their conversation. “Aye, a good long rest will serve you well.”
Definitely meaning it, he scooped her into his arms and carried her across the room, lowering her onto the soft fur coverings of his bed. “A fine slumber without those raiments. Ne’er have I cared for the like and you cannae wear them here.”
“They’re all I have.” She shifted on his bed, scooting back against a sea of cushions, tired indeed. “I don’t think I’ll be around long enough for them to bother anyone.”
“You’ll no’ be going anywhere.” He looked sure. “I’ll no’ allow it.”
Kira frowned. “I don’t think that would matter much. Not against Father Time.”
“As for your raiments,” he said as if she hadn’t spoken, “they bother me enough to twist my head in knots. I’ll no’ have my men going gog-eyed o’er them.” 
He reached to finger the button above her zipper, his brows snapping together when it popped off and arced through the air.
“By thunder!” He jerked his hand back, staring first at the suicidal button, resting so innocently on the floor rushes, then at the metal teeth of her zipper.
Kira winced. She could well imagine what it must look like to him.
“It’s just a zipper,” she said, the strange word making his head throb even more.
He watched as she clasped her hand over it and scrambled away from him across the bed. Almost as if she feared he’d harm the thing. Aidan almost snorted, and would have, had the wee disk flying off her hose not rattled him to the core. Ne’er had he seen the like. He frowned and rammed a hand through his hair. Och, nae, by a thousand red-tailed devils, he wasn’t about to touch the zip-her.
Nor would it do to let her see how much her outlandish garb disturbed him.
He was, after all, a man with a reputation to uphold. A brave-hearted chieftain who’d faced death on the battlefield more times than he could count. And he’d defy the flames of Hades and all its winged demons to keep this woman safe, flying disks and zip-hers or nae. So he attempted his most worldly pose, standing as tall as only a MacDonald could, his hands clasped loosely behind his back.
“Have done with these garments and sleep,” he ordered, the commanding tone a wee nod to his fierce Highland pride. “I’ll keep my back turned the while, then take my own rest in yon chair.” He indicated his resting chair, a great oaken monstrosity beside the hearth fire.
Not that he meant to sleep.
This night, at least, he’d keep a sharp eye on her.
Anything else struck him as extremely unwise. Perhaps he’d even shove his strongbox in front of the door later. Every female he knew could unbolt a drawbar without difficulty, but he knew nary a one who’d be able to budge his heavy, iron-banded coffer.
Feeling better already, he stretched his hands to the fire, warming them. Behind him, he could hear her wriggling out of her clothes, then settling beneath his covers. He ached to join her there, the sounds of her undressing stirring thoughts he didn’t need just now. He did inhale sharply, trying not to think of the things he ached to do to her. But such pleasures would come soon enough.
Perhaps sooner than was wise if the twitchings in his tender parts were any indication.
Determined to ignore them, he stood unmoving, waiting until he was sure she slept before he went to his chair. A place that suddenly struck him as uncomfortable as the stirring at his loins. Why he’d ever deemed it his resting chair, he didn’t know.
How he expected to sleep in it was beyond him.
Scowling once more, he leaned his head back against the hard, cold wood, and threw a spare plaid over his knees. Only then, safely hidden from possibly prying glances, did he ease one hand beneath the plaid and squeeze a certain part of himself. His grip was firm and he held tight until his eyes watered and all desire left him.
A drastic measure he suspected he might have to employ more than once before the night was over.
Sleep was certainly out of the question.
Especially since the wind was picking up, its wretched blasts rattling the window shutters. A persistent, ongoing racket, the likes of which would’ve kept a deaf man from a good night’s slumber.
He cursed beneath his breath and shifted on the chair.
Unfortunately, his best efforts at ignoring the noise only caused the din to increase. Even yanking the spare plaid over his head, proved futile. The wind’s howling rose to a teeth-grinding pitch, and the banging shutters became so loud he considered ripping them from their hinges as soon as he felt awake enough to see to the task.
Awake enough?
He blinked, the thought jarring him so thoroughly, he sat bolt upright.
He had fallen asleep.
And though a fuzzy-headed glance at the bed showed that his lady yet slumbered deeply, the new day broke in a wild cacophony around him.
“By the gods,” he grumbled, rubbing his hands over his face. Chaos rang in his ears, loud and penetrating. Poor Ferlie’s howls that he’d mistaken for the wind, and the sharp rapping at his door that wasn’t rattled shutters at all.
“Sir!” came the voice of one of his squires, followed by another burst of knocking.
Ferlie gave a piercing bark and charged the door.
Aidan swore and leapt from his chair. Still half asleep, he grabbed his clothes and his sword, then bounded across the room, the name Conan Dearg pounding through his mind in rhythm to his squire’s door hammering.
This was the morn they rode to Ardcraig.
The day he was sure they’d finally capture his dastard cousin.
Aidan scowled, his pleasure in the deed dampened by the thought of such a cur beneath the same roof as Kira, even with the craven secure in Castle Wrath’s dungeon. Pushing the notion from his mind, he reached for the drawbar, only to stub his toe on his strongbox.
“Odin’s balls!” he roared, pain shooting up his leg.
Furious, he unbolted the door. Flinging it wide, he realized too late that he’d latched his sword belt around his naked hips.
His plaid lay bunched around his feet where he must’ve dropped it when he opened the door.
Not that his slack-jawed squire paid his appearance any heed.
Far from it, the youth’s stare shot past him, homing in on a naked form far more pleasing than his own. Thanks to the carelessness of sleep, a ripe, well-made nakedness that left little to the lad’s red-faced imagination.
Or Aidan’s.
His gaze, too, flew straight to Kira’s bared and creamy breasts, the lush triangle of flaming curls plainly visible between her slightly parted thighs.
“You’ve seen nothing.” He whipped back around, fixing the squire with his sternest laird’s look. “No’ if you wish to properly enjoy such sweetness yourself when you’re old enough.”
Not giving the lad a chance to see it was an empty threat, for he’d ne’er harm a youth – certainly not for ogling a fetching, bare-bottomed female – Aidan stepped into the doorway, making sure his shoulders blocked the view.
“Tell Tavish to see our men mounted at once,” he ordered, trying to maintain as much dignity as he could, garbed as he was in naught but his great sword. “I’ll join them anon.”
As soon as his big toe quit throbbing and he was more suitably dressed. He also had to see to a few other urgent matters. Things that bit deeply into his conscience, but he deemed necessary.
Indeed, vital.
They’d ensure that his tamhasg would find it difficult to leave him.



CHAPTER SIX
Kira awoke to absolute stillness.
She also had a raging headache, a twitching nose, and, she’d bet on it, horribly swollen eyes.
Frog eyes. Red, bulging, and achy.
Even without the luxury of a peek in her bathroom mirror, she knew she must look like death warmed over served on icy cold toast.
She felt that bad.
Not an unusual occurrence in recent times, considering her irritation with the media hounds who’d persisted in dogging her every step since she’d owned up to the discovery of the Viking longship and its New England moorings. Since then, every new morning had seen her reaching for the aspirin and glass of water she kept on her night table. Sleepless nights spent tossing and turning, resulted in aching, puffy eyes.
Annoyances she’d grown accustomed to.
But the thick and furry covers tickling her nose were beyond the norm, as was the undeniable scent of dog. No, dawg. This was much more than a hint of dander on the cold, peat-tinged air. The smell was over-powering and definitely there.
A big, smelly dog odor as real as the massive, richly carved medieval bed in which she found herself.
The beast himself wasn’t anywhere to be seen, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been there. The lingering evidence of a dog’s presence stood without question. The bed was also real, its heavily embroidered curtaining parted just enough to give her a view of tall arch-topped windows and the burgeoning morn. A new day that was not breaking over the crowded parking lot of Aldan, Pennsylvania’s low budget Castle Apartments.
Nor the small and cozy car park of the tiny Skye inn she hadn’t even spent a night in.
Indeed, she couldn’t be in a more different place if she’d stowed away on a rocket to Mars.
Kira’s heart began to pound and her mouth went dry. Her headache worsened and although she’d prefer not to admit it, rarely had she felt so miserable. If she didn’t soon feel better, she’d suspect she was allergic to time travel.
Or medieval Scotland.
Much as the notion displeased her.
There could be no doubt that she’d landed there. Even if she weren’t peering through the bed curtains at the proof, the lack of noise was a giveaway. There was a stiff wind, but that was about it. Eerie and atmospheric as would be expected in such a setting, the wind blew and moaned, racing past the room’s window arches. From somewhere above her, came the snapping of what might have been a banner flying from the parapets. She also heard the muffled barking of dogs and the rhythmic wash of waves on the rocks below.
What she didn’t hear was the twenty-first century.
The maddening blare of leaf blowers and you-ride-‘em-cowboy lawn mowers or deaf old Mr. Wilson’s television droning through her apartment’s bedroom wall. No rattling of garbage trucks or distant sirens. Not even the low hum of her computer or the weird pops and shudders her ancient refrigerator was always making.
She heard simply nothing.
She listened hard, the stillness almost too complete to believe. Half certain her admittedly wild imagination was conjuring the peace, she squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. The quiet remained. As did the whole medieval-y room, the doggy smell, and the great, dark bulk of Wrath Isle, so visible through the tall, arched windows. 
Her stomach gave a funny little dip. Last she’d looked, Aldan, Pennsylvania couldn’t claim such a view. 
Nor could Castle Wrath, leastways not in the ruinous state she knew it.
Her heart still thumping, she held the furry covers to her breasts as she peered through the gap in the bed curtains. In addition to the window alcoves and view, she was greeted by whitewashed walls and the erotically decadent tapestries that had so startled her the night before. 
Her first true indication that she stood in the medieval bedchamber she recognized from her dreams.
Now, some hours later, she swallowed hard. The room’s not-so-savory-looking floor rushes and the torchlights in their heavy iron wall brackets took away any last doubt that she was in Aidan’s world.
Trapped there and naked.
Unless time traveling had not just given her a shattering headache, but affected her memory as well. She dug her fingers into the pillow, considering the possibility. To be sure, she remembered undressing beneath the covers, but a quick scan of the floor refused to reveal where she’d dropped her clothes.
Or, better said, where she’d flung them.
In particular, her panties and her bra.
Neither bit of crucially important underwear was anywhere to be seen. For the life of her, unless she was horribly mistaken, the rest of her clothes had gone missing as well. Everything was gone. Including her beloved hill walking boots, and even her bargain basement Swiss watch.
Nothing remained to remind her of her own left-behind world.
Even more alarming, Aidan had also vanished.
Heaven help her if she’d only imagined him.
Conjured his hot-eyed stares and his heart-stopping kisses. The old-fashioned, take-charge sense of chivalry she found so utterly endearing. 
Woo her, indeed.
He’d only made one mistake. Hiding her clothes wasn’t the way to her heart. Nor was leaving her behind in a strange, doggy-smelling bedchamber, even if she did know the room from their dreams. Too many big, hairy people here seemed to want a piece of her, and not the way she knew their laird did.
Those against her also carried swords.
And being medievals, they’d know how to use them.
Medieval Highlanders were especially bloodthirsty. Everyone knew it.
Kira bit her lip, her pulse beating rapidly. It was one thing to be in ancient Skye with Aidan at her side during the day and guarding her come nightfall, and something else entirely to be here alone.
Nearly as distressing, she was hungrier than she could recall being in her entire life. And – gasp, horrors! – she felt an urgent need to visit what she knew medieval people called the jakes. If the fates were kind, she’d find one of the miniscule water closets tucked away in a discreet corner of Aidan’s oh-so-lairdly bedchamber. 
If not, she’d have to find something to wrap around her nakedness and go looking for one. But first she took a deep breath and peered around the room one more time, just to make sure the canine wasn’t lurking in some dark and musty corner, waiting to pounce.
Not that she didn’t like dogs.
She loved them.
But the ones she’d seen barking at her in the bailey weren’t the garden variety, toddle-down-the-sidewalk-looking-happy kind of dogs she was so crazy about. The shaggy, fang-toothed beasts that had gathered beneath the gatehouse arch had struck her as anything but friendly.
Shuddering at the memory, she slipped from the bed, certain she didn’t want anything to do with such monsters. She could still feel their agitated stares. 
Or someone’s.
It was a disturbing sensation that at her came from two places: the other side of the closed oak-paneled door and, oddly, from outside the tall arched windows.
The back of her neck prickled and she grabbed a pillow, holding it in front of her just in case the room was outfitted with one of those peekaboo squint holes she knew could be found in medieval castles. Half afraid that might be the case, she crept around the corner of the huge, curtained bed, relief washing over her when she spied the mound of clothes piled on top of Aidan’s massive iron-banded strongbox. 
Not her clothes, unfortunately, but clearly meant for her.
If she could figure out how to wear them.
Not sure that was possible, she picked up what could only be an arisaid. “A yarusatch,” she breathed, pronouncing it as she knew was correct for the female version of the ancient belted plaid.
Whether she could say the name properly or not, it still looked like an overlong bedsheet. It was finely made of a white-based plaid shot through with thin stripes of black, blue, and red. There wasn’t any way she could manage to drape it on without ending up looking like a ghost. 
Despite the heavily carved silver brooch someone had thoughtfully tucked into its folds. 
“I think I’ll pass.” She shook her head, then carefully refolded the cloth and placed it on the bed. Celtic shoulder brooch, and all. Exiting the room dressed like Casper in drag would only have Aidan’s scowling-faced clansmen growling at her again.
Sure of it, she examined the other garments, pleased to see that they appeared easier to slip into. A basic woolen gown in a rich shade of dark blue and an emerald green overdress that could only be made of silk. The fabric spilled across her fingers, cool and luxuriant to the touch. The third gown, clearly a lightweight cotton undershift, proved equally delicate.
Regrettably, it also appeared to be the only underwear in the pile.
Kira frowned. Hoping it wasn’t so, she searched through the garments again, only to have her dread confirmed. Underwear as she knew and appreciated it apparently didn’t exist in Aidan’s world, even if he could afford fine silks and silver brooches.
At least there were shoes.
She stared at them, not surprised she’d overlooked them, for in the shadow cast by the bed, the deer-hide cuarans were difficult to see against the floor rushes. Little more than longish, oval-shaped slippers laced all around with a thin leather cord, they would have reminded her of moccasins if they didn’t look so ridiculously big.
Large or not, she had to go, so she pulled on the silk undergown and the remaining clothes as quickly as she could, pointedly ignoring the arisaid and its brooch. She also tried not to notice how awkward the soft-soled, giant cuarans felt on her feet.
She wouldn’t think about her lack of underwear.
Instead, she steeled herself and took a few trial steps in the clumsy shoes. Nothing like her comfortable hill walking boots, they flipped and flopped with every step, making it next to impossible to walk. The long, loose skirts swishing around her legs didn’t help matters. Frowning again, she hitched them above her knees so she could embark on her quest to find a latrine.
She had a pretty good idea where one might be located, but when she pulled open the door, sweeping through it proved impossible.
A tartan-hung boy stood there, a huge platter of food clutched in his hands. He gasped, his face beet-red and his eyes darting any which way but in her direction.
“Oops!” Kira dropped her skirts at once, the near collision only causing the boy to flush all the deeper. Delicious smells wafted up from his food tray, making her mouth water, but other urges took precedence.
Even over politeness.
“Sorry.” She forced a smile as she tried to squeeze past him. “If that’s breakfast, I thank you. Just put it anywhere and I’ll dig into it when I get back.”
“There’ll be no need to be a-getting back as you willnae be going anywhere.” A burly, great-bearded Highlander stepped from the shadows, the steel glinting all over him underscoring the authority of his deep, don’t-argue-with-me voice. “The laird gave orders you are no’ to leave his chamber.”
A second man snorted. Every bit as well-built and ferocious-looking as the other, he snatched the food tray from the boy’s hands and narrowed his eyes at her, suspicion rolling off him. “If such as you even eats real food, you can break your fast alone. We’ll keep watch that no one disturbs you.”
Kira bristled. “You are doing that.” She lifted her chin, set her hands on her hips. “I have to go to the ladies’ room. The loo if that makes more sense to you.”
Apparently it didn’t because the two men merely stared at her, blank-faced and clearly not willing to budge.
Realizing retreat wasn’t an option, she held her ground. “Your laird wouldn’t wish me to be so discomforted,” she said, trying for a more medieval tone. “He’d-” 
“Lord Aidan isn’t here.” The man with the food tray stepped closer, seeming to swell in size as he towered over her. “He’s charged us to see to your care, and we have by bringing you sustenance.”
“We can take it away as easily,” the other informed her. “If the offerings don’t please you.”
Kira pressed her lips together, trying hard not to shift from foot to foot. “It isn’t that.” She glanced past them down the dimly lit passage, wondering if she could make a run for it. “I have to-”
“I think she wants to use the jakes,” the boy chimed, his embarrassed gaze flicking from one angry-looking Highlander to the other. “The laird said she might need to-” 
“The laird isn’t himself of late.” The first man grabbed her arm and dragged her back inside the room. “If she has suchlike needs, the pot beneath the bed will suffice.”
“Not with you looking!” Kira jerked free of his grasp and glared at him. “With no one looking,” she added, rubbing her arm as the dog shuffled into the chamber. A great shaggy beast, he plopped down beside the fire, his milky gaze watching her every move.
“No one,” she insisted, folding her arms.
The second man plunked her breakfast tray on a table near the window embrasure. “Watch your tongue, lassie. The laird loses interest in wenches sooner than an autumn wind blows leaves from the trees.”
Kira sniffed. Not about to show any weakness, she put back her shoulders and strode over to the hearth where she ruffed the dog’s head, taking courage from her firm belief that such an ancient creature, however fearsome-looking, was well past the days of biting.
Proving her right, he licked her hand.
Kira smiled, as did the red-faced boy still hovering on the threshold.
The two burly Highlanders frowned. “We’ll be outside yon door,” the first one said, jerking his head in that direction. “You willnae be winning o’er the rest o’ us as easily as old Ferlie.”
As if on cue, the dog bared his teeth and growled at him, his protectiveness earning a scowl.
“The laird ought be returned by nightfall,” the second man announced, already moving toward the door. “See you dinnae cause us any trouble lest you wish to meet his dark side.”
Then the two men were gone, closing the door behind them, and leaving her with a full-laden breakfast tray, a moony-eyed, geriatric dog, and a pee-pot she couldn’t wait to get her hands on.
Fortunately, once she knew where the thing was, it didn’t prove difficult to find. Not that she could imagine ever growing overly fond of such quaintness. All things considered, there were worse annoyances in her world. 
Leaf blowers came to mind.
Or the persistent shrill of the telephone whenever she sat down to concentrate on one of her stories for Destiny Magazine. By comparison, a medieval chamber pot was definitely the lesser evil.
Even the dog, a creature that looked like a cross between an Irish wolfhound and a donkey, no longer seemed quite so daunting. She’d reserve judgment on his buddies down in the bailey.
“You’re not quite a Jack Russell, but I like you,” she said, watching him watch her.
Still feeling someone else’s gaze on her, she shivered as she washed her hands with cold water from an ewer and basin. She hadn’t noticed such amenities earlier, but enough gray morning light was now seeping in through the windows for her to quickly spot what she’d missed. Not just the ewer and basin, but also a small earthen jar of lavender-scented soap and even a comb. A short, folded length of linen she assumed was a medieval drying cloth.
Whether it was or not, she made good use of it.
Just as she’d do justice to her breakfast, even if she wasn’t quite sure what everything was. Determining to find out, she sat at the table, pleased to recognize oatcakes and cheese, while a green-glazed pottery bowl appeared to be filled with mutton stew. Another dish of the same type held what she suspected might be spiced and pickled eels, a delicacy she doubted she’d try. A small crock of honey and a jug of heather-scented ale rounded up the offerings.
Not too shabby, and certainly more edible-looking than some of the health food her sister Lindsay tried to palm off on her at times. Even if just looking at the eels made her feel like gagging.
Her new four-legged friend suffered no such aversion. His scraggly ears perking, and wearing the most hopeful look she’d ever seen on a dog’s face, he pushed to his feet and crossed the room to circle the table, eyeing everything on her breakfast tray as a potential tidbit. 
“Okay, Ferlie.” She handed him an oatcake. “You win this battle, but the war’s not over.”
Pasting on a smile for his benefit, she helped herself to one as well, smearing her own with the soft cheese and honey. Unfortunately, despite her best efforts at trying to stay upbeat, waves of ill ease kept sluicing through her. The odd prickling at the back of her neck had increased tenfold just since she’d sat at the table.
Someone really was staring at her.
And she could no longer deny where the sensation was coming from. Not now, sitting so close to the source. Chills running up and down her spine, she stood, her gaze on the tall arched windows. 
Whoever – or whatever – was staring at her was out there, beyond the opened shutters.
“Aieeeeeeeeeeeee!” The piercing scream, a woman’s, proved it. 
Heart pounding, Kira ran into the window alcove, horror slamming into her when she leaned out the first arched opening to see a woman bobbing in the rough waters beneath Wrath Isle’s deadly, perpendicular cliffs.
“Dear God!” She clapped a hand to her throat, disbelief and shock stopping her breath. 
The woman thrashed frantically and appeared to have a rope tied around her waist - a rope with dead seabirds dangling from its entire length.
Not trusting her eyes, Kira leaned farther out the window, but there was no mistake. Even through the scudding mists, she could see that the poor woman was encircled by dozens of seabirds-on-a-rope, their buoyant white bodies keeping her afloat as the swift current swept her out to sea.
“Eachann!” the woman wailed, her voice full of despair. “I cannae reach the rocks!”
“Help! Anyone! Please!” a second voice cut through the morning, louder and deeper. A man’s cry, his terror sounding even greater than the woman’s. 
“Hold, lass, I willnae let you drown!” he yelled, and Kira saw him then, dashing back and forth along Wrath Isle’s cliff-tops.
Waving his arms and staring her way, he clearly hoped someone at the castle would see or hear and send help. A boat and men to rescue the woman Kira knew instinctively was his wife.
No, she was the man’s life.
His everything, and his anguish seared Kira to the bone.
Waving her own arms, she called to them. “Hang on! Help is on the way!” she shouted, even as she whirled and raced for the door.
She reached to yank it wide, but needn’t have bothered for it flew open in her face. Her two guardsmen stood there, hands fisted on their hips and glaring at her. 
“Have you lost your wits?” The bigger of the two stared at her as if she’d sprouted horns. “Making a din and ranting like a mad woman. The laird-”
“The laird will have your hide if you allow a poor woman to drown!” Kira gave him an adrenalin-powered shove and streaked down the corridor, shouting as she ran. “Help! Someone get a boat! There’s a woman in the water!”
“Ho! Come back here, you!” The men bounded after her, their pounding footsteps spurring her on. Hitching her skirts, she careened around a bend in dimly lit passage, the flapping, oversized cuarans making her clumsy.
“Damn!” she swore when one of them went sailing off her foot. Snatching it, she raced on, but the guardsmen caught up with her, the bigger one grabbing her arm.
“Foolish wench! That was ill done.” He glowered at her. “Think you we’d no’ aid a drowning woman?”
“If she saw one.” The other man stood panting, fury all over him. “I dinnae believe her.”
“Of course, I saw her,” Kira insisted, trying to jerk free. “She’ll soon be dead if you don’t stop arguing and go save her!”
The bigger man shot the other a glance. “I’ll no’ stand by and have a woman drown. I say we make haste to look for her.” Hefting Kira off her feet, he tossed her over his shoulder and hurried for the stair tower. “Someone in the hall can keep an eye on this one until we return.”
“She’ll have slipped away by then,” the other scoffed, huffing after them. “She’s lying. No woman within these walls is fool enough to fall off the cliffs.” 
“Bah!” the first man disagreed. “She could’ve slipped on the rocks down at the landing beach. Perhaps one of the laundresses or-”
“No.” Kira twisted in the man’s arms. “She fell from the cliffs of Wrath Isle.”
The man carrying her stopped short. “That cannae be.” He frowned, dropping her to her feet. “No one lives on Wrath Isle. It’s emptier than air, a scourged place.”
“I didn’t see her fall from there, but I know she did.” Kira was sure. “I saw her husband running along the cliff-top. She called him Eachann.”
The big man’s eyes rounded. “Eachann, was it?”
“Yes.” Kira nodded.
The two men exchanged glanced. “Would there have been anything else you noted about the woman?” the big one wanted to know. “Something, odd-looking?”
Kira swallowed. She didn’t like the way they were watching her. “The woman had a rope tied to her,” she said anyway. “A rope with dead seabirds attached to it.”
“By the gods!” The big man jumped back and made the sign against evil.
The other turned white as a ghost. “I told you there was something no’ right about her.”
“No, please.” Kira looked from one to the other. “You must help the woman. She’ll drown if you don’t.”
“That’s no’ possible.” The big man shook his head. “Eachann MacQueen’s wife already drowned. Her life-rope broke when he lowered her down the cliffs to gather seabirds. Happened nigh onto a hundred years ago. The bards’ still tell the tale.”
Kira’s blood froze. She should’ve realized she was far-seeing the tragedy. But the woman’s cries had sounded so real. She’d tasted the man’s terror, alive and coiling around her, squeezing the breath from her.
Somehow, having already gone so far back in the past, she hadn’t expected to catch any glimpses of an even more distant time.
Apparently she’d guessed wrong, and although her two tormentors hadn’t yet said the w-word, their opinion of her was plain to see.
“I am not a witch.” She put up her hands, palms outward. “Please don’t be afraid. I can explain everything.”
The big man shook his head and took another step or two backward.
The other snorted. “Aye, and you will, but no’ to the likes of us. It’ll be the laird who’ll want to know how it is you saw something that happened before any of us were even born. Lest you’re indeed a faery or one of those other creatures we’ve been forbidden to call you.”
“I’m neither,” Kira protested, her eyes flying wide when the man pulled a dirk from beneath his belt and began prodding her down the corridor, away from Aidan’s bedchamber.
“Where are you taking me?” she demanded, scooting along ahead of his jib-jabbing dirk all the same. 
Bravado only went so far and hers stopped at a knife edge.
Apparently the two guardsmen’s willingness to speak to her had also ceased because a glance over her shoulder showed them stony-faced and tight-lipped. Not that she needed any clues as to her destination. They were herding her into a narrow side corridor, a sloping, dank-smelling passage with a small, unpleasant-looking door at its end.
Kira’s heart began to thunder and her mouth went dry.
She’d seen such passageways on her long-ago tour to Scotland and she knew exactly where they always led.
“O-o-oh, please!” Pride forgotten, she dug in her heels and braced her hands against the cold, slime-coated walls. A sharp prick of the dirk to her back saw her moving again. “Please don’t take me down there,” she pleaded. “I won’t bother any of you, I promise. Just let me go back to your laird’s room. Please. You won’t even know I’m around.”
One of the men snorted.
The other opened the door and dragged her across its threshold. Mercifully, darkness hid the things she knew she didn’t want to see, but the squish-squish beneath her feet was bad enough. Especially since one of them was again bare. As for the scurrying sounds of what could only be rats, she’d just do her best to pretend she hadn’t heard them. Or the drip-drip of what she was sure would be fouled and rancid water.
The smell was blinding.
She shuddered, thinking that now would be a very good time to be zapped out of medieval Scotland.
Instead, she found herself shoved into a pitch-black cell, the heavy-sounding door slamming shut behind her before she could even blink.
“Wait!” She spun around to pound on the door as one of the men slid home the drawbar. “Please listen to me!”
“Och, you’ll be heard soon enough,” one of the men assured her. “As soon as the laird returns from warring.”
“Warring?” The ground dipped beneath Kira’s feet. Medieval warfare could take ages. Heaven help her if he didn’t return. “Where did he go? I thought you said he’d be back by evening?”
No answer came.
Panic gripping her, she strained to see through the small hole in the door, but it was impossible. Or the men were already gone, leaving her alone in Castle Wrath’s dungeon.
So she did what Bedwells were famous for when faced with adversity.
She blew out a breath and began pacing, doing her best to not to scream.



CHAPTER SEVEN
About the same time, Aidan stood in the middle of Ardcraig’s smoke-hazed great hall and struggled to ignore the softly crying women huddled together by the hearthside. Pale-faced and hand-wringing, they posed a trial to his already thin patience. He shot another glance their way, then scowled, dignity alone keeping him from thrusting his fingers in his ears. He couldn’t bear to hear any women cry, especially when he bore the brunt of causing their grief.
A weakness Conan Dearg’s womenfolk were using to their fullest advantage.
Sure of it, he paced the length of his cousin’s hall, cursing under his breath. Something was sorely amiss, and if his foe’s teary-eyed females would cease their sniffling and sobbing long enough for him to think clearly, he’d figure out what the devil it was.
In any event, it had little to do with despairing women and even less with the sad state of Ardcraig’s dingy, foul-smelling hall. Och, nae, what plagued him was the same niggling sense of not-rightness that had ridden him the last time he and his men had come here. The whole lot of them had scoured Conan Dearg’s keep from dungeon to parapets, searching pointlessly and making fools of themselves in the process. An embarrassment he wasn’t going to endure again.
Especially if it meant having to admit failure to Kira.
Flashing a glance at the blackened ceiling rafters, he clenched his fists in frustration. Truth be told, he was also weary of the sideways looks his men had been giving him ever since he’d left his bedchamber to join them that morn. Their silence rode his last nerve, but he’d deal with such annoyances later. After he’d routed his nefarious cousin and tossed him into Castle Wrath’s dungeon.
The blackguard was here somewhere.
Aidan could smell him. 
Furious that he hadn’t yet found him, he strode over to the dais end of the hall where Tavish and a few others guarded those of Conan Dearg’s garrison who’d had the misfortune of sleeping too soundly when Aidan and his men burst into the hall, swords at the ready and flashing.
Surprisingly, though naked and weaponless, not a one amongst them seemed concerned. They certainly didn’t appear sleep-befuddled. If anything, they looked smug. That was what gave him such an uneasy feeling. Almost as if they’d let themselves be caught unclothed and defenseless, knowing any Highland chieftain with a smidgen of pride would refrain from wielding steel on an unarmed man.
Aidan blew out a breath and slid a glance at them, their bare-bottomed, muscle-bound bulk limned by torchlight and the reddish glow of the Conan Dearg’s hall fire.
None of them could meet his eye, each man glancing aside whenever he wheeled to fix one with a penetrating stare.
He shivered, drawing his plaid against a cold that had little to do with his cousin’s crowded, untidy hall.
The bastard’s men were hiding something.
He was certain that something would prove to be Conan Dearg. The chill creeping up and down his spine left no room for doubt, even if they had searched everywhere. He scanned the shadows, half expecting to see the craven come crashing out of some hidden corner, swinging a battle-ax.
He saw only emptiness.
Darkness and gloom, echoing stillness.
Aidan’s every nerve ending hummed, his warrior instincts screaming with each indrawn breath. He tightened his grip on his sullied blade, his heart heavy with the need to stain his steel with the blood of kin.
Tavish stepped closer and put a hand on his shoulder. “Kin or no, the deaths couldn’t be helped,” he said, as always seeming to read Aidan’s mind.
“The bastard is here.” Aidan seethed, anger shielding him from the morning’s horrors. “He’s sacrificed his men, hiding behind them as he would a woman’s skirts.”
Tavish shrugged. “They should not have refused us entry.” His gaze flicked to Aidan’s sword, then to his own. Its blade, too, dripped red. Looking back at Aidan, his lip curled. “Better they died nobly than lying silent and feigning sleep.”
Aidan arced a brow. “So you agree something is amiss?”
“To be sure.” Tavish lifted his sword, eyeing its bloodied edge. “I just cannae grasp where Conan Dearg is hiding. We’ve upturned every stone and peered into each corner.”
Aidan rubbed the back of his neck, thinking. “We’re missing something. It will come to me soon.”
Frowning, he glanced again at the captured garrison men. Others were joining them, men brought in by the patrol he and Tavish had sent around Ardcraig’s perimeter. Warriors now stripped of arms and clothes, just as their brethren from the hall. Their leader was nowhere to be seen. To a man, they stood sullen and defiant. Some shifted restlessly, others exchanged edgy glances. All refused to talk, a stubbornness Aidan secretly admired, not that he cared to admit it.
Instead, he sheathed his reddened sword and folded his arms. Sooner or later, one of the men would let his guard slip, revealing the truth through a gesture or a glance, a word spoken too quickly. Moving to the high table, Aidan settled himself in his cousin’s chair, deigning to wait.
“You will grow cold, standing there naked,” he observed, speaking to the men but pretending to study his knuckles. “Yet stand you shall, for I will have the bollocks cut from the first man who dares sit.”
He leaned back in the chair, watching them. “I am a patient man. It willnae cost me to while here for days. Indeed, I intend to stay put until one of you tells me where my cousin is keeping himself.”
None of the men said anything, though several tightened their jaws and glared at him. 
One spat into the floor rushes.
Another slid a nervous glance at the screens passage and the arched entry to the kitchens. 
The kitchens.
At once, the hall tilted and dipped, spinning around Aidan as the answer hit him like a fist in the gut.
“Thor’s thunder!” He leapt to his feet, his own words echoing in his head: He’s sacrificed his men, hiding behind them as he would a woman’s skirts.
He wheeled to Tavish, triumph surging through him, hot and sweet. “I know where he is!” He grinned, and slapped his mailed thigh. “The bastard is in his kitchens, disguised as a scullery wench!”
“For truth!” Tavish’s face split in a comprehending smile. “The unfortunate creature we saw sitting in a corner, querning grain. The big-boned woman with a head veil and her back turned to us!”
Aidan nodded. “That’ll be him. I’d bet my life on-”
“Your life is over!” One of Conan Dearg’s men lunged forward, snatching the sword of Aidan’s youngest guardsman. “It’s you who shall die!”
“I think not.” Aidan whirled with eye-blurring speed, his own sword already drawn as the man rushed him, swinging his blade in a stroke that would have been deadly against any other foe. Steel met steel, the clang of clashing metal and angry snarls filling the air as Aidan parried the man’s every slashing blow, then closed in, his arcing blade cutting a mortal wound in the other’s side. The man folded in a pool of his own blood, his roar of pain echoing in Aidan’s ears.
Jerking his sword free, he swept Conan Dearg’s men with a heated stare. 
“Should any others amongst you feel honor-bound to defend my cousin, come forward now or hold your peace,” he challenged them, furious. Bile rose in his throat that he’d been forced to cut down yet another kinsman. “I’ll see that you’re given a blade and even a shield. It’ll be a fair fight. On that, you have my word.”
A sea of hostile gazes met his cold stare, but no one made a move to accept his dare. 
“You have no right to speak of fairness when you’d have us ride to Castle Wrath only to be slaughtered by your allies on the journey!” An older man pushed past the others, glancing hotly at the fallen guardsman before turning his glare on Aidan. “Your treachery is the reason we-”
“My treachery?” Aidan stared at him, a chill dread icing his blood. Suspicions too blasphemous to consider. He strode forward, clutching the man by the arms. “What is this you’d accuse me of? If we have our differences, every man within these walls is of my blood. Ne’er would I harm a kinsman without due reason.”
He paused to shove the hair from his brow, taking heart in the doubt beginning to flicker in the man’s eyes. “I see you know it,” he said, releasing him. “I would think every man in these isles knows it as well.”
“Your words spoke otherwise.” The man rubbed his arms, his face darkening again. “One of Conan’s riders intercepted the courier you sent to the MacKenzies of Kintail. Your missive fell into Conan’s hands. He told us of your perfidy. How you planned to invite us to feast with you and how the MacKenzies would lay in wait, falling upon us when we passed through the narrow gorge not far from your holding.” The man put back his shoulders, fury blazing in his eyes. “Your orders were to give no quarter, that not a one of us should be left alive.”
Heat swept Aidan, scalding the back of his neck. He felt his face flush, aware his jaw was working, but no words were coming out.
“By the blood of all the gods,” Tavish swore beside him, “ne’er have I heard a greater pack of lies.”
Aidan’s accuser set his mouth in a hard line, his gaze angry and unflinching. Behind him, others surged forward, their own faces red with outrage. “He speaks the truth,” one of them called. “The MacKenzies were to ambush us-”
“Who amongst you saw these orders?” Aidan thundered, his temper fraying. “Speak up and prove your lies. Here and now, that I might dispel them.”
“I will speak.” A young man barely sporting a beard elbowed his way to where Aidan stood. Ignoring the disapproving glances of his fellow guardsmen, he straightened his shoulders and drew a great breath. “We did not see the missive,” he said, his tone respectful. “We but believed what our lord told us he’d seen. He claimed his fury was so great upon learning of your plans, that he tossed the parchment into the hearth fire. All know of the strife between the two of you, so why should we have doubted his word?”
He paused to clear his throat, his cheeks reddening a bit. “I ask you, sir, would you not expect the same trust from your own men?”
“Indeed, I would.” Aidan folded his arms and did his best not to scorch the louts with a listen-and-learn-from-this-lad glare. “I would know your name.” He eyed the boy, judging him to be not more than fifteen summers. “Your name, and if you are skilled with horses.”
“I am Kendrew. I was orphaned and left at Ardcraig’s gates, or so I was told.” The boy flushed anew, his gaze darting to Conan Dearg’s silent, set-faced men, then back to Aidan. “And I am good with beasts, aye. Especially horses,” he added, shifting legs already longer than most of the men crowded near him. “I also know my letters and am handy with both a blade and a battle-ax.”
Aidan nodded. “So-o-o, Kendrew” – he flashed a narrow-eyed glance at his men – “are you afraid of witches?”
The boy blinked, then shook his head. “I do not fear them, no. From my experience, the older ones are naught but healers and the young ones are often women who’ve fallen out of favor with powerful men. There are some who say my mother was such a woman, but I cannae believe she was bad. Were that so, I think I’d feel it here” – he paused to clap a hand over his heart – “Though I’m sure there are many things in these hills we’ll ne’er understand.”
Under other circumstances, Aidan would have smiled. As it was, he made a swift decision. Turning to the man at his left, he ordered, “Mundy, see Kendrew’s clothes returned to him and give him a blade.” Before the oversized Irishman could protest, he took the boy’s arm and drew him forward. “You, lad, shall hie yourself outside and help my men tend their horses. Then you’ll return with us to Castle Wrath where I have other duties in mind for you.”
The lad’s flush deepened, turning as bright a red as his hair. “But, sir, I cannae leave Ardcraig.” He pulled back, clearly torn. “I am Conan Dearg’s man. I-”
“Go, and dinnae make me regret my rashness.” Aidan turned from him to Mundy. “See him into the bailey, then set others to gathering my cousin’s horses and weapons. We’ll be leaving anon. With Conan Dearg.”
“No-o-o, please!” One of the sobbing women ran at him, clutching his sleeve. “You cannae take the laird from us! See you, I carry his child.” She ran her hands down the front of her skirts, displaying the bulge at her middle. “Several of us are heavy with his seed,” she added, gesturing to the clutch of females. “We need him-”
“My regrets.” Aidan shook his head, wishing his cousin’s manhood was long enough to be tied into a knot. Unfortunately, he knew from earlier years that it wasn’t.
Frowning, he disentangled himself from the woman’s grasp. A comely wench with fiery-red hair and a lush, creamy bosom fair spilling from her low-cut bodice, she smelled fresh and sweet, her scent reminding him of Kira and what would happen to her should she land in his cousin’s hands. He shuddered at the thought, thanking the gods he knew her to be safe and guarded in his own bedchamber.
“Please, sir,” the woman pleaded again.
Aidan schooled his features, not wanting to frighten her. 
“You shall have all you need and more, my lady.” He hoped she’d believe him. “My own patrols will guard your walls and I will make certain your stores and fuel remain plentiful.”
He didn’t add that he’d also attempt to find more suitable fathers for hers and the other women’s bairns.
“No one here will suffer, lest you repeat my cousin’s mistakes,” he added, already turning back to the captive men. “I give you my word.”
“Your word!” A swarthy man spat at his feet. “A snake’s honor,” he sneered. “We’ll no’ have your leavings.”
Great shouts of agreement rose from his fellow warriors and the older man stepped forward again, anger rolling off him in waves. “Hear me, Aidan of Wrath, I am Walter of Ardcraig and have dwelt here since before your birth. I, too, share your MacDonald pride. You may well slay us here where we stand if you mean to leave us unable to defend ourselves. We do not want or need your men riding our lands.” He glared at Aidan with withering scorn. “In your place, Conan Dearg would ne’er-”
“Let us speak plainly, Sir Walter.” Aidan lifted his voice now that the woman had scurried back to her friends and young Kendrew was out of earshot. “My cousin would and has done many things, including deceiving you.” Reaching beneath his plaid, he withdrew the rolled parchment, penned by Conan Dearg’s own hand.
The blackguard’s seal, cracked and broken, still dangled from the missive, attached to the end of a crumpled bit of red ribbon.
Red as blood and just as damning, as were the words inked inside.
“Read this and then tell me I’ve no right to put an end to my cousin’s villainy once and for all time.” Aidan thrust the scroll into the man’s hands, then stepped back to wait. “Read it aloud if you will.”
Walter of Ardcraig glanced at the scroll, looking up as quickly. His face was ashen. “My lord, this is beyond reason.”
“Reason was ne’er one of my cousin’s better points,” Aidan agreed. “Never the less, I’d have his words known. Read on, and loudly enough so all may hear.”
Looking miserable, Walter complied. A great silence descended when he finished. Again, Conan Dearg’s men avoided Aidan’s eye, but this time shame stained the faces of most. Regrettably, not all, so he took back the parchment and tucked it carefully into his plaid.
Then he cleared his throat. “Since my cousin intended to slay me and any of my clan who cared to accompany me to his feast, there will be some amongst you who knew of his plans,” he said, his voice ringing. “Be glad I am not him. I willnae damn innocent men for the dark deeds of others, but I will keep your horses and your weapons until I’ve decided I have no further reason to distrust you. Or until those brave enough to throw yourself on my mercy, step forward and admit your guilt.”
“I cannae think of a man present who’d be party to the like,” Walter spoke up again. “Not a one.”
“Then so be it.” Aidan gave him a curt nod. “I charge you to ensure I have no cause to return here in anger. If I must, not a stone will remain uncharred.”
Before the other could reply, Aidan wheeled about and strode for the screens passage and the arched kitchen entry, quickening his pace as he neared the torch-lit steps spiraling down into Ardcraig’s heart.
He took them two at a time, Tavish and a few others fast on his heels. At the bottom, his heart bounded to find a cluster of his best guardsmen, standing at ease as they watched over the seemingly innocent kitchen scene. Young boys stirred the cook pots and a straight-backed gray-beard kneaded bread at a table laden with butter, milk, cheese, and other goods obviously meant for the evening meal. Conan Dearg still sat quietly in the corner, his back angled to door as he ground his grain, clearly unaware his hours were measured.
The old man looked up, his expression as tight as his posture. “Can we no’ be left in peace to tend our work?” he demanded, his voice thrumming with indignation. “Your guardsmen frighten the wee fire laddies and I’m too old for the likes o’ such scrutiny!”
“Indeed,” Aidan agreed, stepping deeper into the kitchen, the zinging hiss of his sword leaving its scabbard, announcing his purpose. “We are no’ here to plague you or yon laddies, though you’d be wise to stand clear lest you get injured in the fray.”
“There’ll be no fray! Only your death!” Conan Dearg whipped his sword from beneath a pile of grain sacks and leapt to his feet. He lunged forward, overturning a bench as he swung wildly, his movements hampered by his skirts. “You’ll no’ leave here alive,” he snarled, crashing into the table before he regained his balance and attacked again.
Aidan’s mouth twitched. “You shall leave here alive,” he shot back, easily side-stepping the other’s charge. “You’ll meet your end in my dungeon where you’ll need neither grain nor a woman’s skirts.”
Conan Dearg lunged again, his blade striking Aidan’s with an ear-splitting clang. “You’re mad,” he bellowed, jumping back when his sword went flying. His face red with fury, he dived for the table, grabbing a kitchen knife. Aidan was on him in a heartbeat, knocking the weapon from his hand before he could even blink.
“Och, I’m no’ mad.” Aidan tossed aside his own sword, then slammed his fist into his cousin’s nose. “I’m reminding you that no one threatens my people and lives to tell the tale.” Another blow sent Conan Dearg to his knees, where he pressed a hand against his nose and gaped up at Aidan for a split second before sprawling facedown on the floor.
Satisfied, Aidan glanced at the grim old man and the three wee boys. They cowered in a corner, their distress only deepening his anger. Wiping his hands on his plaid, he turned to Tavish.
“See that someone looks after them.” He started toward the kitchen door arch, snatching up his sword on the way. “As for Conan Dearg, we are cousins no more. Have someone get him out of those skirts and properly clad. I’ll no’ have him shaming us on the journey back to Wrath.”
Once there, he might seize Kira and have his way with her, wooing and restraint be damned.
After the ordeal he’d just put to an end, his need for her was that great.
* * *
Unfortunately, when Aidan and his party approached Castle Wrath a few hours later, all such urges were swiftly replaced by an odd sense of ill ease. Nothing he could put his finger on, but something out of place all the same. A muscle began to twitch in his jaw and a hard, tight knot started pulsing somewhere deep inside him.
Frowning, he adjusted his plaid to better shield him from the sudden cold he suspected only he’d noticed.
Were he a superstitious man, he might think someone had hexed him, feeling such an uncanny chill twice in one day. As it was, and just for the sake of good Highland prudence, he shot a glance at Conan Dearg. It wouldn’t surprise him if the craven was attempting to blast him with the evil eye. But the double-dyed blackguard sat ram-rod straight in his saddle, his face stony and his gaze fixed stubbornly on the back of the man leading his horse.
Tavish, his other men, and even Kendrew, appeared oblivious. Some of Aidan’s younger kinsmen whooped and jested with each other before kicking their beasts into flat-out gallops in their eagerness to reach Castle Wrath’s looming walls and the warm welcome of its great hall. The promise of a seat beside the fire, free-flowing ale, and a trencher piled high with fine, roasted meat. 
Perhaps, too, the grand feast he’d sworn would mark Conan Dearg’s capture.
For himself, he’d hoped to enjoy a bit of celebratory wooing. Slake the simmering burn inside him with a few long, deep kisses from his dream woman. Perhaps more, if she proved agreeable. At the least, he’d desired a quiet evening in her company. Shared hours spent in bliss that would banish the distastefulness of the morn.
Now….
He grew more wary the farther he rode along the steep and twisting track leading out to his cliff-girt home. And for no apparent reason, as the day had turned fair, with a fine deep blue sky and a bracing autumn wind. Not far ahead, Castle Wrath with its square keep and high curtain walls stood tall and proud as ever on its pinnacle of rock. Aidan’s banner was raised and snapped in the breeze. Everything looked as it should. From what he could see of the landing beach and little harbor below his stronghold, naught was amiss there either.
He turned in his saddle, craning his neck to make certain. The seas were running steep, but his flotilla of longships and galleys appeared safely moored in the choppy, sun-dazzled water. Several of the galleys had been drawn up onto the shore for repairs and the fires of the beachside smokehouses looked well-tended, with the usual number of men going about their business drying fish and mending nets.
Even so, something wasn’t right.
Sure of it, he placed his a hand over the worn leather scrip hanging from his sword belt, hoping the clutch of freshly-picked heather tucked within would dash his dark thoughts and put him back in fine fettle.
But as so much of his luck seemed to be going of late, Tavish caught sight of the movement and cocked a knowing brow. “Think you a handful of crushed heather will win a lady’s heart?” He edged his horse nearer, his implied superior knowledge of women, only worsening Aidan’s mood. 
Leaning close, Tavish lowered his voice, “You’d be better served to seat her next to you in the hall, pouring her wine and hand-feeding her fine morsels. Whispering sweet nothings in her ear and letting your men see-”
“It would seem my men see all too much.” Aidan shot him an annoyed look. “Since when can a man no’ pause to tend nature’s call without some long-nosed kinsman who claims to be his friend spying on him while he’s at the deed?”
Tavish chuckled. “Mayhap because it was the first time I’ve seen you call for such a halt on a notably short journey?”
Aidan harrumphed. “Perhaps I drank too much watered ale before we left Ardcraig. The morn’s doings left a bad taste in my mouth and I but sought to wash it away.”
“Then why not tend such matters standing beside your horse as you usually do? Why sneak off behind a great outcrop where a particularly bonnie patch of heather is known to bloom?”
Aidan bit back a curse.
“I’m no’ the only one who saw.” Tavish pulled a hand down over his chin, but not before his mouth quirked. The lout was amused. “It’s good for the men to know you’re so smitten. They’ve been worried about you.”
“Grinding on my patience is what they’ve been doing.” Aidan flashed him a dark look. “You most of all.”
“You wound me, my friend.”
“I’ll do more than that if you dinnae leave me be,” Aidan groused. He clamped his lips together, refusing to be goaded any further.
“Ho! Have done being so sour.” Tavish leaned over to thwack him on the shoulder. “We’ve been seen. The drawbridge is down. But isn’t that Geordie and Ross with the gatehouse guards? I thought you’d ordered them to guard your lady?”
“I did.” Aidan frowned.
He stared ahead, squinting against the afternoon sun. Disbelief washed over him, but there could be no doubt. The drawbridge had been dutifully lowered and the gatehouse’s heavy iron portcullis was rattling upward even as they approached, his best guardsmen hastening to swing open the second, inner gates.
As was expected of them.
Them, and not Geordie and Ross, two of his most trusted men.
The apparent lackwits who’d sworn they’d watch over Kira with their very lives.
A score of dire possibilities making his head reel, Aidan spurred his horse across the last stretch of rough, wind-blown grass. But when he thundered over the drawbridge and through the gatehouse arch, the only men crowding the guardroom doorways were the ones he’d assigned duty there.
His relief great, he swung down onto the cobbles, tossing his reins to a running stable lad. “The sun must’ve blinded us.” He glanced at Tavish as he dismounted. “I should’ve known Geordie and Ross could be trusted no’ to leave their post.”
Tavish snorted. “My vision has yet to fail me, though I’ll agree I see nary a sign of them now.” He set fisted hands on his hips and looked about, his face grim. “What I do see isn’t pleasing. Too many men are avoiding your eye.”
“They will think more kindly of me when they see my cousin hauled into the dungeon.”
Looking doubtful, Tavish glanced to where a handful of Aidan’s stoutest guards were already escorting Conan Dearg across the bailey.
“Then let us make certain he’s put in a cell he cannae escape,” he said, starting after them. 
Aidan threw a last glance at the gatehouse, pleased to see his younger men crowding around Kendrew, Conan Dearg’s man or no. He had no wish for the lad to witness his former liege laird being hustled away.
Tavish signaled, waiting for him. “I want surety. We’ve both seen the bastard wriggle out of the worst scrapes and come back to jeer at us.”
“He’ll no’ have the strength this time.” Aidan kept pace with him. “No’ living on salt beef and soured water.”
“You’re the one who’ll wither away on such rot, and in your own foul pit.” Conan Dearg twisted round to sneer at him. He spat on the ground, showing no concern as Aidan’s men tightened their grip, bundling him through the low-ceilinged door that led to the steep, stone steps into the dungeon.
“The sun will ne’er rise on the day you get the better of me,” he boasted, squaring his shoulders to walk proud along the cold and dank passage.
“Some might say that day came this morn.” Aidan fell in step beside him. “Salt beef and soured water ne’er sustained any man for long and I’ve yet to meet one who can live on bluster alone.”
Conan Dearg snorted. “I am a hard man, Cousin. Rancid victuals and darkness willnae break me. Soon, I shall prove it to you.”
Aidan glanced over his shoulder, not surprised to see the dirk raised in Tavish’s hand. 
“That isnae the way,” he warned, hoping his way wasn’t a mistake. “Each hour he spends in his cell will repay one of the lives he’s taken. We both know how great the number is. A swift death is a mercy he won’t find here.”
“I dinnae trust him.” Tavish frowned, but thrust his knife back beneath his sword belt all the same. “He’ll charm the water rats into bringing him cheese and wine.”
Despite himself, Aidan chuckled, his spirits lifting for the first time that day. His cousin was a charmer. No’ that it would help him now. Still, even with a blackened eye and swollen nose, his roguish looks were bold enough to dazzle any woman who caught a glimpse of him.
That his flashing smiles and swagger would be lost on all but scuttling vermin and whatever nameless creatures slithered in the matted rushes scattered across the dungeon floor, was a meet end for a man of Conan Dearg’s vanity.
Aidan started to say as much, but they’d rounded a corner, entering the oldest and dankest part of the dungeon. A familiar smell hit him square in the face, an odor apart from the usual reek of damp stone and stale air. He stopped short, blinking into the murky passage even as a pitiful, canine wail filled the darkness.
“Odin’s balls!” Aidan hurried forward, almost slamming into his guardsmen and Conan Dearg who’d stopped a few paces ahead, their passage blocked by the howling beast’s great bulk. Aidan stared at his dog, his jaw slipping. “Ferlie!”
The dog’s presence was an impossibility, for he feared the dark and especially avoided the dungeon.
Yet there he was, sitting on his ancient haunches beside one of the blackened, iron-hinged doors. He also looked intent on staying there.
“Heigh-ho! So you’ve arranged a mourner for me.” Conan Dearg laughed. “A pity you couldn’t have chosen a less offensive creature. The beast stinks.”
“He is worth a thousand of you.” Reaching past him, Aidan snatched one of the rush lights out of its wall bracket. He stepped forward, stunned when the sputtering torch illuminated not just his afraid-of-the-dark dog, but two sets of masculine legs in the shadows behind Ferlie.
Legs, as a lifting of the torch revealed, that belonged to none other than Geordie and Ross.
“What mummery is this?” Aidan thrust the light at them, his blood icing. “You swore to guard my lady, vowing to see to her safety even if the Valkyries came calling for you.”
“Ah. See you, we … m’mmm…” Geordie, the larger of the two twisted his hands, looking uncomfortable. “Your lady, sir, is-”
“His lady?” Conan Dearg looked on with interest. “I’d heard he’d gone off women.”
“You’ll hold your tongue or lose it,” Tavish growled, his own face dark with anger as he rammed an elbow into Conan Dearg’s ribs, then pressed the tip of his dirk beneath the lout’s chin. “Be silent if you know what’s good for you.”
Scarce hearing them, Aidan’s felt rage sweep him. For whatever reason he’d found his two guardsmen and his dog in the deepest bowels of his dungeon, he was sure it had something to do with Kira.
“What’s happened?” he demanded, fixing the two guards with a fierce stare. “Where is she? Why aren’t you at her door, watching her?”
The two men exchanged glances, their misery palpable.
“Um,” Geordie tried again, sweat beading his brow.
Ross drew a deep breath. “We’re guarding you, sir. No’ the lass. She doesn’t-”
“Guarding me?” Aidan’s eyes flew wide.
“Aye, sir.” Ross bobbed his head. “She did something that proved our suspicions about her. We brought her down here for the good of the clan,” he added, speaking quickly now. “Her powers-”
“Have you lost your wits?” Aidan roared, blood thundering so loudly in his ears that he scarce heard himself shouting. “She’s here? In the dungeon?”
The two guardsmen nodded.
Or so Aidan thought, whirling away before he could be sure. He’d already wasted too much time, should have guessed the truth as soon as he’d spotted Ferlie and seen the fear in his guards’ faces.
Dread for his dream woman squeezing his chest, he shoved past Tavish and leapt over Ferlie, fumbling at the heavy drawbar of the nearest cell door with fingers that had gone impossibly cold and clumsy.
“Kira!” He yanked at the drawbar. “Sweet lass, can you hear me?”
“The entire keep hears you.” Tavish grabbed the bar and helped him slide it aside. “Go fetch your lady,” he said, shoving Aidan into the cell. “I’ll see to Conan Dearg and the others.”
But his lady wasn’t anywhere to be fetched.
The cell was empty.
Then, peering into the darkness, he saw her standing in a corner, her shoulders straight and her hands clasped tightly before her, her eyes squeezed shut.
“Kee-rah!”
Her eyes snapped open. “Aidan!” She ran at him, her arms outstretched. “Thank God! I didn’t think you’d ever get back!”
“I’m here now.” He crossed the cell in two quick strides, catching her when she launched herself at him. “Shush, lass, I have you.”
He pressed her head against his shoulder, absorbed her shiver, then kissed her hair, not caring that Tavish and the others gawked through the door.
Ferlie barked and pushed past them, hurling himself at their legs, his tail wagging.
“He followed when they brought me here.” Kira reached down to pet the shaggy, tail-thumping beast. “He’s been outside the door the entire time.”
Aidan glanced at the aged dog, rubbed his ears. Only his pride and the knowledge that his cousin looked on, kept him from acknowledging that Ferlie had guarded Kira better than his own men.
There’d be time enough later to reward Ferlie and have words with Geordie and Ross.
To discover the reason they’d put her into the dungeon. What she’d done to give two burly Highlanders such a dreadful fright. Whatever their excuse, it wouldn’t be good enough to spare them his fury.



CHAPTER EIGHT
She’d made a grave mistake.
Sure of it, Kira felt disbelief beat through her, damning and unwelcome. How could she have lived her life, so certain she was better suited to a long ago, more quiet and distant time, yet feel so out of place in the very world she’d yearned for so powerfully?
It was a truth that cut her to the quick.
An unexpected revelation she didn’t like at all.
She took a deep, lung-filling breath, needing calm. The backs of her eyes stung, her misery reaching new heights as she stood near the hearth of Aidan’s ice-cold bedchamber and watched a parade of young, flush-faced boys carry pails of steaming water into the room. Careful not to look at her, each one tipped his burden into a wooden bathing tub that bore a strong resemblance to a sawed-in-half wine barrel.
A linen-lined wine barrel, praise God for small mercies.
The last thing she needed was a medieval splinter in her behind.
Her ordeal in Castle Wrath’s dungeon had been torture enough. She’d been treated to a side of medieval Scotland she’d never imagined when she’d fantasized about slipping back in time, even telling herself she’d been born in the wrong place and century.
Now she was no longer sure.
Being an old soul had lost some of its allure.
She winced just remembering her rescue. How Aidan had tossed her over his shoulder and charged out of the cell, pounding up the stairs with her and then flying through his great hall. He’d knocked over benches and sent people jumping out of their way. Poor Ferlie had loped after them, barking furiously at anyone who didn’t leap aside quickly enough.
It’d been a crazy scene. Pure chaos, causing her a humiliation she wasn’t sure she could swallow. 
And not because he’d saved her.
Not even because he’d gone so caveman wild.
Far from it, she’d rather liked that part. His heroics had taken her breath, actually. Wind-torn and travel-stained as he’d been, with his sword clanking and eyes ablaze, he could’ve burst from the pages of a book about ancient clan warfare. He’d reminded her of the medieval Highland chieftains she’d always loved reading about. Better even, his rage made him fierce and magnificent.
But when he’d raced through the hall, cursing and shouting for a bath to be readied for her, his rubber-necked kinsmen all gaped at her, bug-eyed and slack-jawed. Every last one of them gawked as if Aidan had gone mad and she’d turned into a two-headed alien.
Now she was supposed to take a bath.
She felt her brow pleat. She didn’t want a half-barrel bath. She wanted to close her eyes and wake up in the medieval Scotland she’d mooned over. The romantic world she’d imagined while devouring books about the Highlands of old, or gazing awestruck at framed, second-hand Edinburgh castle tea-towels. She’d never have believed that her fantasy was nothing like the real thing.
Shivering, she rubbed her arms against the chill bumps rising along her skin.
She couldn’t do anything about the cold spreading across her heart.
It hurt to be so disillusioned.
Across the room, Aidan threw off his plaid and unlatched his sword belt, placing both atop the iron-bound chest at the foot of his bed. He ordered the last of the pink-cheeked water boys on their way, then closed and bolted the door behind them. Turning, he strode over to her, no longer looking angry, but not smiling either.
“Dinnae grieve, lass.” He gripped her shoulders lightly, looking down at her. “The horror is over and willnae happen again. My people will come to accept you. Wrath is no’ bad, you must believe me.
“This could be your home, Kee-rah.” His voice was soft and warm, his burr rich with a note of delicious enticement, tempting and wooing her. “I ken how much you love this place. That Scotland means as much to you as to those of us who have called the hills our own since before time. When you walk here, you see more than rock and heather and mist. Your heart recognizes the true spirit of the land.” He paused, studying her so intently that she caught her breath. “I know this from our shared dreams.”
Kira swallowed, not wanting to think about their dreams. Or her great passion for Scotland. Last she’d heard being a card-carrying Scotophile didn’t include half the things she’d endured since landing here. 
Glancing down, she fussed at the folds of her skirts, still finding them as cumbersome and awkward as she had the moment she’d first slipped into them. Even worse, the bottom six inches or so were soiled with goop from the dungeon. As were her feet, since somewhere during the ordeal, she’d lost the blasted cuarans.
“Come lass, you cannae deny you belong here.” His words were persuasive, making her heart flutter. “I’ve seen you go misty-eyed just watching cloud shadows drift across the heathery moors.”
“Of course, such beauty gets to me.” She dug her toes into the floor rushes. “I’ve always loved Scotland.” She glanced up at him, her breath hitching. “It’s been my greatest wish to be here. I’ve yearned for that, in my time and, yes, in our dreams. The reality is different.
“It unsettles me.” She couldn’t lie.
“Ach, lass.” He smoothed the hair back from her face. “Surely you’ve seen that I willnae let aught happen to you? None of my men would dare touch you. Geordie and Ross….” He slid his knuckles down the side of her face, his touch sending ripples of pleasure through her. “Those fools willnae so much as look cross-eyed at you, ne’er again.”
She wanted to believe him. “Did you know they brought me food in the dungeon?”
When he only looked at her, his expression unreadable, she went on, “A bowl of slaked oats, I think you call it. Porridge. It didn’t look too bad, but I couldn’t eat, so I set it in a corner. Within minutes, three mice crawled out of the floor rushes and ate it.” She paused, her throat beginning to thicken. “Or rather, they would have, if the biggest rat I’ve ever seen hadn’t appeared to claim the porridge for himself.”
“Kee-rah….” He took her hand, twining their fingers. “The like will ne’er happen again. I promise you.”
She bit her lip. “How can you? It’s impossible for you to be at my side every minute and your men don’t like me. They’re afraid of me and think I’m a-”
“Then we shall change their minds.” He drew her close, tightening his arms around her. “You already have a strong champion in Tavish and I’ve a promising young lad in mind to give duty as your personal guard.”
“If only it were that simple.”
“I will make it so.”
Kira tried to smile, but her smile muscles wouldn’t cooperate. 
Instead, she rested her head against his shoulder. “You are a medieval warrior chieftain,” she began, trying to ignore how good his arms felt around her. “You live in a world of clan feuding, sword fights, and cattle raids, a time when a mere bad tooth or ingrown toenail could kill someone, not to mention battle wounds and childbirth. You have enough to deal with without worrying about-” 
“Do you not trust me to care for you?” He pulled back to look at her, his dark eyes narrowing. “I’ve dealt with the things you name since I drew my first breath, as has any other Highland chieftain worthy of the title. What I need-” he paused, holding her gaze – “-is for you to relax and then tell me what happened with Geordie and Ross. Only when I understand what frightened them enough to take you to the dungeon, can I dash the fear from their hearts. Your bath will-”
“Wash away dungeon goop.” She could feel the ick between her toes. “It won’t change-”
“It will soothe you,” he countered, the buttery richness of his accent almost letting her believe him.
Smooth, husky, and deep, his voice slid through her, its soft Highland beauty seducing her, making her forget her worries, lulling her into doing whatever he asked.
Almost.
Biting her lip again, her gaze slid to the half-barrel, its steaming water scented and waiting. Truth was, she did want a bath. Desperately. But taking one meant getting undressed and she was suddenly more aware than ever that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. 
She didn’t need her sixth sense to know that even if Aidan turned his back, he’d peek before she could clamber into his wooden bathing tub.
He had that look about him tonight.
The dangerous, hot-eyed rogue look that could only mean one thing, no matter how hard he was trying to play the chivalry card.
As if to prove it, he put his hands on her shoulders again, this time easing her onto a stool next to the bathing tub. The determined gleam in his eyes held her in place as he knelt before her, then reached for a basin and a pail of heated water.
“Give me your foot.” He glanced at her as he filled the basin. “It willnae do for you to get into the bathing tub until your feet are clean.”
Kira tensed. “I can wash them myself. You needn’t help me.”
In answer, he cocked a brow and flipped her skirts up over her knees. Making it worse, he flashed an arrogant smile, then clamped a strong hand around her left ankle, lifting her foot and placing it in the basin. 
She tried to jerk from his grasp, but he only slanted her a look of lairdly admonishment, his fingers tightening on her like an iron-cast ankle bracelet. 
“You can see to yourself once we have you settled in your bath.”
She lifted her chin. “There will be no we about it. If I use the bathing tub, you can leave the room.”
“Och, you will bathe.” He dipped a soap-smeared cloth into the water and then plunged it between her toes, scrubbing vigorously. “I shall keep my back turned.”
“I don’t trust you.”
“Then you shall have to learn. As I, too, am trying to do.” He looked up, fixing her with a long, level stare as he carefully washed the arch of her foot. “Do not think it is easy for me to accept a place called All-den, Pen-seal-where’er, tiny flying disks, and zip-hers.”
Kira almost smiled, remembering his expression when her button went sailing through the air. “Okay. You’ve made your point, but no peeking.”
“I do not need to peek,” he observed, soaping her other foot. “I already know every inch of you. Including a certain bit of sweetness I can see just now.”
Kira’s eyes flew wide. “What do you mean ‘a bit of sweetness?’”
He only smiled.
Her own face flaming, she looked down, embarrassment crashing through her when she saw that her gown had slid much higher up her thighs than she’d realized. Even worse, she’d been sitting with her knees open.
“Oh!” She jumped off the stool. “I don’t want to talk about our dream-times and what you think you know about me.” Shaking out her skirts, she frowned. “You can’t compare something from a dream with the reality-”
“Nae, you cannae,” he agreed, standing. “The real you fires my blood a thousand times more than any dream vision.” He captured her chin and kissed her. Hard, rough, and fast. “Dinnae you e’er forget that, even when we must speak of unpleasant things.”
Kira angled her head, regarding him in the flickering glow of the hearth fire. “I think I’ve had enough unpleasantness for one day.”
“So you have.” He met her gaze, his expression serious. “There are still matters we must discuss.”
“Does it have to be now?”
He nodded, and then lowered his head to kiss her again, this time gently. 
When he straightened, she pulled away, her heart thundering. There was something both unsettling and electrifyingly delicious about being kissed when she wasn’t wearing any panties. But now wasn’t the time to go all hot and tingly. A sensation that vanished when he began pacing between the wine barrel and the window embrasure.
Without breaking stride, he slanted her a dark look, all fierce warrior chieftain. “Remove your soiled clothes now, before the water cools,” he said, seven hundred years of authority shimmering all over him. “While you bathe, I would hear about your morning. You must tell me what frightened my men.”
“What I must do is find a pair of glittery red shoes.” Kira glanced at him, her fingers busy at her gown’s lacings.
He stopped pacing. “Glittery red shoes?” 
“Never mind.” 
“Ach, lass, but I do.” He stood watching her, another frown settling on his brow. “You must’ve said something the like to Geordie and Ross. Perhaps mentioned this future of yours, or the Na Tri Shean?”
“It was neither, but close.”
“That willnae do, sweet. No’ when your whate’er-it-was made my men gibber with fright.”
“I didn’t mean to scare them. I just wanted them to save what I thought was – oh, no!” She gasped when the bodice lacings ripped and both her gown and over-dress fell open to her waist.
Aidan’s eyes darkened again, his men’s upset apparently forgotten as his gaze lowered to her breasts. She didn’t need to look down to know that her thin excuse for a medieval undershift hid nothing. It was practically transparent. Equally bad, the room’s chill was tightening her nipples. She could feel them thrusting against the delicate linen, just as she felt the heat of his stare.
An intense, heavy-lidded perusal that only made them pucker all the more.
“You said you’d turn your back.” She wasn’t surprised he hadn’t.
Instead, he stepped closer and touched her face, once again smoothing his knuckles down the curve of her cheek. “Now hie yourself into yon bathing tub, lest I forget my vow to woo you properly.”
The words spoken, he turned and clasped his hands as casually as possible behind his back. He fixed his gaze on the night darkness outside his bedchamber’s tall, arch-topped windows. He also tried to close his ears to the furious rustling of cloth and the sloshing of water as Kira rid herself of her garments and climbed into the bath.
“So, Kee-rah.” He faced her only when he was sure she was fully submerged. “What was it that you wished Geordie and Ross to save?”
She looked at him, clouds of steam from the bath water rising around her like tendrils of faery mist. “A drowning woman.” She lifted her chin, as if she suspected he wouldn’t believe her. “I saw her death, apparently one that took place nearly a hundred years ago. She had seabirds tied to a rope about her waist and-”
“Her name was Annie,” Aidan finished for her, his innards twisting. “Her tale is a sad one and well known in these parts. She was married to Eachann MacQueen, a farmer who scratched a living off Wrath Isle’s barren slopes. He sustained his family by lowering his wife down the cliffs to gather seabirds and their eggs whene’er hunger drove them to such privations.”
“Whoever she was, I saw her.” She peered at him, her naked, soapy breasts jiggling as she gripped the edge of the bathing tub and leaned forward. “I didn’t see her as a ghost or because of witchcraft, but as a glimpse of the past. The once-was, as my gift of far-seeing reveals to me.”
Aidan began pacing again, too aware of the rivulets of water streaming over her full, lush breasts to wrap his mind around something that happened so long ago, and what it had to do with her and his gog-eyed, clack-tongued kinsmen.
“So you are a seeress.” He paused by one of the windows and stared across the dark water at the black, serrated cliffs of Wrath Isle. “The sight is common hereabouts and shouldn’t have fashed my men,” he said, keeping his back to her. “I’ll wager they fear you because of how you appeared atop the gatehouse arch. We must find a way to explain that. Then they will accept you.”
Behind him, Kira shifted in the water. “I don’t have second sight,” she argued. “At least not if you mean divination and prophecy. I told you, I’m a far-seer. Sometimes I’m able to look back in time, that’s all. Now I’ve obviously slipped through the centuries and that’s the only explanation I can give you. That, and my suspicion your gatehouse arch is a portal to the past.”
Aidan snorted before he could help himself.
“Scoff all you will.” She dipped a soapy cloth into the water, began scrubbing her shoulders. “If you have a better theory, I’m listening. Fact is, in my time, that arch of yours was half-buried in the grass, its top covered with moss and ferns. I was sitting on it, having a picnic, when suddenly my world vanished and I saw your men running across the bailey at me.”
Aidan considered telling her he wasn’t dimwitted enough to believe the like, but decided against it. The matter of their dream encounters and her zip-her made it difficult for him to doubt her.
Not to mention the wee flying disk.
He shuddered, his head beginning to throb with the immensity of it all.
“Ach, what a tangle,” he muttered, turning from the window and going to his table where he poured a generous cup of his strongest ale. A fine, rich brew flavored with just a hint of heather. He took a long swallow, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve.
“I will not lie to you, lass.” He swirled the ale in his cup, looking down into its frothy, honey-colored depths. “What you claim is no’ easy to accept. Even when my heart tells me you speak true.”
“Then you believe me?”
Aidan let out his breath slowly. “Let us say I can think of no other explanation,” he said, setting down the ale cup. He wasn’t about to admit how much the zip-her and the little disk she called a button, bothered him. Instead, he folded his arms and tried to look worldly.
She put her shoulders back, soap bubbles winking at him from her smooth, wet skin. “There’s not another explanation because I’ve told the truth.”
“Be that as it may, my men will have to hear a different tale.”
She didn’t look happy at that, but before she could protest, he raised a silencing hand. “We will put it about that one of my allies brought you here, spiriting you onto the gatehouse arch as a jest. Many of my friends are bold enough to have attempted such foolery,” he said, thinking in particular of the Barra MacNeils.
Hebridean devils to a man, and great ravishers of women as well, any one of his friends from the Isle of Barra could have done the deed. Best of all, if ever his tall tale reached the MacNeils, they’d be quicker to throw back their heads and roar with laughter than draw their swords and demand he redeem their honor.”
Och, aye, the MacNeils were the answer.
He smiled, his achy head feeling better already.
Kira Bedwell frowned.
She’d wrapped her arms around her knees and sat staring at him from the bathing tub, clearly not agreeing with a thing he’d suggested. “It means a lot to me that you don’t think I’m a witch, but whether you believe me or not, I still don’t belong here.”
“I say you do.” Aidan crossed the room in a flash. “Your place is with me and has been since that long ago day we first glimpsed each other. If there be any truth between us, it is that.” He looked down at her, her nakedness making his blood race to places that could prove dangerous. “Come, lass, you know as well as-” 
“‘If there be any truth between us’ are words that prove there can be nothing between us.” She met his gaze, regret in her voice. “People don’t talk like that where I come from, and they sure don’t talk like me here.” Glancing down, she plucked at the tub’s linen lining. “Don’t you see? Much as I would have wished it otherwise, my being here is a mistake. A weird quirk of fate – a slip in time – that should only have been a fleeting glance. I’d hoped to catch a glimpse of you in your hall, but in my heart I wanted more.” 
She looked up again, her eyes shining. “I think my longing was so strong that it caused a bump in our destinies, sort of like when the needle of an old-fashioned record player skipped to the wrong groove.”
Aidan dropped on one knee beside the bathing tub. He didn’t understand all the words she’d used, but he knew well enough what she meant. “The fates do not err,” he told her. “Leastways no’ Gaelic ones. If they saw fit to send you here, you can be sure that was their intention.”
To his annoyance, she didn’t look convinced. 
Just the opposite, she drew back her hand when he reached for it, hoping to gentle her with a soft kiss to her palm.
“I’m not so sure ancient Gaelic gods have much control over Americans,” she said, tucking her hands beneath her bent knees. “We’re always told we make our own beds and this one” – she glanced around his sumptuous, candlelit room – “is a bed I’m not supposed to be sleeping in. Especially when my being here is causing you so much grief. I can’t allow-”
“Grief?” Aidan shot to his feet, pulling her up with him. Scowling, he lifted her from the tub, then swirled a linen drying cloth around her shoulders. “Misery was the long years without you. The empty nights when I wondered if you were indeed naught but a dream. I thought my heart would split when Tavish carried you into my hall and I recognized you.”
She gave him a look that made his head start to pound again. “You looked furious when you saw me.” She clutched the drying cloth to her breasts. “In medieval-speak, you’d probably say black-browed and ready to flay me to ribbons.”
“No’ you, lass. I was ready to punish my men, as I’ve told you,” he reminded her. “I was wroth with them for their treatment of you.”
“That’s the reason I must leave.” She moved to stand before the hearth fire, turning her back to its warmth. “I can’t stay on and see my presence cause such disruption in your hall. If I’m gone-”
“Without you, there would be no hall for I should spend my days searching for you.” He went to her, putting his hands on her shoulders. “My warriors would become rovers, broken men without direction-”
“You’re trying to make me feel good, but it won’t work.” She ducked away and snatched up another linen towel, using this one to dry her hair. “If I remained, you’d be miserable. You’d end up spending every night like this one, stomping about and scowling, grilling me because one of your men misunderstood something I said or did.”
Stomping and scowling?
Aidan shoved a hand through his hair. Was he truly guilty of the like? Half certain that he was, his brows snapped together, his head now throbbing in earnest. Frowning as well, he turned on his heel and did his best not to stomp to the window. Once there, he drew a deep breath of the bracing sea air and scowled all he wished. 
Truth was, it felt good. 
He didn’t need Tavish Long-nose to tell him that black moods and storming through halls weren’t ways to win a lady’s heart. What he needed was a clear head and a plan. A new approach, guaranteed to impress.
Stepping closer to the window, he braced his hands on the cold stone ledge and took another deep breath. And another. The chill air would surely help him think. Hopefully, when the answer came, it would be one he could stomach.
Something that wouldn’t make him look foolish. 
Not that he’d allow such a trivial matter to keep him from gaining his heart’s desire.
He sighed. It was amazing what love could do to a man.



CHAPTER NINE
Aidan stood at his bedchamber window, no longer looking out at the night’s mist and murk, but down at his own two hands. Still planted firmly on the broad stone ledge of the window arch, they were hands a man could be proud of. Strong, large, and capable, they’d swung swords, wielded axes, and were no strangers to hard, back-breaking work. 
And, it finally occurred to him, neither were they the hands of a man incapable of claiming the woman he wanted.
The only woman he wanted.
Despite the small matters of All-den, Pen-seal-where’er and his men making the sign against evil each time she walked past. The gods knew, he’d fought and besieged greater battles. Taking one last gulp of the cold, night air, he straightened his back and turned, ready to take on this new challenge.
A formidable foe, she watched him from near the hearth. Across the length of his chamber, to be sure, but after the distance of dreams, so close he could taste her. Without doubt, he caught her scent. The essence of clean, freshly washed woman filled the room, a fine, heathery scent laced with just enough her to befuddle his senses and torment him. 
Truth was, she drove him beyond reason.
She met his gaze, her sleek flame-bright hair gleaming in the torchlight, the drying cloth still clutched tight around her. The thin, damp cloth clung to her, molding her full, round breasts and tempting him with the sweetness of her shapely hips and thighs. 
Even more distracting, she was tapping one foot, the rapid movement making her breasts jig, while the flush on her face only drew his attention to her soft, kissable lips.
Tiny droplets of water glistened on her shoulders and as he watched, one pearled and trickled down her breasts, disappearing beneath the knotted cloth.
When a second droplet did the same, his mouth went dry.
“A plague on it,” he hissed, trying hard not to groan or frown. Clenching his hands, he struggled to ignore the sudden, heavy pounding at his loins. He raked a hand through his hair, blotting all thought of her lush, warm curves, the fragrant, heated place hidden between her thighs.
A slick, succulent delight he couldn’t wait to get his hands on.
His hands, and more.
Much more.
“Return my clothes, and I’ll be on my way.” Her words dashed cold water on his lustful ponderings. “If the gatehouse arch brought me here, it can surely take me back.”
“Och, lass, it is too late for that.” With long strides, he crossed to her. “There are clothes a-plenty for you here. Fine clothes. Raiments my sister left behind when she wed a Border chieftain. I’ll also have new ones made for you. As for the gatehouse arch, I cannae let you near it. Leastways unescorted. No’ that I think there’s aught amiss with it, but-”
“What is this?” Her eyes flashed. “First you take my clothes and riddle me with questions, and now you’d deny me access to the one place-”
He grabbed her shoulders, silencing her with a fierce, bruising kiss. “Ach, lass,” he panted, releasing her. “It was my hope to woo you this e’en. My questions were so I can understand what we’re facing. I need to know so we can find a way to make things work, together.”
“You have a strange way of wooing a woman.” She stepped back, hitching up the drying cloth where it’d dipped to reveal a pert nipple.
“Perhaps because I dinnae do the like every day.” Aidan frowned blacker than ever. “I have ne’er met a woman like you. One I so wished to please. A future woman.”

She blinked, then sank onto a stool before the fire. “You wished to please me because I come from the future?”
“Nae!” Aidan almost roared. “Because you are you. And dinnae tell me it’s no’ possible to know you that well. Sweet lass, I have lived with you day and night for years now, though I cannae explain what brought us together.”
He paused, looking at her deeply. “All that matters is that we are. No’ how we came to be.”
She blinked again and bit down on her lip, her eyes sparkling suspiciously. “You sound like you mean that, MacDonald.”
“I do. More than anything,” he owned, remembering the handful of heather tucked into his scrip.
Wondering why he hadn’t thought of it before, he wheeled about and strode across the room, making for his discarded plaid and sword belt.
“Here!” He grabbed the ratty-looking leather pouch and waved it at her. “Now I shall prove to you how I meant us to spend this e’en.”
Kira swallowed, not sure she wanted to know.
She’d already resigned herself to leaving him. If she even could. She took a deep breath, forcing herself not to think about how much she would miss him. She’d even miss his world, wine barrel baths, stewed eels, and all. Shivering with a cold she suspected had little to do with the room’s chill air, she scooted her stool closer to the fire and focused on keeping a neutral look on her face.
What she needed to do was concentrate not on how crazy she was about him, but on how much better off he’d be once she was gone.
A feat she was mastering beautifully until he plunged his hand into his ancient scrip and withdrew a fistful of crumpled, purplish-brown heather, thrusting his prize beneath her nose with as much glowing pride as if he were offering her a dozen long-stemmed roses.
“O-o-oh, no,” she cried, her heart squeezing. 
She pushed slowly to her feet, her every refusal melting away as he pressed the crushed heather into her hands, closing her fingers around the dried, brittle stems.
Closing her fate, too, for the instant her fingers tightened on the heather, she knew herself lost. She opened her mouth to thank him, but shut it as quickly, the thickness in her throat making it impossible to speak.
She looked down at the heather, touching a finger to the tiny, bell-like blooms until they began to swim before her eyes. Blinking furiously, she clutched the gift to her breast, more delighted than if he’d showered her with diamonds and gold. Love, happiness, and wonder, swept her, filling her with sweet, golden warmth that chased all else from her mind.
Certainly the Castle Apartments in distant Aldan, Pennsylvania, and even her love’s grumbling, grim-faced men and their giant, porridge-eating rats. The three mice that surely lived with a gazillion twitchy-nosed pals beneath the dungeon’s matted floor rushes. Even those great annoyances of her own time, every hapless landscape worker who ever wielded a leaf blower.
They were all banished. Gone, as if they’d never been. 
Nothing mattered but the tall, fierce-looking Highlander standing so proudly before her. He took a step closer, his dark eyes watching her, waiting.
“You brought me heather.” She looked at him, her voice cracking. “Th-thank you.”
Aidan humphed, her pleasure affecting him more than was seemly. Tavish, that great gowk of a self-professed wooing expert, would no doubt place his hand over his heart and declare himself ready to lay all the heather in Scotland at his fair maid’s feet.
He was so besotted, he’d throw in every Highland sunset and all the stars in the heavens if such were possible. As it was, he reached for her, gently brushing his lips back and forth over hers, letting his kisses and the fine heat crackling between them, say the fancy words he couldn’t. 
As if she heard them, she slid her arms around his neck and twined her fingers in his hair. “I know the significance of heather,” she said, her eyes shining. “You wouldn’t have given me such a gift if you didn’t care.”
“Care?” He jerked, his entire body tight with longing, so ready and needful he could scarce breathe. “Have you no’ been listening? Lass, I burn for you,” he said, bracketing her face and kissing her. “I’ve waited for you so long.”
“We’ve both waited, but we’re together now.” She touched his cheek. “Maybe we really were meant to be.”
He lifted a brow. “No more talk about returning to that future place beyond our dreams?”
Kira shook her head.
He stood quiet for a moment, the night breeze coming in the windows rifling his dark, unbound hair, the look in his eyes letting her know there’d be no going back.
Her throat was burning now, her emotions almost overwhelming her, but she kept her back straight, her chin lifted. She wanted to lean into him, let him catch and hold her forever. She’d almost swear he made her soul tremble. She knew she could still feel his kisses, the shivery tingles each one sent spilling through her.
She just needed surety.
As if he knew, he shook his head slowly. Then he reached to touch her lips, her hair.
“I will ne’er let you go, Kee-rah.” He glanced at the crumpled heather, then back at her. “You say you know the significance of heather,” he said, watching her carefully. “Do you also know that if a woman accepts it from a man, she has as much as bound herself to him?” 
“No, I didn’t,” Kira admitted, her heart pounding. “But it wouldn’t have made any difference.”
His eyes lit with triumph. “Ach, lass, you will ne’er regret it. I promise you.”
She moistened her lips, sure she’d be sorry indeed, but the heather felt so right in her hand. Almost like magic, something changed the instant she’d curled her fingers around the little clutch of blooms, the tiny purplish flowers not just making her heart soar, but giving her courage and hope.
The faith to believe in miracles.
No, the impossible, a voice inside her chided. Ignoring it, she inhaled deeply, the warning spiraling away when he pulled her to him and slanted his mouth over hers, kissing her until the room spun.
When he released her, she gasped and touched a hand to her lips. No man had ever kissed her so hotly, dragging her hard against him as he’d plundered her, slaking his hunger for her as if he’d wanted to devour not just her lips, but the very essence of her.
She drew a shaky breath. “Oh, my.”
He gave her a slow smile as he took the heather from her and placed it on the table. “That, sweetness, was only the beginning.” The roughness in his voice excited her, the simmering heat in his eyes making her tingle with anticipation. “I’ve told you how much I want you. Now I will show you.”
His burr turned her knees to jelly. Surely a sexier, more provocative man had never walked or breathed. And the trappings of his medieval bedchamber only heightened his appeal. Fire glow bathed him in a sensual, gold-flickering light, while the impressive length of his broadsword and his massive, curtained bed reminded her of certain huge things he had. Everything about him thrilled her and she burned to rub herself against him, forgetting her cares and just running her hands over every hard, muscle-ripped inch of him.
Especially his most magnificent inches, the most impressive such inches she’d ever seen. 
She flicked a glance in that direction, a very different kind of heat scalding her cheeks. The old adage, tilt in a kilt, flashed through her mind and her face flamed hotter. Tilt didn’t begin to describe it. If the real Aidan was anything like the dream one, she might climax just looking at him. He was that much of a man and she was wet already. Heaven help her when he touched her.
Really touched her.
“Have you studied me enough, Kee-rah?” His eyes darkened as he grasped his tunic and pulled it over his head, tossing it aside. “I hope so, for I would now look upon you.”
Locking his gaze on hers, he rid himself of the rest of his clothes faster than she could blink. At ease in his nakedness, he flashed her a smile and stretched his arms above his head, cracking his knuckles.
“That’s better,” he said, tossing his hair over his shoulders. “Look your fill, lass, for I’m no’ shy. But have done quickly for I cannae wait much longer.”
“Look?” She stared at him, doing just that. “I can hardly breathe.” 
His smile turned wicked. “That’s good, lass. Then I shall give you a few moments more.” He clasped his hands behind his back, his steely self-control clearly not extending to a certain very masculine part of him.
Kira’s eyes widened as her gaze settled there, a fierce need pulsing between her thighs. She watched in amazement as he ran even harder beneath her stare. Her mouth went dry and she gulped, nothing she remembered from their dream lovings preparing her for this.
She’d been right, tilt didn’t begin to cover it.
He could be some mythic Celtic sex god and, heaven help her, the longer she gaped at his blatant male perfection, all she could think about was her overlarge breasts and the not-bad-but-definitely-there roll at the top of her belly. 
“Oh, dear,” she blurted, tightening the knot in the drying cloth as discreetly as she could. Her breasts still swelled over the top of the wrapping, but at least her tummy and her hips were covered.
Turning away, she dipped her hand in the bathwater, twirling her fingers in it as cheerily as she could. “The water’s still warm,” she said, risking a glance at him. “If you don’t mind sharing, it just occurred to me that maybe you’d like a bath, too?”
His smile faded. “I had a quick wash at a spring when I collected your heather. It was enough.”
“You might enjoy a real bath more.”
He seized her water-swirling hand and pressed a kiss to her fingers. “You know well what I’d enjoy. What I need.”
She jerked back her hand and scooted around the tub. “Still, I think-”
“Odin’s bones!” He was on her in a heartbeat, swooping her off her feet and carrying across the room. “Have done with such nonsense.” His dark eyes were fierce as he lowered her onto his bed. “You ought to know how much I desire you.”
Kira pulled a pillow on top of her belly. “I do know….” She trailed off, remembering how he’d almost worshipped her curves in their dreams. He’d called her lush, claiming her soft, warm body would fire his blood on even the coldest Highland nights. He’d smooth his hands all over her as he said the words, kissing her everywhere. Even so, this was now and no dream, and her belly was definitely a tad too soft.
Angry that she hadn’t taken better care of herself, she dug her fingers into the pillow, holding it firmly in place.
“What is bothering you, Kee-rah?” He glanced at the table, then back at her. “Shall I bring you an armful of heather next time? I will if a few sprigs weren’t enough to properly woo you.”
Her heart dipped. “I loved your heather. One sprig would’ve melted me. It isn’t that.” She paused, struggling to find the right words. “You see, I’ve gained a bit of weight since the last time we dreamt together.”
His brows shot upward. “By all the ancients! Think you I’d want a stick-woman in my bed?” 
“No, but-”
“Ne’er have I desired another woman more than you.” His gaze slid across her breasts and her pillow-padded belly, then swept down her thankfully good legs. “Alas,” he added, rubbing his chin with the back of his hand, “it would seem I must prove it to you.”
He stepped closer, pure male heat pouring off him.
Her pulse jumping, Kira watched as he pried her fingers from the pillow. He set it carefully aside, then stood back and folded his arms.
“Now the drying cloth.” He waited, every fierce, muscled inch of him daring her to defy him.
No, every fierce, muscled, and scarred inch, for standing this close and beneath the blaze of a well-burning wall torch, a scoring of faint, silvery scars winked from his hips and thighs. A rather fresh one slashed the side of his left arm. Sword marks, Kira knew. Battle tokens that she’d not noticed in their dreams. Not surprising, he wore them well, each one only making him more irresistible.
Dark, dangerous, and bearing marks of medieval warfare.
Kira swallowed, the notion making her pulse quicken. She looked up at him, her tummy roll forgotten. “You’re scars-”
“My battle scars are no’ near as interesting as the sweetness beneath that drying cloth.” His gaze slid over her, his burr thicker than ever before. “Have done with your coverings, lass. I would see you naked.”
With trembling fingers, Kira obliged. She untied the knot and yanked the linen from beneath her, letting the drying cloth fall to the floor. Cold air swept her, bringing gooseflesh and tightening her nipples, but she resisted the urge to reach for the covers. She couldn’t have moved if her life depended on it. Not with him looking at her as if he wanted to devour her whole.
He was not looking at her as if tummy rolls mattered to him.
His expression said he wanted to eat her alive.
“You take my breath,” he said, proving it. “Every luscious curve of you. Your breasts” – he paused, his gaze latching onto them – “are magnificent.” He reached for them, lightly caressing her nipples, then splaying his fingers across her fullness, palming and squeezing. “I will ne’er get enough of you,” he vowed, the words sending delicious shivers spilling all through her.
Especially there where he hadn’t yet looked.
Tingling flames of pleasure danced and pulsed between her legs, the fiery ache making her burn for more. She writhed on the bed, rocking her hips and biting back her cries. She didn’t want to rush the moment, the sweet savoring of this first real joining. Then a single breath escaped her and something flared in his eyes. Something primal and untamed, and so arousing she nearly choked on her need. 
“That’s my Kee-rah,” he praised, gliding one hand over her belly, then tracing a finger right down the center of her. The intimacy of his touch electrified her, shattering her control.
“I am yours.” She bent her legs and opened her knees, all reservations fleeing.
“My heart!” He looked down at her, his gaze burning as he swept his hands beneath her buttocks, his grip firm and demanding. “You, lass, ought e’er be clothed in naught but your skin and moon glow,” he vowed, his fingers digging into her smooth, plump flesh.
“And I’ve ached for you since the first moment I saw you,” she confessed, her throat getting thick again. “I dreamt of you even before our dreams began.”
“Och, sweetness, if you only knew how I longed for you. How I searched for you.” He leaned down to kiss her. A ravenous openmouthed kiss so incredible it was all she could do not to drag him down on top of her, wrapping her legs around his hips and then plunging her hand between them, closing her fingers around him and guiding him home.
There, where she needed him so badly.
Instead, he pulled back to rain kisses down the side of her neck. He nuzzled his face against her breasts, rubbing back and forth, losing himself in her scent and warmth, the smooth, satiny feel of her. “Lass,” he breathed, teasing at her nipples with light, barely there touches before he shoved his hair out of the way and drew one peak deep into his mouth, tasting and savoring her. Losing his soul. Each sweet suckling pull enflamed him more, the blaze of his need rivaling anything he’d ever felt in their dream-passions.
Dream-lust.
Nae, love, a bold voice shouted in his head.
He groaned and sucked harder on her nipple, grazing it with his teeth, the immensity of his need for her almost stopping his heart. Whate’er it was, love, lust, or both, it filled him now. A great roaring hunger inside him, all-consuming and out of control, its fury blinding him to all else. Only the naked woman on his bed mattered. His need to make her his, scorching him to the bone.
“This is how I need you.” He looked up, locking gazes with her. “Just so,” he vowed, smoothing a hand down her hip, then tracing light circles across her abdomen, his fingers just brushing the flame-red curls of her sex. “Naught but skin and pleasure between us.”
She gasped, her body quivering beneath him. “Yes, just us skin to skin,” she agreed, lifting her hips until his fingers were on her sleek, damp heat, the silky-soft feel of her breaking his restraint. 
“Och, lass, you shouldnae done that,” he warned, his mouth curving in just the kind of smile he knew would make her burn. “See you, now that I’m touching you with my fingers” – he slid his middle one right inside her – “I’ve a powerful need to feel you with all of me.”
“And I want the whole of you.” She writhed on the bed, her breath hitching. “Love me for real this time. I told you, I’ve ached for that since the first time I saw you.”
He looked at her for a long moment, not missing the flush of arousal staining her breasts or the brilliance of her eyes. Her kiss-swollen lips and the way she kept rocking her hips, pressing against his hand.
“You truly want this?” He had to ask. “There will be no regrets?”
“Yes, and no!” She slid a hand around his nape, pulling his mouth to hers for a kiss. “No regrets ever.”
Something inside him wound tight on her words, the fever of her kiss. It was a hot-spinning fire that set him hard as granite. “Then so be it.” Kissing her hungrily, he stretched his fingers across her slick heat, cupping her intimately. He rubbed with just enough pressure, circling his thumb over her most sensitive spot.
“O-o-oh!” She arched her back, nearly shooting off the bed.
Exultation flashed through him, making him even hotter and harder than before. “Now, sweetness, you will see just how real I am,” he promised, straddling her. “A more real man ne’er walked and breathed. Nor one who desires you more.”
He smoothed back her hair, wanting to see her face as he touched her. “You are mine.” He made the words an oath, his voice roughened by passion. “Now, and for all days to come. I will ne’er let you leave.”
“I don’t want to go anywhere.” She peered up at him, her gaze slipping right inside him. “Not ever.”
“The only place we’re going is where we’ve already been in our dreams.” Refusing to accept otherwise, he wound his fingers in her hair and claimed her lips in another deep, slaking kiss. 
She pulled away, her face troubled. “But our dreams are over. What if-”
“A MacDonald doesn’t allow what ifs.” He looked at her, willing her to believe him. “We’ve already walked a long path together. Now, this night, we join at the meeting of our destiny.”
Certain of it, he lowered his head to her breasts again, swirling his tongue over first one nipple, then the other. He needed the taste, feel, and scent of her, couldn’t live without drinking her in.
She was his destiny.
His life.
His heart fell wide with the knowledge. Everything about her was so familiar. He couldn’t remember having ever felt this way about a woman before. They shared an intimacy deeper than their dreams, almost as if he’d spent lifetimes holding her. And this was one he wasn’t going to let pass without her. 
No matter what keeping her might cost him. 
Need and longing filling him, he rained soft kisses across the swell of her breasts, her shoulders, and neck. He wanted to savor her so fully that he would forever carry her scent, wouldn’t be able to breathe without the essence of her flooding his senses. 
A husky moan rumbled low in his chest. A strangled sound some might call capitulation. Maybe even surrender. It mattered not. Only that he never again blink or waken and find her gone, his bed cold and his arms empty.
“Dinnae e’er say what if again.” He breathed the words against her skin. “Our joining is writ across our souls. Ignoring such a truth would be like trying to stem the tide with one’s bare hands.”
“Oh, I believe.” She locked her arms around him, holding him close. “I think I always have.”
“Then let me love you, lass. Now.” He reached down between them, nudging her thighs wider as he covered her body with his. “Mine,” he vowed, his throat too thick for anything else. His vitals so tight he half feared he’d burst before he could thrust into her.
But then she arched her hips and did some reaching of her own, curling her fingers around him and angling him closer. So near that her slick, female heat pulsed hotly against him, the silky-slippery wetness too tempting to resist.
He plunged into her, his soul splitting when she cried his name. Again and again, he kissed her, matching the strokes of his tongue to their mating, riding her harder and deeper and faster until she screamed and tossed beneath him, her nails scoring his shoulders. A woman on fire, she clung to him, her every gasp of pleasure, a deeper satisfaction than his own spilling seed.
The room tilted and whirled, the little flames of the oil lamps and the glow from the hearth fire blending into a crazed blur of fast-wheeling stars until his heart slowed and his breath came easier. 
Even then, his body still shuddered and her tight, female heat kept convulsing around him, the mingled scent of their pleasure a heady, intoxicating proof of the realness of their loving.
As was her soft, quiet breathing as she nestled close, her warmth and the damp, sated feel of her as reassuring as the solidness of his bedchamber’s walls. The sturdy thick-timbered frame of his great, curtained bed and the familiar night darkness filling the tall arched windows. All was as it should have been.
He hadn’t even realized he’d fallen asleep until he felt a persistent tapping on his shoulder.
He rolled off the bed and leapt to his feet, groping for his sword until he spied the still-bolted door. Relief flooding him, he wheeled around – and knew instantly why he’d been having such sweet dreams. 
Kira sat peering at him from the middle of the bed, beautifully naked and tempting, her hair sleep-tousled and her every curve limned by moonlight and shadow. The shadows prevailed, but there was enough silvery light to catch tantalizing glimpses. Now fully awake, he swept his gaze over her lush breasts and pouty nipples, dipping briefly to her fine legs, curled sweetly beneath her, before settling on the red curls between her thighs.
He drew a sharp breath, instantly hard.
She shifted on the bed, that one move giving him a quick flash of all of her.
Aidan’s blood ran burning hot. He stepped closer, his mouth curving in a devilish smile. “I would ne’er have believed you’d be more eager than in our dreams.” He tossed a glance at the window where the stars hadn’t even begun to pale. “It’s nowhere near daylight and already you want-”
“I couldn’t sleep.” She glanced aside, something in her tone freezing his smile.
“What is it?” He sat on the edge of the bed, looking at her. “Dinnae tell me you’re sorry we mated?”
“Oh, no, it isn’t that,” she said, her eyes troubled all the same.
He reached over and touched her face, then smoothed back her hair. “I dinnae like seeing you fashed, sweetness. Tell me what’s worrying you.”
She hesitated only a moment before she seized his hand, gripping hard. “I remembered your men saying you’d gone warring. You didn’t mention it, so I worried.”
Aidan’s smile returned. “Ach, you fretted for naught.” He lifted her hand for a kiss, nipped the tips of her fingers. “I wasn’t warring, only chasing vermin.”
She blinked. “You mean rats?”
He laughed. “So you could say, aye. But he’s caught now and whiling in my dungeon, so you needn’t concern yourself o’er him.”
“Oh,” she said in a relieved voice, “you mean rats of the two-legged variety?”
“Indeed,” Aidan confirmed, still kissing her fingertips. “My own cousin, Conan Dearg. A blight to our clan and the worst scourge to e’er walk the heather.”
She gasped.
Aidan’s smile faded.
“Conan Dearg?” She stared at him, wide-eyed. “Did I hear you correctly? He’s the man in your dungeon?”
“Unless the weasel’s transformed himself into another, aye, that’ll be him. Conan Dearg, my cousin. Only remaining son of my father’s baseborn half-brother.” He looked at her, not liking the way her face was paling. “It’s rumored he had done with his sire, then his own brothers, one by one, hoping to lay claim to Ardcraig Castle. With that ambition long accomplished, he’s set his sights higher in recent times, casting his eye on Wrath as well.”
“Dear God.” Kira turned even whiter than before. “I can’t believe I forgot him. I should have warned you straight away. But everything happened so fast and I-”
“Whoa, lass.” Aidan pushed to his feet. “How can you know Conan Dearg?”
“I don’t know him,” she said, scrambling off the bed after him. “I know of him. From books.”
Aidan frowned, one of his best. “You’ve read of him in books? In this future time of yours?”
She nodded, looking miserable. “According to Scottish history, he’s the man who killed you.”
Aidan stared at her, feeling the floor give way and the room spin wildly.
This time not in bliss.



CHAPTER TEN
Several hours later, Kira sat in a heavy oaken chair in Aidan’s privy solar, once again properly dressed in fitting, period-suitable clothing, up to and including a fresh and floppy pair of over-sized cuarans and not a stitch of underwear. Most importantly, she was more convinced than ever that she now knew the reason she’d been sent back in time. She also had a pretty good idea of what she was supposed to do about it, even if a certain fierce and stubborn warrior chieftain felt otherwise.
She knew.
And all his pacing and bluster wouldn’t change a thing.
Pointedly ignoring the tempting platter of bannocks, butter, and honey winking at her from the table beside her chair, she folded her hands in her lap and waited for his next barrage of questions.
When they didn’t come, she took a deep breath. “It must be as clear to you as it is to me.” She lifted her voice just in case Aidan couldn’t hear her where he stood across the solar, glaring out a window. The day had turned cold and dark, with a sleety wind blowing off the sea. Not that she’d let howling gales and glowers stop her from saying what needed to be said. “There can be no question,” she contended. “I was sent here to save you and-”
He huffed. “I dinnae need a lass to save me.”
Kira pressed her lips together and stared at his back, willing him to be reasonable. “I believe the gatehouse arch will work in reverse. My purpose is to return us to my world.”
He spun around. “Us? Why would I be wanting that?” he demanded, his hands curling around his sword belt. “I like my world fine and dinnae want to leave it. Nor, I thought, did you.” He narrowed his eyes at her, his look challenging. “Or did my ears fool me when you said you wished to stay?”
“That was before you reminded me about Conan Dearg.” Kira sighed. “Now things are different. Besides, I meant I wished to stay with you. It doesn’t matter to me in what time that is.”
“It matters to me.” He strode to the hearth and took an iron poker to jab at the glowing peats. “I cannae just disappear through some time portal, as you call it. I have duties here, important ones.” He straightened, his face grim. “A Highland chieftain’s life is no’ just filled with cattle raiding and leading men into battle. Teaching the young lads to swing a sword and stand unafraid no matter what comes at them. We must also speak true at all times, keep our promises, and honor the clan elders. We care for the weak and ill, and give shelter to our widows and orphans.”
Setting aside the poker, he clasped his hands behind his back and began pacing. “We hold councils and are allies, e’er ready to support our friends when they need us, just as we punish those men who behave badly.”
Kira frowned and reached down to stroke old Ferlie’s head. Newly washed and pleasant smelling, thanks to her insistence, her used bath water, and two somewhat reluctant kitchen lads, the great beast lay curled on the floor rushes beside her chair, snoring contentedly. Unfortunately, sweet-smelling or no, his shaggy, medieval-looking bulk, as well as the smoking, hissing flames of a nearby wall torch, only underscored the harshness of Aidan’s world. As did the solar’s thick, whitewashed walls and the eye-stinging peat-haze tingeing the air.
The discreet but there-all-the-same door to the one-holed chute garderobe tucked into a hidden corner of the room. A tiny, foul-reeking chamber that had never seen the likes of petal-soft toilet paper or spring-scented air freshener. Yet the soft, golden glow from the many beeswax candles, and the jeweled colors of the richly embroidered tapestries, lent an irresistible air of the distant and faraway.
It truly was a world so like the romantic whimsy of her dreams, yet so different, too.
A world that belonged to Aidan, not her.
Just as her world was a place Conan Dearg couldn’t reach him.
“Clan Donald’s name has e’er been a testament of greatness.” He glanced at her, his gaze heated. “I will no’ pass from history as the first to break such a noble line.”
“I know you have duties, and pride.” She looked up, not caring for the tight set of his jaw.
“They are more than duties and go deeper than pride.” He dropped to one knee before her, taking her hand with both of his. “I have responsibilities that my honor willnae allow me to turn my back on.”
She blew out a breath. “Your responsibilities won’t matter a whit if you are dead.”
To her annoyance, he squeezed her fingers and flashed one of his smug, alpha male smiles. “Then tell me again, Kee-rah, how the books say I died.”
“Exactly as I’ve already told you.” Kira shoved a lock of hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “Every book I have says you died at the hands of your cousin, Conan Dearg. One, a self-published book by a man called Wee Hughie MacSporran, goes into greater detail, claiming Conan Dearg locked you in your own dungeon, leaving you to starve on a diet of salt beef and fouled water.”
“Och, lass, dinnae you see? You are fashing yourself for naught.” His alpha male smile turned triumphant, spreading across his face. He sprang to his feet, pulling her up with him. “Your books erred, though the self-published one, whate’er that means, is closer to the truth than the others. Conan Dearg did not lock me in my dungeon. It is the blackguard himself who whiles there, wasting away on salt beef and rancid water. Wee Hughie MacSporran, whoe’er he claims to be, mistook us, switching my fate with my cousin’s.” 
Kira smoothed back her hair again, fighting the desperation beginning to spin inside her.
Looking bolder and more confident than ever, Aidan folded his arms. “I am no’ concerned about this Hughie man.”
He made a dismissive gesture. “It matters not. His book is wrong.”
“I’m not so sure.” Kira inhaled a tight breath, the image of Wee Hughie’s book flashing across her mind. She could still see his name and the words historian, storyteller, and keeper of tradition almost larger than the slim volume’s title. She suppressed a shudder, memories of the self-inflated tour guide-cum-author’s preening on her long-ago coach tour flooding back to her.
Never would she forget his grand camera poses in front of the Robert Bruce statue at Bannockburn and how he’d gone on and on about being directly descended from the well-loved hero king, as well as every other great name in Scottish history.
Including Clan Donald.
She winced, hearing the swellhead’s boasts as clearly as if she’d last seen him yesterday.
Too bad for her, she also remembered Mara McDougall-Douglas’s husband, Alex, claiming that Rivers of Stone: A Highlander’s Ancestral Journey was a “fine book” and that Wee Hughie MacSporran was exceptionally well-versed in Highland legends and lore.
A notion that made her stomach twist into a cold, tight knot.
Alex Douglas hadn’t struck her as man who’d give praise where it wasn’t due.
Wishing she felt otherwise, she turned to the table and poured herself a cup of the odd-tasting medieval wine, just another difference she hadn’t yet adjusted to. But wet was wet, and she needed to do something about her dry mouth before she could speak.
Draining the cup, she set it down with a clack, then turned back to face Aidan, not at all surprised to see him still wearing his smug look.
“I hate to say it,” she began, bracing herself, “but I think the book is right and you’re wrong.”
He lifted one brow. “Why would you be thinking that?”
“Because I’ve met the author.” She lifted her chin, ignoring how the cold knot inside her was drawing tighter, even starting to pulse. “He was a tour guide on my first trip to Scotland, the one I saw you on. He’s even related to you, if he wasn’t lying. Either way, I didn’t like him. He struck me as being quite full of himself, but he did seem to know a lot about Scottish history.”
Aidan humphed. “I’ll wager he was full of naught but too much Highland wind.”
“He was, as far as boasting about his illustrious ancestors,” she agreed. “A shame, because he was also filled with fascinating anecdotes about the places we visited. He’s the one who told us about Castle Wrath as our tour bus approached your cliff. If his tales hadn’t been so stirring, I might not have felt such an urge to trek out here and have a look. Had I not, we might never have met.”
She paused. “Even so, the real reason I believe his book is right is because someone I trust praised his knowledge. I stopped near Oban on my way here, at Ravenscraig Castle, and-”
“Ravenscraig?” He looked at her, his brows almost on the ceiling. “That place is a den of cross-grained MacDougall devils. They can’t be trusted farther than the length of a sword.”
“They were nice to me.” Kira bristled. No one bad-talked her friends, no matter how hunky or good in bed. Or even medieval. “Mara McDougall is American like me. She’s a friend of my family and just happened to marry a Highlander. His name is Alex, Sir Alex Douglas, and they own Ravenscraig in my time. He’s the one who gave me a copy of Wee Hughie’s book. It was in their gift shop.”
“Ah, well, that’s good to hear – a Douglas lairding it at Ravenscraig.” He folded his arms, not looking a bit remorseful. “Theirs is a fine name, one of the strongest in the land. After MacDonald, of course.”
“You’d like Alex. He reminded me of you. He has this air about him, almost as if he could stride right into your time and be instantly at home.” She glanced aside, surprised by a sudden rush of emotion. Images of Ravencraig’s One Cairn Village whirled across her mind, her throat thickening as she remembered the warm welcome she’d received there. “If you met Alex, you’d understand why I trust his word on Wee Hughie’s book.”
Aidan humphed again, his admiration for the great Clan Douglas clearly not going that far.
Kira sighed. “I wish I could have showed you the book, but I lost it when I time traveled. It slipped from my fingers and fell into a crack in the top of the gatehouse arch.”
“I would hear of Ameri-cains and tour buses,” he declared as if she hadn’t spoken. He helped himself to a cup of wine, then eyed her over its rim as he sipped, clearly no longer interested in discussing Wee Hughie and his book. “Are these tour buses only used by Ameri-cains and are they anything like the flying machines you told me of earlier?”
She frowned.
This conversation wasn’t running in the right direction.
Wishing she’d never let him maneuver her from modern-day books on Clan Donald to airplanes, she put back her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Tour buses are like the flying machines, but on wheels and without wings. They’re smaller and never leave the ground. And, yes, lots of American tourists use them. In the Scotland of my time, they’re called coaches.”
Aidan nodded, sagely.
“I thought as much,” he said, clearly attempting to appear knowledgeable.
“A-hem,” Tavish’s deep voice cut in, surprising them both. “Pardon the intrusion,” he said, stepping out of the shadows by the door, “but Cook is in a dither o’er the preparations for the feast to celebrate Conan Dearg’s capture. He wants your permission to dip into the better spices and-”
“If you didn’t mean to disturb, you could have knocked.” Aidan flashed a frown at the gaping door, then at his long-nosed friend. “Yon door was closed, if I recall. No’ that the like has e’er bother you.”
The lout feigned a look of innocence. “Had I known you weren’t alone, I would have called out before I entered.”
“Say you?” Aidan knew better. “Had I no’ seen you standing in a niche in the stair tower, kissing one of the laundresses as my lady and I made our way down the steps, I might be inclined to believe you. As is” – he looked down to flick at his plaid – “I caught your quick, sideways glance as we passed.”
Tavish gave a half-shrug. “That was hours ago.”
Aidan rubbed a hand across the back of his neck, well aware of the pointlessness in arguing. He did frown when Tavish lifted his arms in mock surrender, then crossed the room to kiss Kira’s hand with an unnecessary flourish.
An exaggerated flair that almost made Aidan forget how much he loved the man. Displeased all the same, he eyed him. “You have better to do than skulk about plastering your ears to doors and hiding in shadows.”
Tavish straightened, not at all repentant. “Be that as it may, Cook is driving everyone in the kitchens half mad with his rantings. I thought you ought know.”
Not believing a word, Aidan slung an arm around his friend’s shoulders and led him toward the table. Pouring a brimming cup of wine, he thrust it into the Tavish’s hands. “Cook has ne’er cared to consult me on kitchen matters so long as he’s wielded his stew ladle. We both know he’ll be fussing about something on the day we lower him into God’s good earth.”
“That may well be,” Tavish agreed.
Folding his arms, Aidan watched him take an all-too-leisurely sip of wine. “Out with it, my friend. How long were you standing at the door, straining your ears?”
“He only just walked in. I saw him from the corner of my eye,” Kira defended him, telling as tall a tale as Tavish.
“See?” Tavish smiled and set down his wine cup. “You insulted me for naught.”
Aidan grunted. “It is impossible to insult you. Your hide is thicker than an ox’s. Further, even if Cook wished my consent to plunder our stores of spices, he would have sent a kitchen lad. So tell me why you’re here.”
Tavish’s jaunty smile vanished. “Would you believe to save your hide? Leastways, to inform you of certain stirrings in the hall.”
Aidan sighed, believing his friend indeed.
Not that he was wont to admit it.
Instead, he folded his arms and cocked a brow, waiting.
To his credit, Tavish didn’t squirm. He did cast an uncomfortable glance at Ferlie. “Your men are no’ pleased about having been ordered to bathe the castle dogs,” he said, a frown marring his handsome face. “I suspect they fear they’ll be next.”
“Oh, dear.” Kira spoke up. “That’s my fault-”
Aidan held up a hand to silence her. “Nae,” he said, snatching up a choice bannock and tossing it to Ferlie, “The time is long past that Wrath’s dogs stop fouling the air with their stink. My men, too, now that I think of it.”
“As you wish.” Tavish didn’t bat an eye. “Shall I see that they cease their bickering?”
In answer, Aidan took him by the elbow and ushered him toward the door. “Just tell them that anyone no’ bathed and clean-smelling within two days, will find themselves scouring the cesspit and then scrubbing each other until their buttocks shine like a bairn’s. Now off with you, and dinnae return unless we’re attacked.”
Tavish nodded, but jerked free just before Aidan could shove him out the door. Twisting round, he looked across the room to Kira. “The parchments and scribing goods you wished have been left in Aidan’s bedchamber.” He made her a slight bow. “If you need more, let me know.”
Then he was gone.
Disappearing into his infernal shadows before Aidan could have the pleasure of closing the door on him.
He shut it, regardless. He even slid home the drawbar, though there wasn’t any need. What he needed was to get to the bottom of the goings-on in his castle. Things he wouldn’t mind at all had a certain flame-haired, big-bosomed vixen taken the time to mention them to him.
“When did you ask Tavish for scribing goods?” He turned to fix her with his best I-am-laird-and-you’d-better-answer-me-now stare.
She jutted her chin, not looking a bit impressed. “This morning,” she admitted, her gaze bold. “But I didn’t ask him directly. I mentioned it to the woman who brought me new clothes when you stepped out of the room to leave me to my ablutions.”
Aidan nodded. “One of the laundresses, then.”
Kira shrugged. “Whatever. I wanted the parchment and ink to keep record of my thoughts.”
She blew out a breath of relief when he nodded again, apparently believing her.
Not that she wished to deceive him, but at the moment, she didn’t want to discuss her need to put together a story for Dan Hillard. Her piece, though she’d add a caveat at the end never to reveal her identity. 
Whether she ever found herself thrust back to modern times or not, she didn’t want to be plunged into the limelight. Heaven forbid, to be made an object for dissection on the Internet. The Viking affair had been bad enough. If ever her account of her experiences came into Dan’s hands, he need only have the parchment carbon dated to prove the validity of her tale.
Such a story would thrust Destiny Magazine into the big league and bring Dan a fortune.
A good turn he deserved, even if it meant being a bit secretive.
Aidan, too, had his duties and loyalties, as he’d said himself.
So she took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, preparing to use her mother’s best strategy for avoiding sticky wickets.
Diversion.
“Are you really going to hold a feast to celebrate your cousin’s capture?” She pounced the instant he rejoined her beside the solar’s hearth fire. 
Aidan slid his arms around her, pulling her close. “Aye, I must. My people expect and deserve it. Locking him in the dungeon is no’ enough.” He slid his hands over her shoulders, down her back. “They need the forgetting of a feast, see you? With luck, a fine and rollicking one can be arranged within a fortnight.”
“Your cousin is that bad?” Kira couldn’t believe it.
“He is worse.” Aidan’s gut clenched at the thought of all the souls on Conan Dearg’s conscience. “He has but one redeeming quality, though I am at a loss to explain it.”
“What?” Kira angled her head, peering at him. “Is he a horse whisperer or something?”
Aidan frowned, not sure what a horse whisperer was, but knowing full well that wasn’t what he’d meant. “Och, nae,” he said, shaking his head. “Conan Dearg is none the like. What he is, is a charmer. There hasn’t been a maid yet born who can resist him.”
“I don’t think he’d impress me.” She flicked an invisible speck off her skirts. “From what I’m hearing about him, I’m surprised women even glance at him.”
“Och, they look.” Aidan refilled his wine cup, drinking deeply. “They gaze and go all moony-eyed, flocking to him like bees to a hive. He’s a great fiery-haired devil, bold and handsome, strong as a wild Highland bull.” 
“It sounds like he needs to be de-bulled.”
Aidan threw back his head and laughed, then caught himself, stunned to realize he hadn’t laughed in longer than he could remember. “Aye, lopping off his bits should’ve been done long ago,” he agreed, serious again. “But he’s suffering a meet end now. No’ that his passing will bring back the victims of his viciousness.”
Dismay flickered in Kira’s eyes. “There were many?”
“More than a soul can rightly count.” Aidan leaned a hip against the table, considering how much he should share with her. “He used to send large stones sailing down from the battlements of Ardcraig’s keep onto the heads of any unwelcome visitors who’d somehow slipped past his gatehouse. The gods only know how many hapless wayfarers seeking no more than a night’s lodging were brained in such a manner. He’d designed a special stone-throwing device and tied ropes around the stones, using his contraption to haul them up to be dropped again if the first aim failed to flatten a man.”
Pausing, he sighed deeply and looked away. The gusting wind was lessening now and great swaths of mist rolled past the solar windows, turning the night into a shifting mass of chill, damp gray.
“Dinnae worry, the career of his stone-throwing device was short-lived. Those days ended when he accidentally dropped a stone on his favorite mistress, killing her.” His head ached just recalling his cousin’s villainy. “She was the wife of one of his best allies and had taken it upon herself to pay him a surprise visit. Sad for the lady, she disguised herself as a man, and although she gave her identity to the guards, passing unhindered through the gatehouse, in the dark of night Conan Dearg mistook her for a stranger. Someone he didn’t care to be pestered by.”
He glanced back to Kira, not surprised to find her staring at him with rounded eyes.
“Good heavens.” She pressed a hand to her breast. “Too bad the husband didn’t kill him.”
“Och, he tried, well enough,” Aidan told her, stretching his arms over his head and cracking his knuckles. “He rode hotfoot to Ardcraig to challenge him as soon as he heard. Their clash lasted all of a heartbeat, with Conan Dreag cleaving the man in two before he’d scarce whipped his blade from its scabbard.” He lowered his arms, looking at her. “My cousin is an expert swordsman.”
Kira shuddered. “I think he’s also crafty,” she said, now more determined than ever to persuade Aidan to return to her time with her.
“Aye, that he is,” he agreed, glancing at the windows again, his expression hardening. “Cunning and devious as the wiliest fox.”
“I’ve always liked foxes.” Kira smoothed the soft, red-gold wool of her skirts, thinking how much the rich color resembled a fox pelt. “I once read a romance novel where a really cute little fox with magical eyes was a meddling wise woman’s familiar. She was called Devorgilla and I think the fox’s name was Somerled.”
“Somerled?” Aidan shot a sharp glance at her. “I dinnae think my like-named forebear, who styled himself King of the Isles, would’ve cared for that. And you, sweetness, wouldn’t appreciate my cousin’s kind of foxing.” He reached to pull her against him. “With surety, I say you.”
“No doubt.” Her heart began to flutter as he took her in his arms, drawing her close.
“Indeed.” He slid a hand beneath her hair, gently massaging the back of her head. “Conan Dearg’s craftiness would put Satan’s most devious minions to shame. Once, many years ago, he took a dislike to one of his younger garrison men. The lad was a bit of a rogue and bonnie enough to catch the eye of one of my cousin’s ladyloves. Much to Conan Dearg’s annoyance, because of the lad’s sunny disposition and ready laughter, he was also popular with the other men.”
Kira shivered, guessing the outcome. “Don’t tell me he ended up in two pieces?”
Aidan shook his head. “Nae, praise the gods, he was one of the few to escape my cousin’s grasp. But only by the grace of a passing MacKenzie galley and the good eyes and ears of those who happened to be on board.”
Kira’s jaw slipped. “Did your cousin set him adrift in a leaky boat or something?
“Or something, aye,” Aidan told her in a voice like steel. “Because of the lad’s popularity, he bided his time, not wanting to rouse suspicion. Opportunity finally arose when a ewe tumbled off a cliff, landing unharmed on a narrow rock ledge halfway between the cliff-top and the sea.”
Releasing her, he pushed away from the table to pace again, distaste making it impossible to stand still. Even with his sweet tamhasg pliant and warm against him.
“Agility was another of the lad’s many talents, and so my cousin approached him, saying he’d chosen him to fetch the poor ewe,” he continued, a chill passing through him as he remembered the deed. “Together with two other men, they went out to the cliffs, a remote place far from prying eyes and where a call for help wouldn’t be heard. Eager to please, and just as keen to rescue the ewe, the lad let himself be lowered on a rope down the cliff to the small foot-hold of a ledge.”
“Ropes and cliffs again?” Kira looked at him with a frown. She didn’t shudder, but her opinion of his world’s harsher aspects rippled all over her.
His mouth twisted. “Ach, lass,” he said, wincing inside, “such is our way of life. The cliffs hold a rich harvest for us. Seabirds, with their eggs and oil, the latterly being a fuel we use to light our lamps. When a beast loses its footing and slips o’er an edge, if it survives the fall, we fetch it. Men here learn to brave the cliffs soon after their first steps. Some women as well, as you know from Annie MacQueen’s fate.”
“So what was the young man’s fate?” She drew a breath, her face pale. “Did he, too, plunge into the sea?”
“Nae….” Aidan hesitated, wishing he’d ne’er mentioned the lad. “He reached the ledge with ease, but before he could secure the end of the rope around the ewe, the rope went slack in his hands. Looking up, he saw its other end sailing down towards him. The two other men were apparently sacrificed to guarantee their silence.”
Kira gasped. “That’s horrible.” 
“To be sure.” He came back to her, crossing the room with purposeful strides. “Had it not been for the MacKenzies hearing his cries when they sailed past, a shade too close to the cliffs, he’d surely have died there,” he said, putting his hands on her shoulders. “As it was, the MacKenzies anchored in the next cove, sending men to climb the cliffs and then toss down a fresh rope, rescuing both the lad and the ewe.”
“Thank goodness.” Kira exhaled. “But how did you find out? Did he come here after his rescue?”
“Ach, nae, he had more sense than that and sailed
on to Kintail with the MacKenzies, settling and eventually marrying there. The tale did not reach us here at a Wrath until some years later when a wandering bard mentioned having met him at a feast at Eilean Creag Castle, the MacKenzie stronghold.”
He paused to stroke her cheek. “You needn’t look so worried, sweetness,” he said, lighting a finger across her lips. “The bard told us the MacKenzie chieftain, a man styled as the Black Stag of Kintail, took a great liking to the lad and saw that he received every comfort and a warm welcome into that clan.”
“But…” Kira broke off, frowning. “Didn’t anyone wonder what happened to the three missing men?”
Aidan arched a brow. “You mean before the bard’s arrival?”
She nodded.
He gave a half-smile. “I told you my cousin is cunning,” he reminded her. “He crafted an explanation no one would question, claiming the men set sail for the Isle of Barra, hoping to enjoy a bit of carouse and wenching with our allies, the MacNeils. They are generous, openhanded hosts and notorious wenchers. Many of the younger clansmen hereabouts like paying calls there. Some of the older ones, too.”
“And you?” 
“Me?” Amusement sparked in his eyes. “I will no’ lie to you, lass. To be sure, I’ve enjoyed visiting the Barra MacNeils. And, aye, I’ve savored the lustier revels they offer their guests, but” – he took her hand and pressed a quick kiss to her palm, another to the back of her wrist – “the MacNeils have no’ seen me in recent times.”
She blinked. “Why not?”
“Ah, my precious lass, I think you know,” he said, his half-smile broadening into a grin.
“Maybe I’d like to hear the words.”
“Then you shall have them.” His gaze dipped to her breasts as he carefully undid her gown’s laces, then eased open her bodice, allowing him to caress her naked skin. “My world isn’t all harshness and cruelty,” he said, his touch causing an immediate melting between her thighs. “Many are the pleasures, including those that men find on the Isle of Barra. You are my joy and have been since that first day I saw you. Since then, my only reason for e’er sailing to Barra, has been to quench my need for you.”
“With other women-…oh!” Her breath caught when his fingers brushed a nipple.
Squeezing it gently, he looked down, watching as the nipple tightened beneath his lazy toyings. “With. Other. Women. Aye.” He spoke the words slowly, his gaze riveted on her breasts. “Poor substitutes for the one woman I burned to have for my own.”
“Oh, Aidan.” She bit her lip, her heart melting this time.
He looked up at her, the blaze in his eyes scorching her soul. “‘Tis you I want, Kee-rah. You and no other for the rest of my days.”
She nodded, her blasted throat once more too thick for words.
“I cannae recall the names of those other women, nor even their faces, save that I sought out ones that minded me of you.” He cupped her breasts with both hands, kneading and plumping them. “All I can remember is the emptiness I felt inside each time I left their beds. That, and my gnawing need for the woman in my dreams.”
Aidan! Her voice sounded strange in her ears, urgent and roughened, blurred by the roar of her pulse, the wild thundering of her heart. “I couldn’t bear to lose you.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, willing to plead. “Please come back to my time with me. You can’t stay here. I know your cousin will kill you. He-”
“Will no’ have me running away with my tail between my legs like a frightened and whipped cur.” He shook his head, raised a hand to silence her protest. “MacDonalds do not flee from their foes. They fight them and win the day. Conan Dearg’s days are past.”
Kira glanced away. “He doesn’t sound like someone easy to defeat.” She felt chilled, worry squeezing her chest. “You said he’s an expert swordsman.”
He snorted. “You doubt that I am as good?” He arched a brow, all arrogant chieftain again. “Sweet lass, I am better.”
“Even so-”
“He is in my dungeon and powerless.”
His mouth crashed down over hers, claiming her lips in a deep, searing kiss. Hot, hard and demanding. “All this talk of him has left a bad taste on the back of my tongue,” he vowed, breaking away to look at her. “I’ve a powerful need to banish it with something sweet!”
In a blink, he was on his knees, her skirts shoved up to her hips and his face but a breath away from that-part-of-her-that-should-be-wearing-panties. 
Kira stilled, unable to move. Not wanting to. She looked down, the way he was staring at her there, making her wet.
“Oh, no,” she gasped.
“Och, aye, lass.” His sexy Scottish voice was deep, husky with passion. “This is the sweetness I crave. You, all hot, wet, and slippery.” 
He glanced up, the heat in his gaze sizzling her as he jerked her skirts up even higher, then leaned close, nipping and kissing his way up the inside of her thighs before he buried his face between her legs and licked her.
Crying out, she fisted her hands and threw back her head, arching into him and almost climaxing the first time he flicked his tongue over her clit.
“Don’t stop,” she breathed, her knees nearly giving out on her when he replaced his tongue with a circling finger and then licked along the center of her, plunging his tongue right into her. Deep, deep inside her. “O-o-oh, my God! Aidan….”
Aidan!
The rough and urgent voice again, not hers at all, and this time followed by a loud pounding on the door.
They both froze, passion doused.
Tavish shouted, “Come, man! Open the door!”
Aidan shot to his feet, his face a mask of fury. “I’ll kill the bastard,” he snarled, storming across the room and yanking open the door. “Did I no’ tell you-”
“It’s the lad, Kendrew,” Tavish panted, bursting into the room. “He’s been hurt, out by the gatehouse. Men just carried him in the hall.”
Aidan swore. “The gatehouse? What happened? Was there trouble with the other squires?”
“He had a skirmish, aye. But no’ with any boy.”
“Then who?”
Tavish looked uncomfortable. “If he’s to be believed,” he said, slanting a look at Kira, “it was your cousin.”
“Conan Dearg?” Aidan stared at him. “That’s no’ possible.”
Tavish shrugged. “Aye, it cannae be. Conan Dearg is still in the dungeon. I checked myself.”
“What happened?” Kira joined them. A bad feeling deep in her bones made her chest go tight. “Kendrew was in a scuffle at the gatehouse? Could he have mistaken one of the guards for Aidan’s cousin?”
“My guards wouldn’t fall upon the lad.” Aidan shot her a frown. 
Tavish snorted. “That, my friend, is what Kendrew claims happened.
Aidan’s eyes widened. “What? That Conan Dearg fell on him?”
“Nae.” Tavish shook his head. “He said the blackguard leapt onto him. From the top of the gatehouse arch. Kendrew babbled that he saw Conan Dearg up there, creeping about on his hands and knees. When he called to him, he says the craven jumped down on top of him, knocking him into the mounting block before running away across the bailey.”
Aidan rubbed his jaw. “That doesn’t make sense.”
Kira looked at him, Kendrew’s tale making perfect sense to her.
Aidan’s cousin had an accomplice at Wrath. Someone willing to let him in and out of the dungeon. Even scarier, he’d learned about the gatehouse arch.
And he was trying to find out how to use it.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Kira noticed two things the moment she followed Aidan and Tavish into the smoke-hazed, torchlit great hall. How quickly two plaid-wrapped, sword-toting Highlanders could plow their way through a teeming, jam-packed crowd of men, and the sharp, metallic smell of blood.
Trying to close her nose against the latter, she hurried after them. She couldn’t help noting the way half the men present glanced aside as she dashed past them. Not surprisingly, the other half gaped at her, their bearded faces filled with suspicion.
Or hostility.
Only one soul ignored her.
A portly, ruddy-faced giant of a man who needed only a furred, sleeveless jerkin and a silvered helmet to look like one of the Vikings who’d once ruled Wrath. Tall, broad-shouldered, and with a wild mane of reddish blond hair, he would’ve looked genial dressed in anything but his somber, dark robes. Maybe even like a merry, red-cheeked Norse Santa, were he not so focused on the strapping youth sprawled on his back across the rough planks of a trestle table pushed close to the hearth fire.
Obviously a healer, the man stood at the head of the table, gently probing an egg-sized lump on Kendrew’s forehead. He glanced up at Aidan’s approach. “He’s no’ by his wits,” he said, the words loud in the quiet of the hall. “The blow to his head is making him spout foolery. He’ll fare better once he’s rested.”
Aidan humphed. “I’d hear what happened. From the lad, or whoe’er. And someone – anyone – take men to comb the castle and grounds.” Stepping up to the table, he frowned when Kendrew moaned. “The lad didn’t end up like this from tangling with a mist wraith.”
The healer shrugged. “The sharp edge of the mounting block could’ve cut his shoulder. The knot on his head might be from the block’s stone as well,” he suggested, pulling on his beard. “Depends on how hard he fell.”
“Pah!” quipped an older woman hovering close. “He didn’t fall. Conan Dearg attacked him. The lad swore it.”
A second, equally grizzled woman, clucked in agreement.
She held a laver while the other dipped a rag into the bloodied water, then swabbed at the gash in Kendrew’s shoulder. “Aye,” she gabbled, turning bright eyes on Aidan, “the laddie said your cousin waved something strange at him, laughing that he’d now ‘best every foe, because he’d see them coming before the battle began.’” Straightening thin shoulders, the crone flashed a gap-toothed smile and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Conan Dearg then leapt down from the arch, knocking the poor laddie into the mounting block and dashing him on the head with the object.” 
“The object?” Aidan folded his arms.
“The thing he claimed would let him see any foe’s approach,” the other old woman chirped, once more dipping her rag into the laver.
Kira stared at the two ancients in horror, scarce hearing their babbling. She saw only the youth’s shoulder gash and the filthy rag clutched in the woman’s gnarled and age-spotted hand.
Medieval healing at its finest.
Hygiene at its worst.
Shuddering, she clutched Aidan’s arm, pulling him back from the table. 
“Make them stop,” she urged him, her voice rising when the rag-dipping old woman tossed the dripping cloth onto the floor rushes, then produced another, promptly blowing her nose into its ratty-looking folds before plunging the thing deep into Kendrew’s wound. “He’ll get an infection! Maybe even die. Those filthy rags are full of germs.”
“Hush, Kee-rah.” Aidan patted her hand. “Nils and the birthing sisters know what they’re about.”
“Oh, no, they don’t.” She glanced at them, her whole body trembling. “They’ll only make it worse.” 
“Leave be, lass,” Aidan warned again, but three startled faces were already looking her way. 
The tiniest, most wizened woman peered sharply at her, her lips tightening to a thin, disapproving line. The rag-dipper appeared confused, her knotty hand still pressing the offending cloth against Kendrew’s shoulder until Nils swelled his broad chest and plucked the cloth from her hand. Instead of tossing it onto the rushes, he dropped it into a pail at his feet.
“Lass!” he boomed, fixing Kira with a twinkling blue-eyed stare, “I dinnae understand half of what you said, but what I did grasp, is just what I’ve been trying to get through the thick heads of certain she-biddies for years!”
Planting beefy hands on his hips, he cast a frown on the two old women. “To think they call themselves midwives,” he scolded, his tone good-natured all the same. “Me, having seen the work of the great healers of the East, and some here still choose not to heed me when I tell them to use clean lengths of linen and fresh water on wounds.”
“Fresh, boiled water,” Kira allowed, sensing an ally in Nils the healer. 
Even if the so-called clean bits of linen he was now pulling from some hidden cache in his robes, looked anything but snowy white.
They’d surely never been bleached or disinfected.
But they were a vast improvement over the ghastly rags the birthing sisters seemed so fond of.
A chill running through her, she opened her mouth to say more, but glanced at Aidan first. Relief swept her when he jerked a quick nod, giving her his approval.
At his elbow, Tavish grinned. “Nils learned the healing arts in Jaffa.” He edged close so only she could hear him. “He went there as a lad, tagging along on an uncle’s pilgrimage to the Holy Sepulchre, but the poor man succumbed to the journey. Nils was stranded there for years, learning much before he could return. Naught you might say will shock him.”
No’ even talk of flying machines and tour buses filled with Ameri-cains? Kira was sure she heard Aidan mutter beneath his breath.
She wasn’t about to comment, not here in his hall.
She did hesitate, her gaze flicking between the healer, Tavish, and Aidan.
Then she glanced at Kendrew, his pale face and glittering eyes, deciding her.
She had to help him.
“These, too, should be boiled.” She indicated two impossibly large bone needles lying on a nearby stool, a suspicious coil of horse-tail thread revealing their purpose. “Kendrew could catch an infec- … I mean, it could go bad for him if these things aren’t properly cleaned before they’re put to use.”
The two old women sniffed in unison.
The men who’d narrowed eyes at her upon entering the hall crowded round, looking on expectantly. Those who’d averted their gazes, shook their heads and grumbled. They all pressed forward, curiosity winning out over stubbornness.
Nils the Viking hooted and grabbed her arm, pulling her closer to the table. Grinning, he thrust one of his almost-clean cloths into her hands. 
“She’ll bespell him!” someone objected from the throng.
“Be wary, Nils!” another agreed. “You might find those healing cloths turned into snakes next time you reach for one!”
Ignoring them, Nils handed her a bowl of unsavory-looking paste. “This is woundwort,” he told her. “My own special betony healing salve. If you aren’t faint of heart, you can apply it to Kendrew’s shoulder. It’ll help draw out the evil.”
“Of course.” Kira took the bowl, steeling herself. “I should wash my hands first.” She forced a smile, not wanting to offend. “You should, too. Anyone who touches-”
“Ho, Nils! You speak of evil. I say she be wicked.” A female voice cut her off, rising clear and angry from somewhere near. “Telling a healer and his helpers how to care for the lad!”
Spinning about, Kira almost collided with the speaker, a beautiful woman with the creamiest skin and brightest hair she’d ever seen. Flame-bright hair that glistened in the torchlight, her braid swinging as she plunked down a basket of fresh linens at Nil’s feet, then whipped around to disappear into the crowd without a further word.
Kira opened her mouth to protest, but the rag-dipper scuttled forward then, snatching the cloth and bowl. “Sinead and the others speak true.” She shunted Kira aside with a bony elbow. “With so many strange goings-on these days, it willnae do to have you poking and prodding at the laddie.”
Bristling, Kira rubbed her ribs. “I only wanted to help.” She tried to ignore the sharp pain, amazed the tiny old woman could pack such an elbow jab. “I know you mean well, but-”
“What do you know?” A big, great-bearded clansman stepped up to them, eyeing her critically. “You dinnae look like any healer I’ve e’er seen.”
“My father was a healer.” Kira lifted her chin, hoping the lie wasn’t flashing on her forehead. But better a fib than tell them she knew what she did from life in a future century. “He worked for a king,” she added, borrowing the name of her dad’s boss, Elliot King, at the Tile Bonanza.
 An uproar rose from the hall. Men pushed closer, scores of bushy brows snapping together as they glared at her, skepticism in every eye. 
Aidan was also frowning. He stood watching her, his arms still folded and his dark expression saying exactly what his tightly clamped lips didn’t.
He’d warned her to keep out of it and she hadn’t.
“My father did work for a king.” She put her hands on her hips and glanced round, letting her own dark look dare any of them to challenge her. “I helped him sometimes.”
She left off that her helping consisted of long-ago summer jobs at the tile shop’s check out.
“Then prove it.” One of the men edged closer, clearly unimpressed. He pointed at Kendrew, sleeping soundly now. “Do something for the lad.”
Kira swallowed.
Heat was beginning to bloom inside her. Any minute now it would sweep up her throat and burst onto her cheeks, revealing her for the impostor she was.
“It isn’t that easy.” She straightened her back, aware of every stare. “My knowledge isn’t very fresh. It’s been years since I assisted my father,” she added, almost choking on the words.
It was more than years.
Considering where she was, her father hadn’t even yet been born.
Even if he were here, he was a ceramic tile salesman, not a healer of kings.
She bit back a groan. She’d really flubbed it this time. Aidan had every right to be scowling at her.
“Good lass.” He came over to her then, slinging an arm around her shoulders. “I will have water boiled for the cloths and stitching needles,” he said, nodding to Nils and the two birthing sisters. “Now tell us what else you know. Perhaps something that will ease young Kendrew’s pain?”
Kira sighed and shoved a hand through her hair. 
What Kendrew needed was morphine and penicillin. He should have a clean, freshly laundered bed in a sterile-smelling hospital, with cute and smiling nurses cooing over him. Instead, he was cared for by a dark-robed giant who looked like a Viking and two tiny, birdlike women who smelled like they hadn’t bathed in a hundred years.
If ever.
She slid a glance at them, hoping Aidan’s threat to make his men bathe applied to them as well. Not that their stares would be any less hostile if their bodies were sweet-smelling.
“See?” The rag-dipper pointed at her. “She cannae answer you, my lord,” she gloated, beaming at Aidan.
“Well, lass?” He squeezed her shoulders, the gesture giving her courage. “Prove to Ella and Etta that you know what you’re about.”
Kira took a deep breath and closed her eyes, concentrating.
Silence filled the hall as everyone waited. A great, ominous silence, unbroken until a long ago memory flashed across her mind, filling her ears with her dad’s grumbles and groans. His endless fussing the day he’d been brought home from work with a huge lump on his head after a heavy box of tile had tumbled off a shelf, striking him.
Kira almost smiled, remembering, too, how her mother had immediately slapped a cloth-wrapped bag of frozen peas onto his head and given him two aspirins.
Her eyes snapped open and she did smile, certain she had the answer.
“I know how to care for that lump on Kendrew’s forehead,” she announced, pitching her voice to sound like a healer’s daughter. “I’ll need something cold. Really cold.” She slipped out from under Aidan’s arm and faced the crowd, hands on her hips. “What can you bring me that is cold as winter ice?”
A sea of blank faces stared back at her.
“The siege well in the kitchen has cold water,” Tavish spoke up. “Would that do?”
Before she could answer, Mundy the Irishman pushed forward. “There’s a wee spring out near the byres with water much colder than the kitchen well. One sip is enough to make a man think his teeth will crack.”
“That’s it!” Kira clapped her hands. “Go, and bring me buckets of it. And” – she glanced at Aidan – “send someone to the kitchens for several small sacks of dried peas.”
He looked at her, his brows starting to pull together again. “Dried peas?”
“Yes.” She nodded. “Just make sure the sacks are as clean as possible,” she added, hoping ice packs made of dried medieval peas soaked in spring water would decrease the swelling as quickly as her mother’s bags of frozen veggies.
A muscle jerked in Aidan’s jaw. “Right. Peas,” he said, not looking entirely convinced.
“Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.” Kira reached to touch his plaid, willing him to trust her. “We’ll soak the sacks of peas in the icy water,” she explained. “When they’re cold enough, we’ll place a cloth-wrapped sack on Kendrew’s forehead, leaving it there until the sack isn’t cold anymore. We’ll apply a new sack every two hours, so someone will have to keep bringing chilled water from the spring.”
“Tavish! Mundy!” Aidan swung around to the other men. “See that her orders are followed,” he said, nodding in satisfaction when they took off at a run.
He glanced back at her. “Aught else?”
“Only that we need to get the icy sacks onto Kendrew’s forehead as quickly as possible.”
“It will be done.” He looked at her and something flared in his eyes.
Something heated that went straight to her toes.
“Aye, it will be done,” he repeated. “Whate’er you want.”
She blinked, her heart pounding. What she wanted was to continue what they’d started in the solar.
But now was clearly not the time.
So she touched a grateful hand to Nils the Viking’s sleeve and gave Ella and Etta her best smile. She hoped they’d accept a truce if poor Kendrew’s goose egg went down as quickly as she hoped.
Aidan looked hopeful, too, and that pleased her more than she would have believed.
Folding his arms again, he raked his men with a triumphant gaze. “Soon, Kendrew will be well,” he announced, his voice ringing.
Almost as if he’d suggested the chilled pea sacks.
Not that she minded.
Indeed, she didn’t care at all. Not as long as he made it up to her the instant they were alone again. Then she’d tell him exactly what she wanted.
Judging by the way he’d just looked at her, he was more than ready to indulge her desire.
She smiled, already melting.
For a night that had soured so quickly, things were definitely looking up now.
* * *
Several hours later, Kira sat alone at a heavy oaken table in Aidan’s room, frowning at a stack of parchment sheets. Moonlight slanting through a nearby window arch and two heavy wax candles illuminated the unwieldy scrolls. Her efforts to record her time traveling experiences for Dan. Everything that had happened to her since arriving in Scotland, up to and including Kendrew’s mysterious scuffle and how she’d subsequently introduced ice packs to the good folk of Castle Wrath.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t yet write about whether they’d worked or not. She’d gladly let Aidan usher her from the hall when Nils the Viking placed a smooth bit of wood between Kendrew’s teeth just before the birthing sisters set to work with their bone needles and horsetail thread.
Kira shuddered, certain she’d been wise to leave. 
At least, thanks to Aidan’s nod and the healer’s open-mindedness, the sisters had used sterilized needles.
Not sure that they would make much difference, all things considered, she helped herself to a small sip of the wine someone had thoughtfully left sitting beside her parchments. Still not fond of the rather piquant taste of medieval spirits, she wrinkled her nose, restricting herself to a very small sip. 
A cloud passed over the moon then, dimming her vision. She blinked and edged the two candles closer, needing better light to see. Ink splotches blotted some of her words, the sight of them making her head pound with annoyance. Rubbing her temples, she peered down at the squiggled lines, not sure if she should credit the messiness of her scribbles to the awkwardness of using an inkwell and quill or if working on a keyboard had just ruined her handwriting.
Either way, she could only hope that if ever the parchments reached Dan, he’d be better at deciphering her script than she was.
She also hoped Aidan would return soon.
The moonlight was making her ache for him, its pale glow spilling not just across the table and her parchments, but the luscious coverings of his great timbered bed across the room. Every time she glanced that way, a delicious curl of anticipation warmed the deepest part of her, making her tingle with excitement. He’d promised to hurry back, the swift, heated kiss he’d given her at the door, suggesting even more.
Shivering, she took a deep breath, her scribblings forgotten as his words from earlier, circled through her like heady, honeyed wine. 
Whate’er you want.
Delicious chills sweeping her, she smiled. The words sent heat spiraling through her even as her body trembled. Her breath quickened, and her heart began to thump with a slow, erratic beat. She could almost feel him striding into the room, claiming it and her as his own as he crossed over to her. Possession in mind, he’d yank up her skirts and settle himself beneath them, telling her that he knew what she wanted so badly and that he wanted it even more.
Hot and cold in turns now, she bit her lip, not wanting to get too worked up before his return. She also needed to write more. Now, with everything so fresh in her mind. But it was hard to concentrate, and the squiggly lines were beginning to look even squigglier, some of them seeming to dance and swim before her eyes.
“Was your father truly a healer of kings?” Aidan spoke from right beside her.
“Oh!” She jumped, her heart skittering. She looked up, the quill slipping from her fingers, its ink splashing across the parchment.
Pushing to her feet, she swayed, nerves or the lateness of the hour making her clumsy. “Sheesh!” She frowned and grabbed the chairback, needing its support.
She swallowed hard, pulling up all her strength to stand tall and look normal.
Unfazed by tiredness and immune to moon glow. Wholly unaffected by her beloved Highlander’s dark, penetrating gaze. Or whatever it was that had her mouth so dry and her legs feeling like rubber bands. The way he changed the very air just by being there.
She blinked, her fingers still clutching the chair. “Is Kendrew okay?”
To her relief, he smiled. 
“The lad sleeps.” He looked pleased. Equally good, holding her gaze as he did, he didn’t seem to notice her death grip on the chair. “Nils gave him a strong sleeping draught after Ella and Etta did their stitching. I doubt he’ll wake till the morrow’s noon.”
“What about the lump on his forehead?” She was almost afraid to ask. “Did it go down?”
Bemusement lit his eyes. “Och, aye. With remarkable speed, much to everyone’s astonishment.”
Kira released a ragged breath. “Thank goodness.”
“So tell me, lass.” He stepped back and folded his arms, once more assuming his most lairdly tone. “Was your father truly a healer? And of kings?”
“Ahhh….” She tailed off. She’d meant to tell him the truth, but her tongue wouldn’t form the words, even felt too big in her mouth.
She swallowed and tried again. “No, he isn’t a healer. It just seemed like the most diplomatic thing to say. He’s a ceramic tile salesman.”
One raven brow lifted. “No royal connections?”
Kira shook her head. “Only through a name. He works for a man named King.”
His smile returned. “Hah!” He gave a short laugh. “I thought as much.”
“You aren’t mad? Not even a bit disappointed?”
She’d thought he would be.
At least until she explained herself.
Instead, he stood looking at her, his smile slowly broadening into a grin. The warmth in his gaze slid right into her, wrapping around her heart and making her rubbery knees even more unsteady.
“You, lass, could ne’er disappoint me.” He spoke softly, his voice almost a caress. “Nae, I’m no’ mad.”
“You didn’t want me to interfere. I saw it on your face in the hall.” She swallowed again, still finding it hard to form words. “Then I lied, making my father something he’s not.” 
He touched a finger to her mouth, tracing the curve of her lips. “You delighted me this e’en and have won o’er my men with naught but a few sacks of dried peas and icy water from a spring.”
“What?” She blinked. “They’re no longer calling for my head?”
“They think you most wise. Even Ella and Etta paid you grudging respect.”
“The birthing sisters?” She could hardly believe it. “What about the redheaded woman? The one with the milk-white skin?”
He frowned, looking puzzled. “Ach,” he said after a moment, “you must mean Sinead, the laundress?”
Kira nodded, even now feeling the stab of the woman’s resentful stare. “She doesn’t like me at all.”
“She isn’t fond of any women.” He gave a half shrug, dismissing her. “Especially beautiful ones who are far more desirable than herself.”
His words made her heart soar. “I think you are a flatterer.”
“I speak but the truth.” He leaned close to lightly kiss her brow. “Sinead is of no consequence. You needn’t fret about her.”
“Then why is she here?”
He sighed. “She is laundress, and more. In a castle with so many unmarried men, such women are a necessity. She means naught to me.”
“Oh.” She should have known.
Wishing she’d never mentioned the woman, much less seen her, she took a deep breath. As deep as she could with her chest feeling so tight and achy. She pressed a hand to her breast, trying to ease the pressure.
“Forget the woman. There are one or two others like her here. You needn’t pay heed to any of them.” He kissed her again, on the cheek this time. “Every man in Wrath’s hall drinks to your health this night. Even Ross and Geordie.”
“They were that pleased to see Kendrew’s swelling
go down?” 
“Och, to be sure, though I’d wager their pleasure is more self-serving.” He drew her to him, sliding his arms around her back. “You wouldn’t believe what they’re doing just now. Nor would I, had I no’ seen it myself.” 
He pulled back to look her, a smile hovering on his lips. “If you were to slip down there, you’d find at least half of them lying about with chilled sacks of dried peas pressed to whate’er body parts they claim ails them. The others are glaring at them, impatiently waiting their turn because there aren’t enough pea sacks for everyone.”
Kira let go of the chair to wrap her arms around his neck. His smile was getting to her, the dark gleam in his eyes, making her breath hitch.
“You look surprised.” His voice was deep, low and soft with a richness that strummed her soul.
Holding fast to his shoulders, she leaned into him, certain she’d melt at his feet if she didn’t. Her legs did feel seriously like rubber.
She frowned. “I think there’s something wrong-”
“Naught for you to fash yourself about.” He caught one of her hands, bringing it to his lips. “My men are no’ bad, Kee-rah. I knew they would warm to you in time.” Releasing her hand, he smoothed the hair back from her face. “Any who still bear doubts will lose them soon. I promise you.”
Not so sure, she looked at him, trying to focus. She wished the clouds would stop blotting the moonlight. Or the candles on the table would burn brighter. At times, his face seemed to blur, lost in the darkening shadows.
She blinked, then squinted, relieved when the dimness receded. “Maybe I should tell your men about hot water bottles?” she offered, her voice sounding far away. 
Almost tinny, as if she were speaking in a drum. 
“Hot water bottles?” He looked amused. “Are they another future healing method?”
She nodded, regretting it instantly for the swift movement nearly split her head. “They are like the heated stones you put in beds to warm them, but better. You need only fill a small leather pouch skin with boiling water to have soothing heat wherever you need it.”
His smile turned wicked. “I can think of a different kind of soothing heat.” He took her hand again, this time pressing a kiss into her palm. “A slick, slippery-wet heat I’ve been hungering for all e’en.”
“Oh.” Kira caught her lip between her teeth, the heat he meant pulsing in hot response.
“I want you naked. Need us both naked.” He stepped closer, looking at her in a way that indicated just how sensuously intense their night was about to become. “I’ve an urge to kiss and lick every inch of you.”
“Oh, please, yes!” She leaned into him, the hot tingles between her legs so urgent the room began to spin. Heavens, she tingled everywhere. Even her mouth and lips, her fingers.
This was what she wanted, needed.
Aidan’s smile positively wolfish now, he reached for the large Celtic brooch at his shoulder, unclasping it faster than her eyes could follow. He whipped off his plaid with equal speed, his sword belt, tunic, and everything else vanishing in a blur until he stood unclothed before her.
Naked, proud, and leaving her no doubt about how much he wanted her.
He raised his arms over his head, cracking his knuckles, then tossed his hair over his shoulders, the look in his eyes making her wet. “I am ravenous for you,” he growled, reaching for her and stripping off her clothes so quickly, she was naked in his arms before she could even blink.
Crossing the room with swift, easy strides, he lowered her onto the bed. He joined her, kissing her long and deep, one hand kneading her breasts while he slid the other between her thighs, rubbing and probing the sleek, damp, softness there. Groaning, he cupped her firmly, her hot wetness and the musky scent of her arousal making him run hard as granite. She went soft and pliant against him, her sweet moans and the way she opened her mouth beneath his, firing his blood, making him burn for her.
“I must taste you.” Shifting on the bed, he covered her body with his and turned his attention to her breasts, smoothing his face against their fullness. He licked and laved them, flicking her nipples with his tongue, then drawing one deep into his mouth, suckling. He continued to rub her silken heat, taking special care to keep a circling finger on her most sensitive spot.
She whimpered, rocking her hips and pressing herself against his hand. Then she went limp again, a great shudder rippling through her. “Don’t stop,” she begged, her voice a mere whisper, her legs opening, giving him greater access.
“Och, lass, I could love you for days.” He pushed up on his elbows to look at her, the sight of her parted, kiss-swollen lips and passion-heavy eyes, making him even harder.
His heart pounding as fiercely as the hot throbbing in his loins, he returned to her breasts, once more licking her satiny-smooth flesh before moving lower, trailing hot, openmouthed kisses down her stomach, stopping only when he reached her triangle of soft, fragrant curls, the rich, musky scent of her almost splitting his soul.
“By the gods!” He reached down and gripped himself, squeezing hard until the sharp edge receded, not wanting to spill before he’d had enough of her.
“Aidan ….” Her voice came even softer, a faint shiver in the air, a barely-there gasp in the wild thunder drumming in his ears.
But she opened her legs wider, giving him what he needed, her slick woman’s flesh, wet, glistening, and beautiful in the candlelight, his for the taking.
Needing her badly, he stared down at her, drinking in her beauty as he slid his hands up and down her inner thighs. He stroked her again and again, urging her knees wider apart with each possessive pass of his hands. Far from resisting such intimacy, she only moaned softly, allowing him to open her fully, letting him look his fill.
Then, just when he was sure he’d burst no matter how fiercely he might squeeze himself, he plunged his face between her legs and nuzzled her roughly, pulling in great, rousing breaths of her hot, womanly scent. Groaning, he opened his mouth over all of her, sucking hard, needing the taste of her. He craved and burned for her with a madness he’d never felt for any other woman.
“I will ne’er get enough of you.” He kissed her glistening flesh, breathed the words against her pulsing heat. “Ne’er in a thousand lifetimes. You are mine, forever.”
She said nothing, but another little quiver sped through her. And, he’d swear, the scent of her arousal deepened, as did the wetness of her slippery-sleek heat.
“Ach, but you are sweet!” He rubbed his head back and forth against her, tasting, licking, and nipping.
Most especially licking. 
Long, leisurely broad-tongued strokes, each greedy sweep of his tongue, thorough and claiming. The fierceness of his desire enflamed him, his need so powerful he thrust his hands beneath her, digging his fingers into her buttocks as he lifted her hips, bringing her even closer to his questing, licking tongue.
The same tongue that would have had her writhing in ecstasy by now were he licking her in their dreams.
Only now, she wasn’t writhing at all.
Truth was, she’d gone still.
The wild pounding of Aidan’s heart slowed a beat, the furious thunder of his blood in his ears quieting just enough for him to note that her sweet moans and whimpers had also stopped.
Frowning, he slowed his licking, his tongue coming to rest in the sleek dampness of her slick femininity. Something was wrong.
Horribly so.
His passion ebbing, he sat up, his pride stinging to see that she’d fallen asleep. Her lips were still parted, but her eyes had fallen shut. Eyes, he now suspected, that hadn’t looked at him with lust-heavy need, but had been weighted with imminent sleep.
“Thor’s bluidy hammer!” He pulled a hand down over his face, then blew out a breath. Frustration warring with his wounded pride and a certain still-aching problem, he considered helping himself to ease but cast aside the notion at once.
Kira slept too deeply.
His curse alone should have wakened her. 
Yet she slumbered on, her sweet body still as stone, her face pale in the moonlight.
“Kee-rah!” He leapt from the bed and reached for her, shaking her by the shoulders. She remained limp, her eyes closed and her head lolling to the side.
“Lass, speak to me!” He shook her again, his blood once more roaring in his ears and his heart galloping, each fearing beat slamming against his ribs. “What ails you?”
But only silence answered him.
“Damnation!” He eased her back against the pillows, relief flooding him when he pressed his ear to her breast and heard the beat of her heart.
Faint, but steady.
Her skin felt cold, her soft breath tinged with something he hadn’t noticed before. Trying to place it, he rammed a hand through his hair, dismissing the first thought that came to mind.
Ne’er would he have been so crazed with lust not to have noticed such a piquant scent.
He frowned again.
He’d been wild with wanting her.
Maddened enough that the hot scent of her musky womanliness must’ve drenched his senses, blotting all else.
Dread piercing him, he sniffed her breath, then ran across the room, grabbing the ewer sitting so innocently beside her parchments. The half-filled cup of wine she’d clearly been sipping from.
Both the wine in the ewer and the cup smelled strongly of monkshood. The same herb in the potion Nils had given to Kendrew.
A fine painkiller and sleep-bringer, but a deadly poison if dosed by the wrong hands.
Cold terror racing up his spine, he threw the ewer and the cup into the hearth, then snatched up his plaid. Grabbing his sword as well, he pounded from the room, two things on his mind. Saving Kira and murdering whoever had tried to poison her.
But most of all, keeping Kira alive.
Anything else was unthinkable.



CHAPTER TWELVE
“Nils! Tavish!”
Aidan burst into the shadowed hall, thundering names and frowning darker than ever. With the castle already settled for the night, scarcely a torch remained lit, but he made for one of the few, grabbing it from its wall bracket and raising it high. Even so, he could barely see beyond the flame’s wavering, smoky glare.
A fury on him like never before, he stormed past sleeping, snoring men, not stopping until he reached the middle of the hall. If he stomped on someone, woe be to them for being in his way. But all was silent save his men’s assorted night noises and a few muffled but telltale rustlings and moans floating out from the darkened window alcoves.
“Hellfire everlasting!” he roared when no one stirred. 
The fools carousing in the window embrasures had surely heard him.
Blessedly, the castle dogs did. Their sudden barking and his own shouts soon had men jumping from their pallets, pea sacks and ale cups flying everywhere. Throughout the hall, his warriors scrambled to their feet, grabbing swords and blinking through the shadows, their sleep-bogged eyes searching for the source of such clamor.
Satisfied, he thrust the flaring torch into the hands of a spluttering, half-naked kinsman, then leapt up onto a trestle bench, scanning the darkness for the two men he needed most.
“Tavish! Nils!” He jammed fisted hands on his hips as he looked round, trying to penetrate the gloom. “You!” He wheeled toward the torch-holder. “See that every torch is relit. Each candle, all the wall sconces. I need to see faces!”
The guilt that would show him whose head needed lopping.
But as the man hastened to do his bidding, the only souls to peer back at him were gaping and confused. Men startled from deep, innocent sleep. Nary a one looked blameworthy. They all merely gawped at him as if he’d sprouted horns and a tail.
And lost his wits in the bargain.
“Where is Tavish?” He glared back at them, not caring what they thought. “Nils?”
“I am here.” Tavish emerged from one of the window alcoves, his voice raised above the dogs’ frantic barking. “Where I e’er sleep,” he added, starting forward.
Aidan scowled at him, not missing the lout’s disheveled state, or Sinead’s bright head gleaming in the depths of the embrasure, her naked breasts and a length of bare leg revealed by the newly blazing torches.
“If you were sleeping, I am a mewling bairn!” Aidan jumped down from the trestle bench at his friend’s approach. “Where is Nils?” He grabbed Tavish’s arm, gripping tight. “Kira’s been poisoned with monkshood!”
Tavish’s swagger vanished immediately. “Good gods!” He stared at Aidan, eyes wide. “Monkshood? You’re sure?”
“She lies abed still as the grave and with the damnable herb on her breath.” Letting go of Tavish’s arm, he glanced round. “Where is Nils?” he repeated, seeing the healer nowhere. “He’ll have a cure.”
“But who would-”
“Devil if I know! Only that someone served her tainted wine.” Aidan swept his gawking men with another glare. “I must find Nils before I-”
“If the culprit were here, your bellowing would’ve put him to flight already.” Tavish tugged at his tunic, smoothed his rumpled plaid. “I heard your shouts before you reached the hall. Sinead-”
“How long has she been with you?” A dark suspicion whipped through Aidan’s mind. “Did she carry wine abovestairs?”
Tavish’s eyes rounded. “Come, man, you cannae think she had ought to do with it?”
Aidan dragged a hand through his hair. “I dinnae know what to think. But I will hear where she was. From you or the wench herself, if need be.”
“If you think to put a scare in her, you won’t be, dressed as you are,” Tavish declared, his gaze flicking the length of him.
The nearly bare length of him, not that he cared.
A hastily donned plaid and well-honed steel were more than enough. His bare hands would do the job, once he knew who bore the blame.
Male or female.
Putting his hands on his hips, Aidan gave Tavish a look that said so. “Where was she?”
“With me,” Tavish owned, his gaze unwavering. “As were Maili and Evanna.”
“All at once?” Aidan’s brows flew upward.
Tavish shrugged. “Until a short while ago, aye. Only Sinead remained with me after-”
“Enough.” Aidan raised a stilling hand. “Where did the other two go?”
“Who knows?” Tavish rubbed his beard, considering. “They are lustful wenches. I saw Maili and Evanna with Mundy earlier, but I think they went to the kitchens to see to laundering Kendrew’s bloodied linens. Nils should be there, too. He was after fetching a bite to eat, having watched over Kendrew all night. He-”
“Now you tell me!” Aidan spun on his heel, racing for the screens passage to the kitchens before his friend could finish. “Find the birthing sisters and send them abovestairs!” he called over his shoulder as he ran. “Tell them what happened.”
He’d assume they had no hand in poisoning Kira’s wine.
Unfortunately, when he barreled into the kitchens, skidding to a halt on the slick, stone-laid floor, he once again encountered a scene of innocence. Panting, he dragged a hand across his brow, immediately dismissing the two wee spit laddies sleeping on pallets before the double-arched hearth. Cook stood beside them, calmly stirring a fine-smelling mutton stew in his great iron cook pot, while a tired-looking graybeard scrubbed the wooden surface of the bread table, quietly conversing with a second equally ancient man who sat nearby, plucking feathers from a plump hen.
None of them looked like evildoers.
“Where is Nils?” he boomed, regardless.
Cook wheeled around, his stew ladle flying from his fingers. “You’ll curdle my stew with your yelling,” he scolded, casting him an indignant glare as he stooped to swipe the spoon off the floor.
Stalking forward, Aidan snatched the spoon from him and tossed it aside. “More than stew will go bad if I do not soon find Nils or learn who sent tainted wine to my bedchamber!”
“Tainted wine?” Cook hitched up his belt, his considerable girth jigging even as his eyes widened. “Ne’er would I send fouled spirits to you. To anyone.”
Aidan glowered at him. “It would seem no one has, yet my lady lies abed near death! I’ll have the heads of any bungling fools who-”
“Heigh-ho, lad! What are you shouting about?” Nils strode out of the murk of a hidden corner. Maili the laundress trailed after him, her tumbled flaxen curls and loose bodice leaving no doubt as to what had been going on in the deep shadows of Wrath’s kitchens.
“He’d accuse us of serving bad wine.” Cook snatched up his stew ladle a second time.
“No’ bad wine, tainted wine.” Aidan ignored him, whirling to Nils. “Someone laced the wine with monkshood and my lady drank it.” 
The healer’s bluster evaporated. “That’s not possible. Only I have access to my herb stores.” As if to prove it, he jangled a ring of keys at his belt. “I mixed Kendrew’s sleeping draught myself. Here in the kitchens, I did, as aye. Then I locked away my medicines in yon strongbox.” 
“No one but Nils has touched those herbs.” Cook pointed his spoon in the strongbox’s direction.
Aidan glanced at the large, dome-topped coffer. Not one, but two heavy locks held it secure. 
As long as Nils’ keys remained in his possession.
The healer was fond of women. By his own accounts, he’d been fleeced more than once by light-fingered lassies, taking advantage of his need for a snooze after pleasure.
Aidan looked at Maili, not surprised that she hadn’t bothered to re-lace her gown. Of Wrath’s three laundresses, she loved her craft best, baring her flesh often and freely. She enjoyed using her charms to win favors and trinkets from the most jaded, hardened men.
Nils was anything but callous. Beneath his Nordic bluster, the healer was a lamb.
Maili….
Aidan narrowed his eyes at her, thinking. He wasn’t overly fond of the lass, but he was sure she craved her comforts too much to risk losing her position at Wrath.
Cook stepped forward, his bearded chin jutting. “I say the lady simply guzzled too much wine. Aye, I doubt the wine was bad at all.”
Aidan frowned. “I smelled the monkshood on Kira’s breath, even stronger in the wine.”
“How much did she drink?” Nils’ brow crinkled, his face as dark as Aidan’s own.
“I cannae say. There was a half-full cup on the table.”
Nils drew a sharp breath. “A sip would be enough.”
“Enough for what?” Aidan didn’t really want to know.
“If she’s had more than a pinch….” Nils shook his head, not needing to say more.
Aidan grabbed his arm, propelling him out the door. “Come!” He was running now. “Her heartbeat is steady and she yet breathes. Make haste so you can help her!”
“Would that I could!” Nils threw him a grim look as they dashed for the stairs. “There isn’t a cure for monkshood.”
* * *
Words filtered through the blackness enveloping Kira. Unlikely words like monks and hoods. Then Ameri-cains and tour buses. Grumblings about lairdly duty and love. Gaelic mumblings that sounded like low, softly muttered prayers, then sharp, furious bursts of anger. Heated words she couldn’t decipher, only the outrage behind them. She also caught the clucking of tongues, hurrying footsteps, and the banging of doors. Sometimes, she was certain, the soothing patter of rain. It was a strange mishmash that made no sense, sounds flaring briefly in the darkness only to blur and dim as quickly.
Images came and went, too.
Frightful things, mostly. A gnarled hand plucking what looked to be fat garden slugs from an earthen jar, then dangling the icky beasties above her, only to have a larger, stronger hand sweep into view, knocking the slugs from curled, ancient fingers. Two sets of bright, beady eyes peering at her through the mist, a glimpse of grizzled gray hair, or the weaving flame of a candle held too close to her face.
A bold swirl of plaid and a glint of raven-black hair, proud, wide-set shoulders, and the silvery flash of a flourished sword, the bright red jewel in its pommel shining like a sunburst.
And then there was the cold.
Never had she felt so frozen. Buried under an icy avalanche of snow. A heavy, weighty drift of the white stuff that seemed to come and go, chilling her to the bone, then easing slightly, only to freeze her anew before she could gather strength to crack her leaden eyelids to see where all the snow had come from.
Or to find out if she’d been thrust forward in time again and had accidentally landed inside a giant hotel ice machine. The kind that always seemed to be right outside her hotel room door and that made weird popping and grrr’ing noises all night. Not to mention the clatter and commotion when someone just had to fetch a bucket of ice in the middle of the night.
Such had always been her luck when she’d chanced to travel.
Thinking about it now, though, made her laugh.
Or rather, she would if she could.
Too bad for her, her mouth felt drier than a dustbin and her tongue had turned to sandpaper.
Just as annoying, she still couldn’t seem to open her eyes.
“Sir!” cackled a high-pitched voice just above her ear, “I do believe she’s trying to speak.”
“No, you fool,” chimed a second voice, “‘tis laughing she is!”
“Gods be praised!” A third voice filled the room, this one deep, rich, and very Scottish. The joy in it touched her to the soul. “Kee-rah! Sweet lass, speak to me!”
She couldn’t do that, so she blinked. Especially when her eyes began to water and burn, hot tears damping her lashes and trickling down her cheeks.
Bedwells didn’t cry, ever.
But apparently she was, because not one, but two pairs of knotty old hands were suddenly dabbing cloths at her cheeks. Gentle old hands, so caring, she swallowed against the emotion welling in her throat. Unfortunately, dry as her mouth was, her swallow caused an odd rasping sound, ghastly even to her own ears.
So awful it was almost a croak.
No, it was worse.
Kira grimaced. That, she could do.
“You she-biddies are hurting her!” A second male voice boomed, some distant corner of her mind recognizing it as belonging to Nils the Viking. “I told you she didn’t need bleeding.”
“Pah!” One of the old women sniffed. “You said she might survive the monkshood if she didn’t catch a fever. Her own chilled pea sacks prevented that, but who’s to say our leeches didn’t draw off whate’er other evils might’ve been in her?”
“The only evil in her was the poison she drank!” a third manly voice declared.
Mundy, the great black-bearded Irishman, if Kira wasn’t mistaken.
But poison? She started to ask about that, but her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.
As if sensing her discomfort, one of the knotty hands returned, this time to dab a cool wet cloth at her lips.
“Aye, ‘tis the leeching that saved her,” the owner of the knotty hand insisted. “That, and the powder of newt we sprinkled on the hearth fire. Everyone knows powdered newt fumes cleanse the air of bad vapors.”
“Hah!” Nils the Viking snorted. “Newt fumes do naught but make good men sneeze.”
Knotty Hand teetered. “Be that why you haven’t done?”
“Cease! All of you.” Aidan’s voice came again, sweet as a dream. “Away with you, the lot of you. I’ll watch o’er her alone now. It’s clear she’ll soon be waking.” Then, in a sterner, don’t-argue-with-me tone, “I’ll no’ have her frightened if she opens her eyes to see so many ugly faces peering at her. And, Tavish! Take Ferlie with you. I willnae have her upset by his whining.”
“And your bellowing? Ferlie’s whimpers and groans are nowise as loud. She’s fond of the old beast and might be pleased to know he’s pined for her,” another deep male voice countered.
Tavish’s own. Her champion the day she’d found herself perched atop Aidan’s gateway arch.
She smiled, remembering, but moving her mouth made her lips crack. Even worse, she suspected they were bleeding. “Owww…” she moaned before she could stop herself.
“See?” Aidan roared, bellowing indeed. “You’re upsetting her! Now begone, all of you!”
A great ruckus followed. The departure, Kira assumed, of those souls at Wrath who’d cared to look in on her. From the number of trudging feet and muttered complaints as Aidan ushered them from the room, it must’ve been a goodly number.
But only one mattered so much to her that she wanted to throw her arms around him and tell him how glad she was that he was there. How her heart had nearly burst when she’d heard his voice.
His beautiful, melt-her-at-ten-paces Scottish burr.
Listening to him now, she judged he was close.
Possibly on his knees by her bedside. Hoping it, she tried to lift her arm and reach for him, feeling a great need to touch him. But her arm refused to move. Her fingers still tingled a bit. In fact, she’d done a lot of tingling if she remembered rightly.
Just not the good kind.
Far from it, every inch of her throbbed and ached with mind-numbing intensity. A nightmarish stiffness worse than the time she’d tried to cram a year’s worth of gym work-outs into two days. She’d ended up nearly creeping around her apartment on all fours, finding it too painful to stand and even worse to move.
She felt that bad now.
Having enough of it, she struggled to open her eyes, then tried even harder to raise herself on an elbow. Instead, all she managed was heaving a great, trembling sigh.
Aidan leaned close and kissed her cheek. “Hush, sweet, and lie still,” he said, smoothing the hair from her brow. “You’ll feel better once we get some broth into you.”
Broth?
She tried to smile again. She knew he didn’t mean chicken noodle soup, but as long as it was hot broth, she’d feel better indeed. Even lukewarm would do. Her feet felt like a block of ice and the tips of her fingers were numb with cold.
“I-I’m f-freezing,” she rasped, her teeth chattering.
“You won’t be for long.” He put a hand to her forehead and she could see his relief through her lashes. “There isn’t a fever and if you’re awake now, there’s no longer a need to keep you mounded with these chilled pea sacks.” 
Her lips twitched. So that was why she’d felt buried under an avalanche. It was funny, really. But what she needed was water, not frozen peas.
“I’m thirsty, please.” Her voice was thick again, hoarse and unintelligible.
She tried to will him to understand, but the concentration only made her head throb harder.
“Sakes, but you gave me a fright.” He shoved a hand through his hair, looking almost as haggard as she felt. 
Then, leaping to his feet, he threw back the covers and began removing the ice bags. He pitched them into a large wooden tub nearby, another cut-in-half, wine barrel-y bathing contraption, this one apparently empty.
What really caught her eye was the flashy sword propped against a chair near the barrel. Much longer and definitely more magnificent than his usual one, its blade reflected the flames of the hearth fire. The whole length of its steel gleamed and sparkled like a well-polished mirror. An elaborately scrolled inscription was inlaid along the blade’s fuller, the blood-channel running down from the hilt. She couldn’t make out the letters. The inscription just made the sword look special.
Magical or enchanted.
Much like she imagined King Arthur and his knights would’ve carried.
She squinted, trying to see it better. The cross-guard looked rather straight and plain, and the hilt was leather-wrapped and worn. As if it’d been used often, and hard. Her breath caught when she focused on the sword’s pommel. That was the real attention-getter. 
Hers anyway.
A circular, wheel pommel, its centerpiece was an enormous blood-red gemstone. Polished smooth and brilliant, dazzling rays of bright, ruby-colored light streamed in every direction from its jeweled surface, the radiant bands dancing crazily on the room’s whitewashed walls and ceiling.
It was definitely the sunburst blade.
The one she’d seen whipping through the blackness as she’d slept.
She moistened her lips, her heart pounding. Her eyes fluttered completely open.
“I saw that sword.” She peered at it now, looking from the blade to Aidan. “You swung it – I saw you in my dreams.”
“I raised it, aye.” He spoke after a hesitation. “Once.”
She blinked, remembering the blade’s great sweeping arc through the quiet and darkness. A flashing, lightning-quick arc, the memory of it brought a horrible thought.
“You weren’t trying to put me out of my misery, were you?”
Aidan felt his jaw slip. “I was trying to save you.” He stared down at her, the neck opening of his tunic suddenly so tight he could scarce breathe. “That sword has been in my family for centuries. Some claim it brings us good fortune. I thought its presence might-”
“Help me?” She pushed up on her elbows, her gaze flitting to the sword again. “Like a good luck talisman or something?”
Aidan nodded. “Many clans have the like,” he admitted, hoping that would suffice.
He wasn’t about to tell her how he’d dropped to his knees and raised the sword to the Old Ones, vowing on the blood-red pommel stone that he’d grant Kira any wish if only they’d intervene and spare her life.
He knew well what her greatest wish might be and even if the Ancients smote him for it, now that she was back amongst the living, he’d prefer not to tempt fate any further.
It was one thing to hear about Ameri-cains and their flying machines and tour buses, and something else entirely to be surrounded by such impossibilities.
Pushing them from his mind, he poured her a small bit of water. “Drink this.” He slipped his hand behind her head, steadying her as he held the cup to her lips. “You need to replenish yourself.”
She took a few sips and fell back against the pillows. “I must’ve been in pretty bad shape if you thought only a magic sword could cure me.”
“It isn’t a magic sword, but a family sword. In these hills, we see strength in blood ties. The continuity of our clans.” Aidan tossed aside the last of the pea sacks. “I wanted to share that strength with you, that was all.”
She still looked skeptical. “There isn’t any mumbo-jumbo running down the sword’s blade?” She slanted another glance at it. “Those cryptic letters aren’t a charm or a hex or anything?”
“Nae, sweet.” Aidan shook his head. “The inscription reads ‘Invincible,’” he told her, speaking true. “It is the blade’s name. Family tradition says it came to us from one of the great Somerled’s sons, though we cannae say which. The red of the gemstone is supposed to be his blood, frozen forever inside the pommel stone. That, however, is questionable.”
“Who knows….” She trailed off, her attention on the sword.
“It doesn’t matter.” He reached for her hand, not liking the shadows beneath her eyes. “Only that you are well now.”
Her gaze returned to his. “How long did I sleep? One night? Two?”
“Four.” Letting go of her hand, he took a large plaid from the end of the bed and swirled it over her, taking care to smooth it into place. “Tonight would have been the fifth.” He touched her cheek, not wanting to frighten her. “You will be fine, Kee-rah. Dinnae you worry.”
But she did. 
Especially since learning he’d tried some quirky medieval voo-doo to save her. No matter what he cared to call it, that’s what it had been.
Frozen ancestral blood, indeed.
Not that such a notion was any wackier than time travel. Or ghosts. She certainly knew both existed. She also knew someone must’ve tried to poison her.
Or him.
She glanced at the water cup, grateful when he picked it up immediately, once more helping her to drink. Before he could take it away, she lifted a shaky hand and grasped his wrist. “The wine I drank,” she began, needed another sip to finish, “it was laced with something, right?”
He nodded. “It was a careless mistake, Kee-rah.” He was trying to shield her, but the twitch in his jaw gave him away. “Nils mixed a sleeping draught for Kendrew and someone mistook it for simple wine.”
“You aren’t fooling me.” She struggled to a sitting position, every inch of her screaming protest. Thankfully, determination made her strong. “Someone here tried to kill me. Or you.”
“It willnae happen again.” He folded his arms, no longer denying it. “I’ll no’ have you worrying.”
She blew out a breath, puffing her bangs off her forehead. “I’ve been doing that ever since I remembered reading about your cousin locking you in your own dungeon to die.”
“Lass….” Aidan ached to chase the clouds from her eyes, banish her fears. “You mustn’t fash yourself.”
In truth, her worries couldn’t compare to the concerns splitting him. The guilt weighting his shoulders, tearing him up inside. No matter how he turned it, he’d failed her. Conan Dearg wallowed in Wrath’s deepest, darkest pit. Every man within Aidan’s own walls feared, respected, and, he hoped, loved him. Yet someone he knew, someone close to him, had tried to take Kira’s life.
And he’d been unable to prevent it.
Indeed, while she’d sipped the tainted wine, he’d stood laughing in his hall, looking on as his men gallivanted about, making merry with her pea sacks.
Thinking all was well with his world.
It was inexcusable. A mistake he couldn’t allow to happen again.
He drew a deep breath, hoping to convince her it wouldn’t. “I’ve ordered my cousin placed in a different part of the dungeon. He’s in a larger, more comfortable cell, but there’s an oubliette running through its middle. He-”
She blinked. “A what?” 
“An oubliette is a bottle dungeon.” Aidan began to pace again. “There’s a narrow crack in the cell floor just wide enough for a man to fall through. When he does, the chute opening expands into a small round space only large enough to crouch in. There’s no escape unless someone is hauled out by a rope.”
“That doesn’t change the history books.”
Aidan glanced at her, annoyed that she kept harping on that string, but pleased to hear her voice sounding stronger. He paused at the table to pour himself a measure of ale, downing it in one quick swallow.
“What it changes is that my cousin may well be tempted to use the oubliette to end his misery. He’s a vain man, fond of his appearance and comforts. He’ll weary of confinement. The lack of baths and a comb for his hair. If he managed to sweet talk his way out of the dungeon to climb up onto the gateway arch the night Kendrew claims to have seen him, or if he persuaded someone to taint your wine, he’ll have no further chances to do so. He-”
“How do you know?”
Aidan halted, closing his eyes. “Because I will do all in my power to keep you safe.” 
But as soon as the words left his tongue, his stomach clenched and he fisted his hands. 
Truth was, he didn’t know.
Not when someone at Wrath conspired with his cousin.
He could only hope.
He started pacing again, well aware that Conan Dearg had been known to wriggle through crevices too tight for a mouse. The bastard had more charm than a whore had favors. But no matter what Kira’s history books might say, Aidan wouldn’t allow her to become one of Conan Dearg’s victims.
Even if keeping her safe meant putting certain plans into action.
Things he’d discussed earlier with Tavish and hoped would ne’er be necessary. 
He closed his eyes again and ran a hand down over his face, forcing himself not to worry about that road until it loomed up before him, leaving him no choice. 
After a moment, he drew another deep, lung-filling breath and put back his shoulders. Then he schooled his face into his best expression of lairdly confidence before he strode back across the room, ready to ply his lady with sweet words and kisses until Cook finally sent up a kitchen laddie with her long overdue broth.
But when he reached the bed, he saw that she’d fallen asleep again.
A restful sleep this time, praise the gods.
Sweet color tinged her cheeks, and for the first time in days her breathing sounded soft and easy. No longer labored and harsh.
Leaning down, he smoothed his knuckles along the side of her face. His heart catching, he kissed her brow. He burned to stretch out beside her, gathering her close and holding her against him all the night through. But she deserved her rest and he needed a distraction.
Something to take his mind off that road he did not want to journey down. 
It’d been bad enough discussing such eventualities with Tavish.
Frowning at the memory, he made certain Kira was comfortable, then went straight to the table, meaning to help himself to another generous cup of ale and then settle in his chair for the night. 
He’d spent the last four nights in its cold embrace. One more wouldn’t make that much difference.
But when he reached for the ale jug, he noticed something amiss. There was a new parchment sheet resting atop Kira’s stack of scribbled notes.
A parchment he was certain hadn’t been there before. 
Nor were the boldly inked words slashed across it anything like Kira’s.
They were hateful, fate-changing words.
Looking at them, his eyes narrowed. He snatched up the parchment and held it closer to the flame of a candle, just to be certain. Unfortunately, he’d not been mistaken. The words didn’t change and the threat remained the same. Next time it would not be monkshood in Kira’s wine but cold steel in her back.
“Nae, it will be neither.” Aidan stared at the words until his blood iced. 
A surprising calm settling on him, he walked across the room and dropped the parchment into the hearth fire. He looked on as it curled and blackened, disappearing as surely as its meaningless threat. Whoever had penned and delivered it, wouldn’t be able to reach Kira where he meant to take her.
Perhaps she’d been right all along and they were meant to be together in her time, not his.
How he fared there, mattered not.
Only her safekeeping.
Quickly, before any niggling doubts could assail him, he dusted his hands and settled himself in his chair. There’d be much to do on the morrow and a good night’s sleep would serve him well. With Tavish’s help, the upcoming feast night would likely be their best opportunity to slip away unnoticed.
His mind set, he curled his fingers around the hilt of his family’s precious sword, wondering if fate had caused him to prop the well-loved brand against his chair. Or if he’d brought them to this pass by vowing on the sword’s ancient, bloodred pommel stone.
Either way, he wouldn’t fail.
Not with Kira as the prize.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
A full sennight later, seven days and nights unlike any Aidan had ever known, he stood in the shadows of his great hall’s entry arch, oddly detached from the chaotic preparations for the evening’s celebratory feast.
Everywhere, men bustled about, laughing and jesting. Their arms were laden with long, streaming garlands of autumn leaves and bright-red rowanberries, which they took great pleasure in hanging on the walls and draping wherever they could. Merriment abounded and in a corner, pipers strutted to and fro, practicing for the night’s entertainment. Harried servants ignored the din for they were busy spreading white linen over row upon row of trestle tables. Red-cheeked kitchen laddies trailed after them, looking awed and self-important as they laid out trenchers, ale-and-wine cups and knives. Delicately carved spoons of bone that had been Aidan’s mother’s pride, winked from the high table. Extra torches already blazed along the walls, and a well-doing log fire roared in the hearth.
Tempting aromas drifted from the kitchens, enhancing the hall’s smoke-hazed air with mouthwatering hints of what was to come: a bountiful parade of roasted meats, simmering stews, and freshly baked breads. Not to be overlooked, at least two silver candelabrums gleamed on every table, each one boasting fine wax candles waiting to be lit the moment Aidan gave his nod. Even the floor rushes had been replaced, the fresh new layer fragrant with sweet-smelling herbs and dried lavender, much to the frustration of the castle dogs, used to scrounging for scraps of food buried in the matted, older rushes. 
Not that the new rushes kept them from searching. They did, capering and getting underfoot, barking wildly each time someone paused in their work to shoo them away. Excited, the dogs wagged tails, ran in circles, and made general mayhem. As did Aidan’s men, their zeal for the day, breaking his heart.
Steeling himself, he drew a deep breath and released it slowly. Whether it pained him or nae, he remained where he stood.
This might be the last time he gazed on such a scene. It was wise and good to brand the memories into his soul. With all respect to Kira’s world, he doubted it could be as colorful and joyous as his.
Despite the dark bits that were driving him away.
As if to prove it, a great burst of laughter rose from the far side of the hall and he glanced that way, not surprised to see Nils and Mundy holding court with Sinead, Evanna, and Maili. The maids wore rowanberry sprigs in their hair and were dancing gaily around the two men as they balanced on trestle benches, trying in vain to festoon the ceiling rafters with bold swaths of tartan.
Nearby, at the high table, young Kendrew did his part as well. Sitting quietly, he busied himself folding the linen hand towels that would be offered to each celebrant, along with a bowl of fresh, scented washing water.
Watching him, Aidan frowned. He’d grown fond of the lad and had plans for him. A muscle twitched in his jaw and his throat thickened. An annoying condition that worsened when the two birthing sisters hobbled past, sprays of ribbon-wrapped heather clutched to their breasts. Adornments he knew they’d made with great care, intending to place them before Kira’s seat at the high table.
In her honor, too, they’d bathed. More than one soul had commented on such a wonder. He’d noticed now himself, catching a hint of rose-scented soap and fresh, clean linen wafting after them.
Putting back his shoulders, Aidan swallowed hard and blinked. He was a hardened warrior chieftain, after all. He had no business going soft around the edges just because a young lad he scarce knew sat folding hand towels at his table and two bent old women chose this day to bathe for the first time since he’d known them.
The stinging heat piercing the backs of his eyes had nothing to do with the like.
Nothing at all.
And it especially had nothing to do with how difficult it was to see his people so ready and eager to finally welcome Kira into their hearts. Now, when the time had come for them to leave. 
A cold nose nudged his hand then, and the fool lump in his throat almost burst.
“Damnation!” Aidan started, reaching to stroke Ferlie’s head when the old dog pressed against him, whimpering. “Ach, Ferlie. Dinnae you go making me feel worse.” 
“You needn’t go anywhere, you know.” A deep, well-loved voice observed behind him.
“Hold your tongue, man!” Whirling round, Aidan glared at the only soul beside Kira who knew his plans. “Leastways, dinnae speak so loud. No’ of suchlike.”
“You would say the same, in my place.” Tavish, good and trusted friend, cousin, possible half-brother, and soon to be new laird of Wrath, stood lounging against the wall, his arms folded. His dark eyes glittered challenge.
“You, of all people, know why I must leave. Why it must be tonight.” Aidan met his gaze, trying not to see the hurt behind his friend’s piercing stare. “No one will miss us if we slip away when the revelries are at their highest, everyone deep in their cups. And” – he glanced out an arrow slit window – “it will be full dark tonight, no moon.”
“Ach! How could I forget?” Tavish slapped his forehead with the ball of his hand. “The night’s blackness and the mist will shield you from curious eyes when you clamber up onto the gatehouse arch, looking for your time portal.”
“Sakes, Tavish.” Aidan grabbed his friend’s arm, gripping hard. “Dinnae you start on me too,” he said, keenly aware of Ferlie’s sad, unblinking stare. “We cannae stay. I’ll no’ have Kira’s life threatened.”
Tavish arched a brow. “Since when has a MacDonald e’er run from a foe?” He flipped back his plaid, patting the hilt of his sword. “Together, we can protect your lady. Here. Where you belong. Both of you.”
Aidan shook his head. “I am no’ running away. I’m seeing Kee-rah back where she belongs and where I know she’ll be safe.” Whipping back his own plaid, he displayed Invincible’s proud hilt, having asked Tavish earlier to give his old sword to Kendrew, once he was gone. 
Curling his fingers around the sword’s ruby-red pommel stone, he willed his friend to understand. “Have you ne’er loved a woman, Tavish?” He spoke as plain as he could. “Loved her so much that you know you’d no’ be able to breathe without her? Enough no’ to care about your pride? So much that you’d do anything to keep her safe? Even if the doing might rip your soul?”
Tavish just looked at him.
“That is how I love Kee-rah.” He let his plaid fall back into place, covering the ancient sword. “Too much to trust even a blade as worthy as Invincible. No’ all the might of the great Clan Donald could sway me. No’ when my foe is invisible and dwelling within my own castle walls.”
Tavish shrugged. “Kill Conan Dearg. Let me have done with him. There has to be a connection. Once he is no more, whoe’er it is will slink into the shadows.”
Aidan sighed. “You know I cannae do that.”
Invincible’s weight seemed to increase at his hip as he held his friend’s stare. He was amazed that Tavish could forget how, many years ago when they’d been boys, his father had accidentally slain his own brother, not recognizing him in the fury and bloodlust of a fierce battle melee.
The tragedy had marked Aidan’s father for life and he’d made both boys kneel with their hands on Invincible’s jeweled pommel, swearing on its sacredness never to take up a sword against a kinsman. 
No matter the reason.
It was an oath Aidan had broken a time or two, much to his sorrow. But he’d never acted in cold blood, and simply couldn’t. Not when he remembered how haunted his father’s eyes had been all his living days.
Now he’d made yet another vow on his family’s holiest relic, this time calling on the Ancient Ones to save Kira from death by poisoning.
A plea they’d answered.
He couldn’t risk their anger by breaking not one but two such pacts.
As if he guessed, Tavish glanced into the festive hall, then back at him. “You truly mean to leave us? Nothing will change your mind?”
“My decision was made when I found that parchment.” He still felt how his blood had chilled, the shock hitting him like a kick to the gut. “It was no empty threat, but penned with true venom.”
“Then I shall go with you.” Tavish clapped a hand on his shoulder, looking quite taken by the notion. “I wouldn’t mind seeing those flying machines and tour buses.”
“Nae, you must stay here to laird in my place.” Aidan reached up to press his friend’s hand. “The clan will follow you well. Our friends and allies respect you. Equally important, our foes know not to cross you.”
“There are others. Good and worthy men-”
“It will ease my mind to know Wrath is in your hands. Yours and no one else’s.” Aidan paused, needing to swallow. His damnable throat was closing again. “I’ll have your word, Tavish. Only so can I go in peace.”
Tavish scowled and turned away. When he swung back around, he grabbed Aidan by the arms, dragging him into a swift, crushing embrace. “Sakes, but I shall miss you!”
“Ach, chances are we’ll be rejoining you in the hall, back before the sweet courses are served.” Aidan almost wished that would be the way of it. “We cannae be sure anything will happen. It is a chance, nothing else.”
“Nae, it is more. You will be sent forward to Kira’s time.” Tavish pressed a hand to his heart. “I feel it here.” 
“We shall see,” Aidan said, trying to make light of the possibility.
In truth, he felt it, too. 
Almost as if the air around him was already shifting and the cold afternoon mist beginning to drift across the bailey was lying in wait, silent and watching. Anticipating just the right moment to thicken, swirl, and speed him away.
A chill tripping down his spine, he grabbed his friend’s shoulders, pulling him close one last time. “I must see to Kira,” he said, releasing him. “I’ve returned her old clothes and she may need help hiding them beneath proper raiments for the feast.”
Tavish nodded. “How long will you remain with us? Before you go?”
“Not long.” Aidan glanced back into the hall. It was more crowded now, and louder, some of his men already carousing. “Perhaps you can help by making sure the ale flows a bit faster than usual?”
Again Tavish nodded. “As you will.”
“So be it, my friend.” Aidan turned away, suddenly needing to be gone. “Live well.”
But before he’d gone three paces, Tavish halted him with a hand to his arm.
“There might be one unexpected difficulty.” Tavish glanced about, lowering his voice despite the cacophony that surged around them. He looked pained. “Something neither us reckoned would happen.”
Aidan waited. Something told him he wasn’t going to like whatever his friend had to say.
“Well?” He looked at him. “What is it?”
“Not it, her.”
“Kee-rah?”
“Nae.” Tavish shook his head. “The MacLeod widow. She-”
“Fenella MacLeod?” Aidan’s brows lifted. He hadn’t heard word of the she-devil since he’d spurned her attentions some long while ago. “What of her?”
“She is here and will surely expect a welcome at the feast.”
“How can she be here?” Aidan rubbed the back of his neck, the thought of the predatory widow making his flesh crawl. “The MacLeod holding is on the other side of Skye. I didn’t send her word about tonight’s celebrations.”
“Be that as it may, she is here.” Tavish looked miserable. “She’s down on the landing beach with one of her galleys. She sent a messenger a short while ago. The man claimed her ship has sprung a leak. I was coming to tell you when I saw you standing here, looking into the hall.”
Aidan snorted. “MacLeod galleys ne’er spring leaks. Their fleet is almost as well-kept as our own.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Tavish agreed. “The woman is curious, and perhaps envious. She’s heard of Kira and wants to see her.”
“Ah, well.” Aidan considered. “There we have your first duty as Wrath’s new laird.”
Tavish blinked. “My first duty?”
Aidan nodded.
“You must keep the MacLeod woman occupied tonight. By fair means or foul.”
* * *
Hours later, Kira sat beside Aidan at the high table in Wrath’s crowded great hall, worrying about what might or might not happen when they finally managed to sneak away from the feast and out into the bailey. Beyond that, only a few other things really concerned her.
How wonderful it was to finally have good-fitting, comfortable shoes on her feet again.
That the panties she’d missed so much now felt constricting. And that wearing her medieval garb over her regular clothes made her look fat.
She also decided that if the big-breasted, raven-haired siren sitting with Tavish at the other end of the table didn’t stop sending slow, knowing smiles Aidan’s way, she and Aidan would be leaving well before he intended.
A departure she’d truly regret because if everything went as planned, she’d likely never again have the chance to experience this kind of medieval pageantry.
Not for real, anyway.
She knew without having ever attended one, that a twenty-first century medieval banquet dinner theatre couldn’t hold a candle to Aidan’s feast. No matter how flashy and fancy, how expensive, or how many supposedly hunky male models they engaged to play at being knights.
“Aidan.” The siren’s low, husky voice slid around the name like a caress. “You didn’t tell us your good news,” she purred, leaning forward just enough to display the generous swell of her breasts. “How proud you must be, an heir for Wrath at last.”
Kira’s face flamed.
Aidan, man that he was, fell for the ploy.
He blinked, his gaze flitting to Kira, then back at the woman. “Heir?”
The woman’s gaze dipped pointedly to the bulge at Kira’s middle. She said nothing, her red lips simply curving in another slow, intimate smile.
A nasty, catty smile that lasted only until Maili materialized beside her, a huge tray of stewed oysters and cooked herring balanced on one hand - a hand that flicked just enough to the side to send the tray’s wet, steaming delicacies spilling into the beauty’s lap.
“Ohhh!” The woman leapt to her feet, her eyes snapping with fury. “You careless chit!” she cried, swiping at her ruined skirts, her scoldings and jigging drawing all eyes.
Then, before Kira knew what was happening, two strong hands were lifting her to her feet, releasing her almost as quickly to thwack Aidan roughly on the back, then give him a great shove toward the deep shadows at the far end of the dais.
Tavish, she saw, barely catching her breath before he yanked aside a tapestry and swept open a door she’d not known existed. “Fair means or foul,” he said, practically pushing them through it, into the cold, sleety dark of the bailey.
True to the last, he’d created a diversion for their escape.
Then the door slammed behind them and they were alone, running hand in hand across the deserted courtyard, the swirling night mist so thick around them, Castle Wrath and its sturdy walls already seemed little more than a long-ago dream.
Somewhere, muffled and distant, a dog whined and howled, but otherwise the night was eerily quiet. Great rolling curtains of mist damped all sound, even the pounding of their feet on the bailey’s dark, rain-slick cobbles. Hurrying, they soon reached the gatehouse, for once emptied and silent, its heavy oaken doors closed and barred, the iron portcullis lowered to keep out unexpected intruders. Not that any were likely on such a still, fog-drenched night. Even the dog’s howls faded away, dwindling until not the faintest echo remained.
What did remain was a ladder, tucked into the deepest shadows in the concealing lee of the curtain wall and giving access to the top of the gatehouse arch.
Looking at it, so real and waiting, Kira felt her mouth go dry. She began to tremble.
“Aidan….” She pulled him back when he grabbed hold of the ladder, his foot already on the first rung. “I know you ordered men to take turns on the battlements.” She looked up, scanning the wall-walk but seeing only swirling mist and thin curtains of fine, slanting rain. “What if one of them sees us?”
“They won’t.” He kept his hands on the ladder, already ascending. “My guards know to keep their eyes trained on the cliffs and the sea. No’ on the empty bailey and the gatehouse arch behind them.”
Still, Kira cast a last glance at the top of the curtained walling, so difficult to see in all the thick, whirling mist. And even if she could make out the battlements, somehow she doubted she’d see any men there.
Not now.
The queasy feeling in her stomach and the prickles at the back of her neck told her it was already too late.
Aidan’s men were gone.
Blessedly, he was still there. On top of the arch now, and reaching down for her, encouraging her. “Come, Kee-rah, give me your hand and I will pull you up.”
Kira blinked. She hadn’t realized she’d scrambled nearly all the way up the ladder. Her heart pounding, she felt his hand grasp hers even as the ladder rung seemed to vanish from beneath her feet.
“Oh, God!” Her breath caught as she hovered just a split second in thin, empty air. But Aidan’s arm swept around her like a band of steel, his strong hand heaving her up onto the arch-top with him. “I think it’s happening already,” she gasped, clutching at him. “The ladder disappeared beneath me.”
“Aye, lass, I know.” He kept his arms locked around her, holding her so tight against him she could hardly breathe. “I cannae see much through all this mist, but I think more has disappeared than the ladder.”
Kira wrapped her own arms around him, clinging to him just as fiercely. She pressed her head against his chest and closed her eyes, not really wanting to see whatever it was he’d meant had disappeared.
It couldn’t be helped that they’d find Wrath in ruin if indeed they returned to her time. But she’d come to love the real Wrath and didn’t want to watch it dissolve before her eyes. It would be difficult enough to see Aidan’s face when he saw what had become of his proud home.
She winced.
That was something she should have thought about before. Something she might not have to worry about now because nothing was happening.
Nothing at all.
Even the light patter of the fine, misty rain was no more. Total silence swelled around them, almost like the proverbial quiet before the storm. The thought made her shudder, then cry out when her foot slipped on the slick stone surface of the arch-top.
“Hold, lass!” Aidan’s arms tightened around her, righting her before she lost her balance. “Try no’ to move, Kee-rah. Just hold on to me.”
“I will-Iieeeee….” Her foot slipped again, this time plunging knee-deep into a mossy, fern-lined crack in the arch’s stonework.
Crumbling, ancient stonework, grass-grown and riddled with cracks, just as she remembered.
Equally amazing, her tartan picnic rug and her backpack were wedged into a clump of ferns near her ankle.
“Aidan!” She pulled her foot from the gap, her heart thundering. “We’re here! My things, too!” 
Her entire body shaking, she reached into the crevice, her fingers closing around a strap on her backpack just when all hell broke loose. An earsplitting boom shattered the quiet, knocking the breath from her as wave after wave of brilliant white light flashed across the arch-top, ripping away the mist and darkness until every tiny age line and lichen pattern stood out in bold relief on the ruined stone.
Then the world went black.
Total darkness.
Even the cold was gone. The fine, sleety rain. She felt and heard nothing.
Until a great blaring blast pierced her ears and she slammed down onto the stone again, this time landing on her buttocks with a hard, bone-jarring thunk.
“Bluidy hell, woman! Have ye gone daft?”
Kira jerked, a man’s angry voice ringing in her ears.
An angry Scottish voice, burred and all, but so unpleasantly startling it took her a moment and a few mad eye-blinks to realize that the owner of the voice was standing beside the open driver door of a bright red car.
“Damned tourists, anyway!” He glared at her, tapping his temple with a forefinger. “I could’ve hit you! Flying across the car park like there was no tomorrow!” he huffed, jumping back in his car and roaring off.
Car park?
Kira blinked again, only now fully grasping that she was in a car park and not on Wrath’s gatehouse arch. Far from it, she was sitting right smack in the middle of a large paved and graveled car park crammed full with cars, square-shaped recreational vehicles, and tightly packed rows of coach tour buses. 
Her stomach beginning to do funny things, she recognized the place as the Spean Bridge Mill, a popular tourist trap on the scenic A-82, just north of Fort William and not far from the turn-off road to Skye.
This was definitely her time, but something had gone wrong.
They weren’t supposed to return here. 
Nor was it autumn anymore, but late spring or early summer. She’d lost six or seven months. Her palms starting to dampen, she hoped she hadn’t lost more.
Aidan was gone.
Trying not to panic, she pushed to her feet and looked around, searching for him. Her backpack was still clutched in her hands and her tartan picnic rug lay a few feet away, unharmed. But her medieval clothes were gone, as was he.
“Aidan!” She shouted for him, the blood roaring in her ears, panic sweeping her.
A family of four turned to give her weird looks. She scowled at them, not caring what they thought. “Aidan!” she called again, her mouth going dry now, her heart starting to hammer wildly.
There was no sign of Aidan anywhere.
Only other people. 
Lots and lots of other people. Mostly American and English tourists from the looks of them. They streamed in and out of the mill-and-tea shop, weaving through the parked cars, and crowding the pretty arbored walkways. An especially noisy bunch blocked the entrance to the mill’s busy public restrooms.
Separated from the main gift shop by a flower-lined walkway and a series of dark-wooded pergolas, they were the cleanest and finest public restrooms along the entire A-82. An insider tip for those in the know, complete with a lovely view of the Spean River’s rushing, tumbling rapids. 
They were also where she needed to go. Now. 
Not for the usual reason, but because panic and dread were making her ill. Gorge was rising in her throat, hot, bitter, and scary. Worse, she was finding it increasingly difficult to breathe.
She needed to splash cold water on her face and calm down.
She needed to think.
Plan a way to find Aidan, wherever he’d landed. Or get back to him if he was still standing on his gateway arch-top, possibly just as panicked and looking for her.
Moving fast now, she headed straight for the restrooms. If need be, she’d use her elbows, or even swing her backpack, to plow a way through the tight knot of tourists blocking the entrance.
She needed a clear head more than they needed to use the facilities.
But when she neared them, she saw that the tourists weren’t waiting to get into the fancy restrooms at all. They were taking pictures. Snapping away like mad, oooh’ing and ahhh’ing over something she couldn’t see.
Then several of them moved and she did see.
They were photographing Aidan!
He stood ramrod straight between two wooden barrels of spring flowers, Invincible raised threateningly, and such a fierce glower on his face he would have scared her if she hadn’t known him. Unmoving and unblinking, he could have been a life-size statue. The tourists apparently mistook him for a reenactor, posing for their benefit.
A little old lady on the edge of the crowd gave Kira a gentle tap on the arm. “He’s been standing there like that for at least ten minutes,” she gushed, aiming her diggy camera at him. “My granddaughters back in Ohio will swoon when they see his picture. He’s just the kind of wild Highlander they’re always dreaming about.”
Don’t I know it, Kira almost said.
Instead, she gave the woman a tight smile and pushed her way forward. “Aidan! There you are. Come, we’re late.” She laid on her most businesslike tone. “Your appearance at the Loch Ness Medieval Festival is in an hour.” She grabbed his arm, his muscles hard and tense and ready for battle. She flashed an apologetic glance at the crowd as she pulled him away. “We’ll just make it if we hurry.”
“Wait!” A family father with three little kids hurried after her. “There’s a medieval festival at Loch Ness today?”
Kira nodded. “All day,” she improvised, praying Aidan wouldn’t contradict her.
Not that he looked keen on saying much of anything.
His mouth was set in a firm, hard line, and he’d clamped his jaw so tight she wouldn’t be surprised if he never got it open again.
He also refused to let her pull him farther than a few yards from where he’d been standing. His scowl darkening, he sheathed Invincible with such force, the English family father and the rest of the crowd scattered at once, leaving them alone on the walkway.
Others, those just now exiting the gift shop, made a wide circle around them.
“Wise souls.” Aidan spoke at last, eyeing them as they scuttled past.
Planting his legs apart and folding his arms, he assumed his most lairdly mien. A posture that lasted until one of the monstrous things he assumed was a coach tour bus rumbled past them, only to come to a shuddering, smoke-belching halt, then disgorge a small throng of chattering, oddly-garbed people who looked very much like the ones who’d cornered him the moment he’d landed in this horrid, dreadful place.
One such soul turned to gape at him – a female, and not unattractive, all things considered – but when she paused and aimed one of those little silvery objects at him, he smiled wickedly and whipped Invincible a foot or two out of its sheath.
It was enough.
The woman ran away faster than he would have believed.
“Aidan, please. That was just a camera. She liked you and wanted to take your picture.” Kira put a hand on his arm. “You can’t do things like that here. Times are different. You’re scaring people.”
He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, trying to ignore the way the foul-smelling smoke from the tour bus tainted the pure, Highland air. 
“I am sorry, Kee-rah,” he said, the words costing him much. “I-”
“You aren’t sorry you’re here with me, are you?” She looked at him, the worry in her eyes, lancing him. “Or mad at me?”
“Ach, lass.” He rammed the sword back into its sheath and grabbed her, crushing her to him and slanting his mouth over hers in a ferocious, demanding kiss that would surely set the gawkers’ tongues wagging.
Not that he cared.
Releasing her at last, he straightened his plaid and tossed back his hair. “Sweet Kee-rah, where’er you are, is where I need to be. I am no’ sorry, nor wroth. Just….”
Terrified.
He couldn’t say the word, but he saw in her face that she knew. Her eyes filled with the tears she was always swearing she never shed, her whole expression softening as she slid her arms around him, pressing close.
“It will be okay.” She leaned into him, her voice thick, husky. “You’ll see. But we can’t stay here and I don’t think it’s a good idea to go to Wrath. Not yet, anyway.”
Aidan nodded, his own throat tightening.
Hearing the name of his home spoken aloud in this strange place that his beloved Scotland had become pinched his heart more than was good for a man.
But he was a man. A fine, braw one, he hoped. So he drew another deep breath of the odd-smelling air, then braced his hands on his hips and looked round, once more assuming his chiefly airs.
“So-o-o, Kee-rah!” he boomed. “Where shall we go?”
She considered a moment, then beamed. “I think south to Ravenscraig.”
“That MacDougall nest?” His brows snapped together until he remembered she’d told him a Douglas now lairded it there. “To your friends?” he amended, silently thinking a journey to people she knew would be wise indeed.
“Yes. To Mara McDougall Douglas and her husband, Alex.” Still smiling, she looked down and opened her travel pouch with one of those infernal zip-hers. She plunged her hand inside, rummaging about until she withdrew a tiny gold piece of parchment.
A thin, bright and shiny thing that she waved at him. 
“My credit card,” she announced, clutching it as if it were made of gold indeed. “It will get us a rental car. I think there’s a small local agency somewhere here in Spean Bridge. Maybe Roy Bridge. If not, I’ll find one in Fort William and ask them to deliver the car.”
Aidan nodded again, trying his best to look sage.
Truth was, he hadn’t understood a word she’d said.
Unfortunately, he did have a very unpleasant suspicion that getting to Ravenscraig – near distant Oban, by all the gods! – would entail a journey in one of the smaller tour-bus-looking things crowded so thickly across the Spean Bridge Mill’s busy courtyard.
He certainly didn’t see any stables about.
Indeed, horses didn’t seem to exist in her world. Which left his original notion.
The one that he didn’t care for at all.
Needing to know, he put back his shoulders again and cleared his throat. “Ahhh, Kee-rah, lass,” he began, pleased by the strength of his voice, “this rental car you mention? Would it be anything like these small tour buses sitting about here?”
To his dismay, she nodded. “Yes. Those are cars.” Then, starting forward, she added, “There’s a call box just down the way. I’ll phone Mara and let her know we’re coming. I don’t have a cell of my own with me. The battery died and then before it could charge-” She broke off, reached to squeeze his arm. “Never mind all that, it’s not important. I’ll just find us a car. Don’t worry, please. We’ll be on our way before you know it.”
Aidan nodded again, beginning to feel like a head-bobbing fool.
But he dutifully followed her down the road, away from the frightful Spean Bridge Mill and its horrors. 
Hoping worse ones weren’t awaiting him.
If the speed of the rental cars whizzing past them on the road gave any indication, the journey to Oban would be a nightmare.
Something he became absolutely certain of when, a short while later, she stopped beside a tall, bright red metal and glass container, and opened its door. Popping inside, she punched at tiny numbers on a metal plate, before speaking rapidly into a strange silver contraption she pressed to the side of her head.
Just watching her made his head throb and ache.
When two earth-shaking, ear-splitting flying machines zoomed past just overhead, he knew for sure this modern Scotland was not for him.
“They were RAF military jets,” Kira told him, stepping out of the red-and-glass box at last. “They fly over like that all the time. Even in the most remote parts of Scotland.” She smiled. “Just ignore them.”
Aidan gave the most casual shrug he could. “I scarce noticed them,” he lied, glad his knees hadn’t buckled when they’d sped across the sky.
“Anyway, we’re all set.” Looking pleased, she leaned up on her toes to kiss him. “Mara and Alex are delighted we’re coming and they can’t wait to meet you.”
He grunted. “And the rental car?”
“It’s called a ‘hire car’ here, and we’ll have to go back to the Spean Bridge Mill to wait for one,” she said, hooking her arm through his for the walk to that awful place. “Someone will bring the car from Fort William shortly.”
Aidan harrumphed this time, having never heard of Fort William either.
“There’s just one thing you should know.” She stopped just before they reached the large courtyard with all the tour buses and rental-hire cars. “I’m not very good at driving on the left.”
“It doesn’t matter, Kee-rah,” he lied again.
Something told him driving on the left might be very important in this place.
Not that he was in a position to do much about it.
Instead, he did what he could. 
He walked proud and curled his hand around his sword’s ruby-red pommel, taking comfort in the blade’s name.
Sooner or later, he would surely be able to convince himself that he was just as unshakable.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
A surprisingly short while later, considering how long such journeys took in his day, Aidan decided he liked Fort William even less than the Spean Bridge Mill. Regrettably, he was also quite sure he’d prefer walking the town’s crowded, strange-looking streets to spending much more time trapped inside Kira’s rental-hire car.
She hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d claimed she wasn’t very good at driving left. Indeed, he strongly suspected she might even have similar difficulties driving right if such a possibility existed.
He had no idea and didn’t care to know.
For himself, once they were settled wherever that might prove to be, he would secure himself a fine and capable steed. Perhaps even a whole stable of them. Cars, tour buses, and the rolling nightmares Kira called recreational vehicles were not for him.
From what he’d seen of her RAF military jets, he knew without doubt that flying machines would disagree with him even more.
But for now, he had other worries. Another huge, square-shaped recreational vehicle was heading straight at them and he didn’t need to sneak a glance at Kira to know she’d spotted it, too, and was fearful.
Each time one of the monstrosities approached, she gritted her teeth and tightened her hands on the thing she called a steering wheel. Even more alarming, he was certain she also shut her eyes at the critical moment when the horrors thundered past them. Considering the narrowness of the road, he understood her distress.
Sadly, her ill ease only worsened his own.
Frowning, he wished Invincible had fit inside the car rather than having to be stashed in the storage area she called the trunk-boot. He felt naked and vulnerable without the great brand at his hip. Aye, to his mind, there weren’t many advantages to this driving.
No matter how quickly the rental-hire car might get them to Oban.
If they even arrived alive.
Something he wasn’t all too sure would be the case.
Casting a cautious glance at his lady, he wriggled his jaw as unobtrusively as possible. He’d been clenching it since they’d left the Spean Bridge Mill and his teeth were beginning to ache. His head ached even worse. Truth was, even though Kira had taken great pains to explain her world and tried so valiantly to ready him for her life before he’d landed in her time, none of those details and descriptions could have prepared him for what he was facing now.
He doubted even Tavish would have been pleased by Kira’s Scotland.
Much as the lout declared his eagerness to see it.
Thinking of his friend made his heart hurt, so he fixed his attention on the road ahead, regretting it immediately when he spotted another recreational vehicle in the distance. As with the other such abominations, it was heading determinedly their way. Dreading Kira’s reaction as much as the coming encounter, he looked down at the wee bit of tartan cloth clasped so tightly in his hands.
An eye mask Kira had called it.
She’d plucked it from her travel pouch and offered it to him when he’d balked at being strapped into the rental-hire car. Naturally, he’d refused to use it, preferring to see death coming than hide behind such a fool thing.
Even so, if they didn’t soon reach their destination, he might reconsider.
“Why don’t you put that in your new sporran?” Kira glanced at him and he immediately ceased fiddling with the bit of tartan frippery.
Driving left was danger fraught enough without him distracting her. But apparently it was too late to worry about it, because her gaze dipped briefly to the eye mask.
“If you haven’t used it by now, there’ll be less need soon,” she said, blessedly returning her attention to the road. “We’re almost to Ballachulish now. After the bridge, we’ll leave the A-82 for the A-828, the coast road that’ll take us right down to Ravenscraig Castle. That road won’t be as busy.”
Aidan harrumphed.
He wasn’t at all sure driving left on a less-traveled coast road would prove any less harrowing than constant encounters with recreational vehicles on a busy one. Coast roads presented other hazards as even he knew.
Things like cliffs and sharp, hair-raising turns.
He frowned. If either one caused Kira to shut her eyes as she did each time a recreational vehicle or tour bus whizzed past them, he would insist she halt immediately. He would then wisely proceed to Ravenscraig on foot, whether she laughed at him or nae.
“I thought you liked the sporran?” She reached over to flick one of the scrip’s tassels, clearly misinterpreting his scowl.
“I like it fine.” He hoped the quick answer would get her hand back on the steering wheel.
Relieved when it did, he looked down, admiring her gift. He did like it. Indeed, he was more than pleased. Never had he seen such a fancily fashioned scrip, all fine leather and fur and decorated with flashy silver-beaded chains and tassels. It even boasted the MacDonald crest. Had he possessed such a treasure in his time, he’d have been the envy of every other chieftain in the Highlands.
A notion that pleased him.
“So you do like it?”
His frown returned. “To know I smiled means you took your eyes off the road again, Kee-rah.” It was high time to warn her about such things. “A mighty fine gift, it is. I am proud to wear it.”
“I wish I’d been able to give it to you at Wrath.” 
He swallowed. He would’ve liked that, too. But there wasn’t any point in being sad about something they couldn’t change. So he forced a smile, aiming for a wolfish one.
Just in case she was peeking at him again.
“If your friends at Ravenscraig give us private quarters, I shall show you exactly how much your gift pleased me, Kee-rah. How much you please me.” He glanced at her, deliberating deepening his burr. He’d learned fast how much she loved what she called his ‘sexy Scottish accent.’ Employing it now, he let his gaze flick over her. “Truth is, lass, a man might think this time-traveling business makes a body ravenous.”
“Is that so?” Kira’s heart flipped to hear him sound himself again. Another, entirely different part of her tingled. She knew just the kind of hunger he meant and couldn’t she wait to indulge him.
After all, she craved him just as badly.
“Don’t make me think of such things while I’m driving,” she said, only half meaning it. “I might pull over and demand you take care of that hunger now. But we’re almost there and Mara said they have a big surprise for us, so we’d best keep going.”
“As you wish, my lady.” He sat back, her tartan eye mask still clutched in his hands, his white-knuckled grip letting her know how much his bravura cost him.
Kira bit her lip and drove on, pretending not to notice.
With any luck, Mara’s surprise would be something special enough to take his mind off all he’d left behind. Make him less sad and help him adjust better to her world. From Mara’s excitement on the telephone, she could almost believe that might just happen.
Then, about an hour and a good stretch of lonely coast road later, Ravenscraig Castle’s double-turreted gatehouse finally loomed ahead and she did believe it.
A large banner stretched across the gatehouse, welcoming them with the traditional Gaelic greeting: Ceud Mile Failte!
A Hundred Thousand Welcomes!
Aidan snorted. “The MacDougalls have grown friendlier since my day.”
Kira glanced at him. “I told you, they are friendly. To everyone.”
But the greeting made her smile. Even if she suspected the banner remained in place all summer, there to greet the scores of MacDougalls and others who visited Ravenscraig from all over the world, eager to enjoy One Cairn Village’s Brigadoon-ish charm, or to take advantage of Mara’s state-of-the-art genealogical center.
The welcome banner wasn’t the surprise.
A cluster of signposts lining the drive and the large placard in front of the rhododendrons flanking the gatehouse had to be it. Bold and colorful, the signs announced the second annual Ravenscraig Highland Games.
Not that they wouldn’t have discovered the day’s significance the instant they drove beneath the gatehouse’s raised portcullis and through its dark, tunnellike pend. The castle came into view as soon as they did, but only the tall, parapeted towers. 
Everything else was blocked from view, the entire expanse of endless, emerald green lawn crowded with colorful tents and tartan-draped platforms. Rows of refreshment booths and trinket stalls lined the perimeter, as did a large U-shaped area of bleachers.
Chaos reigned with competing pipe bands standing in tight circles everywhere, playing their hearts out, while solo pipers stood on the scattered platforms, giving skirling accompaniment to young girls performing the Highland fling.
On the far side of the lawn, the kilted heavies were already in full swing, throwing hammers and weights, and tossing the huge, telephone pole-like caber. Closer by, more kilties engaged in a fierce tug-o’-war, much to the delight of the female spectators. From their flushed faces and laughter, Kira suspected they were more keen on catching beneath-the-kilt flashes than watching to see which team of huffing, straining tuggers actually won.
Kira beamed as she drove past them, slowing to a snail’s pace as she followed the parking instructions of a young, freckle-faced lad in a kilt. Beside her, Aidan was silent, but she caught a suspicious gleam in his eye when he clambered out of the car. 
A gleam that was getting brighter by the moment. So she held her silence, not wanting to embarrass him by saying anything he’d have to comment on. Not until she was sure he’d caught himself. 
Her throat was thick, too.
Pipes always did that to her. She also knew that such games went back well over a thousand years. That medieval chieftains like Aidan used the competitions to select the clan’s strongest and fastest men. Those with the most stamina and the greatest hearts. Men who became the chieftain’s personal tail, or bodyguards. His most prized fighting men.
Trusted friends.
She shivered. The medieval games must’ve been full of pageantry and color. Things she was certain Aidan was remembering now. She could tell by the way his hands shook just a bit as he refastened his sword belt, then smoothed his plaid, his head held high.
Looking proud.
And so out of place against the backdrop of milling T-shirted, sneaker-footed American tourists that she could have sat down and wept.
“Aidan, my love.” She reached for his hand, lacing their fingers. “We can leave now. No one yet knows we’ve arrived. We can go back-”
“You call me your love.” He looked at her, his gaze going so deep, she’d swear he’d brushed her soul. “Am I, lass? Do you love me as much as I love you?”
Kira’s heart burst. He’d never yet mentioned love, but she’d guessed, hoped. “Oh, Aidan, you know I do.” She slid her arms around him, squeezing tight. “I love you more than there are sands on the shore. More than all the stars in the night sky. I have always loved you. I think since that very first day.”
He nodded, taking her hands and kissing both palms. “Then all is good, Kee-rah. We shall stay here and visit your friends. After that, I cannae say. But we are no’ going back to Wrath. No’ so long as Conan Dearg breathes and a faceless enemy threatens you in my own bedchamber.”
Kira looked down, nudging at a pebble on the graveled path. She’d almost hoped he’d say they would go back to Wrath. Her world felt funny to her, too, now.
She was already homesick for the fourteenth century.
“Nae, lass.” He shook his head, almost as if he’d read her thoughts. “We are here now and shall make the best of it.” 
“And if-” She broke off, her jaw dropping. 
Just ahead a small book stand claimed pride of place in the middle of the Games’ row of trinket stalls. Two large flags flew above it, the red-and-gold Lion Rampant, so often associated with Robert the Bruce, and the blue-and-white Scottish Saltire. Both snapped proudly in the afternoon wind, but it was the giant poster of RIVERS OF STONE – A HIGHLANDER’S ANCESTRAL JOURNEY and the many teetering stacks of the little book that drew attention.
As did the tall, kilted Highlander preening beside the book table, surrounded by a clutch of female Australian and American tourists. Loud and giggly, they wore their national flags on the backs of their sweatshirts. All except one, a brassy-looking, older woman who appeared to be hanging onto every word the Highlander said.
In addition to the Australian flag, the back of her sweatshirt declared that she was, ELIZABETH: WORLD CHAMPION KILT-TILTER. 
Kira almost choked. “Oh, my God! It’s him.” She grabbed Aidan’s arm. “Wee Hughie MacSporran.”
Aidan stopped, following her gaze. “The scribe who claims Conan Dearg locked me in my dungeon to starve to death?”
“The very one, I think. He’s a bit heavier and has less hair than the last time I saw him.” She squinted, straining to catch a better look at him through the clustering women. “Yes, I’m sure. It’s him.”
Aidan narrowed his eyes at the man, then smiled.
His wickedest smile. “Then, come.” He started forward, his hand on Invincible’s hilt. “I shall give him a history lesson.”
Reaching the little book stand, he whipped out the sword and plunged it into the earth a few inches from Wee Hughie’s feet. “Greetings, kinsman!” he boomed, clapping the startled Highlander on the shoulder. “I’m told you’re of good Clan Donald blood?”
The women around him giggled.
Wee Hughie’s face colored, but he nodded, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I-”
“He’s related to Robert the Bruce,” the Kilt-Tilter trilled, eyeing Aidan with equal interest. 
Kira frowned at her.
Aidan arched a brow. “Indeed?” 
Wee Hughie stepped back a pace, brushing at his kilt. “The Bruce was my great-great-great grandfather. Eighteen generations in a direct line.”
Aidan closed the space between them. With a wink at Kira, he lowered his voice. “I cannae claim eighteen generations from the man, but I have fought and wenched at his side. Welcomed him at my table and hearth.”
Wee Hughie lifted his chin, bristling. “Ancestral roots should not be mocked. I can document my lineage back through two thousand years of Scottish history.”
Aidan didn’t look impressed. “Lad, if you do have Clan Donald blood, I am your history.” 
“Come, let’s move on.” Kira put a hand on his arm, not surprised when he brushed it away.
“And” - he yanked Invincible from the ground, resheathing the sword without taking his gaze off the author – “I am here to tell you that your book is wrong. Aidan MacDonald of Wrath didn’t die in his own dungeon. That was his cousin, Conan Dearg.”
Wee Hughie puffed his chest. “You, sir, are the one who has your history skewed. I never wrote that. Conan Dearg drowned.”
Aidan frowned and picked up one of the books, tucking it inside his plaid. “I shall read this and see what other errors you’ve made,” he said, once more clapping the author on the shoulder. “If I find more, kinsman, we shall meet again.”
“Spoken like a true Highlander of old.”
A tall, darkly handsome man fell into step beside them the minute Aidan turned and pulled Kira away from the book stand. Dressed like a prosperous knight of old, he made them a gallant bow, clearly taking pains not to dislodge the studded medieval shield he held in front of him.
A beautiful Highland targe, round and covered with smooth, supple-looking leather, it was the finest example of a medieval shield Kira had ever seen outside a museum.
“You must be one of Sir Alex’s reenactor friends,” she said, certain of it. “I’m Kira. Of Aldan, Pennsylvania.” She glanced at Aidan. “And this is Sir Aidan. The MacDonald of Wrath,” she blurted, his true identity somehow spilling from her.
The dark knight’s casual, easy grace could have pulled even more from her had she not been careful.
There was something about him.
“I know who you are, Lady Kira.” He smiled, his gaze passing knowingly to Aidan before returning to her. “You have been expected. Both of you. We are here to help you.”
“We?” Kira blinked. 
“Many of us.” He gave a slight nod, his mailed shirt gleaming in the afternoon sun. “I am Sir Hardwin, onetime companion-in-arms to Alex of Ravenscraig, and late of my own fair Seagrave in the north.”
Kira’s brow furrowed. “Late?”
He shrugged and flashed her a dazzling smile. “So to speak, my lady.”
For one crazy mad moment, she was certain she could see Wee Hughie MacSporran and his fan club of tourist women right through the man and his medieval targe.
But then a cloud passed over the sun and the illusion faded, leaving him looking as solid as everyone else.
Including the giant bearlike man with a shock of shaggy red hair and an equally wild beard who suddenly appeared at his side.
“Dinnae fash yourself, Kira-lass. We are friends.” The bushy-bearded newcomer slung an arm around the first man’s shoulders, then winked at Aidan. “Friends of old.”
Kira slid a glance at Aidan, not surprised to see him eyeing the two men with a skeptical, narrowed gaze.
“You have the looks of the MacNeils about you,” he said, his attention fixed on bushy-beard.
“Aye, and I suppose I do!” The man rocked back on his heels, mirth rolling off him. “‘Tis Bran of Barra, I am,” he declared, looking quite pleased about it. “And you are a Skye MacDonald – a son of Somerled, as I live and breathe!”
And then he was gone.
As was the first man, both swallowed up by a surge of holidaymakers pushing past them into the rows of trinket stalls and refreshment booths.
Nothing of the strange encounter remained, until a bright flash of glitter struck Kira’s eye and she stooped, examining the grass where the two men had stood.
Two gold rings lay there, glinting in the day’s fading light. Celtic rings identically patterned with slender-stemmed trumpets, birds, and delicate swirls. A man and a woman’s rings, both looking suspiciously medieval.
So beautifully medieval, Kira’s heart dipped the instant her fingers closed around them.
We are here to help you. The dark knight’s words came back to her, and she suddenly knew.
As she should have known right away, and would have, had the day’s trials not taken such a toll.
She turned to Aidan, the rings clutched in her hand. “They were ghosts,” she said, the wonder of it sending warmth all through her.
“I know that.” He snatched the rings and peered down at them, not about to admit he’d not known indeed.
He’d been about to draw Invincible again and challenge the cheeky bastards.
As it was, he chose to bow to the greater wisdom of his lady regarding the spirits of her time. He also didn’t want to overlook the possibility that the Ancient Ones of his own time might still be looking after them.
If that were the case, the rings had a definite purpose and had best be worn.
Sure of it, he grabbed her hand and shoved the smaller-looking ring onto the fourth finger of her left hand, then worked the other onto the same finger of his own left hand. 
With no time to spare, it would seem, because no sooner were the rings in place than a wild-eyed older couple came tearing across the grass towards them, calling his lady’s name.
“Kira!” A tall, slender woman threw her arms around Kira, sobbing and laughing at the same time. “Dear God, girl, where
have you been? We’ve been here for weeks, searching for you!”
The balding, pot-bellied man puffing after her wasn’t looking at Kira at all, but at him. “So you’re the man who’s married my little girl?” he demanded, eyeing him as if he were one of the birthing sisters’ newts. “Without so much as a by-your-leave!”
Quick on his heels, a running, panting couple about Aidan’s own age burst through a hedge of rhododendron, then drew to a skidding, slip-sliding halt. 
Keeping a few paces behind the older couple, they winked and gesticulated, the man’s magnificent Highland regalia and the woman’s simple, flame-haired beauty letting him know they were his hosts.
Mara McDougall of Penseal-where’er and her Douglas husband, Alex.
That they’d informed Kira’s parents that he and Kira had married was more than obvious. Not that he cared. Far from it, the notion pleased him. 
He’d meant to wed her anyway, as soon as he’d managed to settle their future.
It scarce mattered if he claimed her as his wife already.
In his heart, she’d been his since time was.
Mayhap, he sometimes believed, many lifetimes before that as well.
They fit together that beautifully.
Secure in that knowledge, he put back his shoulders and smoothed his plaid, understanding now why the Ancient Ones had sent the ring-bearing bogles.
“Well?” Kira’s father glared at him, both his chins quivering. “What have you to say for yourself?”
“The only thing of import, sir.” Aidan cleared his throat, regretting the temporary deception. “I am the man who loves your daughter. And, aye, I’ve taken her to wife.”
“Taken her to wife?” The man’s face reddened. “That’s a queer way to put it.”
“He’s a reenactor, George.” Kira’s mother spoke up. “Don’t you see his costume? He’s speaking in period. Like the guides at Pennsbury Manor back home. Or Colonial Williamsburg.”
“Humph.” George Bedwell glared at his wife. “I’d have him speak to me as my daughter’s father, not some tourist!”
“Oh, George, calm down.” The woman patted her husband’s arm. She threw Aidan an apologetic smile. Turning back to George, she gave him one as well. “Now, dear, you know how long we’ve waited to see Kira settled. Years enough to give me gray hairs. I’ll not have you scaring the boy off before the ink is dried on their marriage license.”
“I hope to God he has one.” George produced a small square of white linen and mopped his brow. “I’ll have answers if he doesn’t.”
“We are properly wed.” Aidan extended his hand, showing the man his ring. 
George peered at it, looking only somewhat mollified.
Aidan nodded, then did his best to assume the most respectful mien he could manage.
The only consolation he was willing to give, considering his position.
“My sorrow, sir, that we were unable to inform you until now. It simply wasn’t possible.”
“Not possible?” George’s face went red again. “In this day of high-speed Internet and email? Good old-fashioned telephones? They do function across the Atlantic, last I heard. Especially all the newfangled cell ones.”
Aidan sighed and pulled a hand down over his face. “Where my home is, we do not have such amenities.”
Kira pulled away from her mother to hasten over to him. “You don’t understand, Daddy,” she began, sliding an arm around Aidan. “Aidan is-”
“Aidan?” Her mother pressed a hand to her throat, her eyes rounding. “Good God, it’s him!”
“What do you mean him?” Her husband shot another angry look at her. “Have you met this man already? Met him, and not told me?”
Blanche Bedwell shook her head. “No. I’ve never met him, but I’ve heard of him. For years. He-”
“Years?” Kira’s father’s gaze flew from her mother to her and then back to her mother again. “You’ve known of him that long and I wasn’t informed?”
His wife pursed her lips. “You weren’t informed because there was nothing to say. He was a dream. An obsession of Kira’s since her graduation trip to Scotland. He’s a legendary historical hero who lived over seven hundred years ago.”
Kira’s father stared at her mother, his eyes rounding. “Are you telling me my daughter married a ghost?”
Blanche shrugged. “There are things in this world no one can explain. Doubt and disbelief doesn’t change that they exist. Ghosts-”
“Aidan of Wrath is no ghost.” Alex Douglas chose that moment to stride forward, placing a hand on both George and Blanche’s shoulders. He spoke in a level tone. “Trust me, I can sense spirits within a hundred paces. Your new son-in-law is a good man.”
He paused, his gaze dropping to Invincible’s hilt, lingering there, before he fixed Aidan with a deep, knowing stare.
“He simply hails from a distant time.” He spoke with authority.
“From seven centuries ago?” George frowned at him. “Look,” he added, glancing first at Kira, then the others, “our family has had its share of oddballs. Far-seers, ghost-seers, and other assorted fruit-loops. But I’ve yet to hear of anyone marrying someone seven hundred years dead.”
Mara McDougall Douglas coughed. Joining them, she put a hand on George Bedwell’s arm. “I know it sounds impossible,” she said, her voice so calm anything sounded possible, “but you have to remember this is Scotland. It’s an ancient land, full of magic. I’ve had to learn that myself. Strange things can happen here that you’d never hear of elsewhere.”
She exchanged a quick glance with her husband. “Strange and wonderful things.”
George grunted. “I don’t see anything wonderful about my daughter marrying a dead man.”
“Oh, Daddy. He’s not dead.” Kira reached for Aidan’s hand, grasping it hard. “You can’t imagine what he’s sacrificed for me.”
“Seven hundred year old men have to be dead,” George insisted, bent on being belligerent.
“Nae, that is no’ so. I can prove it to you, if you desire.” Aidan spoke with his laird’s voice. “But I warn you, it is not wise to tamper with such things. The consequences can be dire and wreak more harm than your simple doubts can stir in a lifetime.”
“And where – how - do you intend to live your lifetime?” Kira’s father eyed them. “Even Elliot King at the Tile Bonanza wouldn’t hire you on a resume that says you’re a seven hundred year old legendary historical hero.”
Aidan set his jaw, unable to answer him.
He understood the man’s outrage.
Given the circumstances, he would have reacted in a similar fashion. Nae, he’d never have tolerated such a discussion in the first place. He would have silenced the upstart young man with a swift, swinging pass of Invincible.
Kira, apparently, had other thoughts.
Shrugging off her backpack, she undid the zip-her and withdrew a bundle of rolled parchments. No longer fresh and supple as he knew they’d been at Wrath, the scrolls now appeared ancient. Thin and brittle, they crackled in her hands, the frayed red ribbon tying them, looking ready to crumble to dust.
“Here.” She thrust them into her father’s hands. “This is a record of my time in medieval Scotland. I wrote it for Dan Hillard and would appreciate it if you’d see he gets it. He can have the paper and ink carbon-dated. That’ll prove the year it was written and you, Daddy, cannot deny that it’s in my handwriting.”
Her father grunted again.
Some of the angry red color left his face as he peered down at the parchments. “That still doesn’t tell me where you mean to live? And how?”
Kira glanced at Aidan. “We’ll stay here in Scotland,” she said, knowing that would please him. Turning back to her parents, she hugged them both. “You know it’s always been my dreamland. Now it is also the home of the man I love.” 
She kissed them each on the cheek, willing them to understand. “Someday … maybe … we’ll return to Aidan’s time. If such a thing is even possible. But if we did, you will now have seen us together and will know how happy we are. If it came to that, I’d try to somehow let you know we made it back. That we were okay and thriving in Aidan’s world.”
“Humph.” Her father pressed his lips together and scowled, reminding her so much of Aidan, she would have laughed had the circumstances allowed.
“You are well and truly married?” He grabbed her hand, examining the ring Aidan had slipped onto her finger only moments before.
“Yes,” she spoke easily, knowing in her heart that they soon would be.
“And you love my daughter?” He shot another glance at Aidan. “Have the means to keep her fed and clothed? Happy?”
Aidan smiled, sensing the man’s softening. “She is my life, sir. I’d be honored to have your blessing, but I’m keeping her whether it pleases you or nae.” 
“Then take good care of her, by God.” Her father marched over to him, thrusting out his hand.
“I will, sir.” Aidan meant it, with all that he was. Then he surprised himself by ignoring the older man’s hand and, instead, grasping him by the shoulders for a quick, tight embrace. “Ne’er worry about her. She is more precious to me than all the world’s coin, my life. I would kill the man who’d even glance sideways at her.”
There are some men who deserve killing, he thought he heard Alex Douglas speak low at his shoulder. But when he released Kira’s father and looked at Alex, his host stood across the little clearing again, one arm slung casually around his wife.
“We’ve readied the Heatherbrae for you,” he said.
Looking so like the men of Aidan’s own day that his heart squeezed.
“It’s the same cottage Kira had before.” Mara McDougall Douglas slipped away from her husband. Coming forward, she handed Aidan a key. “I think you’ll find it comfortable. It’s a bit old-fashioned, but has everything you need.”
Unfortunately, when he took himself there a short while later, hoping to give Kira time alone with her family, he found himself unable to enjoy the luxuriously appointed cottage’s amenities.
The lights, as a cheery young man named Malcolm had called the bright-glaring contraptions, hurt his eyes. And the chattering little moving people in the so-called telly unsettled him so much he was sure his head would soon burst just trying to comprehend such a wonder.
Almost as bad, when he’d tried to use the shower he’d scalded his back. A short while later, he’d raised a blister on his finger when he’d touched one of the lights, trying to see how the fool thing worked.
But none of those horrors came anywhere near to the nightmare spread across the bed in the Heatherbrae’s tidy sleeping quarters.
Going there now, he stared down at the books he’d examined earlier. Wee Hughie’s Rivers of Stone: A Highlander’s Ancestral Journey. Kira’s little volume, The Hebridean Clans, and several others.
Eight altogether. Kira’s two, plus six he’d plucked from a shelf on the wall.
Each one said the same thing.
Conan Dearg drowned.
Not that he’d really care, were it not for the rest.
Sinking onto the edge of the bed, he picked up his kinsman’s little tome, once more opening it to the damning passage. Tracing the words with a blister-tipped finger, he swallowed against the thickness in his throat and wondered how the fates could be so cruel as to let him save Kira only to cause Tavish’s death.
Aidan closed his eyes and groaned. Never had he felt more helpless and miserable. Until Alex Douglas’s cryptic words came back to him.
There are some men who deserve killing.
His eyes snapped open. When the first thing that leapt into view was Invincible, its blood-red pommel jewel glittering like a dragon’s eye, he knew what he had to do.
Leaping to his feet, he grabbed the sword, feeling better, stronger, the instant his fingers clenched around the leather-wrapped hilt.
Power – and rage – swept him, heating his blood until it was all he could do not to throw back his head and shout his clan’s battle cry.
Instead, the words he’d said to Tavish the morning of the feast echoed in his ears: Chances are we’ll be rejoining you in the hall, back before the sweet courses are served.
He closed his eyes again, his heart thundering. If they could manage that, all might not be lost.
It was a risk he had to take.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“You want to go back?”
Kira’s astonishment was great as she slowly closed the door of the Heatherbrae behind her. She set down the glossy monthly, Scotland Today, that she’d brought back from the Ravenscraig library. She stared at Aidan, her initial euphoria on hearing him declare he wanted to return to his time, giving way to queasiness and dry mouth now that she looked at him more carefully.
Something had changed.
And it wasn’t good.
He no longer looked like Aidan-out-of-water, but the fierce laird of Wrath she knew so well from his own time.
His jaw was set in a formidable line and his eyes blazed. Most telling of all, he’d strapped on Invincible.
Crossing the cottage’s little sitting area, Kira slid her arms around him. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?” She looked up at him, not surprised when he disentangled himself and started pacing. “Why do you want to go back now? I know things aren’t ideal, but we just arrived here.”
“It’s no’ that I want to go back, though, the gods know I do.” He whirled to face her, his expression giving her chills. “We must. According to your history books, our leaving caused Tavish’s death.”
Kira’s eyes widened. “What?” She pressed a hand to her breast, shock welling up within her. “How can that be?”
She was so stunned, she couldn’t think clearly.
Aidan disappeared into the bedroom, returning a moment later with an armful of books. Dumping them onto a tartan-upholstered armchair, he snatched up one and began flipping through its pages.
“Here! The lines in the middle of the page.” He thrust the book at her, pointing to a brief paragraph on page 57. “Read it and you’ll understand.”
Kira looked down at the clear black print, her stomach dropping as she read the words. “Oh, God.” She tossed down the book, feeling ill. A terrible chill washed through her and her knees weakened. She met Aidan’s gaze, horrified. “Conan Dearg slew Tavish while escaping Wrath’s dungeon? Then drowned? With that MacLeod woman?”
“So the books say.” Aidan folded his arms. “All of them. Even that windbag, Wee Hughie’s. Some just say Conan Dearg killed the laird of Wrath, but the result is the same. After we left, Tavish took my place. Had we remained, he would still be alive.”
“And you’d be dead.” She didn’t like that possibility either.
Not at all.
Aidan snorted. “Nae. Conan Dearg would be dead, and by my sword. No’ from drowning.”
Kira dropped onto a chair. “I don’t get the drowning part. Or the connection with that awful woman.”
“That’s because you don’t know my cousin. Or Fenella MacLeod.” He gave her an alpha-male look, all medieval chieftain again. “I wouldn’t be one of the most respected warrior lairds in the Highlands if the answer weren’t clear to me.”
Kira looked at him. It wasn’t clear to her at all.
“It is simple, lass.” He picked up Mara McDougall Douglas’s welcome decanter of single malt and poured himself a hefty dram. He started to pour a second measure for her, but she waved a hand to stop him. Tossing down his own whisky in one quick swig, he wiped his mouth. “If you knew Lady Fenella, you’d understand. She devours men faster than I just swallowed that whisky. Conan Dearg will have attracted her like a lodestone. Especially since she was grieved with me.”
“She didn’t like you?” Kira lifted a brow.
“She liked me too much. Some while before you came to Wrath, she visited, offering her men and her fleet of longships to help me to search for Conan Dearg.” He paused to run a hand through his hair, a look of distaste passing over his face. “She offered me other services as well. You’ll ken what they were. When I declined, she left in a fury.”
“You think she then hooked up with your cousin? To get back at you?”
He nodded. “I’d bet my sword that was the way of it. I should have thought of suchlike before, but I was distracted.”
Kira swallowed. She knew he meant her. “I still don’t understand the drowning part. Especially if the MacLeod woman is supposed to have drowned with him.”
“I can only guess, but I’d vow Lady Fenella helped him escape at some point during the feast and they tried to leave Wrath Bay in her galley.” Coming over to her, he placed his hands on her shoulders. “Tavish and I suspected her of damaging her own craft as a ploy to pull up on my landing beach. If her flight with Conan Dearg caused as much confusion as I suspect it might have, and my men pursued them, in the rush to get away, she may have set sail in her own galley rather than taking one of mine as I imagine she’d planned to do.”
“You think her boat sank?” Kira blinked up at him. “As they tried to sail away?”
“I was told when she arrived that there was quite a hole gouged in her galley’s hull. They wouldn’t have made it past Wrath Isle if they sought to flee in such a vessel.”
Kira shuddered. “If this is true, I’ll bet she was behind my poisoning.”
“I thought the same,” he agreed, again shoving a hand through his hair. “Though if she’d been slipping into Wrath to visit Conan Dearg, or harm you, someone there must’ve been helping her.”
“That has to be how your cousin got up onto the arch that night.” Kira bit her lip, a hundred thoughts churning in her head. “I suspected he’d somehow learned about me. How I got there. Someone must’ve helped him sneak out of the dungeon so he could examine the top of the arch.”
“Indeed. You’re a wise lassie.” A touch of admiration lit his eyes. “Poor Kendrew must’ve startled him, and suffered the consequences.”
“But who would’ve helped your cousin?” Kira couldn’t wrap her mind around it. “Your men can’t stand him. And the women, those laundresses-” She broke off, suspicion making her breath catch. “Do you think one of them did it?”
He frowned. “Help my cousin?” He started pacing again, rubbing the back of his neck as he walked. “Could be. I’ve told you, Conan Dearg exerts a weird influence on women. But I can’t see any of the laundresses doing Lady Fenella any favors.”
Stopping by the table, he helped himself to another dram of whisky. “It doesn’t matter, Kee-rah.” Confidence rolled off him. If she didn’t know better, she’d have sworn he’d grown several inches. That his powerful shoulders had gone even wider. He looked at her, his expression fierce. “Now that I know what to be wary of, I’ll get to the bottom of the matter when we go back. Hopefully we can get there the same night we left. If so, I’m sure I can save Tavish.”
Kira’s heart sank. “Oh, dear,” she said, half certain the shadows in the room had just deepened, turning as dark as the blackness she felt bearing down on them. Her gaze slid to the little pine table by the door. The slick and colorful issue of Scotland Today lying on the tabletop. “I don’t think we can get back.”
She hadn’t wanted to say so yet, but now, watching and listening to him talk about saving his friend, she couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “The gatehouse arch-”
“Worked once and will serve us again.” He set down the little crystal dram glass. “You just need to left-drive us back to Wrath. We’ll leave in the morning, as soon as you’ve said your farewells to your family and friends.”
“You don’t understand.” Kira pressed her fingers to her temples. “It won’t matter if we go back to Skye. Even if we did, we wouldn’t be able to get to the arch-top. Not even the outermost ruins of your castle.”
He looked at her, uncomprehending.
“The site’s under construction,” she tried to explain, pushing to her feet. Going to the little table near the door, she grabbed the Scotland Today and waved it at him. “It’s all in here. You can even see pictures. The news will surely be splashed across the Internet, too. In the months I’ve been away, Wrath has gone to the National Trust for Scotland. That’s a historical preservation society and they’re currently developing the ruins into a tourist exhibition. They-”
“A what?” He stared at her, the blood draining from his face. “You mean a place overrun with Ameri-cains and tour buses?”
Kira nodded, her heart breaking that she had to tell him. “Mother said they tried to go there weeks ago when they first arrived, but it’s all roped off and guarded. Even at night. No one can set foot on the property.”
“I see.” He looked at her, all the flash and gleam in his eyes, vanished. “Put that thing away, Kee-rah,” he said, glancing at the magazine in her hands. “And dinnae go fetching the like on your Internet whate’er. I dinnae want to see the images. No’ now.”
Turning away from her, he went to the cottage’s front window. The one with the view of Mara McDougall Douglas’s One Cairn Village memorial cairn. Its stones and great Celtic cross shimmered silvery-blue in the pale luminosity of the late summer night, the beauty of it piercing Kira to her soul.
Aidan seemed to be staring at cairn. His shoulders sagged more the longer he stood there, stiff and silent, his hands clenched at his sides.
Kira moved to join him, but stopped halfway there, her stare shooting past him to the big memorial cairn, a smile splitting her heart as she made the connection.
“Oh, God!” she cried, starting to tremble. “I know what we can do!”
Aidan whipped around, the hope on his face making her spirit soar. “You know of another time portal, Kee-rah? Another way we can return?”
“I might.” She couldn’t lie to him. “Let’s say there’s a chance. If” – she snatched Wee Hughie’s book off the chair and thumbed through its pages until she found what she needed – “we go here! The Na Tri Shean.”
His brows shot upward. “That accursed place?”
Kira nodded. “My boss, Dan Hillard, had reason to believe the cairns there aren’t just faery mounds, but a portal to the Other World and all places beyond and between. A time portal, yes.” She held the book beneath his nose, forcing him to look at the black and white photograph of the three piles of stone on their hill. “If we go there, maybe, just maybe, we can get back to Wrath.”
“Cnoc Freiceadain – the Na Tri Shean – is far from here, Kee-rah.” He rubbed his forehead. “Getting there would mean crossing almost the whole of Scotland.”
“Does it matter?” She tossed aside the book and wrapped her arms around him, squeezing tight. “It’s our only chance.”
He drew a deep breath, hugging her back. “Then we shall seize it. I owe Tavish no less.”
“We both owe him.” Kira leaned her head against his shoulder, knowing that was true. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face when he sees you.”
That he might not was something she wouldn’t consider.
After all, as Mara McDougall Douglas had said, Scotland was a place of miracles.
* * *
It was after nightfall the next day by the time they passed through the tiny hamlet of Shebster in Scotland’s far north and finally reached the great grass-grown hill that held the three long-chambered cairns known as the Na Tri Shean. A stout, rib-sticking full Scottish breakfast, a swift, but emotional farewell from George and Blanche Bedwell and their hosts at Ravenscraig, along with hope, sheer will, and a seemingly endless ribbon of narrow, winding Highland roads had brought them here. Now, turning off the ignition at last, Kira had to struggle to hide her disappointment.
Dan’s supposed time portal par excellence proved nondescript.
Little more than a huge, treeless hill stood before them, outlined against the eerily light late summer night sky. The hill’s summit showed the telltale faery mounds, said to date back to the third millennium BC. But rather than the massive, well-defined cairns she’d expected, only a scattered jumble of boulders and stones showed that anything really significant had once stood there.
Getting out of the car, Kira pushed back her shoulders and glanced at Aidan. “Not very impressive, h’mmm? I’m sorry. I thought-”
“You are thinking like a woman who no longer believes in magic, Kee-rah.” Tossing back his plaid, he whipped out Invincible and held its blade to the soft, silver-glowing sky. At once, the combined light of the bright, crescent moon and the pale northern sun caught the sword’s edge, making its cold, hard steel shine and glow like a living thing. “The power of a place like this remains through time and eternity. It matters little that the man-made cairns are tumbled.” He reached for her hand, then started forward, up the hill. “Besides, the stones only marked what was beneath. It is there, deep under the earth, that we must go.”
“Under the ground?” Kira stopped, digging in her heels. Suddenly the great, grassy hill no longer looked so harmless. “What are you saying?”
He glanced at her, his dark eyes glittering in the strange, silvery-blue light. “I thought you knew what long-chambered cairns are.”
Kira swallowed, not wanting to admit she hadn’t given it that much thought. At least not as far as entering the cairns and going down into the cold, dark earth.
“I will be with you, Kee-rah. You needn’t fear.” He traced his knuckles down the curve of her cheek. “Now, come. Get out your flashlight, or whate’er you call it, and help me look for an entrance. There should be three. They’ll be low in the ground, and perhaps hidden by rocks or underbrush. I doubt it matters which cairn we enter. The magic will be powerful in each.”
Hoping he was right, Kira fished the flashlight out of her backpack and let him pull her higher up the grassy slope. They found an entrance quickly, and with surprising ease. The dark, low-linteled opening seemed to stare right at them, an impenetrable-looking black hole in the hillside, its contours softened by thick-growing underbrush.
It was also painfully small.
A rabbit hole she doubted either one of them could squeeze into.
Her stomach tightening, she flicked on the flashlight and aimed it into the darkness. A few moss-covered stone steps gleamed weakly in the narrow band of light. Nothing else was discernible except the narrowness of the dank, low-ceilinged entry.
“I don’t think anyone above four feet can get down those steps.” She turned to Aidan, sure he’d agree. “Especially not you.”
To her surprise, he simply shoved Invincible back into its scabbard and stretched his arms, flexing his fingers. “Once we’ve mastered the steps and crept through the long passage, we’ll come to the inner chamber, Kee-rah. We’ll be able to stand upright then, you’ll see. It willnae be so bad.”
He pulled her close, tightening his arms around her before he released her and grabbed the flashlight. “Come, now,” he said, ducking low and stepping into the darkness. “Follow close behind me and keep your head down. Dinnae straighten until I tell you.”
Then he was gone, the blackness swallowing him as he descended deeper into the cairn.
“Oh, God.” Kira threw one last glance at the parked rental car, then dipped her head to hurry after him.
Cold, damp, and silence slammed into her, the smell of earth and old stone.
Catching up with Aidan, she grabbed the back of his plaid. She needed all her focus to keep her feet from slipping on the steep, mossy steps. Then, before she knew it, they’d reached the bottom and were crouching along a tight, cobbled passage, its walls seeming to grow more constricting the farther they went.
“We’re almost there, Kee-rah.” Aidan’s voice echoed in the darkness. “Dinnae be afraid.”
Then he was straightening, pulling her up with him and wrapping a strong arm around her waist, holding her close. They were in a small, oval-shaped chamber with high, stone-slabbed walls and a corbelled ceiling. Kira thought she saw a few tipped-over urns and the remains of an ancient-looking fire, but before she could be certain, Aidan clicked off the flashlight.
“I dinnae think it’s wise to use your light now, sweetness. No’ in a place sacred to the Old Ones.” He took her hand, easing her down onto the cold stone floor beside him. He gathered her against him, keeping their fingers tightly laced. “We’ll just sit here and think of Wrath and hope the magic works.”
In the silence, she heard the soft hiss of Invincible leaving its sheath, then the rustle of his plaid as he settled the great sword across his knees. Its pommel stone glowed a faint red in the darkness, but all else was black. A deep, cloying blackness that suddenly zoomed in on them, then snapped back, exploding into a wild, spinning vortex of bright, eye-piercing color.
Icy wind rushed past them and the ground shook, tilting crazily as the tornado-like wind swirled faster. Kira’s skirts flew up into her face, covering her head until she yanked them down.
“Aidan – my clothes!” She grabbed his arm, digging her fingers into him. “My medieval clothes are back!” She twisted around, straining to see him, but where he should have been, was only a flash of a black and wild glen, the kind that could have been inhabited by witches and demons. Lightning crackled and zished across the chamber’s ceiling, booming thunder splitting her ears.
“Wha-” she cried out, but the image vanished instantly, replaced by a young girl in peasant’s clothing, a willow-wand basket clutched to her hip.
The girl disappeared, too, swept away before Kira even really saw her. More images followed, each one whizzing past at light-speed, whirling and whirling, the colors and roar of the wind, making her dizzy.
“Kee-rah! Hold on, lass!” Aidan’s voice rose above the chaos. 
Kira felt his arm tighten around her, almost squeezing the breath from her as a yelling, helmeted Viking war band sped past them, followed immediately by quick glimpse into the splendor of a Victorian great hall, complete with dark-paneled walls hung with stag heads, weaponry, and gilt-framed portraits. A swirl of cloud and mist came next, then a broad, open stretch of empty moorland, thick with heather and broom.
A field of daffodils, giving way to the sudden skirl of bagpipes as an army of Highlanders crested a hill, their swords glinting in brilliant sunshine, their banners streaming in the wind. 
Then the cloud and mist returned, the loud wail of the pipes melting into the darkness, leaving only cold and silence. The soft red glow of Invincible’s pommel stone and the distant howls of a dog.
“By my soul! That’s Ferlie.” Aidan shot to his feet, pulling her up beside him. “Kee-rah, sweet, it’s over. We’ve made it. We’re on the arch.”
Kira kept her death grip on his arm, her heart pounding. “Thank God!” She glanced at him, a thrill of hope and gratitude racing through her. “But do you think it’s real? Not like all those images that just whirled past?”
“Och, this is Wrath, aye.” Aidan laughed. “Sure as I’m standing here. I can even see my men patrolling the far side of the parapet walk. And the ladder, it’s still here, propped against the gatehouse, just as we left it.”
Kira swallowed, her entire body trembling with relief. Joy swept her when she followed Aidan’s gaze. Indeed, the top of the ladder peeped up over the edge of the arch. And there really were two burly-looking guards pacing along on the opposite wall-walk. Ross and Geordie, if she wasn’t mistaken. Invincible rested on the smooth stone of the arch-top, the red gleam of its pommel now matched by the flickering orange-red glow of the smokehouse fires down on the landing beach.
They were home.
“Come, lass, I’ve a score to settle.” Aidan snatched up his sword, sheathing it, before he turned toward the ladder. “Let’s hope we’re no’ too late.”
Scrambling down, he held up his arms for her, helping her descend. He threw a quick glance through the swirling mist toward his keep, relieved to see torchlight glimmering at the window slits. With luck, the feasting would still be in full swing, his cousin yet locked in his dungeon cell.
They pounded across the cobbles and burst into the hall. Aidan skidded to a halt, disbelief stopping his heart. Instead of being full of stir and turmoil, shouts and laughter, the hall was empty. No one sat at the rows of long tables. On the dais, his overturned laird’s chair and a toppled bench indicated a hasty departure. As did the many filled trenchers and ale cups, the still burning candles in the silver candelabrums.
Aidan’s blood ran cold.
Now he knew why the hall door had stood wide and poor Ferlie howled somewhere, deep in the bowels of the castle.
The other castle dogs were gone, though by straining his ears, he heard them now. Barking in the distance, along with the muffled cries of men. A woman’s sudden piercing wail, the sound making his gut clench.
“Guidsakes! It’s happening!” He grabbed Kira’s hand, pulling her with him from the hall, racing to the low arched door that led to the dungeon. “Tavish!” he roared, shouting as they ran. “Hold, man! We’re coming!”
But when they rushed down the dark, narrow stair and reached Conan Dearg’s cell, the heavy, iron-bound door stood cracked. A fresh-looking pool of blood near threshold left no doubt as to what transpired.
“Oh, no-o-o!” Beside him, Kira clapped a hand to her throat, her face paling as she stared at the blood. “We’re too late.”
“Nae! Dinnae say it.” Aidan whipped around, pressing his hand against her lips. “It could be my cousin’s blood. It must be. I’ll no’ allow otherwise!”
Kira looked at him, her stomach clenching. “Then they’ll be down at the shore – the drowning part.”
“That’ll be the way of it,” he agreed, already sprinting down the fetid passage. “Pray the gods we get there on time.”
Streaking after him, Kira kept a hand pressed to her ribs, half afraid her heart would jump right through them if she didn’t. Aidan almost scared her. Never had she seen him look so savage. 
So deadly. 
He shot up the stairs and through the hall with explosive speed, gripping his sword hilt as he ran, not breaking stride until they’d crossed the bailey and neared the small postern door in the curtain walling. As at Conan Dearg’s cell, they found the door ajar. Ferlie paced to and fro in front of the opening, howling and fretting, his lame back legs keeping him from bounding down the cliff steps to the landing beach below.
“He’s no’ dead, Ferlie-lad,” Aidan reassured the dog, pausing just long enough at the top of the steps to reach again for Kira’s hand. “I can see him! Tavish. And my cousin.” He glanced at her, his eyes wild, blazing. “They’re at the water’s edge, fighting.”
And they were. Kira saw them now as well. Aidan’s men and a pack of crazed, barking dogs crowded the little beach, Tavish and Conan Dearg going at each other in the middle of a small, cleared circle. She saw, too, that the reddish-orange glow she’d noticed from the arch wasn’t caused by the shore-side smokehouses, but came from the torches many of Aidan’s men held above their heads. The flames gave the scene a hellish tint, the men’s shouts and the clashing shriek of steel meeting steel, filling her with terror.
In Wrath Bay, a lone galley sped seaward, its hoisted sail declaring the MacLeod colors, the widow’s face as she stood clutching the rail, bathed as red as the torch flames. Her raven hair streamed in the night wind and her galley was already beginning to flounder, lurching heavily to one side as it raced towards the rocks of Wrath Isle.
“Oh, God,” Kira cried as they flew down the steep, cliff-side steps. “It’s just like you said it would be! That boat’s going to hit those rocks any minute, and Tavish-”
“… is holding his own,” Aidan panted as they tore down the last few steps and leapt onto the pebbly beach, “and I’m about to relieve him!”
Aidan wrenched Invincible from its scabbard. Men leapt back, freeing a path as he ran across the beach, sword raised, fury in his eye. Ahead, Tavish and Conan Dearg circled each other, blades arcing and slashing, both men blood-stained and sweating.
His own sword already lashing, Aidan hurled himself at his cousin, sweeping Invincible in a great, eye-blinding figure of eight motion. “Conan Dearg!” he roared, “‘tis time for a reckoning!”
“A mercy!” Tavish spun around, his eyes flying wide. “Aidan!” he cried, his relief evident. “You’re here! I dinnae believe it!”
The distraction cost him. Quick as lightning, Conan Dearg lunged, swinging his blade in a wide arc that would’ve lopped off Tavish’s head if Aidan hadn’t whirled round, kicking Tavish so hard he flew back against the wall of gathered men.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Mundy catch him, seizing Tavish’s sword and tossing it aside. He then snaked a quick arm around Tavish’s waist, holding him so he couldn’t rush back into the circle. 
“So it comes down to the two of us!” Conan Dearg taunted, Tavish forgotten. “I’ve waited long for the day!”
“It is the day you die, Cousin.” Aidan lunged, taking a first cut on Conan Dearg’s arm. “Breathe your last while you can.”
Conan Dearg laughed and came at him, his sword glinting red in the torchlight as it crashed against Aidan’s with a loud, arm-jarring clank. With a ferocious burst of strength, Aidan knocked him back, grunting with satisfaction when Conan Dearg lost his footing on the slick shingle, his blade nearly flying from his hand.
Aidan smiled, advancing before Conan Dearg could right himself. “You’re tired, clumsy. Come, let me help you find rest!”
“A pox on you!” Conan Dearg yelled, swaying on his feet. “You will rue-”
“That I didn’t do this years ago!” Aidan finished, ramming Invincible deep into his cousin’s chest. Hoisting him in the air, he snarled, “May you find the Devil good company.”
Conan Dearg stared at him, his eyes bulging, a trickle of blood bubbling from his lips. Glaring at him, Aidan withdrew his blade and resheathed it, grabbing his cousin before he could topple to the ground.
With a great heave, he pushed him into the surf, dusting his hands as Conan Dearg landed with a splash, a flicker of life still gleaming in his eyes as he stared up at Aidan.
“So you die by drowning,” Aidan informed him, stepping closer to the water’s edge. “As the history books decried.”
“The history books?” Tavish spoke at his shoulder, looking on as Conan Dearg went limp, his eyes glazing as the tide claimed him.
Aidan drew a deep breath, then slung an arm around his friend, pulling him close. “I’ll explain later,” he panted, releasing Tavish to drag his sleeve over his forehead. “After I’ve seen to whoe’er poisoned Kee-rah.” He glanced round at his men, raising his voice when they pressed closer, their cheers and shouts loud in his ears. “Or do you think it was Conan Dearg? Fenella?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Kira finally managed to push through the circle of men. She ran forward, flinging herself into Aidan’s arms. “All that counts is that we’re back here and Tavish is safe.”
Tavish gave a great bark of laughter. “Safe? Me?” Grinning, he jammed his hands on his hips. “I could say the same to the two of you. Sakes, but I’ve worried about you.”
“We were fine.” Aidan drew Kira against him, smoothed the hair away from her face. “A mere day’s journeying. Naught more.” He looked down at her, kissed her brow. “Aye, lass?”
“There were moments.” She leaned into him, lifting her hand to his face, stroking his cheek. “I’m just so glad we made it back.”
Tavish thwacked Aidan on the shoulder. “I’d hear all about it, regardless.”
But Aidan didn’t answer him, his gaze sliding away to probe the crowd, searching faces and finding two missing. Nils, whose fierce Viking looks and great height should have had him standing head and shoulders over the fray. And Maili. She was notably absent from where the other two laundresses stood with a small group of kitchen laddies.
A dark suspicion made his jaw clench. “Love-of-thunder.” He looked over Kira’s head to Tavish. “Dinnae tell me Nils or Maili had aught to do with all this?”
“Not Nils,” Tavish said, no longer smiling. “It was Maili. She helped them, though you should know she’s the one who warned me of their escape when Fenella disappeared from the hall not long after you left. Maili followed her and-”
“Maili?” Aidan’s jaw dropped. “But she helped us get away when she dumped the oysters and herring into Fenella’s lap.” Glancing to the sea, he shuddered. The MacLeod galley was almost gone, its wreckage gleaming dully on the choppy waves. “I cannae believe Maili would-”
“She did it for love of a man.” Tavish looked uncomfortable. “Apparently, she’d set her sights on one of Fenella’s men. The widow promised she’d arrange a marriage between them, in exchange for Maili’s help in slipping in and out of Wrath. And, aye, serving Kira poisoned wine.”
Aidan shook his head. “But she helped you,” he repeated, puzzled.
“To be sure,” Tavish agreed. “She also confronted the widow a few days before the feast, demanding to know about the supposed marriage pact. Fenella laughed at her, claiming no MacLeod would lower himself by wedding a laundress.”
“I see.” Aidan nodded. “Where is she now?”
“In your solar, with Nils. He’s looking after her.” Tavish shoved a hand through his hair, let out a breath. “Maili followed Fenella into the dungeon and they argued. Fenella dirked her in the ribs in front of Conan Dearg’s cell. It was Maili’s cry that alerted us to their escape. She then told us everything, before she lost consciousness.”
Aidan frowned. “Will she live?”
Tavish shrugged. “Nils says there is a chance. But she’ll need care. You may not want-”
“Give her the best care possible.” Kira pulled out of Aidan’s arms. She glanced up at the keep, high on the cliff. When she turned back to him, she stood straighter, squared her shoulders. “Nothing happened to me, not really. And she did help us get away.”
Aidan looked at her. “You dinnae mind, Kee-rah? The monkshood could have killed you.”
“But it didn’t.” She smiled and blinked at him, her eyes starting to mist and her throat closing. “I doubt she’ll do anything like that again. Besides, I can understand a woman’s desperation to win the man she loves.” Swiping a hand across her cheek, she lifted her chin. “How can I not when I might have done the same? If I thought it was the only way to win your heart.”
“Och, lass.” Aidan reached for her, crushing her to him. “I lost my heart to you that day I saw you at the top of my stair tower. As I have told you!”
“A-hem.” Tavish tapped his arm, interrupting just as Aidan was about to kiss her. “There’s one more thing.”
Aidan glared at him. “By all the living gods! What is it?”
“This.” His smile returning, Tavish reached beneath his plaid and withdrew a small black object. Two cylinderlike rolls, topped with double rounds of bright, clear-shining glass. “I found this buried in the floor rushes in Conan Dearg’s cell. I dinnae know what it is, but-”
“My dad’s field glasses!” Kira grabbed them, her heart pounding. “Oh, Aidan! Conan Dearg must’ve found them on the arch. That night Kendrew saw him crawling around up there. They must be-”
“The strange object he used to hit Kendrew on the head with.” Aidan took them from her, eyeing them curiously. He looked into the glass part, dropping them at once. “By thunder!” he cried, bending to pick them up again. He peered into them once more, but from the other end.
This time he smiled.
“Another mystery solved.” He handed them to Tavish. “Now we know what Conan Dearg meant when he said he’d ‘see his foes coming before any battle could begin’.”
Tavish nodded, looking equally pleased. “I thought the same when I found them. Now we shall enjoy that advantage. Woe be to our enemies!”
“And woe be to my men if they don’t soon clear the beach and hie themselves back to the feast.” Aidan reached for Kira’s hand, linking their fingers. “I’d have a few quiet moments with my lady before we rejoin you.”
“As you wish.” Tavish nodded, his smile broadening to a grin when his gaze dipped to their matching gold rings. “Dare I hope the remainder of the feast might be spent celebrating something other than Conan Dearg’s demise?”
“You might.” Aidan’s voice was rough and husky, his words gruff. “Now get the men up to the keep before I lose patience.”
Tavish laughed, but did as he was bid.
Alone at last, Aidan took a deep breath. “So, lass…” He lifted her hand, pressed a kiss into her palm. “Shall we give my brave men something to celebrate?”
Kira blinked, her throat too thick for words.
“Well?” He looked at her. “Dinnae tell you’re wishing a longer wooing period? No’ now, after all we’ve been through together?”
She swallowed. “Aidan MacDonald, if you’re asking me to marry you, you know I’d love nothing more, but-”
“But?” He frowned. “That’s another thing you should know by now. I dinnae care for buts. Though” – he stepped back and folded his arms, looking quite the fearsome laird again – “something tells me I ought to hear this one.”
Kira looked down, nudging her toe into the pebbles. “It’s just that….” She let the words tail off, met his gaze. Her worry was squeezing her soul, making it so hard to speak. “Well,” she tried again, “you know I’ve always felt that I was sent back in time to save you?”
He nodded.
“Now that I have, and everything’s been resolved, I’m wondering if I won’t soon be zapped back to my own time.”
“Kee-rah.” His frown deepening, he lifted her chin. “That willnae happen. Your place is here with me. I know it.”
“How can you?”
He smiled. “Because you are my tamhasg, that’s why.”
Kira’s brows lifted. “Your what?”
“Och, lass.” He drew her into his arms again, kissing her. “I ne’er believed you were sent here to save me. That, too, I’ve told you. MacDonald men dinnae need lassies to rescue them. We’re together because we were meant to be. That’s what a tamhasg is.”
This time Kira frowned. “I don’t understand.”
He laughed and kissed her again, this time long and deep. “Then I’ll speak plainly,” he said at last, pulling back to smile at her. “A tamhasg is the sighting of a future bride or groom. I knew you were mine not long after seeing you that first time. I’ve always known it and it’s why I know time isn’t going to whisk you away from me.”
“Oh, Aidan.” She blinked, unable to say more.
Not that it mattered.
She could see in his eyes that he knew how happy he’d just made her.
Proving it, he grinned and offered her his arm. “Come, sweetness, shall we go share our good news with my men?”
Kira nodded, not about to say no.



EPILOGUE
Castle Wrath
Scottish Highlands, One Modern-Day Year Later
“I knew it was a waste of money to come here.” George Bedwell stood in the middle of the National Trust for Scotland’s Castle Wrath car park, his resentful stare fixed on the closed Visitor Centre. “We’ve spent half our vacation time bugging those people, and no one has offered a clue as to what happened to Kira or that man of hers. If he even was ‘Aidan of Wrath’.”
“You know he was.” Blanche Bedwell looked on as the last coach tour bus of the day belched a plume of exhaust fumes before rumbling out of the fast-emptying parking lot. “Just because we haven’t found out anything, doesn’t mean fate wasn’t good to them.”
Her husband snorted and hitched up his belt. “She promised she’d try and leave some kind of sign for us. With all the nutty far-seeing and time travel she was capable of, you’d think she’d have been able to manage something as simple as leaving us a clue.”
“Now, George-”
“Och! A thousand pardons.” A tall, dark-haired man bowed courteously. “I didn’t mean to bump into you,” he said, adjusting the deep blue National Trust for Scotland gift-bag he held before him.
Flashing a smile, he straightened. “I trust this lass can help you. She has the answers you seek.”
“What?” George Bedwell put back his shoulders and huffed. But when he adjusted his camera strap, ready to scald the nosy bugger with an angry, all-American stare, he could only splutter and gape.
The man was gone.
In his place, a young girl stared at them, her eyes wide. A badge declared her to be an employee of the National Trust and she held a clutch of business folders pressed to her breast.
“Oh! I’m sorry. I was day-dreaming and didn’t see you.” She smoothed a hand through hair so like Kira’s, George Bedwell’s jaw dropped. 
“It’s all right, dear.” Blanche touched her arm. “We were distracted, too. That man-”
George stomped on her toe.
The girl smiled, looking more like Kira by the moment. “I don’t know who you mean, but maybe I can be of service? It’s after hours, but if you have any questions about the site, just ask.”
“Ahhh, errrr ….” George hesitated, the back of his neck flaming.
He’d definitely ingested too much haggis at the hotel ceilidh the night before. 
“Your ring.” His wife peered at the girl’s hand. “I’ve seen that design before.”
George shot her a glare. “Pay her no heed,” he said to the girl. Ignoring his wife, he brushed at his jacket, trying to look distinguished.
With luck, Blanche would follow his lead and not say something that would embarrass them.
“Our daughter once had a ring like that,” she said anyway. “She-”
“Oh? That’s amazing. I wouldn’t have thought that possible.” The girl glanced down at her heavy gold ring.
A Celtic-looking piece, engraved with slender-stemmed trumpets, birds, and delicate swirls.
“You see, it’s an old family design,” she explained. “The ring has been passed down through the centuries.” She cast a glance at the closed Visitor Centre. “An uncle of mine believes it goes back to Aidan of Wrath and his wife, Katherine.”
Blanche coughed.
George frowned. “Katherine?”
The name was the reason for his foul humor.
They’d been so close, everything falling into place until they’d stumbled across the archives claiming Aidan of Wrath had wed and lived his long life with a woman called Katherine, not Kira.
The girl nodded, once more looking so much like Kira, their hearts stopped.
“Ach,” she cooed, her soft, Highland voice drawing them in, letting them hope. “Katherine is only the name in the annals.” Lifting her hand, she touched the gold ring, her smile going wistful. “There are actually two rings. A man’s and a woman’s, both with a simple ‘A’ and ‘K’ engraved on the inside. No one knows what Aidan of Wrath’s wife’s name really was. Unfortunately, history has lost her true name. Scholars replaced it with Katherine because of the ‘K.’
“We see.” Blanche slid a glance at her husband.
He was frowning again, his gaze on the perimeter wall of the Castle Wrath grounds. “Did this Katherine have any children?” he asked, clasping his hands behind his back as he stared down at Wrath Bay.
“Oh, there were many.” The girl beamed at him even if he wasn’t looking. “Her firstborn was named George.”
“Indeed?” George nodded, ready to believe at last.
And when they drove away a short while later, their eyes damp and their hearts content, a shadow materialized in the middle of the car park. A shimmering, crackling cloud that took on more density the closer it drifted to the low stone wall at the edge of the castle grounds.
Then, just when it appeared as if all Ameri-cains and tour buses were finally gone, a tall, dark-haired man stepped out of the mist and dusted his hands. Then he winked at the burly, bushy-bearded man sitting on the wall.
“That was well done.” Bushy-beard slapped his thigh, then stood. “Great fun to watch.”
“It was the least I could do.” The dark haired man adjusted the shop bag he carried. “Though, next time, I think you should do the honors.
“What?” Bushy-beard wriggled his eyebrows. “And spoil your fun?”
The dark-haired man looked past him to Wrath Isle, his lips curving in a slow smile. “My fun is about to begin.”
Bushy-beard looked skeptical. “Down on that accursed isle?”
“Nae, you loon. I feel a need to go have a closer look at our ring.”
His friend lifted a brow. “The ring or the girl wearing it?”
The dark-haired man laughed. “If you have to ask, you don’t know me as well as you should.”
With that, he clapped Bushy-beard on the arm, then turned and set off across the car park towards the Visitor Centre, his grin broadening with each step he took.
It was good to be alive.
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August 1291 Scottish Highlands
CHAPTER ONE
“Your grandfather awaits you at Longford Castle where you will marry Lord Melrose immediately.”

Had she heard correctly? 
Disorientation at being abruptly roused from a sound sleep combined with disbelief caused Rhoslyn’s heart to thud wildly. Pain shot down her left arm as Prioress Hildegard twisted the limb and shoved her hand into the sleeve of a gray, wool dress. 
“I am sorry, child,” the prioress said, but she didn’t slow her hurried dressing of Rhoslyn. 
Hildegard pulled the dress down over her body, then grabbed the belt she had tossed onto the pallet. She cinched it around Rhoslyn’s waist and snatched up the mantle hastily thrown across a nearby table. Rhoslyn recognized the fur-lined cloak as the one she’d worn the day she arrived at the convent fourteen months ago. The prioress swung the garment around Rhoslyn’s shoulder.
“Hildegard, please,” she began as the nun fastened the clasp at her neck. 
Hildegard grasped her arm and started toward the door. “We must go. Your grandfather’s men wait outside.”
Rhoslyn stumbled over the hem of her skirts and barely righted herself as they passed through the doorway and into the convent’s narrow hallway. 
“I must speak with Abbess Beatrice,” Rhoslyn demanded. 
“She sent me.” Hildegard made a hard right around a bend, her grip firm on Rhoslyn’s arm. 
They reached the front entrance, where three nuns stood at the open door. 
“Where is the abbess?” Rhoslyn asked. 
Hildegard pulled her through the door into the fog that hung in the lit bailey. Shock dug deeper at the sight of men-at-arms, a dozen—no she realized, more, at least two dozen—up ahead. Was her respite at the convent truly over?
The prioress hurried her toward the men who waited near the gate.
As they approached, Sir Ascot, who held the bridle of his horse at the front of the company, dropped to one knee. “My lady.”
“Rise, Knight,” she instructed. “Quickly, tell me what has happened.”
He came to his feet, then reached inside the front of his mail shirt and produced a missive that he extended toward her. Her gaze caught on the broken seal---the Great Seal of England. She jerked her gaze to the knight’s face in shocked question. He said nothing and she took the document. 
Rhoslyn unfolded the parchment and her heart beat faster at sight of the boldly scripted salutation addressed to her grandfather from “King Edward I, Lord Superior of the realm of Scotland,” she read out loud.
“God save us,” Hildegard breathed. 
Rhoslyn snapped her gaze onto Sir Ascot. “How did King Edward come to be Lord Superior of Scotland?”
“Forgive me, my lady,” he glanced at the nun, “Sister. I assumed ye knew.”
“Knew what?” Rhoslyn demanded.
“The Maid of Norway is dead.”
Rhoslyn felt as if a horse had kicked her. Their future queen dead? “How?”
“She drowned in Orkney on the way to Scotland.”
Hildegard made the sign of the cross. 
“She was but seven,” Rhoslyn breathed. Tears pricked her eyes. “When?” 
“Eleven months past,” he said.
“Eleven months?” Only a few months after her arrival here.
She couldn’t think, couldn’t fathom all the consequences of Margaret’s death. Why hadn’t her grandfather told her? Because, she realized with a rush of emotion, it was like him to protect her. He had been protecting her since the death of her parents at age five. Then he rescued her again after the death of her husband...and son. 
“More than a dozen claimants to the throne have come forward,” Sir Ascot went on. “The Guardians fear civil war between the Bruce and Balliol’s supporters, so asked King Edward to arbitrate.”
Rhoslyn snorted. “He used the unrest to demand sovereign lordship of Scotland.” And the Guardians acquiesced. The pea-brained men had no sense. She forced her eyes back to the missive, ashamed to find that her hands trembled. Her heart stopped cold at sight of the royal command for her to—“Marry Sir Talbot St. Claire.” She pinned Hildegard with a stare. “Ye said I was to marry Lord Melrose.”
The nun looked helplessly at Sir Ascot. 
“Aye, my lady,” he said. “Your grandfather has arranged for ye to marry Melrose before St. Claire can obey his king’s command.”
“What? That is madness.” To defy Edward at any time was dangerous, but to do so when he had such power was suicide.
Why St. Claire, a mere knight? A knight born in sin at that, despite the fact Edward legitimized him after their return from Wales. She was the daughter of a baron, widow to a wealthy earl. Her noble lineage stretched back two hundred years. Her mind spun and she wished she could return to her cell and bar the door against the world. 
“My lady,” Ascot began, but she waved him off, tilted the parchment toward the light, and read on. 
Edward commanded them to recite the vows a month from now. The letter outlined the details of the contract, which endowed her grandfather with property in England. Anger pricked at seeing the properties her husband had bequeathed her listed as part of her dowry to St. Claire—with Castle Glenbarr, the wealthiest of the properties—at the head. The castle abutted Dunfrey Castle, she realized with a flash of clarity. Edward had given Dunfrey Castle to St. Claire after he quelled a revolt in Wales three years ago. 
Her property combined with St. Claire’s would make him a force to be reckoned with. But she couldn’t forget—and she was certain Edward hadn’t forgotten—her grandfather’s property would come to her upon his death. Combined, the lands would make the knight one of the most powerful lords in the northern Highlands. Here was why the king had chosen him. Only a man like St. Claire could defend and keep the land should the need arise. And the need would arise. Edward knew it. So did she.
Yet all this wasn’t enough, she read with mounting anger. Edward also demanded a year’s salary from these properties. How much of her dowry would pay the debts for his past military campaigns? She gave a grim smile. He generously allowed her grandfather two years to pay. No doubt Edward had already sent word to his money-lenders that they could expect a large payment in the coming months. How many other Scottish nobles were paying Edward’s debt—a debt he incurred long before he achieved power in Scotland? 
The sovereign had planned well. The English estates he bequeathed her grandfather would pass to St. Claire upon her grandfather’s death, and her Scottish property would pass from the house of Seward to St. Claire...and his liege lord, King Edward. Her stomach roiled. The bastard knight would even inherit her grandfather’s title as Baron Kinsley. She pictured the knight rising from their marriage bed ‘ere his seed dried inside her to take possession of Glenbarr. Her heart twisted. She had intended the castle as part of her stepdaughter’s dowry. 
Aye, Edward knew his business, she thought bitterly. This was the king to whom the Guardians had handed Scotland. 
“Forgive me, my lady.” Sir Ascot’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “We must make haste. Your grandfather awaits us at Longford Castle.”
To prepare her future husband for battle, no doubt. St. Claire was well known for ruthlessness in battle. He would not take well the news that his newly awarded prize had slipped through his fingers. The slight to him—and his king—would not go unanswered. 
“We flee in the night like cowards,” Rhoslyn muttered.
Wasn’t that exactly what she had done fourteen months ago? Her heart clenched with memory of her son, not two months old, laid to rest in the cold ground. When he had died two weeks after his father, Rhoslyn begged her grandfather for time in a convent. The guilt she had submerged beneath long hours of exhausting work now resurfaced. She had left her stepdaughter Andreana in her grandfather’s care. 
Rhoslyn thrust the letter back toward Sir Ascot. “My grandfather cannot have thought this matter through.”
He took the letter with a deferential cant of his head. “Sir Talbot arrived a week ago, and Lord Melrose returned from Edinburgh tonight. Your grandfather could no’ act before now. But he wishes as much leeway as possible before Sir Talbot discovers ye are married.”
Shock reverberated through her. Her grandfather hoped Melrose would get her pregnant before Sir Talbot learned he had been tricked. Sweet God, her grandfather had gone mad. Melrose was an honorable man, but he was sixty-five. 
“How does my grandfather expect an old man to sire a child?”
Sir Ascot shook his head. “Ye are to marry Jacobus Auenel. The old earl is dead.”
“Dead?” She was to marry Lord Melrose’s son? 
Her pulse sped up. Was it possible to become wife and future mother in a few days’ time? Disgust displaced the hope that surged through her. Jacobus Melrose was but twenty-one. A pup. A pup would have no trouble siring a child. It was Rhoslyn who might not conceive. Rhoslyn twisted the wedding ring she still wore. She wanted neither child nor husband. 
Damn the sovereign to hell. He interfered where he had no business. And her grandfather was still trying to protect her. In the process, he would get himself and young Melrose killed. This she could not allow. 
Rhoslyn faced Hildegard and gave her a fierce hug. “Thank ye.”
The prioress’ gnarled fingers tightened on her shoulders. “May God keep ye safe, lady.” 
They drew apart.
“Beatrice...” Rhoslyn began, a lump in her throat. 
Hildegard smiled gently. “You will see the abbess again in God’s time.”
Rhoslyn gave the nun’s hand a final squeeze and turned to Sir Ascot. He helped her mount one of the horses and she kept her gaze straight when they passed through the gates. In the dark mist beyond the convent Rhoslyn saw only Edward’s bold script commanding that she marry Sir Talbot St. Claire. 
* * *
Talbot opened the door to the bower and took in the slim figure seated on the bench in front of the fire. Beautiful dark hair hung unbound about slim shoulders. Canny blue eyes met his stare. Beside her stood a tall warrior at least ten years Talbot’s senior, but fit as any man Talbot’s age. Firelight glistened off the polished hilt of the well-used broadsword at the man’s hip. 
Talbot paused inside the doorway and returned his gaze to the woman. “Lady Finlay, I am honored to meet you. I understand you wanted to see me.”
She rose. “Will ye enter and close the door?”
Talbot flicked a glance at her protector.
She said, “So long as ye do no’ harm me, he will not harm you.”
“So long as he stays at his side of the room, there will be no misunderstandings,” Talbot replied. 
“He will do as I bid. Please, Sir Talbot, time is short.” She nodded toward the door. “I canna’ risk prying ears.”
Talbot closed the door, crossed his arms, and waited.
“I have news concerning your betrothed.”
He tensed, but kept his expression cool. “What news could you possibly have concerning my wife?”
Her mouth twitched in indulgent amusement. “Calling Lady Rhoslyn your wife will be meaningless if a priest blesses her union with another man.”
“Are you saying an illegal marriage has been performed?”
The amusement reached her eyes. “Until Lady Rhoslyn is in your home—and your bed—there is some doubt as to your claim.” 
“I make no claim, madam. She is my wife by order of King Edward.”
“Then let King Edward come here and enforce the decree. But that would be doing things the hard way. As Abbess of St. Mary’s convent, I can simplify things.”
“Abbess of St. Mary’s?” he repeated.
“Abbes Beatrice,” she said. “Forgive the deception. I could no’ risk anyone here knowing my true identity. It is best that Rhoslyn—and everyone else—never know I was here.” She paused. “I am a good woman to have as friend. Do ye wish me to be your friend?”
Talbot had found the church befriend no one but the church. 
He canted his head. “I am always at the disposal of the church.” 
“A wise man. I expect something in return for the favor I am about to bestow. This is no small matter, Sir Talbot. I am ensuring that your marriage to Lady Rhoslyn does not go awry.”
“That sounds like nothing short of a miracle.” And he didn’t believe in miracles. 
“God works in mysterious ways,” the abbess said. “Are we agreed? A favor for a favor?”
“I give no favors that betray my king.”
She nodded. “Good. I do no’ like traitors and I trust them even less. Lady Rhoslyn has spent the last fourteen months at St. Mary’s mourning the death of her husband and son. Tonight, her grandfather’s men arrived to take her to Longford Castle where she will marry the new Earl of Melrose.”
Talbot feared something like this. Upon his arrival at Castle Glenbarr a week ago, he’d visited her grandfather with the betrothal contract. The old baron read the decree, then promised to bring Lady Rhoslyn from her convent. No blustering, no rejection of the marriage terms, not so much as a cross word. Aside from the fact he refused to name the convent, the whole affair had been too easy. 
“Seward cannot be fool enough to think I will not take her by force,” Talbot said.
“Dinna’ be dense,” she replied. “He plans to hold up in Longford Castle until she bears Jacobus a child.”
“Castles can be razed to the ground.”
“More easily said than done,” she said, “and at what cost? The castle is a veritable fortress. Lady Rhoslyn’s grandfather can wait you out.”
“Where is she now?” Talbot demanded. 
“We are agreed?” the abbess pressed.
“Aye. We are agreed. But beware, Sister. I honor my word, but I will not commit murder any quicker than I will betray Edward.”
Her brows rose. “Murder is your way of life, Knight. But fear no’, murder is not God’s way. I will not ask anything he would not ask.” 
That frightened Talbot more than anything man could ask. But he had no more intention of allowing God to force him into anything than he did man or woman.
“By now Rhoslyn is on her way to Longford Castle,” Beatrice said. “I had the prioress delay her departure. I pray we had an hour head start, and Rhoslyn and her grandfather’s men willna’ have been able to ride as fast as we did.”
“You will not countenance betrayal in me, but have no compunction about betraying Lady Rhoslyn,” Talbot said. 
She lifted her brows as if surprised. “It is no betrayal to carry out God’s will.”
* * *
A warning shout at the rear of the company caused Rhoslyn to snap her head toward the murky form of Sir Ascot, who rode beside her in the thickening fog. 
The knight drew his sword. “Ride, my lady.”
After they’d left the convent, Sir Ascot had given her a dagger and instructed her to flee with two of his strongest men should they be discovered. She hadn’t thought there any great possibility that would happen, so hadn’t voiced the thought that she wouldn’t leave her father’s men at the mercy of Sir Talbot. 
“Do not lose your head,” she ordered. “It is far more likely we have encountered robbers than St Claire. He cannot possibly know I have left the convent.” 
Ascot lifted his sword and Rhoslyn realized his intention. She turned her horse’s head, but not quickly enough to avoid the flat side of his sword smacking her steed’s rump. The beast leapt forward and the men parted before her as her horse shot through their ranks. As planned, Aland and David broke into a gallop alongside her. 
She pulled on the reins, but her horse gave a cry and sped up when Aland slapped his reins against the beast’s neck. David drew closer on the other side, hemming her in. The fools were in league against her. 
“I shall strip you both of your knighthood,” she shouted. 
“Aye, my lady,” Aland replied. “But your grandfather will hang us if we do not deliver ye to him safely.”
Another, more distant shout went up amongst the men, this one followed by a clash of steel. Was it truly St. Claire who accosted them? Anger whipped through Rhoslyn. The death of her grandfather’s knights would be on Edward’s head. He would pay. Oh, how he would pay.
The sounds of fighting faded. She could make out the murky shadows of trees alongside the road, but didn’t know where they were. The pounding of her protectors’ horses’ hooves beside her should have given comfort. Instead, she knew the sound would haunt her forever. It was the sound of cowardice. The sound of defeat. 
A large silhouette abruptly appeared in front of them. 
“My lady!” Aland cried. 
He tore to the right and Rhoslyn followed while David galloped left. She heard a thwack, but couldn’t guess the source, and forced her horse back onto the road. She pulled on the reins. A man’s grunt sounded and a horse gave a shrill cry. Rhoslyn turned her mount toward the sound and one of the knights appeared nearby. 
“Aland, is that you?” Or was it David?
He brought his horse up beside hers. Something struck her as odd, but before she could understand what, an arm snaked out and around her waist. She yanked the dagger from its sheath and drove the blade downward toward the arm gripping her as she was dragged from her horse. The blade snagged on her attacker’s armor and he muttered a curse as she slammed into a wall of muscle protected by chainmail. 
Fear sent a wave of dizziness through her. She raised the knife for another blow, but iron fingers clamped around her wrist. She cried out in pain and her grip faltered. He shook her wrist hard and she dropped the dagger. 
Her legs dangled against the horse’s flanks and she gave a vicious kick to its ribs. The beast started forward, then the arm around her tightened as its owner pulled back on the reins. She kicked again—harder—and the horse reared. Her attacker crushed Rhoslyn between his chest and arms as he leaned forward in an effort to force the animal’s front hooves back onto the ground.
She gasped for breath through crushed lungs. The horse’s hooves hit the ground so hard her teeth jarred. Rhoslyn clawed at the arm that pinned her. Her fingers slipped on a warm, slick substance, and satisfaction surged through her at the realization that it was his blood. She must have cut him below his chainmail. His hold, however, did not weaken, despite the wound. 
With a grunt, he seized her arms and trapped them against her body. He threw a leg over her thighs, pinning them against the horse’s side, before the horse shot forward. Tears of rage stung her eyes even as she arched and twisted. Her grandfather’s men had died for nothing. Aland...David, had died without ever seeing their executioner.
Rhoslyn’s legs cramped and she struggled harder. She would plunge the first knife she found into the heart of Talbot St Claire. He was a fool to have acted so rashly. He would not have her, her lands, or the goodwill of his king. Nay. He would die. 
Minutes passed in growing agony before her captor at last slowed his horse’s pace. Rhoslyn couldn’t deny her relief when he released the pressure on her legs. He shifted her bottom across his hard thighs, and she straightened, stretching her legs. One large hand pressed her thigh in what she knew was a warning not to incite the beast again. 
Pinpricks of light dotted the foggy darkness ahead. Was this Dunfrey Castle? She hadn’t seen lights to indicate they had passed Castle Glenbarr. So her captor had wisely circled around her home to avoid detection. Once they reached Dunfrey Castle she would become a prisoner. Dunfrey Castle, nicknamed ‘Dragon’s Lair’ by the Highlanders who had competed against St. Claire in the tainchel, the Great Hunt, was smaller than Castle Glenbarr, but no less fortified.
St. Claire would defeat any who attacked him, just as he had his competitors in the games. Truly, the castle was appropriately nicknamed Dragon’s Lair, for the knight, like the mythical dragon, decimated his enemies. 
They drew closer, and an eerie yellow glow haloed the torches in the fog up on the battlements. Despite her resolve, her belly clenched with fear. She mouthed a silent prayer to Saint George for strength to bind her dragon as St. George had his a millennia ago. 
The keep loomed, a shadow in the fog that became a visible wall when they stopped. Something familiar niggled at her.
“’Tis I,” her captor shouted, in a cultured English accent. 
No simple man-at-arms had been sent to collect her. Only a knight of the first order would do to kidnap Sir Talbot St. Claire’s wife.
“Open in the name of peace,” he called. 
Peace? St. Claire represented anything but peace.
Fury swept through Rhoslyn. “Ye speak of peace when you kidnap innocent women and slay men in the dark? Neither you nor your master shall know peace the remainder of your days.”
Her captor gave a low laugh that sent a chill down her spine. 
“What man knows peace when he takes a wife?” he said. 
Rhoslyn stiffened. The man was a dog. How fitting that a dog should serve a dragon. 
Wood creaked as the gates began a slow swing inward. He spurred his horse forward when the opening was barely wide enough to accommodate entrance. The fog obscured their surroundings. He stopped and hugged her close as he swung his leg around the pommel. She threw her arms around his neck for fear of falling as he slid from the saddle. Rhoslyn jolted when his feet hit solid ground. Another warrior appeared beside the horse as her captor strode away from the animal.
“Put me down,” Rhoslyn demanded.
He lengthened his stride in response. 
“Did ye hear me, Knight? I am Lady Rhoslyn Harper—”
“St. Claire,” he cut in. 
“What?”
“Lady Rhoslyn St. Claire.”
“How dare you?” She slapped him. 
They reached the castle. He stopped short and she tensed. Would he strike her back? Did his master countenance the abuse of women?
Her heart pounded. “Have ye something to say, Knight?”
“What should I say, my lady?”
“Put me down,” she ordered.
 He pushed through the door and Rhoslyn drew a sharp breath upon realizing why she had experienced the sense of recognition. They weren’t at Dunfrey Castle. This was Castle Glenbarr. 
“What thievery is this?” she demanded. “Your master has no right to claim my property. We are not yet wed.” But she knew the vows—and consummation—were a mere formality. Edward’s decree held as much power as did the priest’s benediction. Still, that gave him no right to occupy her home before even meeting her. 
The monster carrying her gave no answer. She had expected none. He was an Englishman, and Englishmen considered their women chattel. St. Claire would soon learn that Lady Rhoslyn Harper, granddaughter of Sir Hugo Seward, Baron Kinsley, daughter of Ihon Seward, was no man’s property. 
At the far end of the room burned a low fire in a large hearth. Flickering tongues of flame cast light across the room, revealing the forms of warriors sleeping on the floor. English men-at-arms, she would wager. Where were her men? Had there been a battle? Rhoslyn thanked God she had sent her stepdaughter to stay with her grandfather while she resided at the convent. The girl would have been terrified if she’d been at Castle Glenbarr when St. Claire took possession. 
Her captor crossed left, to a narrow staircase. Rhoslyn expected to be put down on her feet, but he threw her over his shoulder and took the stairs two at a time. 
“Beast,” she muttered, but kept still for fear of hitting her head in the narrow space. 
He reached the second level and ascended another set of stairs to the third floor where lay the too-familiar private quarters. He took several paces, then pushed through a door that opened upon her late husband’s bedchambers. Rhoslyn was abruptly tossed from his shoulder. She cried out and tensed for impact with the stone floor, but bounced on a mattress. 
The bed’s thick canopy curtain closed behind her. Surprise immobilized her for an instant, then the tread of boots on stone penetrated her stupor. Rhoslyn scrambled to the edge of the bed and threw back the curtain. She drew a sharp breath at sight of her abductor’s broad shoulders. His large body had nearly crushed her, but seeing him, she now understood how he had dispatched her protectors so easily—and why St. Claire sent him. He was even larger than the Dragon was rumored to be. That didn’t mean she would allow him to leave her in the bed where her husband died.
Rhoslyn leapt from the bed and stumbled before catching herself, then lunged toward the door. The knight reached it several long strides ahead of her and passed into the hall. He slammed the door shut behind him and she collided with the wood. 



CHAPTER TWO
A hard rap on the solar door alerted Talbot to his captain’s return. 
“Enter.” 
Baxter D’Angers stepped into the room as Talbot splashed water on his face from the bowl on the table then grabbed a clean cloth to wipe his face.
Baxter crossed to him. “I am gone three days and everything goes to hell. Alexander tells me your bride fled her convent.” His attention caught on the bloodied cloths scattered about the table, then his eyes shifted to the bandage Talbot had wrapped around his wrist. “What in God’s name happened?”
“Lady Rhoslyn decided Melrose would make a better husband than me.”
“Melrose?” Baxter blurted. “What the devil? He is a supporter of Balliol. Seward openly supports Bruce—perhaps even William Wallace, if gossip is to be believed. He cannot possibly want to ally himself with a Balliol supporter. Seward’s support of Bruce is one reason Edward chose her as your bride.”
Talbot lifted a brow. 
“I am not an idiot. Even I can see the obvious.” Baxter shook his head. “Is Seward fool enough to defy Edward—or you—and think he can succeed?”
“Had his granddaughter reached Longford Castle it would have been very possible. I understand the castle is well fortified and could likely survive a siege until Lady Rhoslyn bore him a child.”
Baxter shook his head. “Kinsley is a fool. Edward’s edict cannot be disputed. You have even taken possession of this hellish place.”
“Glenbarr Castle is no more hellish than Nightwell Hold.”
“Nightwell Hold is in England,” Baxter replied. “I told you the old baron was not to be trusted. How did you know—”
A knock at the door interrupted Baxter, and Talbot bid them enter. 
Thom, one of his men-at-arms, entered and stopped just inside the room. “Her men are on the way here, including her two escorts. Three died in the fray.”
Talbot tossed the clean rag on the table. “Seward will have to explain to their wives why his treachery got them killed.”
“We lost one of our own,” Thom said. 
Talbot cut his gaze to him. “Who?”
“Valance.”
Talbot wanted to find the old baron and beat him senseless. “Valance had a young wife. Seward will pension the widow.”
“You might take it out of his granddaughter’s hide,” Baxter said in a rare flash of anger.
Talbot was inclined to agree. “Inform me when the men arrive,” he ordered Thom.
Thom nodded, then left. 
Baxter nodded at Talbot’s wound. “Which of his men wounded you?”
Talbot gave a harsh laugh. “Not a one. It was the lady.”
Baxter looked taken aback. “She was willing to go so far as kill you?”
“Aye, and she came closer than I care to admit.”
“A month chained in the dungeon will give her time to remember her wifely duties.”
“She will be chained, but to me, not the dungeon. She is in my bedchambers awaiting the priest who will officiate the vows.” 
“Your bedchambers?” Baxter blurted.
Talbot nodded. “I sent word that Seward can attend us this week—at his leisure—for the wedding feast.”
“You are playing with fire.”
“With that woman?” He snorted. “Aye, that I am.” 
He remembered his surprise—and shock—when her blade sliced the flesh of his wrist. He also hadn’t forgotten the feather-light weight of her body across his thighs. He hadn’t met her before tonight, hadn’t cared if the sight of her shriveled his bollocks to the size of peas. She represented the possible end of constant warring, the birth of sons, and daughters he would have to heavily dower if they, too, turned out to be horse-faced like their mother. 
But Rhoslyn Harper wasn’t horse-faced, and her body—her body belonged to a woman who hated him. He would have no trouble consummating the marriage, but he would have to tie his wife’s hands to the bedpost to keep her from plunging a knife into his back while he drove into her. He felt himself harden at the thought and grimaced. It might not have been as pleasurable if she had been horse-faced, but it would have been safer. 
“Is the king’s favor worth allying ourselves to such vipers?” Baxter’s voice disrupted his thoughts. “She will cause you misery all your days. I would not ask it of you. No one would.”
Talbot crossed to the table near the hearth where a pitcher of ale sat and poured two mugs. He returned to his friend, handed him a mug, and motioned for him to sit on the bench in front of the fire.
They sat and Talbot took a long, fortifying drink of ale before he said, “My marriage is not about incurring favor, as you well know. I can no more ignore Edward’s command than Lady Harper can ignore her duty.” 
Though she had done just that tonight. That was unfair, he realized. What Scottish noblewoman would willingly marry an English knight, and a bastard knight at that, even if he had been legitimized? 
Lady Rhoslyn Harper was not stupid, as he had learned tonight. Clearly, she didn’t agree with the pervading Scottish sentiment that the extended period of relative peace between Scotland and England meant that Edward wasn’t trying to bring Scotland under his rule. 
Baxter finished his ale and set the mug on the bench beside him. “You have enough land and wealth to live well the remainder of your days. You no longer need please Edward.”
Talbot took a draw on his ale. His wrist ached. He would need several mugs to ease the pain, but not so much as to dull his wits when he was finally alone with his bride. He glanced at the door connecting the solar to the antechamber that led to his bedchambers. He had expected more shouts when he’d slammed the door in her face. She was too quiet. Had she accepted her fate? He snorted. Not that one. 
He took another gulp of ale, then said, “You are naive if you believe Edward will ever release me from service.” Talbot flashed a tired smile. “I have made myself too valuable.”
“And this is how he rewards you? Exiled in this God forsaken country.”
Talbot stretched his legs toward the inviting fire. “God forsaken, perhaps. But also far from the certain trouble brewing in England.” 
“And if the Guardians cannot maintain peace in Scotland?” Baxter demanded. “How much peace will there be here, even this far north? Wallace has no intentions of letting Edward rule Scotland, even if the Guardians are fool enough to let him seize power.”
Talbot sighed. He could always count on his captain to name the worst of his fears. “The Guardians chose Edward to arbitrate because he can break the deadlock, and he has the power to enforce his decision. No one wants war in Scotland. Not the Guardians, not Edward—nor I. You put too little faith in our king.”
“I know our king,” Baxter shot back, but with no real malice. 
“No matter,” Talbot said. “Any rebellion that breaks out here is preferable to war with Wales or France.” 
Or England, for that matter.

If Talbot could maintain order, here in Buchan, Edward was unlikely to call him to service for anything short of a large campaign. He tired of killing. Seventeen years was enough. 
“Let us pray the problems here in Scotland remain small,” he said.
Baxter regarded him from the corner of his eye. “Your betrothed tried to kill you.”
Talbot barked a laugh. “Women are troublesome.”
Baxter gave him a sidelong glance. “I have often wondered that he doesn’t worry that your mother’s Scottish blood might sway your allegiance.”
“Edward believes that I will be accepted because my mother was Scottish. I never knew her. I am no more Scottish than you are Flemish.” 
“I am loathe to admit it, but the place suits you,” Baxter said. 
“And the rest of Lady Rhoslyn’s property will suit me as well.” 
Whether the lady liked it or not.
* * *
Rhoslyn faced the room St. Claire thought was her prison. Fool. She knew this castle as well as the one she grew up in. A sudden chill threaded through her. There was but one reason St. Claire would lock her in his bedchambers. He intended to skip the wedding vows and consummate their marriage. 
So why hadn’t he forced himself between her legs when he captured her? The contract was solid enough that no priest need validate their union. The marriage would stand. Another—more devastating—truth hit. He need not lay a hand on her. The mere fact she was in his bedchambers was enough to seal her fate. 
Rhoslyn hurried to the bed. She stuffed the pillows beneath the blankets, then arranged them to look like a sleeping body. She lit a taper from the fire in the hearth then slid to the right and groped about the paneling for the hidden latch. A small click sounded and the panel opened to a secret passageway leading to a guest bedchamber on the far end of the castle’s west wing. Stepping inside, she pulled her mantle close around her and drew the panel shut. 
Candle extended before her, she navigated the narrow passage. Anger coursed through her. Two men she had never met controlled her life: King Edward and his puppet knight Sir Talbot St. Claire.
Knight. 
The word echoed in her mind on a wave of disgust. What did a man like St. Claire know of honor, truth, or loyalty? Loyalty. Aye, perhaps he did understand that precept. Loyalty to a king who would fill his knights’ coffers with coin dripping with blood—Scottish blood, if need be. 
What a fool she’d been to spend fourteen months grieving. He hadn’t said it, but she’d read the worry in her grandfather’s eyes when he agreed to her request. Before he died, he wanted a grandson to inherit the home and land that had been passed down in his family for generations. She’d been too grief-stricken to care about the future. Her selfishness had lost them everything, including, she realized, her stepdaughter. St. Claire would replace her grandfather as their protector, and would decide who Andreana married. Another English knight, no doubt, who would secure more of her dead husband’s wealth for his English king.
Perhaps Andreana’s future alone was worth fighting for. Was not her own fate worth fighting for? How many good Scottish men would have to die to keep what was theirs from Edward’s greedy fingers?
Fear squeezed her heart. If only she had reached her grandfather. She needed his strong shoulder to cry on, his reasoning to assure her they could keep what was theirs without throwing their clans into a war against England. 
How had St. Claire learned she was fleeing the convent? Did he know she intended to marry Lord Melrose? Sir Ascot told her that only he and her grandfather knew of her escape. Even their trusted men-at-arms hadn’t been told of their destination.
Rhoslyn reached the end of the passageway and eased open the panel an inch, then listened for any sounds in the room. Silence. She stepped inside, and stopped. Where could she go? How many hours before dawn? Getting a horse was impossible. Even if she managed to reach the stables, St. Claire’s guards wouldn’t allow her through the gate. Her only choice was to leave through the passageway leading from the chapel to the rear of Castle Glenbarr and outside the walls. 
Longford Castle was three quarters of an hour’s ride. Walking would take hours. She’d have to keep to the forest to avoid the men St. Claire would send in search of her. Fraser Bell worked the farm nearest Castle Glenbarr. He would help her. No. She couldn’t ask his help. St. Claire would punish anyone who aided her. A mental picture flashed of Fraser’s two daughters weeping over their father’s grave. Instead of asking Fraser’s help, she would steal one of his horses.
Rhoslyn forced her thoughts to slow. She needed a weapon. Three jeweled daggers lay hidden in a locked room beneath the castle, along the passageway leading to the dungeon. Only she, her grandfather, and Alec’s cousin Duncan held keys. Here was stored a chest filled with coin, a lifetime’s wealth saved for lean times or, God forbid, the financing of wars. 
Did St. Claire know of the room? She imagined King Edward’s long fingers sifting through the coins. Anger tightened her insides. The money and valuables stored there didn’t belong to him or St. Claire. Rhoslyn forced a slow breath and concentrated on how she would reach the room undetected, then she realized something terrible; she had to return to Alec’s bedchamber for the key. 
* * *
The fog wasn’t lifting. Instead, it had thickened in the minutes Talbot had lingered in the bailey with Baxter and the man who informed them that Baron Kinsley was besieged at Longford Castle by local chief Aodh Roberts. Talbot cursed. He hadn’t expected settling in Scotland to be easy, but neither had he expected to find himself in the middle of a family feud.
Talbot glanced at the light that penetrated the fog from a third floor window. Lady Rhoslyn was locked there in his bedchambers. He was cold and tired and had looked forward to a few hours’ sleep before rousing the priest to perform the benediction that would solidify their marriage. No man would dare defy the king—or Talbot—after that. 
Talbot sighed and fixed his gaze on Iain. Light from the nearby wall sconce illuminated his intense gaze. Iain had been Seward’s captain for over twenty years. His loyalty to the baron could cut the fog. There would be no rest tonight.
“Is Melrose prepared for a battle?” Talbot asked.
“He is no’ his father,” the Highlander replied.
Talbot nodded. “I heard the old earl was a seasoned knight.”
“He was,” Iain said. 
“I suppose you must aid Seward,” Baxter said. “Even if the matter has nothing to do with you.”
“It has everything to do with ye,” Iain interjected. “Until now, Roberts wouldna’ dare defy Seward. He knows Lady Rhoslyn would kill him herself.” 
“God forbid I do any less,” Talbot said. “It is Seward that Roberts wants, then, not Melrose?”
“Roberts doesna’ love Melrose—he and the old baron fought constantly over cattle—but he hates Seward and I believe he is counting on ye being pleased when he is dead.”
Talbot nodded. “What does Roberts hope to gain by killing him?” 
“Revenge. He wanted to marry the Lady Rhoslyn, but Seward married her to Harper instead.”
Talbot wagered it was the lady who refused. He also suspected Roberts had more than revenge in mind. 
Iain pinned him with a hard stare. “These are your people now, St. Claire. You must protect your own, or no’ a single Highlander will follow ye. I have fifty men waiting outside Castle Glenbarr willing to follow you. It is a start. Dinna’ throw it away.”
Talbot knew he had to prove himself. But even if he saved all of Buchan, the one fight the Highlanders might not aid was the effort to drag his wife from one of their kinsman’s bed, especially if she carried that man’s child. 
Frustration lashed through him. Even if Melrose got Rhoslyn with child, Talbot wouldn’t annul their marriage. He wouldn’t be the first man to raise as heir a son that wasn’t his. Before this night ended, Seward would understand that.
Talbot considered having the priest perform the marriage ceremony before marching to Longford Castle. He relished the idea of surprising Seward with that news once Talbot rescued him. Though there would be no consummating the union before he left. Lady Rhoslyn certainly expected more than a three-minute introduction to his skills as a lover.
He addressed Baxter. “Gather a hundred men and send them to Longford. Have Ross lead them with Iain and his men. Let us see what Harper’s captain is made of. You ride out, meet the men bringing Seward’s men-at-arms, and take them to Longford. Stay west of the castle in the forest, until I arrive. Send scouts to assess Roberts’ men. Sunrise is another three hours. If luck is with us, we can end this before daylight.”
He experienced an uncharacteristic hesitation. With the hundred men he was sending to deal with Roberts, Castle Glenbarr would be less well guarded than he liked. He had yet to discover who were his friends and who were his enemies. Then there was the lady to consider. God only knew what she would attempt while he marched to save her grandfather. 
What could she possibly do locked in his chambers? One of her friends in the castle might aid her escape. She wouldn’t need help, he realized with a start. Castle Glenbarr had been her home for eight years. She must know every door, window and passage—including any passageways from the lord’s bedchambers he had yet to discover. 
“Have Ross go on ahead,” Talbot told Baxter. “I will join you soon.”
“What if Roberts attacks before ye arrive?” Iain demanded.
“Then kill him.”
* * *
Rhoslyn slipped inside the room where slept some of the maids. She wanted information and hoped that one of the girls might have a knife, and so save her the risk of going to the storeroom. Embers burned red in the hearth, casting dim light across the room’s four beds. The two beds closest to the fire were empty, but the blankets were rumpled. 
“Who is it?” a female voice demanded from one shadowy corner.
Rhoslyn recognized the voice emanating from one of several shapes huddled on the bed. “Sheila, it is I, Lady Rhoslyn.”
“Lady Rhoslyn?”
The girl jumped from the bed and hurriedly lit a candle from the hearth, then crossed to Rhoslyn. Her hand flew to her mouth, then she grasped one of Rhoslyn’s hands. 
“My lady, thank God you are safe.”
Three more figures rose and crowded behind Sheila. 
“Is something wrong?” Rhoslyn demanded. “Have St. Claire’s men abused you?”
“Nay. We are all treated well. But we have been afraid this last week.”
The Dragon had been there a week? “Did the Dra—er, St. Claire speak with Duncan?”
Sheila nodded. “They had a long meeting the day after he arrived.”
Of course they did. St. Claire would want to inform the steward that he was the new laird of Castle Glenbarr. But that didn’t mean Duncan had shown him the storeroom. Duncan was the steward, but Rhoslyn kept the rolls. Each month, she and Alec put a little aside that wasn’t included in the accounts the tax collector saw. The accounts that accounted for all profits remained locked in the storeroom. Rhoslyn couldn’t ask the women if St. Claire had visited the storeroom, for they knew nothing of the room’s existence.
”Is it true, my lady? Are ye and Sir Talbot married?” Sheila asked. 
Rhoslyn gritted her teeth, unwilling to acknowledge the questions, but the more she thought on the matter, the more she wondered how they would pry St. Claire out of Castle Glenbarr. 
“How many men does he have?” she asked.
“At least a hundred and fifty,” Sheila said. “And I hear talk three hundred more are on their way.”
“Four hundred and fifty?” Rhoslyn said. She envisioned their savings gone inside a year.
“Sir Talbot stocked the barn with cattle,” Shelia said. 
Her cattle? “Have you a knife?” she asked. 
Sheila’s eyes widened. “Nay.”
She would be forced to go to the storeroom. Truth be told, she burned to learn if St. Claire knew of the room. 
“How fares the rest of Castle Glenbarr?” Rhoslyn asked. “Mistress Muira? St. Claire has not overworked her in the kitchen?”
“Oh no,” Lorna, a younger maid, interjected. “Muira warned him that she will no’ tolerate misbehaving from the men. She threatened to cut off the bollocks of any man that touched the women. Sir Talbot told her that if any of his men harassed us, he would hold the dog down while she used her knife.”
“He did not say that?” Rhoslyn blurted. 
Sheila nodded. “He did.”
“He is handsome,” Lorna said. “Very handsome.”
Rhoslyn gave the girl a critical look. “Your father would not be pleased to learn you are lusting after an English knight.”
The girl hung her head. 
“What of Duncan?” Rhoslyn asked. He could help her escape. She had elevated him from steward to lord in her absence. 
“He was very angry,” Sheila said. “We feared he would challenge Sir Talbot, but when he read King Edward’s letter saying you and he were to wed, he left.”
Duncan gone? “Where did he go?” 
“To your grandfather at Banmore House.”
So the craven turned tail and ran. Her grandfather wouldn’t be pleased.
“Return to your beds,” she ordered the maids.
They obeyed and Rhoslyn headed for the storeroom. 
* * *
Talbot eyed the form beneath the blankets on the bed. Lady Rhoslyn hadn’t even troubled herself to make the pillows look much like a sleeping person. It had been longer than he could remember since anyone underestimated him. He grunted. She hadn’t underestimated him. He foolishly left her alone in a room that she had escaped in the time it took her to shove pillows beneath a blanket. He should have tied her to his bed. His cock pulsed at the thought. There lay just as dangerous a road as did her escape. 
He scanned the room. The door had been locked from the outside. Either someone helped her and was wise enough to lock the door when they left, or there was a passageway in the room. Talbot crossed to the hearth where the wall on each side was paneled wood, and immediately noticed the panel to the right was slightly misaligned. He slid a fingernail into the seam, drew open the panel, and peered inside. A narrow passageway disappeared into darkness. 
He got a torch from the hallway, then returned to the passageway and examined the floor. The dust revealed small footprints. Talbot started forward, grimacing when his broad shoulders brushed the walls several feet inside. He reached the end of the passageway to find himself in an empty bedchamber. He recognized the room as one in the west wing. A hint of candle wax scented the air but he saw no candle.
Where would Lady Rhoslyn have gone from here? The stables? Another hidey hole? Was there another passageway in this room, or had she doubled back to this wing, where a secret passageway led from the chapel to a concealed door in the castle’s wall. No. Lady Rhoslyn cared too much about her possessions to leave just yet. Which meant there was one place she would go before leaving. 



CHAPTER THREE
Rhoslyn hurried through the solar door into Alec’s bedchambers and stopped short at sight of the secret passageway’s open panel. She had closed the panel. She crossed to the bed and pulled back the curtain. The blanket still covered the pillows. Rhoslyn released the fabric and turned. Who had been here? She shifted her gaze to the door. She had no key to Alec’s room, so had returned through the hallways and solar so that she wouldn’t have to detour to the far side of the west wing through the passageway. Was the hall door locked? 
She crossed to the door and eased it open a crack. Her heart pounded. Whoever had entered the room found the secret entrance and—Did St. Claire know of the secret passageway? Why leave her here if he knew? Because, she realized, he hadn’t known, but had discovered her gone, then deduced the truth and found the panel.
Her heart fell. She had hoped to be gone before she was discovered missing. Should she leave without the dagger? Nay, traveling without a weapon was foolish, and she had to see if St. Claire had raided their savings. 
Rhoslyn went to the left corner of the room near the window and knelt at the wall. She wiggled the bottom left stone free from the wall and breathed in relief to find the key lying in the dust. She took it and replaced the stone, then hurried from the room. 
When she at last neared the bottom of the stairs leading to the kitchen, she slowed her descent. Light bathed the half dozen remaining steps. The housekeeper kept a low fire banked in the kitchen hearth, but this was more than the meager dance of light from embers. She crept to the last stair and peeked around the corner. Light spilled into the kitchen from the great hall. Two men stood at one of the work tables.
She glanced at the scullery, which lay ten feet straight ahead. The men’s backs faced her. Could she reach the room without being noticed? Rhoslyn drew back and waited a long moment, then peeked around the corner again. The men were still there. They couldn’t tarry long. Shouldn’t they be searching for her instead of foraging for food? 
Another man appeared in the doorway. “Baxter awaits us at the gate.”
“I plan to run a sword through Roberts myself,” one of the men at the table said. 
His companion grunted. “After I shove my blade up his arse.”
“I imagine Sir Talbot will do that for us,” the first replied as they started toward the door. “He is not pleased the bastard is threatening Lady Rhoslyn’s grandfather.”
Rhoslyn barely stifled a gasp. Were they speaking of Aodh Roberts? How could he—understanding flashed lightning fast, followed by a fury so hot she envisioned thrusting a dagger into Aodh’s gutless heart. He hadn’t forgiven her for refusing his offer of marriage, and now that King Edward had married her to an English knight, he believed she would have no way to avenge her grandfather’s death. The coward must believe St. Claire would welcome her grandfather’ death, for that meant he would take possession of all his land.
A thought stopped her. The warrior had said that St. Claire wasn’t pleased that Aodh was threatening her grandfather. Was the knight going to help her grandfather? There had to be something she didn’t know. The man who had sent the brute that kidnapped her was not an honorable knight. But—she shook her head to ward off confusion. None of this mattered. She had to get to Longford this night. Not Longford Castle, she realized with horror. If Aodh was there and St. Claire was on his way, it was too dangerous for her to go there. She would go to her grandfather’s castle. She would be just as safe there as Longford.
Rhoslyn eased forward and peeked around the corner. The men had gone. Lifting her skirts, she hurried down the last few steps and pulled a torch from a wall sconce. She held her breath as she quickly lit the torch from the small flame in the hearth, then hurried into the scullery. Along the far wall, she pressed a panel that opened to steep, narrow stairs. Rhoslyn took the first few steps, turned, and pulled the panel closed behind her. 
Carefully, she descended the stairs to the first level where she turned left. A lone door was located on the far wall. Rhoslyn grasped the door handle and held her breath as she pressed the latch. Locked. She closed her eyes and released the breath while sending up a prayer of thanks to Saint George for protecting their valuables. 
Rhoslyn pulled the key from her belt pouch, quickly unlocked the door, then slipped inside. A cupboard stood against the far wall near the left corner. Swords, axes, crossbows and shields were mounted on all visible walls. Additional weapons leaned in corners. A chest sat against the left wall, filled with larger valuables, including the dagger she sought. The coin, however, lay hidden in a smaller chest inside a secret panel. 
She crossed the room to the wall on the right and knelt. Deftly, she ran her fingers along the bottom of a stone until she felt the latch. She pressed and the stone clicked open. Relief flooded her when she found the chest unmolested. 
“I wondered if there was a hiding place where more coin was hidden,” said a male voice behind her. 
Rhoslyn shot to her feet and whirled. The beast who had kidnapped her stood, shoulder leaning against the cupboard. Where had he come from? She had closed the door behind her. He couldn’t have entered without her knowledge. She cut her gaze to the corner behind him. It was the only place he could have possibly hidden. How had he wedged his broad shoulders between the cupboard and wall? How had she missed him there? 
His eyes dropped to the chest. “Is that money entered into the accounts?”
“Ask your laird,” she retorted. 
His gaze jerked up to meet hers, surprise in his dark eyes, and Rhoslyn realized her mistake. Her eyes flew to his right arm, covered with a linen shirt and chainmail, where was rumored to be painted a picture of St. Claire’s sister who had died as a young girl. 
Rhoslyn lifted her gaze to his face. “You.”
He didn’t reply, only stared at her with intense brown eyes. A strange flush of heat reached her cheeks. She startled upon realizing his attention lingered on her mouth. 
“You murdered my grandfather’s men—then kidnapped a defenseless woman,” she said.
His gaze lifted to hers. “Defenseless? You stabbed me.”
“Ye are a common thief.”
“Have you counted the coin?” he asked.
She frowned. “What?”
“I wonder that you can call me thief when you have yet to confirm that a single silver coin is gone.”
“It matters not if every piece is here. Ye will spend it when and how you please—despite the fact the money is mine.” 
“It was your husband’s, I wager,” he replied. 
“As much mine as his,” she shot back, remembering the countless hours spent buying and selling goods, saving, counting, hording money and valuables against the storm that had brewed in Scotland. But her efforts had been in vain. The storm had come to her. She suddenly remembered the dagger she’d come for—and her grandfather. “What has happened with my grandfather?”
“Aodh Roberts intends to settle a score.”
“Aodh is a bitter man, who takes what he wants rather than work for it.”
“I have yet to meet him,” St. Claire replied in an even voice, but Rhoslyn was certain she detected a hint of amusement. 
“You will meet him tonight at Longford Castle.”
“Who said I was going to Longford Castle?”
“I overheard your men say so, and your chainmail tells me ye plan for battle.”
He nodded, but said nothing. Rhoslyn realized he didn’t appear surprised that she had escaped from his bedchamber, and he had clearly known where to look for her.
“You have made yourself comfortable in my home,” she said. 
“My home,” he replied. 
Anger knotted her stomach. “King Edward is not a priest, and our marriage has no’ been officiated or consummated.” Sweet Jesu, she must sound like a madwoman. 
He straightened. “You are right.” He reached her side in three steps. She was forced to tilt her head back to maintain eye contact. He grasped her arm, but she pulled free and retreated a step.
“What are you doing?”
“Do you plan to stay here the night?” he asked.
She glanced at the chest. 
“Never mind the chest,” he said. “We will lock the door when we leave.”
He didn’t wait for an answer, but grasped her arm again and drew her toward the door. She wanted to protest, wanted to return the small chest to its hiding place—more than anything, she wanted to grab the dagger from the larger chest—but wants would not help her at this moment.
He stepped into the hallway, then pulled the door shut and waited. 
She lifted her chin. “You must have a key. Lock the door yourself.”
He shrugged. 
Rhoslyn cried out when he pulled her against his side. “What are ye doing?”
“I have no wish to be conked over the head or stabbed in the back while I lock the door.” His tone was mild as he opened his palm to reveal the key he’d been holding.
“For pity’s sake, release me,” she said. “I dinna’ plan to kill you by stabbing ye in the back.”
His arm tightened around her waist as he inserted the key and she was suddenly aware of his fingers pressing into her stomach and her arm wedged against the hard muscle of his chest. Her heart picked up speed. He turned the key in the lock and his fingers flexed when he withdrew the key and straightened.
“So you intend to look me in the eye when you kill me?” he asked.
“Aye,” she replied. 
He drew her down the short corridor without loosening his hold. “I am gratified my wife has some honor.”
“I am no’ your wife.”
“Aye, you are.”
They reached the stairs and he urged her up ahead of him. In the kitchen, he grasped her arm and led her into the great hall. Men stood in half a dozen clusters about the room. Rhoslyn caught sight of a priest sitting with his back to them at the table nearest the hearth. 
“Why is Father Crey here?” she demanded, but knew the answer. Her head whirled. What was she going to do? How could she stop this? Could she stop this? “Were ye no’ on your way to help my grandfather?”
“Aye.”
“Then how can we have a wedding?”
He looked down at her. “Even by your Scottish law we are already wed. I am willing to say the vows simply to please you.”
Rhoslyn understood. “Ye will help my grandfather only if I say the vows. Along with being a murderer and kidnapper, you are an extortionist.”
“You forgot thief,” he said. 
“I have forgotten nothing.”
They neared the priest and he rose.
“I will help Seward because he is your grandfather. Is that not enough?” St. Claire asked.
“And if I do no’ say the vows?”
He shrugged and she wanted to scream. 
“Then you can await me in my bedchambers until I return—or your bedchambers. I imagine there is no secret passageway in the lady’s room as there is in my chambers. I will bring your grandfather back with me and then come to you.”
Rhoslyn stared openmouthed.
“Fear not, lady. I am not so uncouth as to come to your bed straight from the battlefield. I promise to bathe first.”
“If ye dare come to my bed I will cut off your bollocks,” she snapped.
His brows rose. “I see you have been talking with Mistress Muira.”
* * *
Lady Rhoslyn was not what Talbot had expected. She was beautiful. A fact that might be more pitfall than windfall. Auburn hair hung to her waist in a thick braid that begged to be unraveled and spread in a halo atop white sheets. He would never wonder what this woman thought. Every emotion appeared in her dark eyes like a rolling tide. And in this instant her eyes conveyed distrust. But he didn’t read in them that she would refuse the vows.
“I will not repeat the vows,” she said.
Leave it to a woman to prove him wrong.
Talbot shrugged.
“Sweet Jesu, shrug one more time, St. Claire, and I will drive a blade through your heart.”
He started to shrug again—a habit he had to confess his father’s wife disliked as much as Lady Rhoslyn seemed to—but he managed to check the action. 
Talbot looked at the priest. “You have read the contract, Priest?”
“I have.”
“It is binding?”
The man’s mouth thinned. “Aye, it is binding.”
Talbot looked at Lady Rhoslyn. “As far as the law is concerned, we are man and wife. If you care nothing for holy blessings, then you may go to bed.”
She cast a helpless appeal to the priest. 
“I am sorry, Lady Rhoslyn. It is true, you are legally married. King Edward has decreed it.”
She cut her eyes to Talbot. Anger had darkened them. “Then I imagine we have no need of a priest.”
“But ye do,” Father Crey interjected. “For when the bairns come.”
Her cheeks reddened, but it was the anguish in her eyes that caught Talbot’s attention. He recalled the newest headstone in the family cemetery. Dougal Harper. The child had been two months old when he died. 
“There is always the chance your husband will not survive the battle tonight,” Father Crey said. “If you have my blessing, should he die, then no one can dispute that his lands are yours.” 
Lady Rhoslyn glanced at Talbot.
“Beware what you wish for,” he said. “The next man Edward marries you to might not be as generous as I.”
“Generous?” she retorted. “Ye have taken over my home, your men eat my food, burn my wood.”
“I have paid for my men out of the money I brought with me. I will spend none of Castle Glenbarr’s money until I have studied the household rolls.”
“Ye will deal with me and my grandfather if you take anything that doesna’ belong to you. And lest you wonder, he will deal with you concerning the slaughter of his men.”
“That he will, for he is responsible for the death of one of my men.”
“One of your men? By God, you have bollocks. Ye slaughter his men, yet have the audacity to be affronted when one of your men dies in the battle?”
“There was no slaughter,” St. Claire said. “Only three of Seward’s men were lost. The rest are on their way here.”
“What? I do not believe ye. I heard the fighting.”
“When they arrive, Lady Rhoslyn, you may see for yourself.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Three were killed?”
“Aye.”
She pursed her lips. “You feel no’ one wit of regret for killing those men.”
“You may speak with your grandfather concerning their deaths. It is he who chose to defy law and secret you away in order to perform an illegal marriage. I merely protected what is mine.”
Surprise flitted across her face, quickly replaced by ire.
“Do no’ delay,” the priest urged. “If Sir Talbot dies and your union hasna’ been sanctioned by the church, Edward can seize Sir Talbot’s land, as well as yours.”
The truth of what he said flared in the lady’s eyes. She looked at Talbot. “I will no’ marry ye unless you bring my grandfather back safe.”
Talbot canted his head. “I vow to deliver him tonight. Until then, you will await me in your chambers.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I will wait where I please.” 
“Nay, lady. My men are well trained, but I will no’ risk your safety while I am gone.” Talbot shifted his attention to Father Crey. “We will need your services tomorrow.”
“The wedding is a month hence,” Lady Rhoslyn said. 
He shrugged. “As you wish. We can repeat the vows now or a month from now, but when I return, we will live as man and wife.”



CHAPTER FOUR
Rhoslyn ascended the stairs ahead of St. Claire. He kept two steps behind, but she could still feel the heat from his large body. They reached the second floor and she glanced left. A blanket-covered figure slept in the shadows of the balcony overlooking the great hall. Movement and a guttural groan emanated from the blanket. She slowed and squinted into the shadowy corner, then veered toward the balcony. Rhoslyn yanked the blanket from the figure. She gasped. A man lay atop a woman. Her legs wrapped his waist. St. Claire muttered something and brushed past Rhoslyn. He grabbed the man by the arm and yanked him up and off the woman. Rhoslyn caught sight of the man’s sculpted body and healthy erection.
“Do no’ hurt him, laird,” the woman cried. 
“Alana?” Rhoslyn took a step closer and the woman shrank deeper into the corner, covering herself with the blanket. “Alana, have ye lost your mind?” Rhoslyn demanded. She whirled on the two men. “You let your men abuse my women, St. Claire?”
“She does not look abused,” he replied. 
“Daniel wouldna’ harm me,” Alana interjected.
“I do not want a brood of bastards running about Castle Glenbarr,” Rhoslyn snapped. 
“Bastards have their uses, my lady,” St. Claire replied.
She rolled her eyes. “You are too sensitive. I meant that these women will be left with fatherless children to raise.”
“You cannot stop human nature,” he said. 
“I can enforce rules. Your men must understand that their actions carry consequences.”
“You mean marriage?”
“Or prison.”
“Sir Talbot,” Daniel began.
“Beware, Daniel,” St. Claire warned, “you might find yourself in prison this very night, or worse—” Rhoslyn thought she detected a hint of amusement when he ended with, “married.”
“Get up, Alana,” Rhoslyn ordered. “As for ye,” she said to Daniel, “be gone.”
“Nay, my lady,” Alana cried, but the man made no such protestations. He grabbed his clothes and rushed down the stairs. 
Alana leapt to her feet. “Nay,” she wailed. 
“The man sported with you, nothing more,” Rhoslyn said in exasperation.
“He might have wanted more if ye hadna’ interfered.” 
Rhoslyn pinned her with a hard stare. “You forget yourself, Alana. I am mistress here.”
The girl’s eyes dropped. “I havena’ forgotten.”
“Put on your clothes and go to bed,” Rhoslyn ordered. 
Alana grabbed her dress from the floor and with the blanket around her shoulders, hurried down the hallway ahead of them.
“Keep your men away from my women,” Rhoslyn told St. Claire as they started forward.
“As you wish, my lady.”
Something in his voice caused Rhoslyn to look up at him. He lifted a brow, but she read nothing more in his expression than curiosity. But this time she was sure she had heard it: Amusement. 
Rhoslyn tossed in bed, stomach churning. Sheila stirred in her sleep beside her and Rhoslyn stilled. The maid quieted. Rhoslyn stared up at the canopy in the near darkness, willing her mind not to picture her son’s crib beside her bed. How long had she lain in bed? Two hours? Longer? Try as she might, she still heard only Dougal’s ragged breathing in those moments before he breathed his last while cradled in her arms. The weight of his small form pressed against her arms. She’d told herself a thousand times it was her imagination, but he’d seemed lighter in that instant after he’d died. Did the soul have substance? 
Rhoslyn forced back a sob. Fourteen months in the convent and the pain still cut like a knife. She was so certain it would lessen by the time she returned. Lies! She fled to the convent with the intention of never returning. Wasn’t that why she planned to dower her stepdaughter with Castle Glenbarr? A rustling caused her to start before she realized that their guard merely shifted on the bench near the hearth. 
Oh Dougal! Dearest Alec. You left without seeing your son buried. 
Neither had Rhoslyn seen him buried. She’d simply left him to be lowered into the cold ground without the comfort of a mother. 
She fisted her hands. Why, God, did I not die instead? 
Curse King Edward for interfering in her life and curse St. Claire for bringing her to Castle Glenbarr. 
A knock sounded on the door and Rhoslyn bolted upright in bed. Had St. Claire returned? Her stomach turned a somersault before she realized he wouldn’t knock. He would enter unbidden through the door that connected to the solar. She drew back the bed curtain and watched her guard as he reach the door. 
Hand on sword hilt, he called, “Who goes there?”
“Mistress Muira,” the housekeeper replied. 
The guard opened the door. Rhoslyn slipped from bed, fully dressed, and hurried toward the housekeeper.
“Mistress Muira.” Rhoslyn embraced her. 
The old woman gave her a hug, then drew back. 
“Ye are looking well,” Muira said. 
“And you,” Rhoslyn said. “All is well? You have not been ill-treated?”
“St. Claire has been fair. You have a visitor, my lady.”
“A visitor, so early? Who?”
“Dayton St. Claire.”
“Dayton St. Claire is here?” the warrior said. “What business has Sir Talbot’s brother with Lady Rhoslyn at this time of morning?”
Rhoslyn wondered the same thing. “Show him into our private solar,” she said. “You may join us there, Knight.” He opened his mouth, but she cut him off. “With you and Sheila present, Sir Talbot canna’ take issue with his brother visiting me. Go, Mistress Muira. ‘Tis early, but if ye would send up mead, I would be grateful.”
Rhoslyn and Sheila sat in the solar with the guard standing near their bench when the door opened and Mistress Muira entered. The man who followed was as different from Sir Talbot as the sun was from the moon. Where Talbot was fair, this man was dark. Talbot’s hair hung to his shoulders, but his brother’s hair covered only his ears. His dark beard gave him the look of the pagan god of Mars, though softer, gentler. More than the physical differences, was the warm demeanor and cordial light in this man’s eyes. Sir Talbot struck her as hard, distant. 
Sheila hurried to the table as Muira set down the mead and goblets. Dayton St. Claire reached the bench where Rhoslyn sat and grasped her hand, then fell to one knee, and she recalled Sir Ascot’s actions at the convent. Her heart twisted to think of the knight dead, then she remembered St. Claire saying only three men had perished in the fight. Was Sir Ascot one? 
“Lady Rhoslyn,” Dayton St. Claire murmured against her hand.
Rhoslyn glimpsed the distrust that narrowed their guard’s eyes. “Rise, sir, and sit with me.”
He obeyed and Sheila offered them goblets filled with wine. She gave the third goblet to their guard, then hurried back to the table as Mistress Muira left. 
“To what do I owe the honor of your visit?” Rhoslyn asked. 
“I have come to celebrate my brother’s marriage.” He took a drink of mead.
She laughed. “The wedding is a month away. You are early, sir.” Not to mention, he need not have asked for an audience in the early morning in order to celebrate his brother’s marriage. Clearly, their guard agreed, for he stiffened. 
“Forgive me, Lady Rhoslyn,” Dayton said. “I could have waited until tomorrow to meet you. The truth is, I bring a gift for you, one I fear my brother might object to you receiving.”
Their guard took a step forward. 
“All is well, Knight,” he said to the man. “I speak of a horse. An Arabian brought from the Holy Land.”
“How could ye have known to bring a wedding gift from so far away?” Rhoslyn asked, and also wondered why the man was truly there. This, too, could have waited until tomorrow. 
He grinned. “I confess, I did not know. I bought the beast for myself. When I heard Talbot was to marry, I knew the horse should be my wedding gift.”
“I am an able rider. I am anxious to see the steed.”
“That must surely wait until tomorrow, my lady. To take you from the comfort of your chambers so early is a sin Talbot would not forgive.”
And one he would not allow, Rhoslyn privately acknowledged. 
“I do not deny that I was anxious to meet you,” he said. 
“Were you?” Rhoslyn sipped her wine.
“I wondered what kind of woman would eventually capture Talbot’s attention.”
“I believe ‘twas King Edward whose attention I caught,” she replied.
He laughed. “Aye, but Talbot is one to go only where he pleases.”
Rhoslyn thought the opposite was true. He obeyed his king without question. 
Dayton finished his wine and rose. “Would you like more wine, my lady?”
“Sheila will fetch it for us.”
“Perhaps your guard would like more?” He turned toward the man.
Dayton’s arm shot out. Sheila cried out as his fist rammed into the guard’s jaw. The man’s head snapped back. Rhoslyn leapt to her feet. The knight reared back, fist raised, but Dayton was quicker, and rammed a second fist into his belly, then another into his ribs. The guard swung. Dayton sidestepped and brought his clasped hands down with all his might across the man’s back. He slumped to the floor. 
Rhoslyn whirled toward the door as Sheila screamed. Iron fingers seized Rhoslyn’s arm and yanked her back against a hard body. She twisted wildly in an effort to break loose. 
“Lady Rhoslyn,” he said, “I swear, this is not what it seems.”
Sheila screamed again. 
“Silence, woman,” he hissed to her, then said to Rhoslyn, “Please.” 
His hold remained firm. Sheila would provide no help. The girl now whimpered. Rhoslyn stilled, breathing heavily, and nodded. He released her, but stepped between her and the door. 
“This was the only way,” he said. 
Rhoslyn backed up two paces. She wished she had secured one of the daggers from the storeroom. “Only way for what?”
“Edward commanded you to marry Talbot so that he could pay his debts with your money,” he said. 
“What is that to you?” 
“The king’s favor has turned my father’s attention to Talbot. Talbot even took my father’s name after Edward legitimized him. He is the elder brother, but that does not matter. He is a bastard. He has no right. I will not let my father disinherit me in favor of Talbot.”
“Your family problems are not my concern,” she snapped. 
“But it is. Talbot’s marriage to you is what captured my father’s interest. He wants a grandson to carry on the St. Claire name.”
“So give him grandsons.”
His expression darkened and his handsome features twisted in resentment. “My father does not approve of the woman I would marry. He threatens to disinherit me if I defy him.”
Rhoslyn felt a stab of compassion. “I am sorry, but I do no’ see how that concerns me.”
“If you do not marry Talbot, my father will be forced to relent. I am here to help you escape.”
“What? St. Claire’s guards will never let us pass through the gates.”
“Surely, there is a secret passageway that leads outside the walls?”
There was, but Rhoslyn hesitated to say so. 
“Tell me you wish to stay here and I will leave you in peace,” Dayton said. 
Was this not what she’d wanted? She had planned this very thing before St. Claire caught her in the storeroom. Rhoslyn couldn’t help a glance at the doorway that led to her chambers. She would give anything not to have to return to that room. How could she live here...sleep in that room where the ghost of her son couldn’t possibly have come to peace yet with death?
“Decide, quickly,” Dayton said. “I have no wish to kill your guard, but if he awakens, I will have no choice.”
“We must go directly to Banmore Keep,” she said. 
“Your grandfather’s home?” he said. “You will be safe there?” 
She wasn’t sure. Longford Castle would be better, but the battle between St. Claire and Aodh made that impossible. In truth, she feared her plans would be for naught. Short of Jacobus getting her with child, Sir Talbot could enforce the marriage. All that aside, something bothered her about Dayton St. Claire. The gentle light in his eyes when he first arrived had been replaced by a feverish look that bordered on desperation...or was it insanity? 
If she delayed or didn’t agree to go with him, would he kill Sheila? Might he kill her? That would solve his problems. Why didn’t he simply kill his brother? That too would end his problems. Was he capable of such treachery? Either way, she had to get him away from Sheila and the unconscious guard. There had been enough killing for one night. She could take him through the castle on a route that would get them discovered.
“I will be safe in my grandfather’s home,” Rhoslyn said, then told Sheila, who cowered beside the table, “Fetch my cloak.”
The girl rose slowly. “My lady, are ye certain you should go?”
“Do no’ argue” Rhoslyn snapped. “Fetch my cloak from the chair.” She faced Dayton. “It is early yet. The servants should not yet be here to the third floor, but this night has been a strange one. Look and be sure no one is in the hallway.”
He turned and started to the door. Rhoslyn took two steps to the fallen warrior and quietly slid his dagger from its sheath and slipped it into her cuaran along the inside of her ankle. She glanced at the warrior, then gave a prayer of thanks that his chest rose and fell with even breath. She rose and stepped away from the man. He would have a headache when he woke, but likely nothing more. 
The creak of the door sounded behind her. “There is no one in the hallway,” Dayton said. “Come, we must go.”
Sheila stepped up, swung the cloak around her shoulders, and tied the cord. 
Rhoslyn grasped her shoulders. “Say nothing of this, Sheila. Do ye understand?” The girl nodded, wide-eyed. Rhoslyn pulled her into a hug and whispered, “Wake the knight when we leave.” She drew back and said, “Hurry back to my bed and stay there until someone comes. Say you do not know where I am.”
Rhoslyn whirled and hurried to the door. 
* * *
Thin curls of fog swirled about three approaching horsemen. Talbot assumed the one in the lead was Aodh Roberts. Of the two men who flanked Roberts, one carried a white flag of truce, the other a torch. Talbot shifted his gaze beyond the riders, past Roberts’ warriors, to the battlements of Longford Castle. Seward and the young Earl of Melrose must have watched Talbot’s approach, seen his and Seward’s banners. Each banner-man carried a torch to ensure the banners were recognized—a risky move, but he didn’t relish the idea of getting shot by a stray arrow if mistaken for one of Roberts’ men. There was, of course, the possibility they would shoot him on purpose. 
Roberts neared, then came to a stop a few feet from Talbot. 
“I am surprised to see ye here,” the Highlander said. “I expected you to wait at Castle Glenbarr for the good news that you are the new Baron Kinsley.” 
“Go home,” Talbot said. 
Roberts grinned. “So ye wish to kill the old man yourself.”
“Kinsley is my wife’s grandfather. You will not harm him.”
The Highlander’s brows snapped downward. “What? Ye should be glad to rid yourself of the old man.” He snorted. “Save those words for your wife. She might believe you.” 
“Beware trying to deduce my thoughts, Roberts. Now, leave peaceably so my two hundred men may return to their beds.” 
Dawn inched across the horizon, but it was the torchlight that allowed Talbot to read the shock on Roberts’ face. 
“Ye have no right to interfere,” he snapped. 
“Think,” Talbot said. “Even if I allowed you to kill Seward, the Earl of Lochland would hang you for murder. He is your lord as much as Seward’s.”
“Hang me? God’s teeth. Have Englishmen no bollocks? Here in Scotland we take what we want.” 
Lady Rhoslyn was right. Aodh Roberts was a man who would rather take what he wanted than work for it, laws be damned.
“And ye have it wrong, St. Claire.” Roberts’ tone turned friendly. “Lochland will welcome you as the new baron. He understands you are Edward’s man.”
Talbot suspected it was Roberts who hoped to ingratiate himself into Talbot’s—and Edward’s—good graces. Lochland wouldn’t be so eager to trade a willing Scottish vassal for an English knight. 
“Leave,” Talbot said.
Roberts urged his palfrey so close that Talbot’s horse snorted and sidestepped. Talbot tightened the reins to still the animal.
“Lochland willna’ interfere.” Roberts locked gazes with him. “Neither will you.”
Talbot lifted a hand over his head and made a ‘come forward’ motion with two fingers. He didn’t have to look back to know that a hundred of his men separated from the shadows of the trees.
Roberts’ eyes narrowed. Then he reached for his sword. 
Talbot had his sword out and had slapped the flat of the blade across Roberts’ shoulder before the Highlander’s sword left its sheath. He tumbled from his horse. His two men drew their swords in unison with Talbot’s men.
Talbot leapt from his horse and pointed his sword at Roberts’ face. “Hold,” Talbot ordered the men. Then to Roberts, “You dare draw a weapon under a white flag?”
The man’s face mottled with rage. “Are ye daft, man? Think what you have to gain by joining forces with me.”
“What have you to gain?” Talbot demanded.
“Longford Castle.”
That was probably the most honest thing the man had said all night. 
“Then take it when Seward is not there.” Talbot sheathed his sword and stepped into his saddle. “You have until I return to my army to leave before I attack.” Talbot whirled his horse toward the trees.
Roberts lingered a few minutes before leading his men past Talbot and his warriors. It was the Highlander’s way of saving face and letting Talbot know he wasn’t cowed. But leave he did. Talbot waited until the last of the men filed past before taking Iain and leading a dozen of his men and all of Seward’s men to the gates of Longford Castle under his and Seward’s banners. 
“Call up to your lord,” Talbot instructed Iain. 
“Kinsley,” he called up to the battlements, “’tis I, Iain. St. Claire is with me. He is a friend.”
A moment later, the gate opened and Talbot led the men inside. They were met by half a dozen men, Seward, and a young noble Talbot assumed was Melrose. Talbot swung his leg over his horse’s rump and stepped to the ground. 
“What are ye doing here, St. Claire?” Seward demanded. 
The baron was a large man, almost as large as Talbot, still well-muscled and more vigorous than many men half his sixty-two years. Talbot liked the man, and respected his desire to marry his granddaughter to a Scotsman. Seward understood King Edward’s power grab. None of that changed the fact that the old baron had miscalculated in defying him. 
“You are damned lucky I came,” Talbot said. “Especially given that you went behind my back to try and marry my wife to this pup.”
Surprise flashed in the old man’s eyes. The younger man reached for his sword. 
Kinsley’s head snapped in the boy’s direction. “Keep your sword in its sheath, Jacobus.” He then said to Talbot, “Where is Rhoslyn?”
“Where she belongs, at Castle Glenbarr.”
“Ye devil. You have no right to take her.”
“Take her? A man does not take his wife. I made sure she was delivered safely to her home. I did not take you for a fool, Seward. What did you hope to accomplish?”
“What do ye think?”
Talbot nodded. “She is my wife. Nothing will change that.”
Seward studied him. “You could have left me to fight my own battle. Why interfere?”
“Because my wife would hate me if I did not help you.”
“Your king would have been better served if ye had left me to my fate.”
“It is short sighted to believe that your money has greater value than your life,” Talbot replied. 
“‘Tis more likely ye wanted my gratitude by appearing to save my life,” Seward said.
Talbot grunted. “I imagine I could arrive with a heavenly host and not receive your good graces. If you wish, I will send Roberts back to resume his attack.”
Kinsley snorted, then turned his attention to his captain. “I suppose I have ye to thank for interfering?”
“Roberts had another fifty warriors on their way,” Iain replied without hesitation. “’Tis my duty to see to your safety.”
“’Tis your duty not to conspire with the enemy.”
“Are you truly set on pitting yourself against your granddaughter’s husband?” Talbot asked. 
“I was set on you not being her husband.”
At least the man was straightforward. “I am her husband. Nothing will change that. You know that as well as I.”
“I have no intention of dying anytime soon,” Seward said.
“I am sure Lady Rhoslyn will be relieved to hear that.”
“You dealt easily enough with that dog Roberts. Did ye threaten to bring down the entire English army on his head?”
“He was caught between my men and yours. He was wise enough to recognize the weaknesses of his position.”
Kinsley glanced at his warriors, who remained mounted. “Three of my men are missing.”
“They died defending my wife. One of my men died as well. I expect you to pension his young wife.”
“I am no’ obligated—”
“You will pension his wife or I will take the money from your granddaughter’s store of silver, then find a way to replace it with a large piece of your hide.”
“Ye will spend Rhoslyn’s money anyway,” Seward shot back.
“I do not spend hard earned money unless necessary. I pray no necessity arises anytime soon.”
Seward stared for a long moment. “If ye harm my granddaughter in any way—”
“She is my wife,” Talbot repeated forcefully. “I will protect her, not harm her.”



CHAPTER FIVE
Rhoslyn hoped they would get no farther than the great hall before someone discovered them. Surely, some of Sir Talbot’s men had gone back to sleep there. 
Dayton stopped when they reached the dimly lit second floor. “Where is the passageway?”
“In the scullery, there are stairs leading to the dungeon. From there, a passageway opens outside the walls.” She had never been a good liar. Did he believe her? 
“Act naturally,” he said. “We do not want to attract attention.” 
“This is a dangerous plan.” She feigned fear. 
“Aye, but I see no other way. You must escape before Talbot has an opportunity to consummate your union. Unless—he has not yet bedded you?”
“He had to ride for Longford Castle. My grandfather is under attack,” she said, then wished she hadn’t answered so quickly. He might not have been so insistent upon helping her if he thought his brother had already consummated their marriage. 
“So I heard. I am surprised that he left any ends untied.”
Was she an untied end? Even Sir Talbot’s remote manner didn’t make her feel so cold. 
Dayton frowned. “Perhaps it is best you not wear a cloak. Anyone we encounter is sure to wonder why you are dressed as if to leave.”
“You are right.” She yanked the tie loose and swung the cloak from her shoulders, then tossed it near the wall. Cool air enveloped her and she shivered. 
“I will see to your comfort once we are away.” He pressed a hand to the small of her back and urged her forward. “You need not fear, my lady.”
Rhoslyn realized her hand trembled. Curse her nerves. She had spent too much time in the peace and safety of the convent and her courage now flagged.
“Are you well, Lady Rhoslyn?”
His question startled her. Had she given away the truth in her expression? Surely, he couldn’t read her face in the meager light? Nay, but the man wasn’t stupid. 
“Forgive me, I am no’ accustomed to fleeing in the middle of the night.”
“Aye, lady, I understand.” 
Rhoslyn heard in his voice the same charming smile he’d worn upon his arrival. That smile had gotten him far in life and he knew it.
When they reached the stairs leading to the kitchen, Rhoslyn mouthed a prayer to Saint George that either someone worked in the kitchen or she could break free and reach the great hall. 
Dayton grasped her arm. “I am sorry.” 
She looked up at him. In the near-total darkness, she still couldn’t discern his expression. He shifted and her heart jumped. In the next instant, the back of his hand struck her cheek with mind-numbing force. Pain splintered across her face. She jerked with the force of the blow and fell forward. She crashed into a hard body and arms closed around her as the world went black. 
Pounding pain penetrated the darkness. Rhoslyn groaned, then winced at the way the sound reverberated against her skull. Where was she? What had happened? She couldn’t focus. 
“Do not move. It will be easier.” 
Rhoslyn jerked at hearing the deep voice and snapped open her eyes. Light bore into her eyeballs like a needle and she jammed her eyes shut with a cry. A hand grasped and gently squeezed her shoulder. The pounding in her head intensified. She gritted her teeth until the roar subsided to the duller sound it had been a moment ago.
“Where—” she swallowed against a dry throat, the simple action difficult. “Where am I?” 
“Safe in bed.” 
Bed? She struggled to remember what bed and why she felt as if she had run headlong into a stone wall. Rhoslyn touched her face and winced at the tenderness in her cheek. She released a shaky breath and slowly opened her eyes. Light pierced her vision, but with less severity than a moment ago. She turned her head away from the direct light and blinked the unfamiliar room into focus.
“Where is this place?” 
“A cottage near Stonehaven,” the man said.
“What?” she said in confusion. 
The hand on her shoulder gave another squeeze. “There was no other way.”
Then she remembered. Fear rammed through her on a wave that brought the prick of tears. She turned her head to face Dayton St. Claire, who sat on the bed beside her. She shoved his hand away from her shoulder. Pain ricocheted off her skull. 
Rhoslyn winced. “Why? I agreed to leave with you.” 
“You know why.”
“Why not slay me at Castle Glenbarr?” she demanded.
His brows drew down in shock. “I am not a barbarian.”
Her heart pounded in tandem with the thud in her head. He intended to lock her in a dungeon? Ransom her? Nay, that didn’t make sense. If he intended that, she would not be laying on a soft feather bed. 
“Then why am I here?” she asked. 
“You will marry me instead of Talbot.”
Shock washed over her. Sweet God, it had been the light of madness she’d glimpsed in his eyes. “My grandfather will never allow it. If I have learned anything about your brother, neither will he.”
”Until I present our sons to them, they will not know where you are.” 
“Sons?” Panic sent a tremor through her. “Sheila will have alerted someone.”
Sorrow filled his gaze. “I am sorry. She and your guard were dead five minutes after we left.”
She drew a sharp breath, ignoring the jolt to her head. “No.”
“I could not risk them telling anyone that you left with me.”
Rhoslyn fought panic. “Mistress Muira knows.”
He gave a small shake of his head.
Rhoslyn lunged at him. “Bastard.” She landed a blow to his nose before he seized her wrists. “Mistress Muira was a second mother to me.” Tears streamed down her cheeks as she struggled to wrench herself free of his iron hold. “Sheila had yet to know a man. Ye craven whoreson.” Her stomach pitched and she gave a great sob, collapsing back onto the pillow, panting hard. His grip loosened and she yanked free. “I will not submit.”
“I pray you will, lady. I have no wish to force you. Think, once your belly swells with my babe, resistance will be pointless.”
The room spun. Breathe, she told herself, Breathe. She hadn’t allowed herself to consider the possibility of having another child. How could she fathom this man’s child growing inside of her?
He shifted and she jerked. 
“Lady Rhoslyn,” he said in a gentle voice, “I offer you a good life. I will be a better husband than my bastard brother. Mayhap you believe his Scottish blood makes him more desirable, but you are wrong.”
“What of the woman ye love? Was that a lie?” Rhoslyn demanded.
“Never mind her.”
Rhoslyn couldn’t believe it. “You intend to keep her.”
“You think Talbot will be any different?” he sneered. His expression cleared. “Do you not see? I will give you the life you want. Once you bear me sons you may even return to Scotland, if you like.”
Panic escalated with the pounding of her heart. “They will find me.”
“Nay,” he said. “They will not.”
Rhoslyn did a quick calculation. Kildrum lay sixty miles from Stonehaven. That meant they had ridden into early afternoon. A slight thump caught her attention and she started at the realization that the sound had come through the floorboards. They weren’t in a cottage as he claimed. An inn, her mind raced. If he left her alone, she would be able to get help. 
“Forget my brother,” Dayton said. “My father will sanction our union and will press Edward to decree our marriage valid.”
He leaned forward. She shrank back against the pillow. He meant to kiss her! Rhoslyn rolled toward the far side of the bed. He yanked her back and swung a leg over her hips, then again bent to kiss her. She raked her nails across his cheek. 
He seized her arms, shoved them above her head and kissed her. Rhoslyn bit down on his lip. He bolted upright, shock on his face. For an instant his confusion seemed to paralyze him. Then he dabbed at his mouth with his shoulder and looked at the blood that smeared his shirt.
His eyes returned to hers. “Do not make me hurt you.”
She emptied her lungs in a scream. He clamped a hand over her mouth, grabbed a cloth from the table and stuffed it into her mouth. Rhoslyn gagged and raked her nails across his face. He grunted and tightened his thighs painfully around her ribs. She wheezed and pulled at his wrists while he tied another cloth around her mouth. 
“You leave me no choice,” he said. 
He clasped both wrists in one hand and grabbed another cloth from a stack on the nightstand. On a surge of panic, she bucked with all her might. He lost his balance and tumbled from the bed. Rhoslyn gagged against the cloth in her mouth, but yanked up her skirt and seized the knife hidden in her boot. Dayton leapt to his feet and threw himself on her. She drew back the knife, but he glanced over his shoulder and twisted aside so the blade only grazed his outer thigh. 
Dayton seized her wrist, wrenched away the knife, and threw it across the room. Once again, he straddled her and grabbed her wrists. She yanked, but he snatched up the cloth he’d dropped and wound it around her wrists in a flash, cinching the knot so tight she cried out. He grabbed another cloth, forced her arms over her head and tied her to the right post.
“This is your fault, Lady Rhoslyn. I begged you not to force me to hurt you.”
He pushed off the bed, unfastened his belt buckle, then tossed the belt onto the bench at the foot of the bed. He pulled his shirt over his head, then his tunic, and shoved his braies and hose down his hips. Her stomach roiled at sight of his full erection. The burn of bile rose in her throat and she swallowed for fear of choking. He stepped toward the bed. Rhoslyn screamed through the gag and kicked at him, landing a blow to his hip. He grabbed her ankles. She twisted. The bindings cut into her wrists, but she ignored the pain and twisted so hard that her arms felt as if they ripped loose of their sockets. He slammed her body back onto the mattress, yanked her legs apart, and fell on top of her. 
His face was so close his breath filled her nostrils. “I will do this every day until you are with child.” 
He dragged her skirt up. In a frenzy, Rhoslyn bucked, but his weight pinned her to the mattress. When his cock butted the soft flesh between her legs, her head swam. 
“Next time, you will obey me,” he said in a strained voice. 
Saint George, she silently screamed. Help me.

* * *
“The horses cannot keep this pace any longer, and we’re still an hour from Stonehaven,” Baxter shouted above the pounding of hooves. 
Talbot ignored him. 
“Talbot,” Baxter called. “You will maim our horses and we’ll be left afoot.”
He was right. Talbot pulled on the reins and slowed to a trot. His horse gave a great snort, its breath curling in the evening chill. Baxter shouted a command to slow, and the men behind them obeyed. 
Rhoslyn’s guard and maid were missing, and Talbot knew with certainty his brother had murdered them. It was the housekeeper, found unconscious, who, when revived, told them Dayton was behind her disappearance. Twelve hours had passed since Dayton kidnapped her. She had been at Castle Glenbarr less than a day—less than half a day—under Talbot’s protection.
Two years after Talbot had been sent to train under Sir Hugh, their father sent Dayton to the knight, as well. For the sake of their father, Talbot endured Dayton’s envy, jibes, and cruelty in those years before Talbot left to fight. But a father’s protection wouldn’t save Dayton now. Talbot would kill him. 
A rider approached. Another moment, and Talbot recognized Cullen, the scout he had sent ahead, and Ross, Alec Harper’s captain. When they met, the men fell into a trot alongside Talbot.
“Their tracks enter Stonehaven,” Ross said, “but dinna’ leave it.”
Talbot gritted his teeth. “He intends to leave by ship.” Would Dayton attempt to marry Rhoslyn before or after he left Scotland? Talbot had immediately realized his brother intended to marry her. At least that meant he wouldn’t kill her. 
“I spoke with the harbormaster.” Ross said.
Talbot jerked his gaze onto the man. “I did not give you leave to speak with anyone. If you alerted Dayton—”
“Dinna’ lose your temper, English,” Ross cut in. “I know how to be discreet.”
“I advise you to remember that I am your lord,” Talbot snapped.
“I advise ye to remember that you are in Scotland,” the man replied without rancor—or fear, Talbot noted. “The old harbormaster is more likely to talk to me than you, English. You might also remember that I have known Lady Rhoslyn since she was a lass of fifteen. I do no’ intend to let an Englishman steal her away from her home.”
So there were those who knew the story of his father’s Scottish mistress, and how he took her and their son away to England.
“What did you learn from the harbormaster?” Talbot asked. 
“A man booked passage for himself, two other men, and a woman. They leave tomorrow morning. Though the man does no’ fit the description of your brother, he is the only Englishman to sail. There are two inns near the harbor and one other reputable inn on the road leaving Stonehaven.”
“Did you inquire at the inns?” Talbot demanded. 
“We stopped at the inn on the road and had a wee drink. That establishment is so busy, no one took heed of us. The cook is a talkative woman and I learned that no English passed their way in the last day. The inns near the harbor house are for those booking passage or for travelers with more money to spend than most who stay along the road. I wager your brother is in one of the two. ‘Tis better, I think, for us to separate your men and make inquiries. Ye want numbers to ensure he doesna’ escape.”
Talbot nodded. “He will not escape.” 
“Dinna’ lose your temper,” Ross warned Talbot forty-five minutes later, as they dismounted at the inn nearest the harbor. Talbot had sent Baxter with a dozen men to the inn west of the harbor and the dozen he’d brought with him waited among the trees, alert for his signal. The remaining five quietly searched the harbor for signs of his brother and Lady Rhoslyn.
“Let me do the talking,” Ross said. “Not all Scots like the English.”
They entered the tavern and Talbot scanned the crowded room. 
Ross headed toward the bar, where a large man placed ales in front of two men. “Are ye the proprietor?” Ross asked the man when they reached the counter. 
“Who be asking?” the man demanded.
“I am looking for a friend who might be staying here,” Ross said. “Large man with a dark beard.”
“That describes half the men here,” the man replied. 
“Aye, but this one is English and he is with a gentle born lady.”
Talbot caught the glint of interest in the man’s eyes before he said, “’Tis not uncommon for such folk to be here.”
“I am willing to pay for the information,” Ross said. 
The man’s eyes narrowed. “I dinna’ want trouble.”
Ross nodded. “Aye, but if I find out ye know something and you do no’ tell me, there will be trouble.”
The man’s gaze shifted onto Talbot. “Who are ye?”
“I am the lady’s husband.”
“English,” the man said in derision.
“Aye,” Ross said. “And a powerful English knight who will kill ye if he thinks you are lying to him. Then there is the matter of the lady’s grandfather, who will feed whatever pieces of ye that are left to the dogs. Now, be a good lad and tell us what you know.”
The man studied them for a moment. “How much?”
Talbot took a silver piece from the pouch at his side and tossed it. The man caught it mid-slide across the counter. 
Talbot grabbed his wrist. “Where are they?”
 “Mayhap this man is no’ the man you are looking for,” he said. “Said the woman was wife and he warned us to ignore any cries from her room. Said she isna’ right in the head.”



CHAPTER SIX
Sword in hand, and Ross behind him with his own sword drawn, Talbot turned the knob on his brother’s door. To his surprise, it turned without resistance. He looked over his shoulder at Ross and gave a quick nod, then threw open the door. Nothing prepared Talbot for what he saw. His wife, the woman he had yet to touch, lay on the bed, arms tied above her head, and a gag tied around her mouth. 
Fear tightened his chest. She wore the same simple gray dress she had worn on her trip from the convent. The skirt lay bunched around her thighs and thick strands of hair framed her face in tangled disarray. Yet she stared at him, chin held high, eyes aflame with fury. He recalled thinking that when he bedded her he would have to tie her hands to the bedpost, and guilt unlike any he’d ever known rolled over him.
“Sweet God in heaven,” Ross murmured.
Talbot sheathed his sword and reached the bedside in three strides. He was aware that Ross had turned back to guard the door—Talbot guessed, to spare Lady Rhoslyn her dignity. That was a kindness he would not forget. 
He noticed a faint discoloration on her cheek that hinted at a bruise. Talbot tamped down his fury as he drew her skirt down over her legs, then pulled the knife from the hilt on his belt. No fear shone in her eyes when he inserted the point into the knot of the gag and carefully cut the fabric. He yanked the cloth from her mouth and she spat out a rag and coughed. He cut the bindings that bound her to the post. She bolted upright, coughing into her bound hands. Talbot gently grasped her wrists. She jumped, her eyes snapping up toward his face.
“Be still,” he said, and inserted the knife blade between the cloth and her wrists, then sliced the cloth in one clean cut. 
Talbot glanced around the room, saw a pitcher and mugs on a small table against the left wall, and hurried to them. He sniffed the contents and the strong, fresh smell of ale filled his nostrils. He filled one mug, then crossed back to the bed. Rhoslyn stood, gripping the short post at the foot of the bed for support. She wavered and he grasped her elbow to steady her.
He offered her the mug. “Drink this.”
She reached for the mug with her free hand and he saw the violent tremble of her fingers. 
“Sit, lady,” he urged. 
She shook her head. “I will never again touch that bed.”
The fury that had been eclipsed by the sight of her tied to the bed rushed to the surface with a violence unlike any he’d experienced. Then he saw the blood on the sheets.
“Where is he?” Talbot demanded. 
Rhoslyn’s head jerked up and, from the corner of his eye, he saw Ross turn. She stared for a long moment, and he noted that her eyes were red with crying.
“Where is he?” Talbot repeated. 
“I do no’ know.”
“Ross,” he said, “see to Lady Rhoslyn.” Talbot strode toward the door. 
Ross met him halfway across the room and grabbed his arm. “Ye might consider taking care of your wife first, lad.”
Talbot looked at him. “Did you see the sheets?”
Ross’ gaze shifted from Talbot to the bed. Ross cursed under his breath and released Talbot. 
“’Tis no’ my blood,” Lady Rhoslyn said in a hoarse voice.
He swung to face her. “What?”
The fire in her eyes had rekindled. “It is your brother’s blood.” 
He followed her gaze and saw a dagger lying on the floor between the foot of the bed and the hearth. She looked back at him, a challenge in her eyes, and Talbot realized she was unsure how he would react to the fact that she had tried to kill his brother. 
“If it pleases you, my lady, I will bring him here, tie him to that bed, and let you finish the job.”
Her mouth parted in surprise and he was shocked to see her eyes shimmer with tears. The tears were gone as quickly as they appeared and she nodded. The burgeoning respect that had begun to form when she defended herself against him on the road swelled in his chest. How was it possible that he had been betrothed to a woman of such mettle? How was it possible she had been in his care less than a day and she had come to harm? 
She took a step forward and gave a small cry. Ross started for her, but Talbot reached her as her knees gave way. He caught her and swept her into his arms.
* * *
Strong arms gathered her close and Rhoslyn wanted to collapse against the solid wall of warmth, but realized that St. Claire was headed for the door. It was enough that he and Ross had witnessed her shame. She could not bear for strangers to see her raw wrists and the hair falling from her braid in a tangled mess about her head. They would discern at a glance what had taken place in this room. 
“I will walk.”
“You are safe with me, Lady Rhoslyn,” St. Claire said. “No one will ever again harm you.” 
She snapped her head up, startled by the harshness in his voice. The hard line of his mouth was set in the granite of his face. 
“Put me down,” she whispered. He didn’t respond. “St. Claire!” 
He halted and looked at her. 
Ross reached his side and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Lad, mayhap we can find a more discreet exit. If ye carry your wife out the front door there will be talk. ‘Tis best for Lady Rhoslyn if we avoid gossip.”
St. Claire stared down at her, intense eyes filled with an emotion she didn’t understand. The need to cry nearly overwhelmed her. 
“I will walk,” she managed in a shaky voice. 
He hesitated, then lowered her feet to the floor. The tremble in her stomach reached her legs and she feared her knees wouldn’t hold her weight. She couldn’t deny that she was thankful he kept a strong arm around her back. 
“There must be a servants’ entrance, Ross,” St. Claire said. 
He nodded and left. Rhoslyn realized she was alone with the man whose brother had violated her. Her husband. Suddenly, she wanted to be as far away from him as possible, as far away from anyone as was possible.
“You do not know where he went?” St. Claire asked.
He spoke soft and low, but Rhoslyn discerned the ice in his voice. “He did no’ tell me,” she replied. “Though I believe he wanted to speak with the captain of a ship.”
St. Claire’s gaze sharpened. “Which ship?”
She shook her head. 
“He gave no hint of anything?” 
Oh, he gave a great many hints; said too many things. A noise in the hallway caused her to start. St. Claire laid a hand on her arm. She jumped back. 
“No one will ever harm you again, Lady Rhoslyn,” he said. 
Ross appeared in the doorway. “There is a servants’ entrance, just as ye said. But we must make haste.”
St. Claire took a step toward him. “Has Dayton returned?”
“Nay, but Seward has arrived.”
“Damn him,” St. Claire cursed in unison with her “Sweet Jesu.”
“He must no’ know—” Her voice broke. 
St. Claire hesitated. 
“Please,” Rhoslyn begged. “My grandfather can never know what happened here.”
He nodded. “Ross, take Lady Rhoslyn out the back way and go to the inn on the way out of town. I will deal with Seward and meet you there.”
“He will want to see me,” Rhoslyn said. 
“Leave him to me. By the time we meet again, you will be—” his mouth thinned “—more rested. Lust for my brother’s blood will distract him once I assure him you are safely away.” He looked at Ross. “Engage a room for Lady Rhoslyn. See to it her room is guarded at all times. No one save myself or her grandfather is allowed in.” 
She fought the sudden desire to cry. Ross nodded. Rhoslyn sent up a prayer to Saint George for strength to get through the day.
* * *
It took every bit of willpower Talbot had to turn left down the hallway, while Ross and his wife turned right. He wanted to settle her on his horse in front of him and keep her close until they reached Castle Glenbarr. Instead, he must preserve her dignity. Seward wouldn’t settle for hearing news of his granddaughter from anyone save him. 
Talbot neared the bottom of the stairs and Seward’s heated voice met his ears. “I know my granddaughter is here. Either tell me where she is or get out of my way before I knock ye on your arse.”
Talbot stepped off the bottom stair and turned left toward the modest sitting room. Seward looked past the man he threatened and met Talbot’s gaze. 
The old man pushed past the man and reached Talbot as he entered the room. “Where is she, ye dog?”
“What are you doing here?” Talbot demanded. 
“Dinna’ think to put me off with your highhanded ways,” he shot back. “I know Rhoslyn is here.”
“She is not.”
Seward’s eyes narrowed. “I will kill ye, St. Claire, King Edward be damned.”
Talbot motioned with his head. “Come where we can speak in private.”
 Suspicion appeared in his eyes, but he preceded Talbot out the door and halted in the street. When he turned, Talbot said, “First, I will tell you, my wife is well.”
“Where is she?”
“She is safely away from here. For now, that will suffice. Who told you she was here?”
“If ye are asking how I knew your brother kidnapped her, that makes you a fool. I have known those at Castle Glenbarr as many years as ye have been alive. They wouldna’ dare keep such news from me. As to how I knew she was here, the innkeeper’s wife told me there was an Englishman whose wife was mad.” He shrugged. “I took a chance. What happened?”
“My brother hoped to wed Lady Rhoslyn in my place.” 
“Craven bastard,” Seward cursed. “Where is he?”
“When I arrived, he was gone. Lady Rhoslyn believes he went to the docks to secure passage from Scotland.” 
“Where is she?”
“On the way home. But we shall meet her on the way. Will you help me search for my brother?”
The old man snorted. “If I find him, I will kill him.”
“Nay,” Talbot said. “I will kill him.”
* * *
Ross took Rhoslyn to a quiet inn and they were seated in a corner of the inn’s tavern. Rhoslyn prayed she looked nothing more than a bedraggled traveler. Ross cast her another of the dozen furtive looks he’d already sent her way. Even in the dim candlelight, she couldn’t miss the worry in his eyes. 
The innkeeper approached and she released a silent breath when he said the room was at last ready. They climbed the steep stairs to the third floor, Ross following the innkeeper and Rhoslyn following Ross, with one of St. Claire’s warriors bringing up the rear. 
They entered a surprisingly large room, where a maid bustled about. Rhoslyn guessed this room to be one of the most expensive in Stonehaven. To the left, a small desk sat in an alcove, and on the same wall a few feet ahead, a short-postered bed filled another alcove. A small chest and table sat on the right wall. But Rhoslyn had eyes only for the tub sitting before the blazing fire. Washing and drying cloths had been laid out on a small table beside the tub and a kettle of water hung over the fire. St. Claire had spent a small fortune to ensure her comfort. She fleetingly wondered if he’d spent her money, then flushed with guilt. He had saved her, then made sure she was cared for. 
“‘Tis the best room I have,” the innkeeper said. “I hope it pleases ye, my lady.”
“The room is lovely.”
The maid turned from pouring wine in a mug at the table, hurried forward and curtsied. “Maggie, here, can see to your needs,” the man said. 
“I will not need her,” Rhoslyn said. 
“I can help you undress, my lady,” the girl said. “Surely, ye need help washing your hair?”
Rhoslyn shook her head. “I will do well enough on my own. Thank you.”
The girl looked at the innkeeper. 
“Go along, Maggie,” he said. 
She left and the innkeeper asked if Rhoslyn needed anything else. It was all she could do to keep from shoving everyone out the door, but she politely declined and the man left. 
Ross followed him to the door. When the innkeeper descended the stairs, Ross looked back, “Ye will be safe here, Lady Rhoslyn.”
“Thank you, Ross.” 
“I will be outside your door.”
Heat crept up her cheeks and the urge to cry rose too close to the surface. 
At last, he closed the door and the noise from the tavern below cut to a murmur. Rhoslyn almost tripped in her haste to reach the door. She grasped the key sticking out of the keyhole and turned it. Heart beating, she pulled the key free, then hurried to the tub. Tossing the key on the small table beside the bathing cloths, she yanked the ties of her bodice free, then shoved the fabric down her shoulders and arms. She scooped the dress from the floor and threw it into the fire with such force that sparks sprayed across the hearthstone. She lifted the kettle from the fire and set it atop a cloth on the table nearest the tub.
Her hands shook as she gripped the side of the tub and stepped into the water. Rhoslyn forced herself to ease down, instead of dropping and dunking her head, desperate to remove the feel of Dayton St. Claire’s sweat and blood from her flesh. When the water covered her breasts, she scrubbed her belly and thighs with a cloth until they were red, and washed the place between her legs until she was sore. 
She poured the kettle of hot water into the cooling bathwater, ignoring the uncomfortable heat as the steam curled in thick ribbons around her body. Back against the tub, she slid downward until her face submerged. When her lungs neared bursting, she shoved upwards, gasping for air. Despite the blazing hearth fire, gooseflesh raced across her shoulders. She pulled her knees up to her belly and wrapped her arms around her legs, then sat until her teeth chattered so violently that her jaw ached. Still, she did not move. A thunk outside her room jerked her from her stupor. 
St. Claire. 
Rhoslyn scrambled from the tub, losing her balance and nearly falling in her haste to grab the drying cloth and wrap it around her body. Silence came from the other side of the door, yet she stood several long moments before accepting that no one was going to enter the room. Then she remembered the key on the table. She crossed to the small table near the window, poured a mug of mulled wine, and drank the contents in several large gulps. After refilling the mug, she went to the bed and slipped beneath the blanket, back against the wall, gripping the mug close to her breasts. 
How was she ever going to remove the feel of Dayton St. Claire from inside her? What was she going to do when St. Claire eventually claimed his husbandly rights? How was she going to be wife to the brother of the man who had violated her? Rhoslyn recalled her first sight of Dayton St. Claire, how the two brothers were as different as the sun was from the moon. They shared the same father, but not the same mother. St. Claire had forcibly taken her from the safety of her father’s men—and had threatened to avail himself of his husbandly rights. But he had left her unmolested and had, instead, gone to lend aid to her grandfather. 
She mouthed a prayer to Saint George. God had forsaken her, and her supplications to the saints had gone unheeded these last two years. What had she done to so displease her Lord? Was it possible to atone for an unknown sin? 
Rhoslyn took another long sip of wine. The liquid sent a ripple of warmth through her body. She took another sip. She longed to return to the convent. But if answers lay there, why had God allowed her to be ripped away before she found peace? 
The walls at Saint Mary’s hadn’t closed in on her as did the current silence. There, she could turn her mind to God. Staring at the wall of the inn, all she saw was a child with dark hair like Dayton St. Claire’s. What would Sir Talbot do if his brother’s seed had taken root in her? Could she become pregnant so easily when it had taken nearly seven years of marriage to conceive Alec’s son? 
Alec’s kindness hadn’t concealed his disappointment. He loved his daughter, but he wanted a son to carry on his name. Daily, Rhoslyn prayed to Saint Anthony, the patron saint of infertility, and Saint Anne, mother of the Virgin Mary, and begged to conceive. At last, her miracle happened, and she missed her flux. Rhoslyn dedicated the next month to prayers and supplications, and didn’t miss a single mass. The second month came and no blood appeared. 
Alec joined her in daily prayers, and when the child at last moved inside her, she allowed herself to believe she was going to give her husband the son he so wanted. Then six weeks after she gave birth to a healthy baby boy, Alec became ill and died within a fortnight. Then Dougal began to cough and developed a fever. Nothing the doctors did helped the child, and Rhoslyn’s prayers went unanswered. Tears trickled down her cheeks. The months she’d spent in the convent melted away and she again sat in her chambers, desperately rocking Dougal in her arms, while his breath rattled. And then stopped. 
She held him for hours, washing his face with her tears, while the hearth fire burned to ash and the room chilled. As sunlight seeped through the closed shutters, Mistress Miura entered the room, summoned the doctor, and then sent for her grandfather. 
Rhoslyn didn’t fight when the old housekeeper took the babe from her arms. She allowed herself to be led to the bed and the covers pulled up over her shoulders. When she finally awoke, she called for her grandfather and begged to go to Saint Mary’s. She had gone ere’ her son was laid in the ground. She had yet to visit his grave in the family cemetery at Castle Glenbarr. 
Rhoslyn drank the last of the wine and set the mug on the shelf beside the bed. Her brain muddled and the room blurred. She considered refilling the mug, but the weight of her body sagged against the mattress and she couldn’t muster the strength to move. Perhaps if she rested just a moment...
CHAPTER SEVEN
Near midnight, a sudden downpour ended their search, but by then Talbot knew Dayton had eluded him. Talbot’s anger mingled with bitter frustration. He would have to chase Dayton into England and, likely, challenge their father’s protection of the cur.
The walls of the inn came into view up ahead and Talbot allowed his shoulders to relax a fraction. The security its walls afforded meant the establishment was of a better cut than the one where they’d found Lady Rhoslyn. He slowed and Seward followed suit, as did the men riding behind them. They passed through the gate into the courtyard and Talbot spotted one of his men sitting on a bench near the door. The man rose as they brought their horses to a halt in front of the inn. 
The door opened just as Talbot dismounted. A murmur of voices spilled into the courtyard as a lad emerged, and he glimpsed men inside the tavern on the ground floor of the building.
The lad stepped up to Talbot. “Can I take your horses?”
“Aye,” Talbot replied. “Have you accommodations for my men in your stables?”
“Ye can speak with John. Your men can come with me.”
“Blair,” Talbot called to the man at the head of the company, “you and the rest of the men sleep in the stables. The boy will show you the way.” The boy started around the building and the men spurred their horses to follow.
“All is well?” Talbot asked the warrior who had been seated.
“Aye. Ross himself guards your lady wife.”
“What room is she in?” Talbot asked.
“Third floor, second door on the left.”
Talbot nodded, and Seward followed him inside the tavern. 
Talbot stopped a young maid as she passed a nearby table. “Have you another room?” he asked. 
“I think so. I will fetch the innkeeper.”
A moment later a tall, lean man in his thirties entered from the hallway. “Good evening. Brae tells me ye are looking for a room.”
“Aye, my wife, Lady Rhoslyn is here,” Talbot said. “Her grandfather, Baron Kinsley, needs accommodations.”
“Lady Rhoslyn, yes. She is in our finest room on the third floor. I have a vacant room at the end of the hall on the second floor, the baron can have. ‘Tis a good room, though no’ as fine as the one where I put your wife.”
“That will do,” Talbot said. “I have sent my men to your stables. See to their dinner.” He turned toward the stairs. 
“I expect to see my granddaughter first thing in the morning, St. Claire,” Seward said.
Talbot started up the stairs. “I will tell her.”
* * *
Rhoslyn’s eyes snapped open. A stifling heat washed over her. The glow of firelight penetrated her blurred vision. The convent was on fire! She threw back the covers and leapt from bed. She took two steps before realizing she was naked. She swung toward the fire. There was no hearth in her cell. The events of the last day crashed in around her. Rhoslyn gasped and swayed with the spinning room.
Strong arms caught her against a wall of velvety steel warmth. She snapped her head up and saw a masculine face looming over her. Her mind propelled back to Dayton St. Claire on top of her, his stubbled jaw harsh against her neck as he—Rhoslyn shoved the man’s chest. 
“No!” she screamed.
The arms tightened around her. “Lady Rhoslyn.”
She beat his chest. 
“It is I—”
Rhoslyn thrashed. 
His arms tightened. “Rhoslyn, it is I, Talbot.”
She froze. 
Shock rolled over her and tears became sobs. Rhoslyn felt herself lifted from the floor, then her body settled against hard thighs. Her mind told her to break free, but wracking sobs shook her shoulders and she could do nothing but allow the hot tears to flow.
At last, she heaved a long, stuttered sigh, too spent to shed another tear. Too tired to care. 
“Are you thirsty?”
St. Claire’s voice reverberated through his chest and Rhoslyn remembered she was naked. Fear gave way to an embarrassment that sent a tremor rippling through her stomach. In truth, she wasn’t afraid. His gentle touch surprised her and, despite the fact he wore no shirt—and she was certain she felt a bulge beneath her bottom—he made no move to force or seduce her. She was however, uncomfortably aware of her breast flattened against his chest and the warmth of his muscled arms against her flesh.
“Are you thirsty?” he asked again. 
Very thirsty, she realized. Her mouth felt like sand. “Aye,” she rasped.
St. Claire slid her from his lap onto the bed, then rose. He surprised her by keeping his eyes straight ahead and didn’t so much as flick a glance at her naked body. She pulled the blanket from the bed and wrapped it around herself. Her hair was still damp. The long, thick tresses would be impossible to manage into a braid in the morning. She might be forced to allow the maid to help her. 
St. Claire turned and crossed back to the bed. When he handed her the mug, she caught sight of the markings on his arm. The face and upper body of a girl no more than thirteen years of age covered his flesh from shoulder to bicep. Long hair rippled along the sculpted muscle. 
He unexpectedly grasped her chin and tilted her head up toward his. His mouth thinned and she realized he was studying her bruised cheek. He released her and sat on the bed beside her. Rhoslyn fingered her cheek and found the flesh even more tender than it had been when she went to bed.
“Does it hurt?” he asked. 
She startled. “‘Tis only a little sore.” She took a drink of the wine. “How is your wound?” 
“Healing well.”
“Is it deep?”
“Little more than a scratch,” he replied. 
Rhoslyn took another sip of her wine. “You should no’ have attacked me.” 
“You should not have tried to marry another man.”
“What was your sister’s name?”
“Lilas,” he replied without looking at her. 
Rhoslyn’s gaze caught on the room key still sitting on the table near the tub. “How did you get into my room? I have the key.”
“Ross had another.”
She should have felt annoyed, but couldn’t muster the strength.
“Can you tell me what happened?” 
Rhoslyn stiffened. “What do ye think happened?”
He looked at her now. “I am asking how you came to be with my brother.”
“I did no’ go with him willingly, if that is what ye mean.”
“It would make no sense to do so,” he replied. And she heard the unspoken thought, No more sense than to try to marry another man.
“He killed Sheila and your guard.” Her chest tightened. “And Mistress Muira.”
“Not Mistress Muira.”
Rhoslyn startled. “But he said—”
St. Claire shook his head. “She was found unconscious. I assume her would-be killer was interrupted before he could finish the job.”
Tears stung the corners of Rhoslyn’s eyes. She took a long, slow drink of wine in an effort to gain control. “Muira took me under her wing when I married Alec,” she finally said. “Taught me about herbs, how to manage a kitchen.” Her voice hitched. “She was more mother than housekeeper. I thank God he spared her.” But could she forgive Him for taking the other two lives? Even as the thought formed she knew it wasn’t God’s doing, but her own. She had neglected her duty and left herself and those who depended on her vulnerable. Forgive me, she mentally prayed. 
“She said my brother arrived not long after I left,” St. Claire said. 
Rhoslyn nodded. “No more than two hours later.”
“That is early to receive visitors.”
“He was your brother and I had a guard. I had no idea I had anything to fear.”
St. Claire nodded. “Still, I would prefer that you not entertain in the early hours of the morning.”
Ire flared. “We are no’ truly wed and already ye are giving orders.”
His expression remained calm. “I do not think it is too much to ask that a wife allow her husband to protect her.”
Her heart began to beat fast. What she would have given for his protection when Dayton yanked up her skirt. The shock and anger on St. Claire’s face when he saw her tied to the bed came to mind and the urge to cry nearly overwhelmed her. 
She dropped her gaze. “I am sorry.”
“You are not to blame.”
She jerked her gaze back to him. “But you just said I should no’ entertain at night.”
“That does not mean you are at fault. I should have left you better protected.” 
“Or not gone at all?” she asked 
A hint of a smile played at the edges of his full mouth. “You would not have forgiven me if I did not help your grandfather.”
“That is true,” she admitted. “How is he? You didna’ tell him everything?”
St. Claire shook his head. “He is well, and sleeping here at the inn. You can see him in the morning.”
Anxiety knotted her stomach. Could she face him so soon after what had happened? Another thought struck and her insides began to tremble. “What of your brother?”
The humor on St. Claire’s face vanished and his mouth thinned to a hard line. “We did not find him.”
She drew a sharp breath. 
St. Claire met her gaze. “He will never again harm you.”
Rhoslyn nodded. 
“I swear, Rhoslyn, I will find and kill him.”
“He is your brother.”
“You are my wife.”
She studied him. “Why would you kill your brother for a woman you do no’ know, much less care for?”
“I will do that and more, my lady.”
Her breath caught at sight of the intense light in his eyes. She was afraid to ask what the ‘more’ included. 
“What happened with Aodh?” she asked. 
St. Claire rose. She noticed a long scar on his right side before he turned toward the hearth. Another, longer, scar slashed across his left shoulder blade, and yet another small scar marred the flesh above the waistband of his hose. He set his mug on the table beside the tub and continued to the hearth. The fire had burned down considerably. 
He knelt on one knee and stoked the fire. “Roberts left with little trouble.”
St. Claire grabbed a log from the stack beside the fireplace and tossed it onto the burning coals. Rhoslyn couldn’t tear her gaze from the play of muscle in his back. She estimated him to be about thirty-three years old, yet his body was better muscled than many men ten years his junior. That’s what came of a lifetime of war. 
“How did you know I left the convent?” she asked. 
“Your grandfather made the mistake of sending two dozen men to escort you. Then he went to Longford Castle. News of such a large company of men travels fast.”
“How could you know the men were coming for me? He could have been sending them elsewhere.”
He twisted his head and met her gaze. “Somewhere else? Such as?”
Nothing came immediately to mind. She had been sequestered in the convent for fourteen months. She knew nothing of current politics. He went back to tending the fire and she found that his quick dismissal piqued her pride. The man was too sure of himself. 
His attention fixed on something amongst the coals. Rhoslyn followed the turn of his head and spied a piece of gray cloth—a fragment of the dress that hadn’t burned. Mortification washed over her. She tensed in anticipation of his question, but he jabbed the fabric closer to the coals so that it caught and blazed beneath the logs. He leaned the poker against the stone, then rose. 
“Mayhap you should return to bed.”
For an instant, she pictured herself naked beneath the blankets and him climbing into bed beside her. Fear slashed through her. 
“I have work,” he said. 
Rhoslyn frowned. “What?”
He pointed to the desk in the alcove near the door. “I have work. You need not worry about me coming to your bed.”
What work could he possibly have? But she decided she didn’t want to know. He approached and took the mug from her. She nodded thanks, then crawled across the mattress and lay atop the remaining blanket. He strode toward the desk and disappeared from view. 
Blanket still wrapped around her, she closed her eyes.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Talbot could scarce believe Dayton hadn’t fled Scotland. If what the man told Talbot an hour ago was true, he would find his brother at this Stonehaven port tavern. Talbot scanned the crowded room. His gaze snagged on a dark-haired man near the stairs. The man’s back faced Talbot, but he could be Dayton. Talbot still half-believed the messenger was lying in hopes of collecting the ten pieces of silver Talbot had placed on his brother’s capture. Talbot shouldered his way through the crowd. He got five feet when the man turned and looked straight at him. 
Dayton.
Angry scratches across his brow bore testament to Lady Rhoslyn’s struggles against the rape. Rage howled through Talbot. He plunged through the men. Dayton whirled toward the stairs. He reached the staircase in three paces and bounded up. Talbot’s foot hit the first stair as Dayton swung around the second floor balustrade. 
Talbot reached the hallway to see Dayton disappear into a room at the end of the hallway. A feral growl burst from Talbot. He yanked his sword from the scabbard and ran down the hallway. When Talbot burst into the room, he found it empty and the curtain blowing at the open window. 
He raced to the window and swung over the sill. Air born for an instant, he tensed, then landed on soft ground in a crouch. The pounding of footfalls bounced off the buildings in the narrow alley. Talbot shoved upright. Visible in the morning gloom, Dayton raced toward the street. Talbot broke into a run. Dayton stopped at the other end of the alley and looked back at him, then dashed right.
Heart pounding, Talbot pumped his legs faster. Seconds later, he shot out of the alley onto a narrow street, veering right. After several paces, he slowed, drawing in heavy breaths while scanning the nearly deserted street. Two men stood outside a tavern across the street and sounds of male pleasure grunts echoed between buildings as he passed. Talbot sheathed his sword. His brother had to have ducked into one of the taverns or buildings on this street.
A door swung open to his right and bawdy laughter erupted as a man stumbled from the tavern. Talbot sidestepped him, then turned back and entered. Like the other tavern, kilted Highlanders and local Scots dressed in breeches filled the room. He scanned the crowd, but didn’t see Dayton. His gaze caught on a door in the back of the room. Talbot worked his way to the rear where a man behind the counter handed two ales to a barmaid.
“I am looking for someone,” Talbot said. 
“Who?” the man asked. 
Talbot pulled a silver coin from the pouch strapped to his belt. “My brother.”
“Is he English like you?”
“Aye.”
The man grunted. “I havena’ seen another Englishman tonight.”
Talbot detected no dishonesty and laid the coin on the counter. He made his way back toward the door. A hulking figure stepped in his path. Talbot sidestepped the man, but he followed suit, blocking Talbot’s way.
“Do I know you?” Talbot asked.
“Ye hear that, David?” the man said. “He wants to know if we are friends.”
Another man, almost as large, joined the first man. “Ye think we would be friends with an English dog?”
“I have not caused you any trouble,” Talbot said. “Stand aside and let me pass.”
“Ye cause trouble by coming here and marrying our women...then taking them off,” the large man said. 
Talbot tensed. “I do not know you. But it seems you know me.”
“Sir Talbot St. Claire,” David said. “Bastard knight.”
“What do you want?” Talbot demanded.
The big man crossed his arms over his chest. “Leave on a ship tonight and we will not harm ye.”
“Move out of my way and I will not kill you.” 
David reached for his sword, but Talbot yanked his sword from its scabbard and dug the point into David’s throat before his blade cleared its sheath. The room went quiet. The big man shifted. 
“Move and I kill him,” Talbot snarled. Pent up fury strained against his control. “Remove your hand from your sword.”
The big man didn’t move.
“Do as he says, Morris,” David hissed.
David’s eyes shifted to something behind him. Talbot leapt aside, whirling in time to miss a knife slash through the air. David and Morris drew their swords. Talbot sliced his blade down the front of David’s shirt, drawing blood. He pivoted and blocked a blow from Morris’ sword and threw his weight into throwing the man off balance. Morris stumbled backwards. Talbot drove his sword into Morris’ shoulder. Blood gushed.
From the corner of his eye, Talbot glimpsed the flash of another sword and spun as the newcomer’s steel clashed with David’s sword. The newcomer parried, left, then right. Another sword swung toward Talbot’s head. He deflected the blade and drove his sword into the man’s belly. Another man lunged, but a third man jumped in and swung his sword, slicing the man’s hip. 
Talbot turned. The first Highlander who had given aid was being attacked by two others. Talbot rammed his sword into the side of the closest attacker. The Highlander helping him forced his opponent back two paces before slicing a long cut along the man’s arm and wrist. His opponent bellowed, but the Highlander brought down a blow so heavy the clang of steel hurt Talbot’s ears. The blow broke the man’s grip on his sword and he dropped to his knees. 
The onlookers nearest the fight stepped toward them. 
“We must leave,” the first Highlander who had helped Talbot shouted. 
The second Highlander backed up alongside Talbot, sword ready. Talbot retreated with his two comrades. When they neared the door, they whirled and burst through at a run. Men piled out of the tavern and gave chase. Talbot followed his companions down a zig zag of narrow streets until the shouts of their pursuers died. Talbot’s comrades finally stopped on a quiet lane in front of run-down cottages. The three men collapsed against the nearest wall and drew in deep breaths. 
“Ye have a way of leaving an impression,” the man who had first helped him said. 
“I was minding my own business when those brutes got in my way.” 
The sun had lifted in the horizon, and Talbot got a good look at his rescuers. Both men were tall and broad shouldered. The one who had jumped into the fight first had red hair with a beard, the second was dark and clean shaven.
“I am surprised you aided me,” Talbot said. 
“Ye mean, you are surprised we aided an Englishman,” the second man said. 
“Aye,” Talbot admitted. 
“I canna’ abide an unfair fight,” the first man said. 
“‘Tis no’ sporting of them,” the second agreed. 
“I am Talbot—”
“St. Claire,” the first man interjected. “Aye, we know.”
“It would seem the bounty I set on my brother’s head has made me more popular than him,” Talbot muttered. 
“That is one way of putting it,” the first man said. “I am Ingram Berclay.”
“Ralf Wardwn,” the second said. 
“I would offer to buy you a drink, but I fear it would be our last,” Talbot said. 
Ralf laughed. “I know a place.” 
Talbot followed them to a quiet inn farther from the docks. They sat in a corner of the inn’s tavern and when ales arrived, Talbot said, “My brother is just as English as I am. I would think my attackers would be glad to collect a bounty of silver on any Englishman.”
Ralf grunted. “If he was a dead Englishman, aye. Though, I suspect if those characters knew where your brother was they would collect the money, then kill ye both.”
Talbot nodded and took a draught of ale. “I suppose neither of you have any idea where my brother might be?”
They both shook their heads. 
“Probably halfway to England by now,” Ingram said. 
“So I thought,” Talbot said. “But I saw him tonight. That is what brought me to the tavern where I met you.”
“He was there?” Ingram said in obvious surprise. 
“I lost him in the streets. I went into that tavern looking for him.”
“Are ye sure it was him ye saw?” Ralf asked, and Talbot detected something more than curiosity behind the man’s question. 
“It was him.”
The two men exchanged a glance. 
Ingram leaned forward on the table. “There are those who would prefer to see your brother wed the Lady Rhoslyn, instead of you.”
“What makes you think my brother wishes to marry my wife?”
“Ye put the bounty on your brother’s head because he kidnapped her. It doesna’ take much intelligence to know why.”
Talbot nodded. “Why is my brother preferable to me? He is less disposed toward Scotland than I.”
Ralf snorted. “Ye dinna’ expect us to believe that the Scottish mother ye never knew will sway your passions for Scotland.”
“No,” Talbot replied. “But Dayton never cared for anything save his own pleasures. I, at least, want to live in peace.”
“That will no’ make any difference to the lot out there,” Ingram said. “They are willing to sacrifice Lady Rhoslyn if it means King Edward’s interests are tied up in a family feud.”
“You realize Edward will uphold my marriage to Lady Rhoslyn, whether she is here or not?” Talbot said. 
“Aye,” Ralf replied. “But that will no’ matter if ye are in England chasing after your brother and wife.”
Talbot realized they were right, and silently cursed. He had already considered how to secure Lady Rhoslyn’s safety before he left on what he believed would be at least a month-long journey to catch his brother.
“Ye do know he is claiming he and Lady Rhoslyn are married,” Ralf said.
“Married?” Talbot blurted. “God damn him to hell. I will gut him.”
Ingram grinned. “That would solve your problem.”
Talbot studied the two men. He liked them. Aside from their willingness to jump into a fight that wasn’t their own, they had a direct manner he appreciated.
“Would you two be interested in entering my service?”
“If ye are asking if we will find your brother and kill him, nay, I am not interested,” Ingram said. “I canna’ speak for Ralf.”
Before Ralf could answer, Talbot said, “Nay. My brother will die by my hand and no other. However, I would pay handsomely to find him.”
“I have no interest in going to England,” Ingram said. 
Ralf actually shuddered and Talbot laughed. “I would not ask that of you. I only want to know if he is still in Stonehaven. I must escort my wife back to Castle Glenbarr in the morning. All I ask is that you make inquiries and keep your ears open—and, if you hear anything, send word.”
“Then your brother and Lady Rhoslyn are no’ married?” Ingram asked. 
“It would be hard for them to be married when she and I were already wed,” Talbot said. 
“Have ye said the vows?” Ralf asked. 
Talbot took a drink of ale. “Nay, but that is a mere technicality.”
“Ye are in Scotland, man. ‘Tis more than a technicality. Your king may make all the commands he likes, but if Lady Rhoslyn says the vows with another man, ye will have a problem on your hands.”
“Edward is more than just my king,” Talbot said. “He is the Sovereign Lord of Scotland.”
Ralf laughed. “Let him come to Scotland and enforce his sovereignty. We will kick his arse back to England.”
“I have fought with Edward. You are mistaken.”
Both men grinned.
“Aye,” Ingram said, “but have ye ever fought a Scot?”
“I have been fighting Scots all night,” Talbot said. “I will fight more, if necessary, and will not be sent back to England.”
“Ye can thank your mother’s Scottish blood for that,” Ingram replied without rancor, and Talbot laughed again. So his Scottish heritage might work to his advantage after all. 
“Do we have a bargain?” he asked. 
“I have nothing better to do.” Ralf lifted his mug in a toast, and Talbot clinked his mug against Ralf’s. Ingram joined in. They finished their ale and called for another. 
* * *
Rhoslyn was immensely relieved when she woke to find St. Claire gone from their room. A sky blue linen dress lay draped across the foot of the bed. She washed her face and donned the dress, then worked through the tangles in her long hair. At last, she went to the door and opened it. As expected, Ross stood guard. 
“Ye look well, Lady Rhoslyn,” he said. 
She nodded. “Where is St. Claire?”
“He received word that his brother was seen at the port and has gone to find him. Are ye hungry, my lady?”
Rhoslyn started to say no, then realized she was quite hungry. “Aye, perhaps a little bread and cheese.”
“We can eat downstairs, if ye like.” 
She agreed, and they went downstairs where they were given a quiet table. The food arrived and she had taken two bites when St. Claire entered. He scanned the room. Her heart picked up speed when his gaze stopped on them. He stood for an instant, staring, then strode across the room. Rhoslyn was struck with how even his walk bespoke a man of action. She recalled his gentle touch, despite his barely suppressed rage, when he’d cut her bonds. She reached for her wine and realized her hands were shaking. St. Claire reached the table, and she carefully lifted the mug to her lips and sipped. 
He sat in the seat nearest her. “You look well, my lady.”
Rhoslyn set her mug on the table. “I am much refreshed.”
He nodded but she noted the uncertainty in his eyes. 
“You do no’ look like a man whose quest was fruitful,” Ross said. 
“I did not find him.”
Rhoslyn found herself unable to speak. What was wrong with her? Dayton St. Claire was nowhere near her. But the knowledge didn’t stop the tremble in her limbs. A hand unexpectedly covered and squeezed hers. She yanked her hand back before realizing it was St. Claire’s hand. 
“Forgive me,” he said. “I did not mean to startle you. I only wanted to assure you that Dayton will never again come near you.”
She nodded. “Thank ye. I know.”
“I am surprised he is still in Scotland,” Ross said. 
“As am I.”
“Will ye remain to search for him while we return to Castle Glenbarr?” Rhoslyn asked. 
She couldn’t decide whether she wanted him to stay or return. If he stayed, that gave her time to reconcile herself to the...kidnapping and her marriage. But she couldn’t deny the fear that edged through her at the thought of him not being present for the return trip. Stupid, he had a company of two dozen men, and her grandfather had brought men, as well. Nothing could possibly happen. 
“I will return with you,” St. Claire said. “I have spoken with the sheriff. If they apprehend Dayton, he will notify me.”
From the corner of her eye, Rhoslyn saw her grandfather enter the tavern. He strode to their table. When he reached them, he pulled her up and studied her. His gaze lingered on the bruise that darkened her cheek before sending a penetrating glance St. Claire’s way. Then he pulled her into his arms and she relaxed into the warmth of his familiar embrace. It took all her will not to break down into blubbering sobs. She was thankful when he declined the morning meal and said he would rather start for home as soon as she was ready to leave. 
A damp mist hung in the air all day, which fit Rhoslyn’s mood. They stopped twice at taverns for drink and food. She feigned fatigue, but feared her grandfather would guess the truth. As the day wore on, her fatigue became real. 
“We should stop for the night,” her grandfather said when the sun dipped in the horizon. “There is a village up ahead. We can take shelter in a barn, if need be.” 
Rhoslyn shook her head. “Nay. I want to reach Castle Glenbarr tonight.”
“Lady Rhoslyn,” St. Claire began. 
“Tonight,” she said. 
He stared for a long moment, then nodded. 
Night fell and with it came a light drizzle. Rhoslyn wrapped her cloak more tightly about her, but as the darkness deepened, so did the chill. Her teeth began to chatter, which helped keep her awake. 
Rhoslyn woke with a start when she realized she was falling. She cried out and grabbed for the pommel, but found instead that her fingers closed around warm muscle. 
“You are safe,” came a male voice. 
St. Claire. 
His warm thighs beneath her buttocks reminded her of last night when he’d held her. She had fallen asleep and he had pulled her from her horse. Unexpectedly, panic swept her. 
She shoved at his chest. “Release me. I can ride.”
“You nearly fell from your horse,” he said. 
“I can stay awake,” she insisted.
“We’re two hours from Castle Glenbarr,” he said. “You will ride with me or we will stop and you will rest.” She didn’t immediately answer and he added, “We will rest until I am certain you can safely ride.”
“Do no’ think ye can order me about, St. Claire. I am a grown woman and I can think for myself.”
“Then use your brain,” he said. “If you fall and hurt yourself that will delay us.”
“Ye are no’ as logical as you believe yourself to be,” she muttered. But she couldn’t deny that she had already begun to relax in his arms. 
“Take this,” her grandfather said. 
Rhoslyn felt a cozy warmth settle around her and realized a plaid had been draped over her. St. Claire tucked the blanket more tightly around her and she burrowed closer to the warm wall of his chest. 
* * *
Talbot snapped alert at the pounding of hooves on moist ground. 
Seward’s horse let out a snort when the old baron pulled back on the reins. “Ye hear that?”
Talbot slowed beside him. “Two, maybe three riders.” He twisted and looked over his shoulder, but discerned only dark shadows beyond the darkness where their company of men ended. 
Seward called out a quiet order for his men to face the riders. “Ride with Rhoslyn,” he ordered Talbot. “I will deal with these men.”
 Talbot spurred his horse into a gallop and Baxter joined him with their men riding behind. Rhoslyn stirred in his arms. He felt tugs on the blanket that encircled her. 
“What is happening?” she murmured. 
The last hour with her rounded bottom pressed snugly against his cock had been torture. Now, her sleep-filled voice made the erection pulse with a vengeance. 
“We are nearly home,” he said. 
She pushed against his chest to straighten, the shift of her weight pressing down on his erection with such force he had to grit his teeth against the exquisite pain. 
“Why are we galloping?”
The force of her body jostling against his groin with the gallop of the horse made him wonder—and almost wish—that he would spend himself in his braies. He hadn’t desired a woman this badly since the age of nineteen. Then again, he hadn’t denied himself having a woman he wanted as he had Lady Rhoslyn this last day
“St. Claire,” Rhoslyn demanded. 
“We heard riders approaching from behind,” he replied. 
“Surely, ye dinna’ expect your brother to follow us?”
“Nay, but that does not mean we will not encounter robbers.”
“Give me a dirk,” she said. 
He snorted. “I have yet to recover from the last time you had a knife while sitting on my lap.”
“I do no’ intend to use it on ye.” She sounded genuinely affronted. “If we encounter brigands, I would like protection.”
“I am your protection,” he replied. 
The words were barely out of his mouth when riders shot from the trees onto the road in front of them. 
Talbot cursed, and drew his sword in unison with his men drawing their swords. “In Scotland less than a week and this is the third battle I have fought,” he muttered. 
“Three?” Lady Rhoslyn said. “I will want to hear the other two tales. For now, give me a dirk.”
“Who goes there?” Baxter demanded as Talbot urged his horse toward the edge of the road and away from the newcomers. 
“Prepare yourself,” Talbot told her in a low voice. “If I must push you from the saddle—”
“St. Claire,” someone called, and Talbot paused, “‘tis I, Ralf Wardwn.”
“Ralf?” Talbot nudged his horse past his men to the rider and saw that it was Ralf. “I should send you to your maker. What are you doing rushing onto the road like that?”
“I took a short cut to reach ye. Forgive me, Lady Rhoslyn. I hope we didna’ scare you. There was no other way. I did not want to shout and alert anyone along the way.”
“Including me,” Talbot said. “Who is that with you?” He nodded to the rider behind Ralf. 
“This is Simon. Ingram and two other men are searching for ye on the road behind us. We broke up so that I could search ahead in case we had missed you.”
“You have news of my brother?” Talbot asked. He was sure he felt a tremble in Lady Rhoslyn’s body and tightened his arm around her. 
“Nay,” Ralf said. “I wish it were so. I am here to tell you of a plot to accost ye on the road and kill you.”
“Friends of the men in the tavern?” Talbot asked. 
“Aye, only meaner.”
“How fortunate,” Talbot muttered. “We are but an hour from Castle Glenbarr. Why wait so long?”
“The plot was hatched last minute, the result of ale and misguided passions.”
“Dayton?” he asked. 
“‘Tis what we suspect, but we didna’ hear for ourselves. Once we got wind of the plan we set out after you.”
“You went to a lot of trouble to warn me.”
“Ye know how much I hate an unfair fight.”
“I believe this is a clue to one of the battles ye mentioned,” Lady Rhoslyn said. 
“Too long a story for now,” Talbot said. “I wager Ingram is who Seward encountered behind us. Baxter,” he called, “send a man back to see what goes with Seward. I want to get to Castle Glenbarr as quickly as possible. If it is Ingram who caught up with them, invite him to Castle Glenbarr.” Talbot returned his attention to Ralf. “Will you ride with us as well? I can offer food and shelter, and we can talk.” 
“Aye,” Ralf replied. “Glen will come, too.”
“Good.” Talbot started to turn his horse toward home. 
“I should ride,” Lady Rhoslyn said. “We can ride faster if I am riding my own horse.”
She was right, but he didn’t like it. “You will do exactly as I say,” he said. 
“Beware giving too many orders, English.” 
“I will brook no argument, Lady Rhoslyn. You will do as I say or ride with me.”
“What is your command?”
Her voice was calm, but he heard the steel. He had steel of his own. 
“At the first sign of trouble you ride with me and Baxter to Castle Glenbarr as fast as possible.”
“The last time I left a fight I was captured by you.”
“Then you need not fear,” he said, “for I am not the one chasing you this time.”
They reached Castle Glenbarr without incident, but Talbot knew the trouble had only begun. Seward knew it as well. He and Ingram arrived half an hour later, and they sought out Talbot in the great hall where he sat with Ralf.
“The vows are not yet said, and ye already have enemies,” Seward said in greeting. 
“Sit down,” Talbot said, then ordered a waiting lad to bring ale before returning his attention to the old baron. “I had enemies before I ever set foot in Scotland.”
Seward sat down. “Is the wealth my granddaughter brings to the marriage worth living among enemies?”
“A few enemies is paltry in comparison to war campaigns,” Talbot replied. 
The old man grunted. “Ye underestimate the Highland temperament. These men have a great capacity for hating you.”
Talbot shrugged. “I would find no less if I lived amongst my own.”
The boy brought two mugs of ale and a pitcher. He set them before the two men, then stepped back, awaiting further instructions. 
“Then it must be your sweet nature that makes ye so loveable,” Seward said. 
Despite the sarcasm, Talbot detected grudging respect. “About as loveable as you,” he replied. “Only yesterday, Aodh Roberts was ready to send you to your reward.”
“I should have dealt with Aodh years ago, but I grew up with his cousin. They wouldna’ forgive me if I killed him.”
“You are a fortunate man to be surrounded by so many relatives.”
“They are your relatives now, too,” Seward replied.
Talbot laughed. “Do they see me as a relative?”
“They will when they want something from ye. God help you when that happens.”
“I have a feeling that is exactly what is about to happen.”
“Aye. Ye can begin by telling me who your new friends are.” He nodded to Ralf, Ingram, and the other two men who set across from him.”
Talbot recounted the story, ending with, “They tell me that Dayton claims he and Rhoslyn are married.”
“Married?” The old man’s eyes narrowed in anger. “I will kill him for what he did to my granddaughter.”
So Seward had guessed that Dayton raped Rhoslyn. Talbot wasn’t surprised. The man wasn’t stupid. “You will not have the chance,” he said. “I claim the right to kill him.”
“Ye canna’ follow him to England. ‘Tis too dangerous to leave Rhoslyn unprotected.”
“I would think you could protect her while I am away,” Talbot said. “I would also think you would be happy to see me go.”
Seward grunted. “If I thought I could get rid of you and the rest of your kind, I would tie ye up, send you to the Far East, then marry Rhoslyn off to Melrose. But your brother’s actions give me pause. Edward will no’ so easily give up the taxes he’ll receive from the Kinsley fortune—and your brother knows it. I wager he gambled that Edward would overlook his methods in ensuring his part of that fortune. If anything happens to ye, Edward is likely to uphold your brother’s claim that he and Rhoslyn are married. If I must choose between two devils, I choose the least evil of the two.”
“I am flattered,” Talbot replied. 
* * *
Rhoslyn looked up from the list of goods she was verifying against the wagon filled with vegetables and fruits from the village. Her grandfather and St. Claire approached with determined steps she knew meant they had come in search of her. She had risen early and thrown herself into work in an effort to put the last two days behind her. She didn’t like the united front the two men presented. It couldn’t bode well for her. 
“This will do, Williame,” she said to the merchant standing beside her. “Have your men unload the goods in the kitchen.” She took a bag of silver from the pouch belted to her waist and handed it to him. 
“Thank ye, my lady.”
The merchant climbed into the seat beside his son, but not before Rhoslyn caught the glance he cast at her grandfather and St. Claire. His curt order to his son to go to the postern door told her that he, too, knew the men had something on their minds. The cart lurched into motion. Rhoslyn stepped back. Once the cart passed, the two men closed the final distance between them. St. Claire’s eyes narrowed on her face and she touched the tender spot on her cheek before checking the action. 
His gaze sharpened. “Are you well?” 
A strange tremor rippled through her. She hadn’t seen him since last night and had hoped to avoid him as long as possible. “I am fine,” she said. He continued to stare, and she added, “The bruise isna’ so bad.”
“Bad enough,” her grandfather growled. 
“It is over and I am well. That is enough.” she said.
“You are a fool if ye believe that, and I didna’ raise a fool.”
Irritation surfaced. “I had no’ expected to see ye. I thought you would have returned home.” 
“Nay, we need to speak privately with you.” He grasped her arm and started toward the castle. 
St. Claire fell into place alongside her and she felt as if she were being escorted to the gallows. They reached the front door and, minutes later, entered their private solar.
She seated herself on the bench in front of the hearth and her grandfather said, “Ye and St. Claire will marry tomorrow morning.”
Of all the things she might have expected to hear come out of her grandfather’s mouth, this wasn’t one of them. “But why? Edward commanded we wed a month from now.”
“Dayton is claiming you and he are married.”
“Married?” It made perfect sense, but that didn’t stop the feeling that a horse had rolled across her. “Ridiculous,” she said, then cursed the tremor in her voice. “We didna’ see a priest, nor was there even the hint of a handfasting.”
“It isna’ as simple as that, and ye know it,” her grandfather said.
Rhoslyn looked at St. Claire. “You claimed Edward’s command that we marry was unimpeachable. We are, in effect, already married.”
“True,” he said. “But Dayton might use the fact you and he were alone to make a claim.”
“Is that how ye would have seen things if I had reached Longford Castle and been alone with Lord Melrose?”
“Nay. I would have razed Longford Castle, then brought you back to Castle Glenbarr.”
Anger tightened her belly. “Yet you fear your brother can claim me?”
“It is my duty to ensure your safety. The church’s blessing on our union makes his claims more difficult to pursue.”
“King Edward will never uphold your brother’s assertions.”
“Not as long as I am alive,” St. Claire replied. 
Rhoslyn gasped. “Surely, your brother would no’ go so far as to kill ye?”
“I would not have thought he would dare kidnap you.” His expression was impassive, but Rhoslyn felt sure she read the thought, Neither did I conceive of the possibility that he would dare lay a hand on you.

“And what will ye do if you bear a child in nine months, Rhoslyn?” her grandfather asked.
Rhoslyn went cold.
“Dayton will say the child is his,” he went on. “Especially if there is any question that you and St. Claire havena’ lived together as man and wife.”
St. Claire remained silent, but Rhoslyn felt his stare. She wanted to argue, wanted to retreat to the solitude of her chambers—or even better, the convent—but could think of nothing to halt the inevitable. As much as she wanted to deny it, they were right. If she bore a child within the next nine months—especially a son—Dayton very well might rally his father and even petition Edward with the allegation that her child was his. 
When she’d risen this morning, she had gone to the small chapel near their chambers and prayed to the Virgin Mary herself that she not be pregnant. Her stomach churned, for even while she’d knelt on the stone floor, she had planned how she might obtain penny royal and sage to induce bleeding before St. Claire lay with her. 



CHAPTER NINE
Rhoslyn set the last egg in the basket, then recorded the total number of eggs on the small parchment she’d brought to the kitchen. Twenty-three eggs in this basket alone. She had always marveled at how Mistress Muira was able to coax so many eggs from her hens. In the past, they had surplus enough to share with the villagers. However, it was likely they would have to purchase more hens just to feed St. Claire’s men. 
She stepped to the left where a fourth basket sat on the counter and began counting. Rhoslyn reached twelve before her thoughts turned to the wedding ceremony planned for tomorrow morning. A tremor rippled through her stomach. In less than a day, her marriage to Sir Talbot St. Claire, a man she’d known for two days, would be blessed by the church.
Nay. She met him two days ago, and had spent less than a day with him. She knew him not at all. 
Perhaps, that wasn’t wholly true. She knew he was strong of body and mind. Physical strength was expected in a knight deserving of his king’s favors. Wasn’t that what she was, a favor bestowed upon a man for loyal service? Despite knowing such things were the way of the world, the thought galled her. 
She’d married Alec because her grandfather believed he would be a good husband. His wealth, she had to admit, was no small consideration, but he’d been a good man who died too soon. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks that he had died before their son. He would have been devastated to know his son had lived only two months. Sadness poked at her heart and she ruthlessly pushed it aside. She couldn’t give into sorrow. She had retreated to the convent in sorrow, and look where that had gotten her. 
Mistress Muira gave a small cry and Rhoslyn looked up from the eggs. Her stepdaughter Andreana entered the kitchen and stopped a few paces inside. Rhoslyn set the egg she held back in the basket and rushed forward. When she reached the girl, she threw her arms around her. Andreana stiffened. Rhoslyn’s heart squeezed. It had been too long since she’d seen her stepdaughter. Rhoslyn drew back and Muira crowded in to give Andreana a hug.
“Och, ye have grown in the two months since I last saw ye.” the housekeeper said. 
The other half dozen women working in the kitchen crowded around and each hugged her as well, then Muira shooed them back to work and Rhoslyn grasped Andreana’s hands and looked at her. In the fourteen months she’d been gone, Andreana had gone from being a gawky girl to a young woman. Her hair had softened and grown lustrous, her face had lost its roundness, appearing longer, with more pronounced cheekbones, and her breasts accentuated a small waist.
“Ye are beautiful,” Rhoslyn said.
Andreana’s eyes fixed on her face and Rhoslyn detected uncertainty. Ah, so along with the woman’s body had risen a woman’s uncertainty. And Rhoslyn had been absent during this crucial time when the girl who had known her as her mother entered this new phase of life. 
“Why just look at your hair,” Rhoslyn said. “So long and soft. I do believe ‘tis a darker shade of black than it was when I left.”
Andreana’s eyes brightened. “Grandfather says it is darker than a raven’s feather.”
Rhoslyn drew back and studied her hair more closely. “He is right.” Rhoslyn held her at arm’s length. “And ye have grown into a woman’s body.”
A blush crept up the girl’s cheeks. 
“I am so glad to see you,” Rhoslyn said. “Who brought ye?”
“Grandfather.” She hesitated. “He said it was time I returned home.”
 “He is right,” Rhoslyn said, although she would have given anything not to be there herself.
St. Claire and her grandfather entered, with Sir Baxter close behind. Rhoslyn pulled Andreana aside. 
“Andreana,” her grandfather said, “this is your mother’s new husband, Sir Talbot.”
Something strange stirred in Rhoslyn’s stomach at hearing St. Claire referred to as ‘her husband.’ 
Andreana gave a pretty curtsy. “Sir Talbot.”
He acknowledged with a nod. “Andreana.”
Rhoslyn caught the appraising look Andreana gave him from under her lashes, and read the appreciation in her expression. St. Claire seemed oblivious to her inspection, but Rhoslyn had the feeling he simply pretended not to notice. That, she grudgingly admitted, spoke well of him. No doubt, Andreana had broken a heart or two in her absence, and it was no small matter for any man not to respond to a beautiful young girl’s admiration. So St. Claire wasn’t one to rob the cradle—at least not the one at home. 
“This is Sir Baxter, Sir Talbot’s captain,” Rhoslyn’s grandfather said. 
“Lady Andreana.” Baxter gave a slight bow.
Andreana’s eyes shifted onto the knight and Rhoslyn was startled to see a blush creep up her cheeks. Sir Baxter gave no indication he noticed Andreana’s reaction, but he wouldn’t. St. Claire wouldn’t allow it.
Muira stepped up beside Rhoslyn. “Mayhap Andreana would enjoy helping with preparations for tomorrow’s wedding celebration?”
Rhoslyn started. “Wedding celebration?” She swung her gaze onto St. Claire. “We only just agreed to have the wedding tomorrow. How can there already be plans for a celebration?”
“Once we decided, I asked Mistress Muira to make the arrangements.” 
Panic started her heart to beating fast. “But a day is no’ enough time to plan a proper celebration. Surely, we need more time? What of your father?”
“I sent word to my father, as well as Edward, that we will say the vows tomorrow. My father can come at his convenience, if he likes.”
“Ye dinna’ waste time telling Edward,” Rhoslyn’s grandfather said. 
St. Claire shrugged and Rhoslyn wanted to box his ears.
“He will want to know,” St. Claire said. 
“Did you inform him of your brother’s actions?” Rhoslyn demanded.
“I did. It is best he is prepared in case Dayton pursues his claim that you and he are married.”
Rhoslyn’s heart fell, though she couldn’t say why. Whether now or a month hence, it made no difference when the marriage celebration took place. Except, she realized in a moment of honesty, that the celebration announced to the world that she was well and truly married to this man. And, he would claim his husbandly rights. 
“Can I really help with the preparations?” Andreana said. 
Rhoslyn nodded. “Aye. Though I canna’ think we can do much in less than a day.”
Andreana’s eyes lit. “I can do much.” She looked at Rhoslyn’s grandfather. “Can I plan as I please?”
“St. Claire is who ye must ask now, lass. Not me.”
Andreana shifted her gaze onto St. Claire and smiled shyly. “What would ye have me do, laird?”
“You and your mother may do as you please,” he replied. 
“Dinna’ forget the hunt planned for the day after the celebration,” her grandfather said. 
“Hunt?” Rhoslyn blurted. She looked at St. Claire. “Ye are planning a hunt?”
“It was your grandfather’s idea.”
She sent a narrow-eyed look at him. “You are full of surprises.”
“I havena’ been in a good hunt in too long. I hear your husband is a skilled hunter.” He looked at St. Claire. “Mayhap a wager would make things more interesting.”
“I never wager with my money,” St. Claire said, and Rhoslyn wondered how much of her money he would wager. 
“I dinna’ need your money,” her grandfather said. “I saw that beautiful destrier ye rode when you came to Longford Castle. I could use a horse like that.”
St. Claire’s brows rose. “When have you need of a war horse?”
Her grandfather scowled. “I am no’ in my grave yet. I have a fight or two left in me. Are ye game or no’?”
“I am very attached to that horse.”
“Then ye are willing to admit defeat before the hunt even begins?” her grandfather said.
“I am willing to admit that fate is sometimes cruel. There are any number of challenges that could arise, none of which are a reflection of my skill.”
“Bah! Either ye have the bollocks or no’. Which is it?”
“Spoken like a true Highlander,” St. Claire said.
Her grandfather lifted a brow. “Aye, for we know what we are capable of.”
“What do you have that I could possibly want?” St. Claire asked. 
“Ye already have what I value most.” Her grandfather cast a glance at Rhoslyn. 
She rolled her eyes. 
“Aye,” St. Claire’s eyes shifted onto her. “What more could I want?”
Rhoslyn startled at the intensity of his gaze, then something fluttered in her belly. 
“There is Grandfather’s claymore,” Andreana said. 
Everyone looked at her.
St. Claire crossed his arms over his chest and Rhoslyn forced her gaze from the sight of his muscles bulging against the linen of his sleeves. 
“That idea has merit,” he said. 
Rhoslyn’s grandfather scowled at Andreana. “Ye are no’ helping matters, lass.” 
 She blushed. 
“Afraid?” St. Claire said. 
“It is a bet,” her grandfather replied. 
St. Claire nodded. “You thought you would marry your granddaughter to another man. You were wrong then, too.” With that, he strode from the room. 
* * *
Talbot had insisted the vows be spoken, but he wished mightily they could delay a week. Lady Rhoslyn appeared pale as a ghost. She was well in body, of that he was sure, but her spirit had been damaged. However, she would be far more damaged if Dayton’s plans came to fruition. 
Morning sun streamed through the chapel’s small window to the right of the Christ. Talbot stood alongside Rhoslyn in front of the dais, with Seward beside her—his determination thick enough to cut—and Baxter flanked Talbot—his distrust in equal measure and opposition to Seward. English and Highlander crowded the hallway outside the chapel to witness the final blessing, Ralf and Ingram in the forefront. 
Father Crey instructed Talbot to place the ring on Rhoslyn’s finger. When he grasped her hand, the ruby wedding ring she still wore glinted in the sunlight. Her eyes flew up to his, apprehension and regret mixed in her expression. Talbot smiled gently and covered her hand with his while discreetly slipping the old wedding ring off her finger. 
Compared to the ring Alec Harper had given her, the band Talbot placed on her finger was modest: blue topaz and green peridot inlayed on a thick silver band. 
Rhoslyn looked up at him, eyes wide. “I have no ring for you.”
Her grandfather leaned close and whispered, “Of course ye do.” He took her free hand, placed a ring in her palm and closed her fingers around it. 
She frowned. “Grandfather—”
“Put the ring on your husband’s finger,” he urged. 
She seemed uncertain, then nodded and grasped Talbot’s left hand. Her cool fingers felt almost fragile against his larger ones, but he found them pleasant. Roped carvings decorated the gold band she fitted to his finger. Rhoslyn pushed it down, shoving the ring past the knuckle. 
Talbot grasped her hands with both of his and the priest pronounced them man and wife. To his surprise, Rhoslyn didn’t drop her gaze, but looked him directly in the eyes as he bent and brushed his lips across hers. Still, he detected a tremble in her body and tasted the salt of tears on her lips. Desire rose to fold her in his arms and assure her all would be well. But how did a man restore a woman’s trust?
Talbot slid an arm around Rhoslyn’s waist and turned. Cheers went up and the guests parted before them as they walked down the aisle. 
At last, they reached their private chambers, and Talbot closed the door on the well—wishers in the hallway. Lady Rhoslyn crossed to the stool at the small table near the window where she kept her accounts and sat down. She absently fingered the wedding ring. 
“This is not what I had planned,” he said. 
She lifted her face to meet his gaze. “You come here at the behest of an English king, take possession of my home before meeting me—you even kidnapped me. What did ye expect?”
He studied her for a moment. “You want me to believe that had I awaited your pleasure at Dunfrey Castle you would have come to me of your own accord? Or perhaps I should have gone down on one knee to your grandfather and begged him to accept an English king’s decree to marry his granddaughter to an English knight?”
Her mouth thinned, but she shrugged. “At the very least, you could have gone to Dragon’s Lair instead of Castle Glenbarr.” 
Dragon’s Lair. So she knew the name the Highlanders called Dunfrey Castle. 
“Who knows what might have happened had you spoken with my grandfather?” she said. 
“I did speak with him—though not on bended knee.”
Her brows dove down in a frown, then she shot to her feet. “So he tried to marry me to Jacobus. What did ye expect? Sweet Jesu, you took possession of my home before even meeting me.”
“That is not why Seward tried to marry you to Melrose,” he replied. “Nothing I could have done would have changed things for the better. You know as well as I that had I not reached you in time, Edward would have viewed your marriage to Melrose as a defiance that could not go unchecked.”
“So your brother kidnapping me was to be expected?”
“Nay. I had no idea he was even in Scotland. Had I known...” Talbot released a breath. “Perhaps over time, you will be able to forget, but I do not expect you to forgive me.”
Her mouth parted in obvious surprise.
“Aye, Lady, I know this is my fault.”
“I-I didna’ say that,” she whispered.
“You did not have to.”
She sat back down, and he caught the flick of her eyes toward his chambers. She worried he was about to claim his husbandly rights. That was something he had yet to deal with. Thankfully, a hard rap on the door interrupted. 
“Enter,” Talbot called. 
The door opened and Baxter stepped into the room. “Lady Rhoslyn has a visitor.” 
“Another visitor? Who?” Talbot demanded. 
Baxter’s gaze cut to Lady Rhoslyn. “Her intended husband.”
“Speak of the devil,” Talbot murmured.
“Jacobus?” Rhoslyn asked. 
“Aye,” Baxter replied. “The Earl of Melrose. You remember him, the man you tried to marry while you were married to Talbot?”
“You will remember that Lady Rhoslyn is my wife, Baxter,” Talbot said. 
Baxter’s eyes jerked onto him. His mouth thinned, but he gave a brusque nod. 
“What does Melrose want?” Talbot asked. 
“He is demanding to see Lady Rhoslyn. Her grandfather is with him in the great hall.”
Rhoslyn rose. “I will speak with him.”
“I will speak with him,” Talbot corrected.
“I do no’ want him harmed,” she said.
“As long as he causes no trouble, he will not be harmed.”
She heaved a sigh. “I am in no mood to argue.”
“Good.”
She shook her head. “Ye misunderstand. I am in no mood to argue, but I doesna’ mean I will take orders. Jacobus came peaceably through our gates. I will see him.”
Talbot started to point out that she had said the same thing about Dayton, then stopped. She knew Jacobus Auenel, and he was, after all, just a pup.
They went to the hall. Many of the people who had witnessed the marriage blessing milled about the room, along with Highland and English warriors. Preparations for the evening’s party were underway and women bustled between the great hall and kitchen, cleaning and preparing food. 
Seward, Ingram, and Ralf, stood with Melrose at the hearth. The two Highlanders had made themselves at home, Talbot noticed. Baxter separated from Talbot and Rhoslyn, and continued on his way to the wall to check on the men as Talbot had ordered. Ingram and Ralf lifted quizzical brows when Talbot and Rhoslyn approached. Young Melrose’s gaze latched onto Rhoslyn like a lost dog. By God, he really was nothing more than a boy, and a lovesick boy at that, despite his twenty-one years. Talbot remembered himself at that age, already under Sir Hugh’s tutelage for thirteen years and knighted.
“Lady Rhoslyn,” Melrose said when they reached the group. “Are ye well?”
Talbot read genuine concern in his tone and a grudging sliver of respect surfaced. 
“I am fine,” she replied.
“You would never say otherwise.” The boy turned his gaze onto Talbot. Ire flashed, which revealed more backbone than Talbot thought the lad capable of. “Less than a day under your care and she comes to harm. Ye dinna’ deserve to look her way, much less marry her.”
He had a point. Still... 
“Yet we are married with a priest’s blessing,” Talbot said. 
Shock registered on Jacobus’s face and he looked at Rhoslyn. “My lady, say it is no’ true.”
“When I didna’ reach Longford Castle, ye must have guessed, Jacobus.”
“I had hoped that when his brother kidnapped you that meant—” His eyes cut to Talbot. “Ye dirty dog. You have no right to marry her after what happened.”
For an instant Talbot thought Melrose knew the truth, then realized he was referring to Rhoslyn being kidnapped, which was, in truth, sufficient fuel for his anger. 
“Ye canna’ blame the lad for being right,” Ralf said. 
Talbot shot him a dark look, but Ralf only grinned. 
Rhoslyn intervened. “Why are you here, Jacobus?”
His mouth thinned. “I wanted to be sure you were well.”
“I just said I was well,” she replied. 
But Melrose clearly wasn’t convinced, for his hand fell to his sword hilt.



CHAPTER TEN
“Jacobus,” Rhoslyn cried. 
She stepped forward, but St. Claire yanked her back and behind him as the remaining men drew their swords. The nearest warriors leapt to their laird’s aid. St. Claire lunged and drove a fist into Jacobus’ belly. 
“Hold,” St. Claire shouted to the men as Jacobus doubled over, then dropped to his knees, wheezing loudly. 
St. Claire seized his sword, yanked it from its sheathe then threw it to the floor. Metal clanged against stone in the now silent room, and rushes kicked up as the claymore furrowed a path across the floor, then skidded to a stop.
Her grandfather sheathed his sword. “Have ye lost your mind, Jacobus? You are lucky I dinna’ run my sword through your belly just to teach you a lesson.”
 Jacobus shook his head and drew another pained breath. “I dinna’—” he wheezed again “—understand.”
“Then you deserve to die,” St. Claire said in a flat voice.
The other two men sheathed their swords, and the surrounding warriors followed suit. 
“Damn fool,” her grandfather muttered. 
Jacobus shoved to his feet, still grasping his stomach. “What did I do?” He looked from one to the other of the men, but they only stared. 
Rhoslyn stepped forward. “Surely, your father taught ye never to lay hand on your sword hilt unless you mean to use it?”
His brows dove down in a frown, then understanding dawned on his face. He swung his gaze onto Talbot. “I would no’ attack an unarmed man. If I intended to kill ye, I would do it in a fair fight.”
“Fair fight?” Her grandfather snorted. “St. Claire would slaughter you.” He motioned to St. Claire. “Mayhap ye are the better choice, after all—English king and all.”
Jacobus looked at her grandfather, hurt in his eyes. “I would protect her. I will protect her, if she but asks.”
Rhoslyn groaned inwardly. Sweet God in heaven, save me from the stupidity of youth. 
“St. Claire’s fist is but a taste of what ye will receive if you continue this idiocy,” her grandfather said. “Go home, Jacobus—and I suggest you spend some time under the instruction of a knight. You are too old to start learning, but mayhap someone can keep ye from losing your damn head before your next birthday.”
Jacobus’ face reddened. His eyes narrowed on St. Claire, who met the boy’s gaze squarely. For an instant, Rhoslyn feared Jacobus would make some sort of foolish challenge, but he whirled and strode to where his sword lay. He scooped up the weapon, then left. 
“Dinna’ let that go to your head,” her grandfather said to St. Claire when the door closed behind Jacobus. “Just because you are more of a man than the new Earl of Melrose doesna’ mean I want ye as my granddaughter’s husband.”
“Fortunately, your opinion is not the one that matters,” he replied. 
A gleam entered her grandfather’s eyes. “Nay, but Rhoslyn is a Seward. She has as much backbone as I do.”
“She is now my wife, a St. Claire,” St. Claire said, “and if you interfere in our marriage, you will go the way of that boy.” He faced her. “Lady Rhoslyn, I would ask that you do not entertain any male visitors without my knowledge.”
Ire piqued, but Rhoslyn was all too aware that she stood poised at a crossroads that could drive a permanent wedge between the man who was now her husband and her grandfather.
“I will make sure ye know of any male visitors—who are no’ family,” she said.
He surprised her by chuckling and saying, “That could be the whole damn village.” 
* * *
Rhoslyn exited the castle through the kitchen door and headed for the gate. The day was still young, but not so young that she dared waste a moment. Any chance she could abort a possible pregnancy before her new husband claimed his husbandly rights would be gone after tonight. If she became pregnant immediately after St. Claire bedded her, she would never truly be sure whose child she carried until it was too late. 
Too late? What did that mean? Would love turn to hate if she someday discovered the child she loved belonged to Dayton instead of St. Claire? She certainly wouldn’t be able to end the child’s life then as she planned to now. Her stomach cramped. God have mercy. What was she doing? 
“Lady Rhoslyn.”
Rhoslyn paused in her walk and turned. She blinked against morning sun to see St. Claire striding toward her. After the altercation with Jacobus, St. Claire had sequestered himself in his chambers with Ralf and Ingram, plotting—she assumed—to catch his brother.
He reached her side. “Mistress Muira tells me you are going to the village.”
“Aye.”
“Until I deal with my brother, I do not want you leaving the castle alone.”
“Do ye really think he will return to Buchan, much less come anywhere near Castle Glenbarr?” she asked. 
“He has done many things I would not have thought him capable of. I will not risk your safety a second time.”
He feels guilty, she thought. Rhoslyn glanced at the gate. She needed to go to the village. Even a small chance that she could obtain the pennyroyal... Was St Claire’s interference divine intervention? 
“I am only going to the village. No one will dare harm me there.”
“I will send men with you.” 
She nodded, despite uncertainty. “Any strangers unlucky enough to enter Kildrum will probably get run through with a sword before they can deny any crime.” 
St. Claire nodded. “Step even a foot outside the village without my men, and I will lock you in your chambers until my brother is dead.”
Rhoslyn blinked. “What? I didna’ argue with you, St. Claire.”
“I want to be sure we understand one another,” he said. 
Words failed her. He hadn’t waited even a day to draw yet another line in the sand. “Aye, we understand one another, ye arrogant—”
“Good,” he cut in. 
He turned and strode toward the castle. 
Rhoslyn stared for an instant, then broke from the shock and started forward after him. She stopped. She had won this skirmish—if by accident. Tomorrow was another day, and only God in his ultimate—male —wisdom knew what lay ahead. 
Rhoslyn’s fear was realized. She wasn’t going to be able to obtain pennyroyal from her local healer. Not that she’d had high hopes. Asking for the herb was too great a risk of exposure. But it mattered not, for Rhoslyn hadn’t seen the herb amongst the others in the woman’s store. She had obtained oregano, along with several other herbs, but oregano was mild compared to pennyroyal. She trudged along the lane in the village, heart heavy. It was possible the healer had the herb in a safe place, but Rhoslyn couldn’t chance sending someone to inquire. That would be damning evidence that she carried Dayton’s child, and the villagers had already begun speculating as to what had happened after he kidnapped her. 
She didn’t yet know if she was pregnant. Her flux wasn’t due for another week, and it could delay as much as a fortnight. But she didn’t want to wait that long before drinking an herbal brew. The desire to cry rose, as it seemed to every hour. After seven long years of yearning to conceive with Alec, she wouldn’t have thought it possible that she wouldn’t want a child. What were the chances she would conceive so quickly? She had asked herself that question a thousand times. The chances were small, but what would she do if forced to bear a child that had come to her as a result of rape? 
Emotion stirred in her breast. She hadn’t considered the possibility of another child. In truth, she had avoided the idea of marriage altogether. Could she so easily end a life, even one born of violence? Whatever sin she had committed that had brought God’s wrath down upon her husband and son would surely be multiplied a hundredfold if she took the life of an innocent child. 
A woman’s scream yanked Rhoslyn from her thoughts. From the corner of her eye she glimpsed a blur of movement between the cottages across the lane. Her hand went to the dagger strapped to her belt before the blur shot out into the lane and she recognized the billy goat belonging to the elderly Christine. The goat had a green dress between its teeth. The fabric billowed above him like a banner. 
A girl raced out into the lane in pursuit of the animal. Rhoslyn blinked. Was this Mary Boghan? Only fourteen months ago, Mary had been a slim, petite girl. Now she was...plump. 
“Stop the goat!” Mary shouted. ”That is my wedding dress.”
A boy exited one of the cottages. He stopped and began laughing. The animal neared Rhoslyn and she jumped into the middle of the lane with the intention of turning him back toward Mary. The goat darted right. Rhoslyn lunged for him, but he feinted left, then went right, and loped past her. She whirled as Mary raced past her. 
“Bloody animal,” Mary screeched.
Rhoslyn yanked up her skirts and gave chase, easily passing the girl. The goat let out a loud bleat that Rhoslyn felt sure was laughter. He dodged between two cottages. Rhoslyn pumped her legs faster and closed in on the animal. She was close enough to grab the dress. She made two swipes and missed, then dove for the animal as they reached the far lane. He veered left instead of right, and Rhoslyn’s arms closed around air. She hit the ground and got a nose full of dirt.
Rhoslyn shoved to her feet and whirled in the direction the animal had run as Mary’s curses sounded behind her. Two boys had joined the chase, and Rhoslyn shot forward after them.
After a few seconds and another loud bleat, the goat disappeared down another narrow lane. Rhoslyn made a quick right with the intention of cutting him off with a short cut. She zigged and zagged down two lanes and came out on the lane she’d seen him take. He was headed straight for her. She hurried to the middle of the lane and widened her stance in readiness to grab the animal. He raced forward, a dozen people in pursuit, the dress furled in the wind, and Rhoslyn couldn’t help laughing. He neared her, spurred on by the crowd. Rhoslyn was sure he’d never enjoyed so much attention. It seemed his gaze locked onto hers. 
He let out another loud bleat and tried to dodge right. Rhoslyn whirled and seized his tail. They tumbled through in the dirt in a tangle of fabric and spindly goat legs. He managed a kick to her thigh, and she gasped but held tight. Strong fingers closed around Rhoslyn’s arm and she was yanked upright, coming face to face with St. Claire. The goat bleated and took off again, the dress now tangled in its horns. 
“Now look what ye have done,” Rhoslyn cried. 
She broke free of St. Claire and lunged after the animal. The dress fluttered across his face, and he slowed. He was blinded by the fabric Rhoslyn realized with a thrill. She dodged left and grabbed for the dress but missed. The pounding of booted feet sounded close behind and St. Claire came into view running alongside her. He flashed a smile, then passed her with ease.
He was going to catch the goat—and with very little effort—after she had so worked hard to catch him! She ran faster, heart pounding. St. Claire reached the creature and grabbed the dress trailing from his horns. He would tear the dress, Rhoslyn realized with horror. 
Mary must have agreed, for her shout of “Nay,” went up behind them. 
 Rhoslyn reached them, and shoved St. Claire while they were still in motion. The dress whipped across her face in a stinging snap. She jammed her eyes shut and felt fingers seize her arm in the instant before she fell chest-to-chest on top of a hard body. The air rushed from her lungs and she struggled to drag in a breath.
Rhoslyn shoved upright to find herself straddling St. Claire’s hips. She jerked her gaze onto his face and he lifted a brow. Heat flushed her cheeks. Muffled laughter caused her to look up. The crowd chasing the goat stood staring at them, knowing grins on each and every face. She swung her gaze back to St. Claire. He shrugged. Rhoslyn’s heart pounded.
The bleating goat broke the quiet. She started to shove off St. Claire, but he grasped her waist and lifted her off. He sprang up and she staggered back a step as he sprinted after the goat. The crowd surged after him and Rhoslyn stumbled forward in their wake.
St. Claire reached the goat. Rhoslyn was sure the animal would elude St. Claire as he had her, but the goat darted left and St. Claire lunged and seized the horns. St. Claire dropped to his knees, bringing the goat down onto its side. He swung a leg over the goat, straddling him. The goat gave a loud bleat of protest, but St. Claire held him fast and began to untangle the fabric from its horns. 
Rhoslyn and the crowd reached him as he pulled the last of the dress free, then rose and stepped away from the goat. The creature jumped to its feet and trotted off with a recriminating bleat. 
Mary stepped forward and took the dress from St. Claire. “‘Tis ruined,” she wailed. “Ruined! I am to marry tomorrow, but now I have no wedding dress.”
“Surely, it can be fixed?” he said. 
Rhoslyn took the dress from Mary and examined it. The bodice gaped open clear to the waist, and the hem was torn in several spots where mud caked the fabric.
She shook her head. “Nay, the dress canna’ be salvaged.”
“I will kill that goat and make Christine pay for the dress,” Mary snarled. 
“Ye canna’ blame Christine for what her goat did,” a lad said. 
“Aye, she can,” a woman rebutted. “That goat is always causing trouble.” 
A murmur of agreement went up amongst the onlookers and Rhoslyn feared the crowd would recapture the goat and slaughter it on the spot.
“Leave the goat to me,” St. Claire said. “And Lady Rhoslyn will replace the dress.”
“She will?” Mary said, the surprise in her voice mirroring Rhoslyn’s. 
“What say you, Lady?” he asked. 
“Aye,” she said. “I will replace the dress, so long as ye agree to leave the goat be, Mary.” The girl hesitated, and Rhoslyn added, “I must have your word, else you will wear your work dress when you wed.”
The girl’s lips pursed, but she nodded. 
“And the rest of ye,” Rhoslyn said. “Do you agree?”
A chorus of ‘ayes’ followed. 
“Then I will speak with Christine. But she is old, and everyone know she loves that goat.”
* * *
One man’s loneliness was another man’s solitude. Talbot sat alone at the head of the largest table in the great hall. Laughter, music, and loud voices echoed off the walls of the great hall. The wedding celebration was a success—despite those that didn’t accept him as the new lord of Castle Glenbarr. His own captain harbored a grudge. Baxter haunted the large hearth while nursing an ale. 
Yet, Talbot had never felt more at peace. 
Rhoslyn chatted with Ralf, Ingram, and their two companions near the far end of the table. Color had returned to her cheeks and her spirits seemed higher than they had been this morning during the wedding ceremony. Her red mane blazed in a weave of braids that hung past her shoulders. Her olive green, velvet dress befitted her station, but he recalled her grimy face and the dusty dress she’d worn when she chased the goat, and thought her just as beautiful then as now. When she’d straddled him her exquisite weight on his cock made him wish the villagers far away. That memory would keep him awake tonight. 
He reached for his mug and took a drink as he watched Rhoslyn’s mouth curve upward in a laugh. Ralf grinned back and her smile broadened. Talbot read no womanly wiles in the action, but couldn’t help wishing she would smile at him with that much ease. But why would she? In the four days she’d known him, she’d been kidnapped by him and his brother, and Dayton had done far worse than move into her home. 
In truth, had he considered for an instant that he might feel anything more than and perhaps affection for his wife he might have...might have what? Begged Seward not to marry her to another man—then wooed her? Nothing Talbot could have said would have changed the old man’s mind. In fact, Talbot would have done the same were he in Seward’s place. 
He took another long draught of ale. Rhoslyn now spoke animatedly with the four men. Talbot recognized the male appreciation in Ralf’s eyes. He couldn’t see the other men’s faces, but he wagered they found her just as enticing. Rhoslyn, however, seemed oblivious to their thoughts. 
He half wished she had turned out to be the horse-faced woman he’d expected. A man had to choose his battles, and Lady Rhoslyn was the sort of battle he wasn’t accustomed to fighting. She had already proven to be a distraction—and not just for him, by the looks of things. He chuckled. If he were to leave tomorrow with Ralf and Ingram, he would have to worry as much about who might bed his wife as he would about Dayton showing up at Castle Glenbarr to abduct her a second time. 
His mood sobered. Ralf and Ingram had others searching for Dayton in their absence. Tomorrow, they would return to Stonehaven to continue the search themselves. Talbot had reminded himself a dozen times that going with them was out of the question. Aside from ensuring Rhoslyn’s safety, he had yet to deal with consummating their marriage. A task that carried with it more than the weight of finalizing their union. He wanted her, and badly, but the taking would be far more perilous now that Dayton had wreaked his havoc.
The postern door opened and Talbot shifted his gaze to see Duncan Harper enter. Talbot expelled a slow breath. So the fox had returned to the henhouse. What kind of trouble might he stir up?
Duncan pushed his way through the crowd on a direct course for Rhoslyn as Baxter reached Talbot. 
“You see Duncan Harper is here?” Baxter said.
Talbot nodded. “And he is going directly to Lady Rhoslyn.”
Baxter sat in the chair to Talbot’s right and refilled his goblet with ale from the pitcher in front of Talbot. Baxter hung an arm over the back of his chair and leaned into one corner. 
“How are you enjoying your new home thus far?” he asked. 
Talbot leveled his gaze on his captain. “If you cannot be civil to even me, then perhaps ‘tis best you return to England. Edward, no doubt, would be pleased to have you lead his men.”
Surprise flickered in Baxter’s eyes, then he studied Talbot over the rim of his goblet as he took a drink. He settled the goblet on his thigh. “You would not manage so well without me.”
“I am loathe to lose you, but I grow tired of your brooding.”
“I am always brooding and you never complained before.”
“But your foul moods never affected me directly—nor were they directed at me and mine.”
Baxter nodded. “Nay, they were not.” A moment of silence passed before Baxter said, “What do you think the weasel has in mind for your wife?”
* * *
When Duncan stepped up beside Rhoslyn, she hoped St. Claire couldn’t see the furrow of Duncan’s brow and grim set of his mouth. If the knight was as intelligent as she thought, he was sure to recognize the trouble that brewed in Duncan’s heart. 
“I am relieved to see ye,” he said without preamble. 
Rhoslyn caught the raise of Ingram’s brows and the glance that passed between him and Ralf. It wouldn’t matter whether St. Claire had detected anything amiss. Ralf and Ingram would share their misgivings concerning her dead husband’s cousin. The two Highlanders had taken to St. Claire as if they were long-lost brothers. 
She introduced them and their companions to Duncan, then the four men took their leave. Duncan pulled her from the crowded area near the table to a quiet section of wall near the kitchen. Rhoslyn cast a glance at St. Claire. He’d been sitting at his place at the table, but he now stood, his back to her, talking with Sir Baxter and two guests. 
“Fourteen months, Rhoslyn,” Duncan said in a low voice masked by the revelry. “Have ye lost your mind?”
She probably had, and Duncan would be the one to point it out. “I lost a husband and child in a fortnight. I am only a woman. It was more than I could bear.”
He gave her an appraising look. “Are you well? Did that English dog harm ye?”
She wasn’t sure which ‘English dog’ he referred to, and had the distinct feeling his idea of harm wasn’t the same as hers, but said, “I am well.”
“I canna’ see how with that devil as your husband.”
“I am not the first Highland woman to marry an Englishman,” she said. 
“Aye, but that doesna’ make it any less devilish,” he shot back. “God’s Blood, Rhoslyn, anyone would have been a better choice than him. I would have been a better choice.”
“You?” she blurted.
“Dinna’ look as if I sprouted horns. I may not be rich, but I managed Alec’s affairs for twenty years. I managed Castle Glenbarr in your absence, and made as handsome a profit as you do. I am as good a man as Alec.”
No, he wasn’t. 
“Ye never said a word,” she said.
“How could I when ye ran off without a word. Why did you not tell me you were leaving—at least tell me where ye were going?”
A serving girl emerged from the kitchen and turned their way. Rhoslyn quieted. She glanced at St. Claire. He stood with two men, his back to her. 
The maid passed, from earshot and Rhoslyn said to Duncan, “I didna’ tell anyone I was leaving.”
“Except your grandfather.”
“Of course,” she said peevishly. “If I simply disappeared, he would have turned the countryside over in search of me.”
Duncan’s mouth thinned. “And you think I didna’ want to do that? I begged him to tell me where you were.”
Rhoslyn was at a loss. This was insane. She had no idea he felt this way, and wanted to say it wouldn’t have mattered. She wouldn’t have married him, but good sense—and the strange fervor in his eyes—stopped her. 
“It makes no difference. I am married.” 
His eyes narrowed. “Ye almost sound glad.”
“‘Tis simply the way of kings and men. I had no choice.”
His gaze turned shrewd. “What would you do if ye could choose?”
“Sweet Jesu, Duncan. I willna’ torture myself with useless questions.” 
He glanced around, then leaned closer despite the fact the nearest guests stood too far away to hear them speak above the din, and said, “If ye are no’ happy, we can change things. Ye are married but a day. If St. Claire was gone, you could marry another man and no one would know—or care—if a babe was born nine months hence.”
Rhoslyn realized with horror that he meant. “Are ye saying murder—”
“For God’s sake, be quiet.” He glanced around, then cupped her elbow and urged her along the wall to the hallway. He stopped after a few paces into the hall and swung her around to face him. 
“Do you want to be rid of him or no’?”
“Have ye gone mad, Duncan?” But she realized insanity wasn’t the sickness he suffered. “You would kill a man in order to be laird of Castle Glenbarr.”
His face reddened in rage. “I served Alec faithfully all these years. I have more right than does St. Claire.”
“More right to be my husband? Or more right to assume Alec’s place, take his land and possessions as your own?”
“Ye have no reason to accuse me of being a power monger.”
“Aye, I clearly have every reason, for a man who is willing to murder an innocent man—”
“Innocent?” he cut in. “St. Claire wasna’ born innocent.”
Rhoslyn scowled. “Sir Talbot has no’ lifted a hand against even a dog here at Castle Glenbarr. Why do you hate him so? Is it because he is English, or because he took what ye believe is rightfully yours?”
“Me hate him? Ye are the one who should hate him. He took possession of your home ‘er he met you. He took what was rightfully yours. He has no right to Castle Glenbarr, or any of Alec’s property—you included.”
Rhoslyn stiffened. Even St. Claire hadn’t treated her as mere property. “You go too far, Duncan.”
“Do I? Alec coddled ye. Before that, your grandfather.” He gave a harsh laugh. “He still coddles you, letting you run off as he did.”
“You forget your place. You are no’ my father nor my husband.”
“Nay, for if I was, ye would not have run wild as you have all your life.”
“Then I count myself fortunate not to be your wife.”
“You prefer that English bastard over a Scot?” he snapped “Edward will tax us into poverty. Why do ye think Edward gave him Dunfrey Castle? Edward planned all along to marry him to you.”
“Sweet God,” she breathed. “Ye are insane. Edward could no’ have known Alec would die. Edward has done what any king would have done by marrying me to one of his own. Our own leaders marry us to the English without thought for what we want—and some have taxed us into near poverty.” A fact she conveniently ignored when she sequestered herself in St. Mary’s. Duncan wasn’t completely wrong on that score. 
“Is that so?” he said. “I wager the men Edward forced to hand over control of their royal castles would no’ agree that he is like any other king.”
“What are ye talking about?” Rhoslyn demanded.
“While you were in that convent, the high and mighty King Edward declared himself Lord Parliament of Scotland and, only two months ago, ordered every Scottish royal castle be put under his control. Temporary, he said, but he has yet to return the castles to their rightful owners.”
Rhoslyn stared, unable to speak.
“Ye think that was enough?” Duncan went on. “Nay. Every Scottish official is to resign his office and be re-appointed by Edward. Two days later, the Guardians and our leaders swore allegiance to Edward as Lord Parliament of all the Scots. But even that wasna’ enough for the power hungry bastard. Only a month ago, he ordered all Scots to pay homage to him personally or at one of the designated centers. Your grandfather went.”
“Grandfather?” she whispered.
Duncan nodded. “Now do ye still think Edward is doing what any other sovereign would do?”
She could find no reply.
“He has no right to rule us,” Duncan hissed. “And St. Claire has no right to even a fistful of Scottish soil.”
The feverish light in his eyes snapped her from her shock. “None of that means I will countenance murder.” 
His eyes narrowed. “Ye would side with St. Claire after everything I just told you?”
“I will side with honor,” she shot back. “And I will not have you interfere in my business. I warn you, Duncan.”
His mouth curved upward in disdain. “You pretend to be as hard as a man, but ye are still a woman.”
“A woman who is capable of killing you. Dinna’ doubt it.”
He sneered. “What would Alec do if he were here?”
“He would kill ye for speaking to me this way—cousin or no.”
“Alec understood the meaning of loyalty.”
Rhoslyn nodded. “Aye, and you show no loyalty to me or Alec by threating my husband. I warn ye, Duncan, if so much as a hair on St. Claire’s head is harmed, I will not ask any questions. I will kill you. And, in case ye might wonder, my grandfather will bury your remains.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Rhoslyn whirled and hurried from the hallway into the great hall. Her mind raced. Her grandfather had said nothing about swearing fealty to King Edward—or any of the other recent political changes. He had taken an even greater chance than she’d realized by trying to marry her to Jacobus. If Edward learned that Baron Kinsley had conspired behind his back, he would imprison him.
She paused, scanned the crowded room, and spotted her grandfather near the small hearth on the left wall where a minstrel played a harp. She brushed through the crowd, but stopped when she came face to face with Lady Davina.
“Lady Rhoslyn, at last we have a chance to speak with you.” She startled Rhoslyn by pulling her into a hug, then drew back and surveyed her. “Ye look drawn. Are you well?”
Rhoslyn knew what she meant was, ‘What did Dayton St. Claire do to you?’
She hadn’t missed the looks Davina and other woman had cast her way throughout the evening. The other three ladies in her group murmured their agreement that she looked tired, and Rhoslyn replied, “A wedding and celebration in less than two days is taxing.”
“‘Tis more than the work.” A knowing light entered Davina’s eyes. “We heard what happened. For a man whose brother is challenging his marriage, Sir Talbot seems oddly at ease.”
“Lies,” Rhoslyn replied. “If Dayton’s claim had any substance, he would be here under the authority of Edward. Sir Talbot has the written command from his king that he and I are married.” In truth, Rhoslyn was relieved to have gotten St. Claire instead of his brother, but to hear the words from her own mouth tightened the knot in her stomach. She couldn’t, however, let these women see her fear. She shrugged. “Dayton is jealous of his brother and thought to use me as a pawn.” All the truth, and easily deduced.
“But he was alone with ye for a day,” Davina said. 
Spiteful bitch, Rhoslyn fumed. It wasn’t the villagers who spread malicious rumors, but those of her own social station. 
Rhoslyn frowned as if confused. “What are ye saying, Davina?”
“I am saying nothing,” she replied. “I understand the way of things. King Edward betrothed you to Sir Talbot, and ye canna’ ignore his command, nor can Sir Talbot. But not everyone knows you as I do. If a child is born nine months from now—”
“If a child is born nine months from now, that will only prove that St. Claire is a lusty man,” Rhoslyn cut in. 
The other women tittered and Davina lifted her brows. “He is a bonny man. I can well believe he is lusty.” 
A nervous flutter skittered across Rhoslyn’s insides. He was her husband in the eyes of the law and God, and could exercise his husbandly rights anytime he pleased, which meant she would soon learn just how lusty he was. She had known no other man save her husband. And Dayton St. Claire, she realized with a jolt. The weight of his body on hers as he shoved inside her suddenly pressed down on her as it had three days ago. 
“Rhoslyn?” Davina said. 
Davina’s face snapped back into focus. 
“Ye looked as if you were somewhere else.” Davina exchanged a knowing glance with the other ladies. “You were no’ by chance remembering how vigorous your husband is?” Heat flooded Rhoslyn’s cheeks and before she could form a response, Davina added, “In truth, no one will dare gainsay the Dragon’s word, so it will not matter when your babe is born. In fact, the sooner the better.”
“Dinna’ call him the Dragon,” Rhoslyn snapped, then whirled, the sooner the better ringing in her ears. She steered around a crowd and halted when she nearly collided with Lady Elizabeth Broune. Rhoslyn blinked, startled to see her old friend. 
“Elizabeth,” she blurted. 
“Dinna’ look so pleased to see me,” Elizabeth said. 
Under normal circumstances, Rhoslyn would have been ecstatic to see Elizabeth. But she hadn’t seen her since Dougal’s birth. Aside from her grandfather, Elizabeth was the person who knew her best. There would be no hiding from Elizabeth what had happened with Dayton. 
“I-I am very pleased to see ye,” Rhoslyn said. “I am surprised, is all. What are ye doing in Buchan?”
“Iain had business. I came so that my son could visit my parents.”
“Son?” Rhoslyn repeated. A pang of sadness pierced her heart, but she said, “That is wonderful. How old is he?”
“Almost six months now.” Elizabeth’s expression sobered. “I am sorry about Dougal, Rhoslyn. I never had a chance to tell ye.”
Leave it to Elizabeth to address a mother’s concern before worrying about being married off by an English king. Might Elizabeth obtain the pennyroyal for her? Elizabeth had been her most trusted friend her entire life. If there was anyone she could trust... Nay. She loved Elizabeth like a sister, but this was a confidence that even a sister might betray. 
A whisper rose from the darkest regions of her mind, She will remind you that you are murdering your baby.

Elizabeth’s attention shifted past Rhoslyn, and Rhoslyn started when she entwined her arm with Rhoslyn’s. Elizabeth cast her a curious glance, then led her past a group of guests. A serving girl passed and Elizabeth stopped her and took two mugs of wine from her tray. 
She passed one to Rhoslyn, then took a sip of hers before saying, “Why did ye leave without saying goodbye?”
“Because you were far away up north and I was too grief stricken to think clearly.”
Elizabeth nodded. “You could have told your grandfather to at least tell me where ye were. I would have written.”
“I was no’ allowed correspondence. Only my grandfather could communicate with me.”
Elizabeth dipped her head to take another sip of wine, but not before Rhoslyn caught the hurt in her friend’s eyes. “What would you have done?” Rhoslyn demanded. “Have ye any idea what is it like to lose a husband and a son in a fortnight?”
“Nay.”
“Then ye cannot judge me harshly.”
Wasn’t that what everyone was doing, judging her? Andreana, Duncan, Elizabeth, probably even her grandfather. He must believe if she hadn’t stayed away so long, she wouldn’t now be married to St. Claire. 
“Forgive me,” Elizabeth said. “I didna’ mean it that way.” 
Guilt rolled over Rhoslyn. She’d known Elizabeth her entire life. They’d seldom had more than a childish squabble. Elizabeth was one of the kindest women she knew. 
“What of your new husband?” Elizabeth said. “I have yet to meet him.”
Rhoslyn shrugged. “He is English.” 
“Is he terrible?”
Rhoslyn looked toward the head of the table, where St. Claire and Baxter sat in conversation. “See for yourself.” She nodded in his direction. 
Elizabeth turned. “Sweet Jesu. He is very large and very...handsome.”
Frustration pricked. “So everyone keeps saying.”
Elizabeth’s attention returned to her. “Is he cruel?”
Rhoslyn barked a laugh. “Do ye call kidnapping cruel?”
“Are you speaking of his brother?” She laid a hand on Rhoslyn’s arm. “Did he harm you?”
“I am well,” she said too quickly.
It seemed as if Elizabeth would comment, but to Rhoslyn’s relief, she nodded.
“I must speak with my grandfather,” Rhoslyn said. 
The hurt returned to Elizabeth’s eyes. “Mayhap we can talk tomorrow? I will be here for another week. ‘Tis fortunate I was here. I would no’ have known of your wedding celebration, otherwise.”
“I told St. Claire there was little time for anyone to attend, but he was determined to hold the celebration immediately.”
Elizabeth smiled. “Men do like to have their way.”
“Some more than others,” Rhoslyn muttered. 
Elizabeth frowned. “What has he done, Rhoslyn?”
“Nothing.” And it was true. He’d done nothing—nothing terrible, that was. Aside from waylaying her when she’d fled the convent, he had been kind and even caring. She would rather he had been someone she could dislike. Someone like his brother, perhaps. A chill crept up her spine. Nay, not like Dayton. There was a difference in disliking a man and hating one.
“I must speak with my grandfather. It was good to see ye, Elizabeth.” Rhoslyn turned and pushed through the guests milling about the middle of the room. Her grandfather still stood where she’d last seen him. When she reached his side, he stopped talking and turned to her with a raised eyebrow.
She greeted his companions, then said to him, “Have ye a minute to speak with me?”
“Aye.” He nodded to the men and they left. 
Rhoslyn drew him to the other side of the hearth, a little ways away from the musicians. With the music playing and the laughter and gaiety surrounding them, there was little chance of being overheard. 
She leaned close and said, “You didna’ tell me that ye swore fealty to King Edward a month ago.”
He shrugged. “So?” 
“If he discovers you defied him, you will end up in an English prison.”
Her grandfather snorted. “I did not succeed. He will warn me no’ to try such a thing again.”
“What better reason to seize your wealth than because ye disobeyed a royal command?” She shook her head. “And you call me naive.”
He released a heavy sigh. “Leave it be, Rhoslyn. What is done is done. I would have done it one way or another. I did no’ want ye to marry St. Claire.”
“Ye certainly have accepted him,” she said. 
“Fate favored him. At the very least, he does protect his own, and ye are his. I can hope for the best.”
“The best?” she repeated. “Has Edward returned ownership of Banmore Castle to ye?”
“Aye. As well as all my other estates.”
“What of our nobles? Duncan told me Edward has yet to return ownership of their castles.”
“That is true of many,” he replied. “But Edward married you to St. Claire, and it was good business for him to ingratiate himself into my graces.”
“He is only grabbing power.”
“Aye, as are Bruce and Wallace.”
“But they want power for Scotland.’
“And themselves,” he said. She opened her mouth to rebut, but he stopped her. “Aye, they are our nobles and have Scotland’s interest at heart, certainly more than Edward. But they are working hand in hand with him. They fought amongst themselves like children. Someone had to step in and bring order. He made more progress in these last months than our leaders have in a year.”
Rhoslyn couldn’t believe her ears. “Ye sound as if you agree with him.”
“I agree with putting someone on the throne in Edinburgh. Not Edward,” he said quickly. “You underestimate our leaders, Rhoslyn. Do ye think they will let Edward dictate to them any more than I did when he ordered me to marry you to St. Claire?”
“Lot of good your rebellion did,” she muttered. 
“Luck was not with us. Though how St. Claire knew ye were on your way I canna’ say. Did he say how he knew?”
She shook her head. “Nay. I would like to know that, as well.”
Her grandfather grunted. “I wouldna’ be surprised to learn he made a pact with the devil.”
“Just as you did with Edward,” Rhoslyn said. 
“Dinna’ fash yourself over Edward, Granddaughter. Once he has settled the matter of the true successor to the crown, we will deal with him.”
“And how will you deal with my English husband?” she demanded.
“You really dinna’ know?” he asked. 
Her pulse jumped. Was he in league with Duncan? “Ye cannot mean murder?” she said in a low voice. 
He laughed. “I would consider it, but, nay. There is a simpler way.”
“And that is?”
“Fire up his Scottish blood.”
Rhoslyn stared. “That is your plan?”
“Scotland is a siren, and no Scot can resist her song.”
“God save us,” she muttered. 
Before Rhoslyn could say more, she spied St. Claire. He stood now, casually looking down at Lady Isobel Herbert, and still managed to radiate danger. Rhoslyn wondered if it was the shoulders that filled out the mid-thigh length surcoat he wore, but realized it wouldn’t matter whether he wore chainmail or lawn. St. Claire didn’t look dangerous. He was dangerous.
Isobel laughed at something he said and laid a hand on his arm. Rhoslyn’s gaze riveted onto her fingers, small and elegant on the sleeve of his shirt. St. Claire seemed not to notice her touch, but Rhoslyn knew he did. He noticed everything. Yet he didn’t step away. 
“Ye had best beware, Granddaughter,” her grandfather said. “Women like Lady Isobel have no compunctions about warming a married man’s bed.”
“I never had to worry about such things with Alec.” She silently cursed the tremble in her voice. What was wrong with her? 
“Alec was no young man,” her grandfather said.
Neither was Isobel’s husband, which was one reason she had no qualms about seeking her pleasure elsewhere.
“I would no’ give St. Claire a reason to bed another woman,” her grandfather said.
“Men like him do no’ need a reason.”
“Ye canna’ condemn a man for being a man, nor can you condemn him before he has committed the crime.”
“He is not rejecting her advances,” Rhoslyn said.
He unexpectedly looked up from Isobel and met Rhoslyn’s gaze. He said something to Isobel, then started toward Rhoslyn. Her heart pounded. She felt Isobel’s eyes on her and returned the woman’s bold appraisal. Rhoslyn thought she discerned a slight smile on her face and was startled when jealousy stabbed at her. St. Claire approached and Rhoslyn caught sight of his stare. 
Her grandfather leaned close and whispered. “Does the man ever simply look at a body?”
Rhoslyn wondered the same thing. It seemed as if his eyes pierced to her very soul.
He stopped in front of Rhoslyn. “Seward.” He nodded at her grandfather, then said to her, “I am pleased to finally see you, Lady Rhoslyn.”
“I have been here all evening,” she said. 
“Aye, but you have been so busy with the guests, we have had no time together.”
That had been her plan. 
“You look beautiful.”
From the corner of her eye, she saw her grandfather’s brows raise. Warmth crept up her cheeks. Alec had told her she was beautiful. No, not beautiful. Lovely. 
“Thank ye,” she said. 
“Will you sit with me?” He didn’t wait for an answer, but said to her grandfather, “Forgive me, Seward, but I have had no time with my wife.”
“I can remedy that problem.” Her grandfather grasped Rhoslyn’s arm. “Come along, St. Claire.”
Her heart jumped at the thought that he meant to announce that they were leaving the party to consummate the marriage. “Grandfather.” She choked out the word, then nearly sagged when he started away from the staircase that led to the upper floors. Seconds later, he veered around a group of women with St. Claire at his side, and she realized he was headed toward the musicians. 
“Grandfather,” she said under her breath. “Ye will make a spectacle of St. Claire.”
They reached the musicians and Rhoslyn pulled free of him. “I am too busy for this nonsense.”
Her grandfather nodded to the man playing the lute, then leaned close to him and whispered something. The musician continued to play, then nodded when her grandfather straightened.
He turned to them and said over the music. “Do ye dance the reel, St. Claire?”
“Of course, he doesna’ dance the reel,” Rhoslyn cut in. “He is not a Scot.”
“We do dance the reel in England,” St. Claire said. 
Rhoslyn looked at him in horror. “Do you realize what ye are saying? My grandfather intends us to dance.”
“‘Tis tradition for the newlyweds to dance during the wedding celebration,” her grandfather said. “And St. Claire said he hasna’ had any time with ye.”
“Dancing is not spending time together,” she snapped. 
Her grandfather lifted a brow. “Ye prefer to retire to your husband’s bedchambers?”
“Mind your own business, Grandfather.”
The music ended and the musicians struck up a reel. 
“There is no sense in fighting,” St. Claire said. “It is best we follow tradition.” He extended his right arm and Rhoslyn wanted to box his ears. 
“We canna’ dance just the two of us,” she said. 
“Others will join once you begin,” her grandfather said. 
She shot him a fulminating glance before placing her hand on St. Claire’s arm. He led her forward, and the guests parted. He stopped, took two steps away from her, then bowed as if he truly was in King Edward’s court. Rhoslyn curtsied, then rose as he grasped her fingers in time with the music. He surprised her by turning in a tight circle, then gliding gracefully to the left. St. Claire released her and they danced several steps right as if skirting other dancers. Guests took the hint and three couples joined them, Lady Isobel being one of the ladies. 
Rhoslyn stepped back from St. Claire and the women fell into line alongside her with the men opposite. Lady Isobel, Rhoslyn noticed, had placed herself at the far end where, Rhoslyn estimated she would pair with St. Claire for a dance down the center of the other dancers. 
They all danced forward to within inches of one another, then back. Rhoslyn glided to the middle where the man to her opposite left met her and grasped her fingers as they turned a tight circle. The ladies faced one another and bobbed around each other, back to back in a circle, then fell back into line. The men did the same and Rhoslyn caught St. Claire’s eye. A corner of his mouth ticked up and he shrugged. She couldn’t help a laugh and the smile reached his eyes. 
A nervous flutter skittered across the inside of her stomach. This man was the Dragon. The dragon Duncan said would aid his king in bleeding Scotland dry. The same dragon who only this afternoon chased a goat and rescued a peasant’s wedding dress. Rhoslyn startled at the unexpected memory of his hips between her thighs when she’d straddled him. 
Her stomach flipped as the men fell into line. St. Claire and Lady Isobel stepped back on opposite sides when the rest of the dancers clasped hands and began circling. From the corner of her eye, Rhoslyn glimpsed Isobel’s gaze pinned on St. Claire. Ire whipped through her. She took a step too wide, causing the dancer to her right to stumble. The woman righted herself, and they came to a stop full circle, then separated into two lines. 
St. Claire grasped Isobel’s hand and they skipped down the center of the aisle formed by the other dancers. Isobel looked up at him from beneath her lashes as they separated in front of Rhoslyn and the man opposite her. Isobel’s gaze remained on him. Rhoslyn stuck out her foot beneath Isobel’s swirling skirts. Isobel pitched forward with a cry. St. Claire whirled amidst screams and scooped her up before she hit the floor. The other dancers rushed to surround them as Isobel wilted against him. St. Claire started toward the nearest table.
“Are ye all right?” one woman asked. 
“Poor thing,” Margery Kincaid said. “That was well done, Sir Talbot. She would have had a nasty fall if no’ for ye.”
Rhoslyn stared, stunned at her actions, and furious with Isobel—and St. Claire—all in one. What had gotten into her? A woman brushed past her and hurried after the group. Rhoslyn forced her legs into motion and followed. St. Claire stopped at one of the tables. Isobel looked like a small, fragile bundle in his arms. Her sky blue dress a soft contrast against his frame. He surely couldn’t help but notice the dainty fingers that fisted his shirt.
He lowered her into a chair, but she shook her head and clung to him. Rhoslyn rolled her eyes. Isobel was acting as if he had saved her from falling off a cliff instead of a tumble to the floor. He settled her on the chair, but she didn’t release his surcoat and he was forced to crouch beside her. He pulled back and she looked at him with tear stained eyes. 
Rhoslyn hurried to the far end of the table where sat pitchers of ale. She filled a mug, then pushed through the crowd gathered around Isobel and St. Claire. 
Rhoslyn wanted nothing more than to splash the ale in Isobel’s face, but instead, thrust the mug toward the hand that gripped her husband’s shirt. 
“Drink,” she ordered.
As expected, Isobel released St. Claire and reflexively grasped the mug with both hands. St Claire rose and Isobel’s gaze jerked up to Rhoslyn, eyes stormy. Recognition flickered and the pique vanished.
“Thank ye, Lady Rhoslyn.” She took a tiny sip of ale and Rhoslyn had to refrain from rolling her eyes. 
St. Claire stepped back and the ladies closed ranks around Isobel, cooing as if she’d been snatched from death’s door. Rhoslyn turned and found St. Claire beside her. He slid an arm around her waist and started walking. Rhoslyn hoped he couldn’t hear the pounding of her heart. 
“Are ye sure Lady Isobel will be all right?” Rhoslyn asked. 
“She is well tended by the ladies,” he replied. 
Rhoslyn snorted. “The ladies’ attention isna’ what she wants.”
“What does she want?” he asked. 
“Dinna’ be naive,” Rhoslyn said. 
“She does like the attention of men,” he commented.
“And they do no’ mind,” she shot back.
“Lady Rhoslyn, you sound jealous.”
“Jealous? Bah! I am sickened by such behavior. This is our wedding celebration, yet she fawned over ye as if you were a stable boy for the taking.”
“I would not go that far. Though I am pleased you remember this is our wedding celebration.” He navigated around a cluster of men. “Did your cousin remember that as well?”
Rhoslyn snapped her head up to meet his gaze. “What?”
St. Claire looked down at her. “Did he wish you well in your marriage?”
“He isna’ happy with the match.” There was no use denying the obvious.
“He was not happy when I forced him to vacate Glenbarr Castle,” St. Claire replied.
Rhoslyn stopped walking. “Ye forced him to leave? This has been his home for twenty years.”
“Would you have me keep an adder in my home?”
What had Duncan done to reveal his true feelings to St. Claire? 
“You are very free with calling my home yours,” she said. 
“Our home, then. Would you rather he lived here at Castle Glenbarr?”
The truth was, she wouldn’t. She had never been overly pleased to have Duncan living with them when Alec was alive. But, as he’d said, he’d helped manage Alec’s affairs. Given his hostility toward St. Claire, she would have send him on his way if St. Claire hadn’t. 
“He would no’ be happy,” she said. 
St. Claire started forward again. He pulled Rhoslyn close and squeezed between two groups of men. “I imagine he would like to kill me.”
Rhoslyn stumbled. His hold around her waist tightened and she caught herself. 
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“Aye.”
“I hit the mark, then?” he said. 
“Hit the mark?”
“Duncan wants to kill me.”
It wasn’t a question. The man was too discerning. “If ye suddenly died, he would no’ shed a tear.” Rhoslyn caught sight of Andreana seated at the main trestle table and surrounded by several of St. Claire’s men. “I told ye that I didna’ want your men taking up with my women. That includes Andreana. A pack of your dogs have her cornered.” 
He slowed and his gaze shifted to the group. Rhoslyn expected him to shrug off her concerns, but his eyes darkened and he steered them toward the group.
They reached her, and the men stepped back. 
St. Claire released Rhoslyn, and said to the men, “You have better things to do than speak with Lady Andreana. Remember that in the future.”
The men scattered. Rhoslyn sat on the bench beside Andreana. St. Claire sat beside Rhoslyn. She glanced sharply at him, then turned her attention to Andreana. 
“You should no’ be spending time with St. Claire’s men.” 
St. Claire began pouring ale into three mugs. Discomfort sent a ripple of awareness along Rhoslyn’s arm when his arm brushed hers.
“They were only talking to me,” Andreana said. “We sat in plain sight of all your guests.”
St. Claire set ale in front of Rhoslyn, then Andreana. “Your mother is right.”
Andreana frowned. “They did nothing untoward.” 
“Aye, they did,” he said. “They know it is improper to approach you. Not a one of them is in a position to win your affections.”
“Because they are mere knights?” she asked. 
He laughed. “Most are not even knights, Lady. They are simple men-at-arms. They should not deign to look in your direction.”
“There are some who say the same of you and Lady Rhoslyn.”
“Andreana,” Rhoslyn cut in, but St. Claire interrupted. 
“When a king bestows land upon one of them and then betroths him to you, I will agree he is worthy.” 
Andreana frowned. 
“You will not encourage them,” Rhoslyn said. “Do you understand?”
“I gave them no encouragement.”
“A smile is encouragement enough for any man,” St Claire said. 
His mouth twitched with amusement and he looked at Rhoslyn. She smiled before realizing the reaction and his smile broadened. 
He returned his attention to Andreana. “A simple smile, my lady. Nothing more is needed.”



CHAPTER TWELVE
It was true. A woman’s smile was enough to encourage a man to commit even murder. Tonight, however, Talbot was fortunate that Lady Rhoslyn’s smile had simply haunted him, which was enough to make him once again curse his brother to hell. If Talbot knew where Dayton was, he would ride an entire month to lay hands on him, then kill him. Talbot gave a private laugh. It would seem her smile had incited him to murder after all.
The reverie showed no signs of abating as Rhoslyn disappeared into the kitchen. She remained animated and busy, clearly intent upon staying up until the very last guest retired. But Talbot recognized the fatigue in the corners of her eyes and knew he was the reason she hadn’t sought her bedchambers. 
He wondered if she might try to avoid the hunt tomorrow and sleep while he hunted with the guests. That he wouldn’t allow. Neither would he allow her to be so exhausted she fell from her horse. 
Talbot finished the last of the wine he was drinking, then rose. He skirted the guests until he reached the kitchen, and went inside. The bustle in the room came to a halt and Rhoslyn looked up from the platter she was filling with meat. 
Her brow furrowed. “Is there something ye need, St. Claire?”
“Aye.” He came to her side and cupped her elbow. “It is time we retired, Lady Rhoslyn.”
Her eyes widened, then her brows dove down in ire. Talbot easily guessed she wanted to tell him to go to the devil, but she was a highborn lady, and such ladies didn’t bare their feelings before servants...feelings that included the memory of a man who had violated her days before. 
Mistress Muira entered from the pantry. She took the room in at a glance, then said in a clipped voice, “Back to work, lasses.”
The room jumped to life and Talbot plucked a piece of pork off the plate Rhoslyn had been filling and popped it into his mouth. 
“Are ye hungry, St. Claire?” she asked. 
“Nay. It just smelled too good to resist.” He shifted his gaze onto her. “Like you, my lady.” 
To his surprise—and satisfaction—a pretty blush crept up her cheeks.
“Ye may go to your bedchambers, if you like,” she said. “I will join you there later. We have many guests still celebrating. I must see to them.”
Talbot poured a cup of wine from a pitcher. “You must see to them?” 
“Of course. It is my duty.”
He emptied the glass and sat it on the counter. Then he pulled her close. Her head snapped up and Talbot bent and brushed his lips across hers in a gentle kiss. When he pulled back her eyes smoldered with fury. 
“Come along, Lady Rhoslyn. Mistress Muira is capable of handling kitchen tasks.” He looked at the older woman.
“Aye, laird. I have things in hand.”
“Please send up wine to my chambers, Mistress.” Arm still around Rhoslyn, he led her across the room to the servants’ stairs. 
He caught the furtive glance she cast at the women who, though bustling about their business, kept one eye on her. They reached the stairs and he urged her ahead of him. She marched up the stairs. Aye, he would never have to guess what this woman was thinking. There was some comfort in that knowledge. 
Minutes later, they reached his chambers and she whirled on him. “What sort of barbarian are ye to maul me like that in front of the servants?”
He closed the door with a soft click. “Forgive me if I embarrassed you, my lady. I thought it best we assure everyone our marriage is not affected by your kidnapping.”
She frowned. “Ye could have said something.” 
“Servants, maids in particular, can hear through stone walls,” he said. “I could not chance any of them overhearing.”
“There was no need for us to retire so early.”
“Early?” He lifted a brow. “Dawn is but three hours away.”
“Oh,” she said. 
She stood as if rooted to the spot, and he had the suspicion she would stand there all night if it meant they didn’t have to share a bed. 
A rap sounded on the door. Talbot put a finger to his lips and hurried across the room to the bed. He sat down and called “Enter,” as he began tugging off a boot.
A maid entered with a pitcher and two mugs. She set them on the small table near the hearth, then hurried out.
“Would you pour us some wine, Lady Rhoslyn?” he asked as the door clicked shut.
She remained frozen for a moment, then jerked into motion and crossed to the table. A moment later, she appeared beside him and extended a goblet. He dropped his second boot on the floor and took the wine. Rhoslyn took a quick step back and then crossed to the window. She opened the shutter and gazed outside. 
“It is a beautiful night,” he said. 
“Aye,” she replied, her voice wistful. 
Talbot wondered how receptive she would be tonight if not for Dayton. He finished the last of his wine, set the goblet on the table beside the bed, then stood and unfastened his belt. He tossed it onto the bed, then pulled off his surcoat. Rhoslyn glanced his way, but said nothing. His shirt and undershirt followed, and she finally faced him. 
Her gaze shifted to the markings on his right arm. 
“How old was your sister when she died?”
“Fourteen,” he replied. 
“I am sorry. How did she die?”
“A fever.” He crossed to the table with the wine and refilled his goblet. 
She joined him and he froze when she lifted a hand and traced a finger over the picture of his sister on his arm. Her light touch sent a skitter of gooseflesh along his skin. 
“It is so smooth,” she said. “The skin isna’ marred at all.” She looked up at him. “It is as if the picture is a part of you.”
“It is,” he replied. 
She stared for a moment before tearing her gaze from his and taking two steps back. “I have no sisters or brothers,” she said. “It canna’ be easy to lose a loved one.”
“You lost two loved ones.” 
She nodded and took a sip of wine. “How long ago did your sister die?”
“Ten years,” he replied. 
Her eyes lifted to his face over the rim of her goblet “Do ye ever forget?”
“Nay. But the pain does ease.”
“The shock has subsided,” she said as if speaking to herself. 
“That is a start,” Talbot said. 
“Do you still miss her?”
“Aye.” More often than he liked to admit. Talbot finished his wine in two big gulps and set the goblet on the table. He went to the door that adjoined the solar. “I will see you in the morning, Lady Rhoslyn.”
She frowned. “Where are you going?”
“To sleep in your bed.”
“But I thought...” She glanced at the bed, then frowned. “Are you going to leave your clothes strewn about your room?”
He shrugged. “What better way to make your maids think we were occupied with consummating the marriage?”
“But they will see my mussed bed.” Her mouth twitched in amusement. “St. Claire, you willna’ get a wink of sleep in my bed.”
“Why is that?”
“Because ye are very large—too large to sleep comfortably in my bed.” Her amusement vanished and he was startled when pain flared in her eyes. That emotion, too, disappeared as quickly as it had come, and she said, “Mayhap I should sleep in my own bed.”
Talbot recalled the cradle that had occupied a corner of the room when he’d arrived and remembered thinking the room had seemed oddly unused. Suddenly he understood. The babe had died in this room. In all likelihood, her husband had taken his last breath in that bed. How in God’s name was he to bed a wife in the very room where she had lost husband and son? How did a man bed his wife after his brother had raped her?
“As you wish,” he said. “Sleep in your own bed.”
She crossed to the door connecting to their private solar, then stopped and looked at him.
He nodded in the direction of the door. “Go, Lady. Rest well.”
Her brows drew down in uncertainty. 
Talbot met her gaze steadily. “I may be English, but I am no barbarian.” 
* * *
Rhoslyn awoke to a tap on her door. She burrowed deeper into the bedding. The door opened and she discerned the light pad of feet on the stone floor, then the carpet. The scrape of metal across stone followed, and she yawned at realizing one of the maids was tending the fire, which meant it was morning. She didn’t want to rise, but cracked open an eye anyway. Today was the hunt, which meant she couldn’t dally in bed. She looked through the open curtain at the foot of the bed, surprised the curtain was open. Hadn’t she pulled it closed last night?
Alana tossed two logs on the embers, then rose and faced the bed. She smiled, her gaze moving to Rhoslyn’s right. Rhoslyn followed her eyes and started at seeing St. Claire beneath the covers, his exposed back to her. For an instant she could only stare at the broad expanse of muscled flesh, beautiful, despite the scars, then Alana giggled and Rhoslyn jerked her gaze onto the girl. She grinned, then scampered from the room. When the door closed, Rhoslyn braced her feet against St. Claire’s back and shoved. 
“You will have to push harder than that to shove me out of bed.”
His deep voice, gravelly from sleep, startled her, and she froze, her feet still flat against his back. 
“What are ye doing in my bed?” she demanded. “You gave me the scare of my life.”
“A bigger scare than the night I grabbed you from your horse as you fled your convent?”
Ire flared. Rhoslyn shoved at his back with all her might, but it was as if she pushed a stone wall. She grunted with the effort. 
“A little lower, Lady Rhoslyn. You were right. This bed is too small. I have a kink here.” He shifted his hips. 
Rhoslyn gave a frustrated growl and shoved harder—to no avail—then shoved the curtain aside on her side of the bed and leapt to her feet. “Are ye insane?”
He rolled onto his back and shoved his hands behind his head. Her breath caught at sight of his chest. Feather light hair trailed from his belly button to disappear beneath the blanket at his hips. Even in the shadows of the curtained bed, she could discern the ripple of muscle across his stomach. Alec hadn’t looked like that.
She yanked her gaze onto his face. “I thought ye were going to sleep in your own bed.” 
“I did. But early this morning I crawled into bed with you. It will not do for the servants to talk about how we spent our wedding night apart.”
Her mind whirled with the thought of a true wedding night with this man. The long, hard length of him beneath her bottom when he’d held her on his lap at the inn was just a hint of what she could expect. He would be nothing like Alec. Her husband had been kind, gentle, and...and what? Not young, like St. Claire, that much was certain. Guilt and shock dropped in the pit of her stomach like lead. 
“Ye didna’ say anything last night about getting into my bed,” she said. 
He shrugged and Rhoslyn was torn between wanting to box his ears and wanting to stroke the markings on his arm again. She hadn’t forgotten how the muscled arm felt beneath her fingers. Her gaze shifted of its own volition to his right arm where his sister’s face was visible above the blanket. 
Then her mind came to a screeching halt at the realization that his sister’s face reminded her of someone.
They rode out of Castle Glenbarr two hours later, a company of forty-five people and two hounds. A company befitting a king. Twenty of St. Claire’s guardsmen surrounded them. Six spearmen, five archers, one kennel master, her grandfather, eight guests, Andreana, St. Claire, and Rhoslyn. The dogs barked excitedly and the guests called to one another above the tramp of horses’ hooves. 
She had never been on so fine a hunt, and wished she wasn’t on one today. 
She, St. Claire, and her grandfather led the hunt, along with Lord Kinnon, riding at St. Claire’s right. She cast a furtive glance at St. Claire, who talked in low tones with the earl. He sat straight in the saddle as if born to it, which he probably had been. The chevaler strapped to his side and the bow slung over his back seemed almost a natural part of him. She could easily envision him pulling an arrow from the quiver tied to his saddle and felling a large buck before her grandfather could let fly his own arrow.
Years of training had refined his lean frame into a wall of muscle so that his shoulders looked impossibly broad in his red and gold jerkin. His shirt sleeves couldn’t hide the play of muscle in his arms. Rhoslyn unexpectedly recalled the strength of those arms around her when she rode with him on the way home from Stonehaven. Heat rippled through her at the memory of her bare bottom across his thighs—and his hard length flush against her thigh. He hadn’t acted upon his lust, as too many men would have. 
A mental picture of Dayton St. Claire poised over her intruded upon the recollection. Her stomach knotted. Lust hadn’t driven him, at least not lust for her. Greed was what hardened his cock. A wave of revulsion pitched her stomach. 
Rhoslyn gazed left, at trees that blanketed the hills ahead. St. Mary’s lay east, beyond the trees. How she longed to return. Frustration surfaced. The herb garden at the convent was Abbess Beatrice’s pride. There, Rhoslyn could find pennyroyal in abundance. Shame caused her to lower her head. God would surely punish her for thinking of using anything at the convent to end her child’s life. And if Abbess Beatrice could read her thoughts...
“Is something amiss, Lady Rhoslyn?”
Rhoslyn started at the sound of St. Claire’s voice. The baying of the dogs and murmur of conversation brought her back to the present and she looked at him. He stared, brows drawn in concern.
“Nay,” she said. “Should something be wrong?”
“You appeared deep in thought.”
She shrugged. His gaze sharpened and she felt certain he thought she was mimicking his annoying habit of shrugging when asked a question. Her mouth twitched with an unbidden smile, but she managed to restrain the impulse. He lifted a brow. Rhoslyn shrugged again, then returned her attention straight ahead. From the corner of her eye, she saw him study her for a moment before returning his attention to Lord Kinnon. 
“I hear the rebellions in Wales are spreading, Lord Kinnon said. “Does Edward plan another campaign there?” 
“Edward does not confide in me, but I doubt it,” St. Claire said. “The uprisings are not serious.”
Lord Kinnon grunted. “I suppose he is busy enough as arbiter and Sovereign of Scotland.”
“I imagine so,” St. Claire replied. “He has no easy task in that regard.”
“Edward knows what he is doing. He will choose wisely.”
Her grandfather snorted, but said nothing. Rhoslyn easily read his thoughts. By ‘choose wisely’ Lord Kinnon meant ‘John Balliol.’ Lord Kinnon was a supporter of Balliol, and she suspected he hoped to become one of St. Claire’s newest and closest friends in order to ingratiating himself into Edward—and Balliol’s—good graces. 
“What think you of Edward as Sovereign of Scotland, Lady Rhoslyn?” St. Claire asked. 
She jerked her head in his direction. He stared, eyes intense—as always—but she detected something in his expression. Rhoslyn blinked. Was that mischief? It was. What trouble did he intend to make? Then the truth dawned. He, too, suspected Lord Kinnon was a Balliol supporter, and he knew she wasn’t. 
“I think Edward would be wise to stay in England and leave Scotland to sort out her own problems,” she said.
“A dream, Lady Rhoslyn,” Lord Kinnon interjected. “Our leaders quarrel amongst themselves to the point that we canna’ decide who will lead in a single battle.”
“I imagine Wallace or Bruce would decide that without hesitation,” she said. “And our squabbling doesna’ mean an English king should be dictating to us.” 
“Have ye a better idea?” he asked. 
“Anything would be better than English interference.” She thought of Duncan and was glad he wasn’t here to hear her echo his words. 
“Anything?” St. Claire interjected. 
She met his gaze squarely. “Aye.”
“I suppose, then, I should be thankful my mother was Scottish.”
Rhoslyn couldn’t believe her ears... Everyone knew he never spoke of his mother, and considered himself every inch an Englishman, not a Scot. 
“No’ Scottish,” her grandfather corrected, “a Scot. Ye didna’ say anything about being a Scot when Edward gave ye Dunfrey Castle. You flew the English banner—even at the Highland Games.”
“Where I believe I won every match I competed in,” St. Claire replied mildly. 
Rhoslyn hadn’t attended the games that year, for Andreana had been ill and Rhoslyn refused to leave her side. But for months afterward, stories were told of St. Claire’s prowess as a soldier and his loyalty to his king...and, she recalled, the fact that he didn’t dally with the Highland women. 
Luck eluded them that morning, and St. Claire called a halt in a small clearing three hours later when they hadn’t sighted a single deer. He was at Rhoslyn’s side as she brought her horse to a stop. He startled her by grasping her waist and lifting her from the saddle. She braced her hands on his shoulders and his eyes locked with hers as he lowered her. Her knees felt as weak as apple pudding when her feet touched the ground.
His fingers flexed on her waist and she suddenly realized her waist wasn’t as trim as it had been when she’d been Andreana’s age. Birth and the passage of time had rounded her curves. St. Claire couldn’t miss the difference between Andreana’s youthful beauty and Rhoslyn’s fuller curves—especially given how dazzling Andreana looked today in her dark green linen dress. 
 Rhoslyn couldn’t halt the flush of embarrassment that warmed her cheeks. St. Claire’s gaze sharpened. He hadn’t released her, and her embarrassment grew more acute when she glimpsed Lady Isobel glancing their way. The kennel master knelt, tying the hounds to a tree near a large boulder to their left and the rest of the party had moved a discreet distance away.
“Seward insists there is game aplenty here in Buchan,” St. Claire said. 
Rhoslyn nodded. “My grandfather always returns home with game.” Why didn’t he step away? 
“Did you lay a wager that he would beat me?”
“I did not.”
“Then you wagered that I would beat him.”
She shook her head. “Nay.”
“If you wager on me I will work doubly hard to win,” he said.
“I think you had better work doubly hard not to lose your horse.”
“I do love that horse,” he mused. “If you will not lay a wager on me, would you give me a favor?”
She frowned. “We are no’ at court in London.”
“True, but I am an English knight and you are my wife. It would please me to carry something of yours.”
“I have nothing.”
“The scarf in your hair is perfect.”
She had forgotten that scarf. Was Lady Isobel still staring? How could she not be? How could all of them not be staring? St. Claire stood so close she almost tasted his breath. If she gave him her scarf everyone would talk. Wasn’t that what he wanted? He released her and before she could step away he began unfastening the scarf from her hair. 
“St. Claire,” she protested. “My head will be bare if you take the scarf.”
“This is the first time I have seen you cover your hair,” he said, his attention on the scarf. “You have beautiful hair. Why hide it now?” 
He freed the scarf and she froze when he brought the fabric to his nose and breathed deep, eyes closed. Her heart began to pound. There was no way their guests could have missed a single thing that passed between them, and this... 
He opened his eyes. “I will treasure this small gift, my lady.” 
Rhoslyn tamped down on the urge to yank free. Gossip would follow if she were seen fleeing her husband. St. Claire grasped her hand and brought it to his lips. His mouth, warm and soft against her flesh, sent a prickle of awareness up her arm. He released her, then slipped the scarf between his mail shirt and shirt. 
“Are you hungry?” he asked. 
“Aye,” she replied, though she didn’t think she could swallow a bite. 
He tied the horses’ reins to a nearby bush, then slid an arm around her waist and turned toward the rest of the party. Some guests sat on rocks, others on fallen branches and the ground. They talked in low tones and ate the bread and cheese that had been packed for them. Rhoslyn wished she didn’t have to face them. Alec had been attentive, but other than a chaste kiss to her hand and the occasional endearment, he didn’t make public displays of affection. Affection? Nay, what St. Claire did wasn’t affection. It was to forestall any questions about the kidnapping. 
They reached the picnickers and Lady Isobel called, “Lady Rhoslyn, sit with us.” She patted the large rock upon which she and Andreana sat.
Isobel was the last person Rhoslyn wanted to sit with, but she smiled and said, “Thank you, Lady Isobel.” 
St. Claire released her and she joined the women. He gave her some of the bread and cheese. She accepted and couldn’t prevent her gaze from straying to him as he lowered himself onto the ground beside Lord Kinnon and two other guests. 
The sun warmed Rhoslyn’s face. Her heart had slowed and the food had revived her so that she felt that the remainder of the day might not be so bad, after all.
“Will you walk with me?” Isobel asked. “We face several hours in the saddle, and I would no’ mind stretching my legs.” 
“Aye.” Rhoslyn looked at Andreana. “Will you come?”
She shook her head. “I will stay here.”
Rhoslyn stood with Isobel and they strolled toward a cluster of daisies growing at the edge of the clearing. She squatted to pick a few while Isobel continued on. The horses nickered and Rhoslyn glanced up. Her palfrey skittered away from St. Claire’s horse and whinnied. The stallion snorted and shifted restlessly.
St. Claire rose and strode to the horses. He ran a gentling hand along the mare’s neck and she stilled. He turned to his horse and—the dogs began barking. Rhoslyn jerked her gaze onto them. They strained against their leashes, snarling. Then Lady Isobel screamed. 
Rhoslyn surged to her feet as a large blur shot from the trees. Andreana’s screams mingled with the men’s shouts. The boar charged Isobel as she scrambled up the high rock near where the dogs strained against their leashes, snarling and growling. The boar bellowed and turned toward Rhoslyn. 
She couldn’t reach the rock Isobel had climbed. Rhoslyn fell back two paces, scanning wildly for another rock. She spotted the kennel master racing past toward the dogs. The boar veered toward him. The man skidded to a halt, then whirled back toward the group as Rhoslyn stumbled toward a tree fifteen feet away. 
An arrow whizzed past her. She glanced over her shoulder. The boar suddenly turned her way again. A spear sailed through the air and grazed the boar’s back. Blood spurted from the wound. He bellowed, lowered his head, and charged.
“Duck, Rhoslyn!” her grandfather shouted. “We canna’ shoot him with ye—”
Her toe snagged on something and she crashed to the ground. Pain splintered through her shoulder. She rolled onto her back, the snarls and growls of the hounds deafening. The boar leapt into the air. Rhoslyn screamed and brought her arm up. An arrow pierced the beast’s heart. He squealed. Another arrow tore through his hind quarters as he dropped like a stone onto her legs. His hooves scored the ground and he growled low. Two more arrows whizzed over her, stirring the hair on the boar’s neck and disappeared into the grass. 
Rhoslyn started to push up, but movement in the corner of her eye jerked her gaze to the right. St. Claire stood, bow aimed as an arrow jettisoned from the weapon toward her. She jammed shut her eyes. The boar jerked and she snapped her eyes open. The arrow protruded from the creature’s skull, a hair’s breadth from her thigh. 
Her grandfather dropped down beside her and shoved the boar off her legs. He seized her and pulled her upright. Her legs gave way beneath her and St. Claire caught her and swept her into his arms. Rhoslyn buried her face in his chest and the tears fell as if a dam had broken. 
Warmth enveloped her and a low, deep voice whispered incomprehensible words. She went limp in St. Claire’s arms and cried until, at last, her sobs subsided and she became aware of the low murmur of voices, as well as the hilt of the sword pressing against her leg. St. Claire breathed deep and the solid wall of warmth her cheek rested against rose and fell with the action. Rhoslyn released a stuttered breath. 
“Rhoslyn. Rhoslyn. Are ye all right?”
Rhoslyn recognized Andreana’s voice, and the tremor that made it sound as if she hovered on the verge of tears. Rhoslyn couldn’t find her voice, so simply nodded. The shock had worn off, and embarrassment set in.
“If you can ride, we will return home.” St. Claire’s voice reverberated through her. 
“We need not return home,” she spoke against his chest. 
“Nay, lady. I would prefer you return home.”
Her shoulder ached and she realized she did want to go home. Rhoslyn nodded He gathered her closer and started to stand with her in his arms. She pushed upright. As expected, everyone surrounded them. Her cheeks burned. 
“I can stand, St. Claire.”
“Let him carry ye.” Andreana said.
“Andreana—”
“Please?” Tears shimmered in her stepdaughter’s eyes.
Rhoslyn sighed. “Aye, he can carry me.”
Andreana grasped her hand and pressed it to her cheek. A lump formed in Rhoslyn’s throat. How lonely and scared had Andreana been all those months Rhoslyn deserted her? Andreana released her and St. Claire stood. He called out an order for one of the men to pick up the boar while the rest prepared to leave. 
“There is no need for everyone to return,” Rhoslyn said. “The day is young. Send a few of your men with me, and the rest of you continue the hunt.”
He shook his head. “Our guests may continue, but you ladies will return with me and my men.” They reached the horses and St. Claire lifted her onto the saddle. He turned and said to Lord Kinnon, “What say you, my lord, would you prefer to continue the hunt?”
A hard gleam appeared in his eyes. “I suddenly have a taste for wild boar—lots of wild boar. If you can spare your spearmen, I would see if there are any of that boar’s kinsmen in the vicinity.”
St. Claire nodded. “I will leave the archers with you, as well.”
 Lord Kinnon smiled. 
Minutes later, the party split up, and Rhoslyn rode alongside Andreana and Lady Isobel surrounded by fifteen of St. Claire’s guardsmen with him at the lead. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“I was so afraid,” Andreana told Rhoslyn after they’d been riding for a short time. “The archers could not get a clear shot of the boar because ye kept getting in the way.” She glanced at Rhoslyn. “I couldna’ bear to lose you.”
A lump lodged in Rhoslyn’s throat. How selfish she’d been. She lost a husband and son, but Andreana lost father and brother. Then Rhoslyn left her. She grieved just as Rhoslyn did. Rhoslyn had told herself she was going to the convent just long enough to clear her heart of grief, but if not for King Edward’s command to marry she would still be there. Perhaps her betrothal was God’s punishment for deserting her family. She started. If marriage to an Englishman was divine justice, how much more was her punishment to bear a child conceived in violence? 
“God’s avenging angel,” Andreana said. 
Rhoslyn looked sharply at her. “What?”
Andreana stared at the men ahead. “Sir Talbot. I have never seen the like. When he notched his bow...”
“Not a hint of emotion moved on his face,” Lady Isobel finished for her. “He has ice in his veins.”
It did seem as though he was made of ice. Rhoslyn recalled how he stood forty feet away. Too far to reach her before the boar. Close enough for her to discern the intense concentration in his expression—and the determination. A contrast to the fury that had flashed in his eyes when he’d rammed his fist into Jacobus’s belly after the young man laid his hand on his sword hilt. But St. Claire hadn’t let his anger control him even then. The dispassionate tone of his voice had belied the flash of his eyes. 
“The tales of his skill as a hunter didna’ do him justice,” Isobel said. “All three of his arrows found their mark.”
Rhoslyn looked at her. “The three arrows that felled the boar were St. Claire’s?”
“Aye,” Andreana said. “Ye ran in an erratic line. As I said, the archers and spearmen couldna’ shoot for fear of hitting you.”
“Some did shoot,” Rhoslyn said. “I saw the arrows, and a spear.”
Andreana nodded. “But if you hadna’ been in the way, they could have felled the boar with a dozen arrows. It is fortunate Sir Talbot stood beside the horses. He had a clear vantage point.”
“The man isna’ human,” Lady Isobel said. 
Isobel’s voice held a hint of fear, but interest lit her eyes. Rhoslyn turned her face away in disgust. Only last night St. Claire had saved Isobel just as he had her. Maybe that gave Isobel reason to think he wanted her. Though he had immediately deposited her onto a chair and tried to disentangle himself. But then, all their guests looked on. To have settled Isobel on his lap would have been a direct insult to Rhoslyn.
She was fooling herself. Men seldom turned from a beautiful woman’s attentions. Alec hadn’t kept a mistress, but he was no young man. He had been good to Rhoslyn, attentive and caring, but his passion had diminished greatly over the years. St. Claire, on the other hand, was clearly a passionate man. Though he had made no attempt to bed her yet. Why?
Rhoslyn cast a furtive glance at Isobel. Her eyes remained on St. Claire’s back. Rhoslyn would wager a full harvest that the woman was envisioning the glow of firelight off his naked body, slick with sweat after making love to her. His large hand slid along her ribs to the curve of her waist then hip. Rhoslyn’s pulse skipped a beat when his fingers brushed her thigh, then traced a line upward to the curls between her legs. 
Mortification jarred her from the fantasy. Sweet Jesu, how had her mind gone from knowing what Lady Isobel was thinking to seeing her own naked body pressed against St. Claire’s arousal? A strange emotion flitted across her insides and she found herself even more disturbed by the desire that stirred between her legs. 
She swallowed against a dry throat. He was exceedingly handsome. She didn’t half blame Isobel for lusting after him. No doubt, most women did. But he had sworn fealty to a king who intended to rule Scotland by the might of knights like him. He was, in fact, Scotland’s devil, the enemy that would destroy them from within. How much easier it would be to hate him if angry horns jutted from his head, and his eyes blazed red with hellfire. Nay, she added after conjuring the image. Even as a demon he would be beautiful. 
Rhoslyn’s attention snapped onto St. Claire when he reached for his sword. The snap of a twig beneath horses’ hooves sounded within the trees. The scrape of steel followed as the guardsmen drew their swords. Riders shot out from the trees on both sides of the road. St. Claire released his sword hilt, deftly unslung his bow, and pulled an arrow from the quill strapped to his saddle. 
In an instant, Rhoslyn counted twelve men, swords drawn. Half a dozen of St. Claire’s guardsmen broke from the circle and met their attackers head on. The remaining nine men closed ranks so closely around them that Rhoslyn was forced to keep a tight rein on her horse to prevent it from shying. Andreana’s horse gave a shrill cry and started to rear. Rhoslyn seized the reins and yanked them downward. 
“Hold her steady,” Rhoslyn ordered as steel rang against steel. 
An arrow flew from St. Claire’s bow. The arrow found its target even as a second arrow flew, then another. Rhoslyn’s heart thundered. All three arrows felled an enemy. An enemy warrior notched an arrow for a shot at St. Claire. 
“St. Claire!” Rhoslyn shouted, but he had already turned, another arrow pointed, and let the shaft fly. 
The man’s arrow flew through the air, missed St. Claire, and sailed past. A attacker reached him. A scream stuck in Rhoslyn’s throat when the man swung his sword toward St. Claire’s head. St. Claire yanked his sword free of its scabbard in time to block the blow. He parried, his blade moving in a blur as he drove the man back. Suddenly, he kicked his horse forward. The animal lunged and Talbot drove his sword through the man’s belly. 
Her heart leapt into her throat when another enemy warrior shot past him, sword swinging. St. Claire wheeled his horse around so quickly that Rhoslyn could scarce believe it when he thrust the blade through the man’s back. 
Andreana screamed. Rhoslyn jerked her gaze onto her. A nearby guardsman fell from his steed as an enemy warrior yanked his sword from the man’s neck. The man who had killed him charged the guards nearest Rhoslyn. Another barreled down on them to her left where Andreana sat atop her horse. 
Rhoslyn’s heart pounded. The guardsman surrounding them edged closer to the three of them. The double attack was sure to break their line of defense and she, Andreana, and Isobel would be vulnerable. Sweet God, why hadn’t she brought a dirk? She hadn’t thought with all the men St. Claire brought that she would need a weapon. 
“Lady Isobel,” Rhoslyn said. “Have ye a dagger?”
“If I had a dagger I would kill at least one of those bastards.”
The men reached them and two of the guardsmen met their steel with ferocious swings of their swords. One of St. Claire’s men landed a blow to his opponent’s neck that sent the man flying to the ground. Hope surged through Rhoslyn, but in the next instant, another half dozen enemy riders poured from the trees. She glanced at Andreana. Her step-daughter stared wild-eyed with fear. One of the riders bore down on them. Rhoslyn scanned the road. The fighting surrounded them. They wouldn’t ride ten feet before an enemy caught them, but they had to try.
“Ride!” Rhoslyn hissed. 
Lady Isobel gave a sharp nod. 
Rhoslyn tightened her grip on the reins. “Andreana,” she began, then broke off when St. Claire shot into view, sword raised. 
One of the men bearing down on them jerked his head in St. Claire’s direction, but too late. St. Claire swung his sword and slit his throat in one clean cut. Blood spurted across his arm in the instant before the man toppled from his horse. 
“Sweet Mother of God,” Isobel breathed. 
St. Claire turned his horse, leaned forward in the saddle and galloped after the second rider. The man glanced over his shoulder, then veered right, narrowly missed two fighters and headed toward the trees. 
Rhoslyn’s horse sidestepped, bumping Andreana’s horse. Rhoslyn tightened her grip on the reins, her gaze fixed on St. Claire as he swung his sword in an arc that caught an enemy warrior across his back. The man’s scream rose above the clash of swords. Her heart raced. The rumors of St. Claire’s ruthlessness in battle were true—and more. Ice did flow through his veins.
He whirled his horse toward one of the guards who was losing ground to his opponent, reached the fighters, and drove his sword through the attacker’s ribs. The man’s head snapped around and he slashed at St. Claire’s midsection St. Claire’s sword descended upon the man’s wrist, severing his hand. 
“We must ride,” Rhoslyn shouted. 
St. Claire’s horse skittered aside, and St. Claire turned him full circle. “Rhoslyn,” he shouted, “stay here. Others may be waiting in ambush.” He whirled back to the fight.
Panic caused her heart to race. St. Claire felled another warrior, then another. Rhoslyn gasped when one of the enemy landed a blow on his arm. St. Claire jabbed with his blade, piercing the man’s mail. The warrior retreated, tried to parry St. Claire’s assault, then wheeled his horse and raced down the road. 
St. Claire shot past one of his warriors and drove a fist into the side of his opponent’s face as he raced by. An enemy warrior dashed through an opening between their guardsmen and Andreana. She shrieked. Lady Isobel forced her horse up beside them and lashed at the man’s face with her reins. He backhanded her across the cheek. She jerked to the side, but stayed on the saddle.
Rhoslyn kicked her mount’s ribs and the palfrey lunged forward. She did as Isobel had and lashed her reins across the man’s face as he grabbed Andreana’s arm. One of their guardsmen whirled and plunged into the circle and slashed at the man’s face with his sword.
A hand seized her arm and yanked. Rhoslyn’s grip on her pommel slipped. She snapped the reins across her attacker’s face. The leather cracked like a whip and blood sprang up in a line across one cheek and eye. He howled, and his grip loosened.
Rhoslyn kicked her horse’s belly and the beast lunged forward. She dodged left to avoid one guardsman, but slammed into an enemy’s horse. Rhoslyn jarred, and began falling from the saddle, but hung on. The enemy warrior retreated in his parry against one of the guardsman, and the guardsman drove his sword into the man’s neck. She turned her horse around and gasped when another man came up behind Andreana and grabbed her. 
“Andreana,” Rhoslyn shouted. 
St. Claire shot into view, sword slicing across the back of the man’s neck. The man toppled to the ground and seconds later, the last of the enemy raced away from them. 
Andreana burst into tears. Rhoslyn urged her horse past the guard, dismounted, and helped her from her horse. The girl collapsed into her arms. She held Andreana close while Isobel knelt beside one of St. Claire’s men. 
Rhoslyn glanced around at the fallen men. At least two dozen of the enemy lay dead or wounded. Not wounded, she realized. If any of the fallen men lived, it would be nothing short of a miracle. 
* * *
When Rhoslyn entered their private solar, Talbot shifted his attention from Seward. The shock had disappeared from her expression, but her eyes were drawn at the corners. Seward stood, and she crossed to him without a word and nearly fell into his embrace. 
“Stay strong, lass,” he said after a moment. 
She nodded and pulled back. He led her to the bench near the fire where Talbot stood and they sat together. 
“Did the hunt fare well?” she asked. 
“Lord Kinnon shot a deer,” Seward replied. “And there is the boar. Mistress Muira is looking forward to carving him up.”
Rhoslyn gave a small smile. “’Tis a shame ye lost your wager with St. Claire.”
Seward cut him a glance. “Your life is worth the loss of my sword.”
“I did not win the sword fairly,” Talbot said. “We will save the wager for another day.”
 Rhoslyn looked at him. “How far do ye think your brother is willing to go in order to have me?”
“As far as he has to. Today is yet another example of that.”
She nodded, but her eyes flicked from his and he knew she wasn’t certain Dayton was responsible for today’s attack. She believed—or at least wondered—if Duncan was responsible. 
Anger had radiated off Duncan in waves last night—anger and the sense that he’d been cheated out of what was rightfully his—Lady Rhoslyn included. But would he stage an attack? Talbot suspected Duncan would take a more direct and easier approach. Poison, a knife in the back, maybe. It took money to induce men to risk their lives. Two dozen skilled warriors wouldn’t come cheap. Their attackers wore breeches, which made Talbot suspect they’d come from Stonehaven. More oft than not, the locals near Castle Glenbarr wore Highland kilts. The evidence pointed at Dayton. But Talbot had learned even the greatest fool could be dangerous. 
“St. Claire and I think it is best if ye stay at Castle Glenbarr until we catch his brother,” Seward said. 
“What?” Rhoslyn cut her gaze to Talbot. “That could be months, maybe longer.”
“He will not wait long before striking,” Talbot said.
“I will no’ be a prisoner in my own home.”
“I will catch him.”
“What if he was no’ behind the attack?” she asked.
“Who else could it be?”
She hesitated. 
“Perhaps your cousin?” he asked. 
“Duncan?” she blurted. 
“Why would Duncan attack you?” Seward asked. 
“Ask your granddaughter,” Talbot said. 
The old man frowned. “What is this about, Rhoslyn?”
“He is angry St. Claire forced him to leave Castle Glenbarr.”
“Duncan can be an ass,” Seward said, “but he isna’ capable of orchestrating such an attack.”
“You know your kin better than me,” Talbot said. “But to rule out other possibilities when nothing is known is a fool’s mistake.”
Seward snorted. “It isna’ that he is not capable of hating ye enough to do it. The truth is, he does not command enough respect among men to gain their loyalty, and he can no’ afford to hire mercenaries. Look for something more underhanded from Duncan.”
So Talbot had been right. 
“Grandfather,” Rhoslyn admonished. “Duncan was loyal to Alec. He never stole a single silver piece from us.”
Seward laughed. “Only because he believed he would one day be master of Glenbarr.”
“That is ridiculous,” Rhoslyn said. “Alec and I had a son, and there is Andreana. At the very least, the castle would pass to her.”
“And her husband,” Seward said. “But that doesna’ matter. Duncan wants you.”
Rhoslyn’s eyes widened. “He told you that?” 
“He didna’ have to say it,” Seward said. “He was more anxious than he should have been to know where ye had gone. It does not matter. I do not believe he was behind today’s attack, but it doesna’ matter. You will not leave Castle Glenbarr until Dayton St. Claire is dead.”
“I will not remain in the castle,” she shot back. 
“Aye, lady, you will,” Talbot said. “I will take no more chances with your safety. You will remain at Castle Glenbarr until I say otherwise.”
She opened her mouth to reply, but Seward spoke in an obvious attempt to quiet her. “’Tis a shame none of your attackers survived. Ye might have learned something.”
Talbot agreed. But he didn’t regret killing every last one of the bastards. 
* * *
Minutes later, St. Claire left Rhoslyn alone with her grandfather. It would take some time to wash the grime and blood off his body. 
The door clicked shut behind him before she asked her grandfather, “Do ye not think you are making too much of this?”
He gave her a thin-lipped look. “Men died today.”
Guilt crashed over her. She hung her head.
“Your husband is right. His brother willna’ wait to try and abduct you again. He will grow more desperate with each passing day.”
“Use me as bait. Lure him to us,” she said.
Her grandfather snorted. “If St. Claire allowed that I would kill him. But I dinna’ think he would.”
Rhoslyn didn’t think so either. 
“I see why Edward chose him to marry ye.”
“You do?”
“Not since your great uncle Liam have I seen such an archer. What was he like in battle?”
“Fearsome,” she said, and recalled the cold detachment with which he wielded his blade. Then she remembered the fury on his face when he’d discovered her tied to Dayton’s bed. The contrast between cold and hot sent a shiver down her spine. Was this the same man who had chased a goat in order to save a wedding dress? 
“I wish I could have seen him,” her grandfather said. 
“Ye may yet get a chance,” Rhoslyn replied. Then remembered what she wanted to ask. “Have you seen the picture of his sister on his arm?”
He shook his head. “Nay.”
“The girl’s face is familiar. Ye remember Lady Peigi?”
He nodded. “Cailin Kenzie’s daughter.”
“Aye. The picture on St. Claire’s arm is the spitting image of her.”
Her grandfather shrugged. “There are often resemblances between strangers.”
Rhoslyn shook her head. “Nay. When I say she is the spitting image, I do no’ exaggerate. I was young, but I remember when she returned to claim her father’s title after his death. She created quite a stir when she claimed the title.” 
He gave a short laugh. “She did do that. He hated her for leaving and swore he would outlive her. Many thought he would succeed. He lived to eighty-two.”
“Do ye remember that Lady Peigi’s mother is no’ Scottish?” Rhoslyn asked.
“Aye, Kenzie brought her to Buchan from Galicia. He met her while on pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela.”
“Her features betrayed her heritage,” Rhoslyn said. “Her face is longer and her eyes more slanted than ours.”
He nodded, eyes unfocused as if remembering. “She was very beautiful, even as she aged.”
Rhoslyn leaned closer. “I am telling you, the face is the same. Do ye no’ think that strange? Perhaps, if they looked very much the same, and had been of Scottish descent, it would not be so odd. But how is it St. Claire’s sister looks like a woman who is also not of pure Celtic blood?”
“It does seem strange,” he agreed. “I would like to see this marking. Can ye arrange some way for me to see it?”
“Perhaps if he works outdoors he will take off his shirt.” The thought sent a shiver through her. What had come over her? She couldn’t once remember experiencing a shiver at the thought of Alec’s naked chest.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Rhoslyn opened her eyes and lifted them to the Virgin Mary in the nook of the small chapel. “Four more days have passed and still my flux has no’ come. Please, Holy Mother, beg your Son no’ to punish me in this way.” Desire rose to obtain the herbs to abort the possible pregnancy and guilt twisted her belly. “Forgive me,” she whispered while a voice inside her cursed her grandfather and St. Claire for imprisoning her in Castle Glenbarr. They were right, it was too dangerous to leave. Four of St. Claire’s guardsmen had died in yesterday’s attack. She couldn’t ask more men to die to protect her. But being confined meant she had no chance to find the needed herbs. 
“Is it so wrong not to want this man’s child?” she asked, but silence was her only answer. “Have you also deserted me, good lady?” 
Fear stabbed soul deep. She as much just told the Holy Mother she was beyond God’s grace. Sweet Jesu, God was sure to punish her further if he found her guilty of sloth. She racked her memory. What was the prayer for forgiveness for committing one of the seven deadly sins? 
Rhoslyn prostrated herself on the stone floor and began to pray.
At last, Rhoslyn tore herself away from the chapel. If St. Claire noticed how much time she spent praying, he might ask what was wrong. She started across the bailey toward the storeroom and caught sight of her grandfather striding from the stables. He slowed and they met near the stables.
“We need to talk,” he said without preamble.
Unease prickled down her spine. “Is something wrong?”
He turned her back toward the castle and began walking.
“I was going to the storeroom,” she said. 
“Later.” He waited for a group of men to pass, then said, “Ye are not living up to your wifely duties.”
Rhoslyn stopped short and stared. Two women passed carrying baskets and Rhoslyn started forward again, but waited until she was certain they were out of earshot before saying, “I wonder not only how you came to this conclusion, but what emboldens you to think ye have the right to speak to me of such personal matters.”
“I am your grandfather. That gives me the right. As to how I came to the conclusion, I have eyes. I can tell when a husband and wife are no’ sharing a bed.”
“If you doubt that St. Claire slept in my bed, ask Alana. She saw him there.”
“Sleeping in a woman’s bed isna’ the same as bedding her. The man doesna’ strike me as being anything like his brother. But if ye tell me he is cruel to you, I will kill him and face Edward’s wrath.”
“I think you have interfered enough, Grandfather.”
He barked a laugh. “Are ye saying that because I took you from the convent, your troubles are my fault?”
“Nay,” she grudgingly replied. “But you havena’ helped matters, either.”
“I disagree,” he said, “but that does not matter. What matters is now. Do ye despise him for what happened?”
“Nay.” 
“Then why has he not bedded ye?”
“This is none of your affair,” she warned.
“Aye, it is. Since we are stuck with the man, I want great grandchildren while I am still able to teach them what it means to be a Highlander.”
Her heart twisted. She wanted that was well. What if it was Dayton St. Claire’s son she bore instead of Sir Talbot’s? Would her grandfather reject the child? They reached the postern door. He opened it and motioned her to enter. He followed and she veered right, toward the table at the far end of the great hall. He grasped her arm and steered her toward the stairs.
“We are no’ finished,” he said, and urged her up the stairs.
They reached the third floor and entered her private solar. “Why are ye doing this?” she asked when he closed the door. “You were the one who was most against the marriage. You even tried to marry me to Jacobus.”
“Aye, but that opportunity passed.” He met her gaze. “I know Dayton St. Claire did more than kidnap ye. I saw it in your eyes the day I met you in the inn.”
Rhoslyn startled, but managed to check the panic that shot through her. 
“St. Claire has accepted you as his wife and he wants ye,” he said. 
“What do you mean?” she blurted. “That is ridiculous.”
“Is it? I see the way he looks at ye.”
Her heart beat painfully fast. “All men see is lust.”
He grunted. “I am still vigorous enough to understand and recognize desire when I see it.”
“Grandfather!”
“Dinna’ act like a thirteen-year-old virgin. Ye were married eight years, and I made sure ye understood the reality of life from the time you were a child. He wants you, which is to his credit. Many men would blame a woman for what happened to ye and hold a grudge. ‘Tis not so with St. Claire. What will ye do if you find yourself pregnant with his brother’s child?”
Rhoslyn drew a sharp breath before catching herself. 
Her grandfather’s eyes narrowed. “Ye are no’ already carrying his child, are you?”
“I am no’ pregnant,” she snapped.
“Have ye had your flux?”
She stared in horror. “That is none of your business.”
He gave a succinct nod. “Just as I thought. ‘Tis time ye got down to the business of bedding your husband.”
“Business? Is that how ye see my marriage?” 
“In this case, yes. You did no’ marry the man out of love.” His expression softened. “I say this for your own good. You canna’ allow what happened to paralyze you. You could have done worse than Talbot. Ye could have gotten a man like his brother.”
She shuddered. Worse, his brother could have succeeded. 
When Rhoslyn neared the stables that afternoon, male laughter coming from the side of the building caused her to slow.
“Go on, lad, you can catch her,” came a deep English voice she didn’t recognize.
Another round of laughter went up, even more boisterous than the last. She crept forward and peered around the edge of the building. St. Claire and several of his men stood facing the far side of the building. Sounds of a scuffle ensued, and St. Claire threw back his head and laughed. Rhoslyn startled at the sound of his rich laughter amongst the guffaws of his men. Although she watched him in profile, she noticed a softening of the normally hard lines of his face. He looked ten years younger. 
His broad shoulders shook with laughter. “Have you not the bollocks to tame her, lad?” 
“Is that how you let a female treat you?” a third said, and more laughter erupted. 
“She willna’ obey me,” a young male voice replied. 
Rhoslyn recognized John Forster’s voice, eldest son of the most prominent freeman who worked their land. 
“You cornered her,” a large man said. “Now you must bring her to heel or she will never obey you.”
“Show her who is master,” another said. 
“Give her a good swat on the rump,” one said. “That will teach her you mean business.”
“That never works,” another said. “Mount her, lad. Do not give her a chance to get away.”
A hard bump against the wall was followed by a woman’s cry.
“Ina, I didna’ mean to hurt ye,” John said. “Hold still, damn you.” 
The sound of a body knocking hard against the wall came next.
Rhoslyn froze. 
Some of the men darted from view around the building.
“You have her, John,” St. Claire said. “She cannot get past us.”
“Want me to hold her?” another said.
John grunted, then shouted, “I did it.” 
Was he panting? 
“You would think he cornered a lion,” one man said. 
St. Claire chuckled. “She did put up a fight.” 
Rhoslyn broke from shock and lunged forward, nearly tripping in her rush to reach them. St. Claire’s head snapped in her direction. Amusement seemed frozen on his face. In that instant, his unguarded expression confused her, and she couldn’t reconcile the man who had tenderly freed her from the bed where her rapist had tied her with the man who cheered on a wisp of a boy while he raped a woman. The look vanished and she jarred from her confusion when his eyebrows dove down in a fierce frown. 
He started toward her. “What is it, Lady Rhoslyn?”
She pushed past him and around the building, then stopped cold at sight of John with—
Iron fingers closed around her arm and swung her around. “What is amiss?” St. Claire demanded. 
“I—” She cut her gaze back to John.
“Rhoslyn.” 
She looked back at St. Claire. “I—”
John halted in front of her, gripping the reins of the horse their stable master had recently broken. Ina sat astride the animal. 
“Look, my lady,” Ina said. “John has given me this horse. He is teaching me to ride.” 
The young man blushed, for he was sweet on Ina and everyone knew it. 
No one laughed or teased him this time. They all stared at her. St. Claire’s gaze sharpened and she read understanding in his eyes. 
He released her and said to John. “Lead the horse around the bailey for your lady’s first ride, John. Let them both grow accustomed to the saddle.”
The boy’s blush deepened and he started toward the courtyard. 
When John had passed, St. Claire turned to her. “Will you walk with me, Lady Rhoslyn?”
Inwardly she cringed. But she nodded and they began strolling in the direction John had gone. 
Once they were well out of earshot of his men, he said, “Do you really think I would stand by and watch a man abuse a woman?”
Shame flushed her cheeks. “I am sorry.”
“I have not gone in pursuit of Dayton,” he said.
The abrupt change of subject startled her. 
“I wanted—want—nothing more than to look under every rock in Scotland for him. But I made the mistake of not protecting you as I should have and I feared...” His words trailed off, and Rhoslyn found she couldn’t speak. He looked down at her. “Mayhap my not going gave you the impression—”
“Nay,” she cut in. “I never thought that.”
“Until now.”
She lowered her eyes. “I truly am sorry.”
A group of men approached and St. Claire cupped her elbow and steered her around them. His gentle finger pressure sent a strange heat through her and she nearly snatched her arm away once they passed the men. 
“I do know ye are no’ the kind of man to allow anyone to harm a woman,” she said. 
Odd that he should be so gentle with her, and such a ruthless killer at the same time. She had known other warriors. Few men survived who had not killed in their lifetime. But St. Claire killed as easily as most men breathed. Yet she saw no cruelty in him. Not even brutality. He killed...efficiently—and without emotion. Was that how he made love? She startled at the thought and snapped her head up to meet his gaze. He stared down at her expectantly. 
“I can do nothing more than ask your forgiveness,” she said.
His expression softened. “You need not ask forgiveness. You are allowed doubts.”
Hers had been more than a doubt, but she was grateful for his kindness. “I have no’ seen Ralf and Ingram today. Have they left?”
He nodded. “I sent them back to Stonehaven to continue the search for my brother.”
They were halfway across the bailey when a woman and three men rode through the gates. 
“Elizabeth,” Rhoslyn murmured. 
“Do you not wish to see her?” St. Claire asked. 
Rhoslyn released a breath. “She is a childhood friend.”
He chuckled. “She is a rival, then?”
“Nay. She is a friend.” Rhoslyn said no more and felt his eyes on her, the question still hanging in the air. “I had better greet her,” she said. 
“We might as well greet her together.”
She started to disagree, then realized a husband and wife greeting guests was natural. Her stomach began to churn. Husband and wife. Their marriage still seemed like a dream. St. Claire, however, was no dream. He was a flesh and blood man walking alongside her. 
They reached Elizabeth as one of her escorts helped her to the ground.
“Rhoslyn.” Elizabeth embraced her and gave her a squeeze. She pulled back, brows drawn. “I heard what happened. Are ye all right? Andreana, she is unharmed? And Lady Isobel, she was with you, as well. What of her?”
“We are all well,” Rhoslyn replied. 
Elizabeth turned toward St. Claire. “Sir Talbot, you look well. I assume you were not hurt, either?”
“Nothing serious, my lady.”
“I am relieved. May my escorts rest in the great hall while Rhoslyn and I visit?”
“Of course.” St. Claire nodded to a waiting groom. The men handed the reins to the boy, then followed St. Claire as he escorted Rhoslyn and Elizabeth to the great hall. 
“Have you any idea who attacked you, Sir Talbot?” Elizabeth asked. 
“I suspect my brother,” he replied. 
“I assume you are searching for him?” she said. St. Claire nodded, and she added, “Perhaps you should speak with my father. He knows the countryside well, and I know he would be glad to aid in your search. Your brother must be nearby if he planned the attack.”
“I would be glad of your father’s help, my lady.”
They reached the postern door and St. Claire opened the door, letting the ladies enter first. He followed the women, with Elizabeth’s men trailing. 
“We will go to the bower,” Rhoslyn said. 
“I will have Mistress Muira bring food and drink,” St. Claire said, and Rhoslyn breathed a silent sigh of relief when he headed for the kitchen.
She led Elizabeth up one flight of stairs to the bower. She closed the door and went to add wood to the hearth’s smoldering embers. 
When she sat down beside Elizabeth on the bench in front of the fire, Elizabeth said, “How are you really, Rhoslyn? Your eyes look drawn.”
“I am tired,” she admitted. “It has been a trying week.”
“And you are no’ pleased to be married to St. Claire?”
“How could I be? He is Edward’s vassal. He has no affection for Scotland.”
“Yours is no’ the first marriage between Scot and English.”
“These are particularly dangerous times, Elizabeth. Edward is determined to claim Scotland, even if he must take it a piece at a time. And St. Claire is capable of giving it to him. Perhaps even singlehandedly.”
Elizabeth laughed. “He is a large man and a skilled warrior, but he is no god.” 
“I am no’ so sure,” Rhoslyn said. “You didna’ see him in battle. He must have killed half the enemy himself.” At the raise of Elizabeth’s brows, Rhoslyn added, “Think what ye may. I do not exaggerate. St. Claire is no small ally for Edward.”
“Edward would not trust a fool,” Elizabeth said. “It is true, he has his eye on the crown, and will pay for the fight from Scottish coffers. But we will no’ simply bow down to him.”
“He already controls our noble’s castles,” Rhoslyn said.
Elizabeth waved a hand. “A political tactic. If he dares march an army across the border those same nobles will meet them with drawn swords.”
“While St. Claire attacks from the rear.”
“He does no’ strike me as fool enough to fight a losing battle,” Elizabeth said. “At worst, he will encourage the nobles to follow Edward. You must admit, many already favor Edward.”
“They are only looking out for their interests in England,” Rhoslyn muttered.
“True,” Elizabeth agreed. “But we speculate. The most important thing is that Sir Talbot seems kind, and he protected ye against your attackers during the hunting party.” 
And his brother, Rhoslyn heard the thought. Rhoslyn could hide nothing from Elizabeth. 
“He knows how to protect his own,” Rhoslyn said, and wished she could accept him based on that fact alone.
* * *
“‘Tis good to see ye, Lady Rhoslyn,” Malcom said. 
Talbot swung the axe down against the tree that had fallen in front of the storehouse door, then yanked it free. Boyd stood opposite him and swung his axe onto the same spot. Talbot flicked a glance at Rhoslyn as she halted beside Malcom, then again swung his axe. This was the first he had seen her since the yesterday’s evening meal.
Rhoslyn nodded. “I see last night’s wind did some damage. Why was I no’ told?”
Talbot swung the axe again. “I was told.”
“That doesna’ mean I should no’ be informed,” she said. “Even when Alec was alive I was aware of all that went on in Castle Glenbarr. Why are you chopping the tree, St. Claire? Should you no’ have the lads do that?”
He laughed. “Are you saying I am too old to chop up a tree?”
“I am saying ye might have more important things to do, like no’ keeping Angus Gair waiting.”
“Angus will have plenty to drink while he waits,” Talbot replied.
“Alec never made him wait.”
Talbot brought the maul down on the tree again. “Perhaps he did not keep as much ale on hand as I do.”
She opened her mouth to reply, then her attention fixed on Malcom, who was busy studying the ground, and she closed her mouth. So, the lady was accustomed to having her way. And, Talbot thought with no little surprise, Harper had sheltered her as much as he could. She was strong and courageous. He wouldn’t have thought her naive, especially in regards to men. Her gaze shifted past him and a moment later Angus Gair came strolling into view. 
Angus stopped beside her and crossed his arms over his massive chest. “I might have known.”
Talbot glimpsed a smirk on Rhoslyn’s face before he slammed the axe into the tree trunk. “A man must prioritize, Angus,” Talbot said as he worked the axe free.
The big man grunted. “Aye, but ye need a real man to do the job.”
Talbot planted his axe head first on the ground and met his gaze. “I assume you mean yourself.”
Angus strode to where Boyd stood opposite St. Claire. “Lad, ye are no’ doing it right.” He took the axe from the younger man, waved him aside, and stepped up to the tree. Half a dozen men on their way to the practice field stopped to watch. “Put your back into it.” Angus swung the axe with such force that a large chunk of wood flew from the trunk. “I am surprised your laird didna’ teach ye that.” He looked at Talbot and grinned. 
“I take that to be a challenge,” Talbot said. 
“I wouldna’ want to embarrass ye.” Angus’ grin widened. 
“I do not embarrass easily. The first man to split the trunk?”
“I will even give ye a head start and let you continue with the scratch you made in the wood.” Angus lifted his brows in question.
“That will not be necessary,” Talbot said. 
More men, a mixture of Highlanders and English, gathered around them. 
“Unless you feel the need to have the head start,” Talbot said. 
“That is good of ye, St. Claire, but I will manage.”
They took their places at opposite ends of the trunk. 
“Malcom,” Talbot said, “if you would say the word.”
Talbot and Angus gripped their axes. Malcom glanced between them, then shouted, “Go!”
Both men swung their axes, hitting the wood with jarring force. Onlookers began to shout and, with each blow, Talbot noticed the crowd grew. Amidst their cries, bets passed as to who would win. He angled his axe first left, then right, and his gash deepened with every strike. Angus swung over and over, brute strength an advantage Talbot couldn’t match blow for blow. But it took more than brute strength to win a battle. 
“God’s teeth, St. Claire, use some muscle,” Rhoslyn shouted. 
He flicked a glance her way. She glared as fiercely as the men. But she cheered for him. As the blows fell faster, the shouts grew more intense. Finally, a large crack split the air and for an instant he feared Angus had beat him, but another blow to the wood and his end of the trunk struck the ground with a thud.
Cheers went up and he looked up to see Angus’ end had also fallen to the ground. The crowd surged forward, a chorus of voices arguing over whose log hit the ground first. Angus looked at Talbot, grinned, then shrugged. Talbot shifted his gaze toward Rhoslyn. She shook her head as if in reprimand, but he was sure he saw a hint of satisfaction in her eyes. 
Angus elbowed his way through the crowd to Talbot and clapped him on the back. “Have ye any rope, St. Claire? We had best show these lads how to haul these logs away.”
“You do not wish to cut it yourself?” Talbot asked. 
Angus gave a hearty laugh. “Ye have bollocks, lad. Nay, I think we should haul it away from the storeroom, then have a drink and discuss business.”
Talbot felt certain his wife would be pleased with that. 
* * *
The door in the private solar opened behind Rhoslyn. “Ye may leave the wine on the table,” she said without looking up from the household rolls. 
“I did not bring wine. I can fetch some, if you like.”
Rhoslyn snapped her head up and met St. Claire’s dark eyes. “I thought ye were one of the maids.” 
“Are you disappointed?”
“Nay. I simply was no’ expecting you. Is something wrong?”
“Need something be wrong for a husband to visit his wife?”
Her treacherous heart beat faster. He was calling her wife. He’d begun to make a habit of it: When Elizabeth visited two days past. Yesterday afternoon in the kitchen. Last night in the great hall when she announced she intended to retire. And now today. 
“Did ye finish your business with Angus?” she asked. “How many cattle did ye purchase?”
“He will deliver one hundred head over the next year. He has the best cattle in all the Crieff market.” 
“I hope he didna’ demand a high price in revenge for ye beating him at tree chopping.”
“Did I beat him? It seems we were evenly matched.”
She snorted. “Clearly, your end of the log struck the ground first.”
“I am flattered you noticed,” he said, and embarrassment washed over her. 
“Of course I noticed. I have eyes.”
“Aye, you do. Lovely eyes.”
Rhoslyn flushed. “Was there something ye wanted, St. Claire? As you must see, I am busy.”
He nodded at the household rolls. “Have you always kept the accounts?”
“Since I was seventeen.”
Surprise flickered in his gaze. “Where did you learn the skill?”
“Alec taught me.” She laughed. “Or I should say he gave into my pestering to teach me.” Sadness settled over her with the memory. “Mistress Muira ran his household so well that I was no’ needed. I cared for Andreana, but she had a nursemaid, which left me too idle for my liking.” 
“Most noble ladies spend their days with a needle, or directing the servants, no matter how apt they are spending their husband’s fortunes. Do such things hold no interest for you?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Mistress Muira would no’ allow anyone to direct her. I was wise enough to know better than to make trouble in my husband’s house. As for sewing, I am ashamed to admit even the good sisters at Saint Mary’s could no’ improve my skill.”
“What of spending your husband’s money?” he asked. 
Rhoslyn shrugged. “How much can a woman spend?”
“Some can spend a great deal.”
“Is that what you came to speak with me about, spending my money?”
A corner of his mouth twitched. 
“I imagine you consider it your money,” she said. 
“If it was necessary to pay my men to protect Castle Glenbarr, would you object?” he asked. 
“Nay, so long as it wasna’ you who started the trouble that warranted the protection. Is there something ye wish to confess? An old enemy who may come calling?”
“I doubt any of them will venture into the Scottish highlands to avenge themselves on me.” 
One already had. His brother. 
His expression sobered, and she realized he was thinking the same thing. “There is a matter we need to discuss.”
Apprehension sent a chill through her. 
“Would you sit with me near the fire?” he asked.
She rose and crossed to the bench. They sat down and she looked expectantly at him. 
“You are looking well,” he said, though she knew he meant ‘you seem to have recovered from my brother’s violation.’
“Lady Rhoslyn, I believe it is time we consummate our marriage.” 
Shock shot through her, followed by fear. 
“I do not say this to force you to accept me as your husband,” he quickly added. “I say this because I do not wish there to be any doubt that I am the father of your children.”
She drew a sharp breath. 
“I am sorry. There is no easy way to solve this problem.”
She stiffened. “Problem?”
“If a child is born in nine months, some will say the child is not mine. But if you are my wife in every sense of the word, the rumors will be little more than an annoyance.”
He had slipped into her bed the morning following their wedding. No doubt, the servants had noticed that they hadn’t seen him there since.
“I do not want you—or the child—to suffer that indignation,” he said. 
Rhoslyn swallowed. “And if the child resembles your brother?” 
“My brother looks very much like my father. Why would I care that our son favors him?”
Was he saying what she thought he was saying? Surely, he didn’t want to call his brother’s son his own. Then she realized the truth. 
“It would not have mattered if Melrose had gotten me with child. You would have taken me to wife and called another man’s child your own.”
St. Claire shook his head. “Nay, it would not have mattered.”
She stared. “What manner of man are you?”
“The kind that is tired of war,” he replied. 
“I have never known a man to tire of war.”
“Perhaps the ones you know have not had enough. I have.”
“Impossible. Ye are too skilled a warrior. A man such as you does not give up fighting.”
Amusement glimmered in his eyes. “A man such as me? What do you make of me, Rhoslyn?”
“Ye are a man who, if your king commands you to fight, you will.”
“If I am of more use to him here than at war, he will not ask me to fight.”
Suspicion rose in her. “The only way you would be of more use to him in Scotland is if ye put his needs above Scotland’s.”
“Scotland and England have been at peace for some time,” he replied. “There is no reason for what we need to be at odds.”
“Now that your king is determined to rule us, that peace is sure to end.”
“I do not think William Wallace or Robert Bruce will allow that,” St. Claire said. 
Had she heard correctly? Did an Englishman—a knight—say that a Scot would not allow the English to rule him? 
“Do ye realize you speak treason?” she asked. 
He laughed his deep, rich laugh, and said, “Edward knows well enough that Robert Bruce has no intention of letting him rule Scotland.”
“You speak as if Scotland will prevail over England.”
“Would it be the first time?”
“St. Claire, ye are a traitor.”
He shrugged. “I am a realist. Scotland has never willingly bowed to anyone, much less the English. Why should they start now?”
“They named Edward arbiter for the Scottish crown. That is a good start.”
“A business deal on the part of the Guardians, nothing more.”
She wanted so much to agree with him, to believe their leaders had the situation in hand and Edward would become nothing more than an annoyance. How easy it would be to trust this man. He would protect her—and their children. Their children. What would happen when the peace between Scotland and England ended—as it surely would? Who would their sons fight for? Who would their daughters marry? Perhaps they wouldn’t have children. If she couldn’t conceive, or if it took years to conceive as it had with Alec, that would allow for time to prepare, to see if...
“Whatever Edward does, I will not risk your happiness,” he said. “Any children born to you will be mine. But to ensure that no one challenges me, we must share a bed. You may hate me—”
“Hate you?” She felt heat rush into her cheeks when his brow lifted. “I do no’ blame you for what your brother did.”
“But neither do you want me,” he said. 
What could she say? She could want him, and with little urging. But to admit that...to admit that, meant what? Edward could command him to kill Wallace and that would not change the fact he was her husband. 
“You are loyal to Edward. I am loyal to Scotland. That fact alone can crush us.”
He placed a hand over hers. “I will not let it.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The following evening, as they passed through the gates at Dunfrey Castle ahead of two dozen men, Talbot half expected Lady Rhoslyn to beg him to take her back to Castle Glenbarr. 
“I still say it is convenient that ye allow me to leave Castle Glenbarr when it suits your plans,” she muttered. 
He hid a smile. “Should we return there and you not be allowed even this small reprieve?”
She shot him a narrow-eyed glare. “And risk the ride back in the dark. I think ye wouldna’ agree even if I demanded it.”
“Not tonight,” he admitted, but knew she had no wish to return, at least not tonight. Once he realized the pain associated with the memories at Castle Glenbarr, he knew he had to bring her to Dunfrey Castle to consummate their marriage. 
They passed through the archway from the outer bailey into the inner courtyard and were greeted by a groom. Talbot dismounted and went to Rhoslyn’s horse. 
“Have you ever visited Dunfrey Castle?” he asked as he helped her from the saddle.
“Once, when I was eleven. Fordyce Galloway lived here. When he died, his wife married a lowlander whose only heir was English. Their son inherited Dunfrey Castle, but he lost the property to Edward.”
Talbot tossed the reins to the groom and commanded his men to come to the hall once they’d taken care of their horses, then pressed a hand to the small of Rhoslyn back urged her toward the door. 
“He did not pay his taxes, I take it?”
“Nay. The property lay unused until you took possession.”
Talbot kept only a small contingent of men at Dunfrey Castle, which left the bailey empty this late in the day. He found he liked the quiet and wondered what Rhoslyn would think of living a more sedate life here. 
“Do you like Dunfrey Castle?” she asked. 
“I do. The buildings are in excellent condition. The forests support an abundance of game. I plan to build cottages and employ freemen to farm the land.”
She looked at him in surprise. “You, a farmer? I canno’ imagine it.”
“I hope you can imagine it,” he said. “How else am I to maintain the fields at Castle Glenbarr if I do not become a farmer?”
“You can leave the running of Castle Glenbarr to me,” she said. 
“Or we could hire a steward,” he said. 
“Are ye saying I canna’ do it?”
“I am saying you might have more important things to do.”
“Like raising your sons?”
He shifted his gaze to her. “They would be your sons as well.”
Her expression turned speculative. “How do ye feel about being banished to the Scottish Highlands by your king?”
Talbot repressed a laugh. “Buchan is little different from Kent.”
They had reached the castle and walked through the archway at the front door. He pulled the huge door open and Rhoslyn preceded him into the large foyer. 
“Ye havena’ seen Buchan in the winter,” she said as he pulled the door shut. “It is bitter cold. Much colder than Kent.”
“I imagine we will find ways to keep warm.”
Her brows snapped down. “Are ye telling me you will bed me often in the winter?”
“As often as you let me.”
“Let ye?” she said. “You are my husband. You may bed me as often as ye please.”
“I am not my brother, Lady Rhoslyn. I do not force a woman, even my wife. I would hope you understood that by now.”
Her eyes flew wide. “That isna’ what I meant.”
“We have many years ahead of us. I would rather enjoy that time with my wife.” Talbot urged her forward and up the stairs. They climbed to the third floor where he took her to his chambers. “The rooms are smaller and the furniture not as opulent as Castle Glenbarr,” he said, “but I find it comfortable. Would you like a bath?”
She shook her head. “I dinna’ want to put your women to work at this hour.”
“I agree. I will go down myself and heat the water. The men can carry up the water for you.”
Her brows rose. “Ye and your men will prepare the bath? That I must see.”
An hour later, the bath sat before the fire filled with steaming water. The last of the men who’d carried up the water left as Talbot poured two goblets of wine. He gave one to Rhoslyn and she emptied it in several gulps. She returned the goblet, then went to the tub and began untying the laces on her gown. Talbot set his wine on the table and crossed to her. She looked up, then froze when he gently moved her hands aside and began loosening the laces. Once loose, he grasped the fabric at her waist and pulled the dress over her head. She stood before him in her shift. 
His cock jerked at the glimpse of her breasts straining against the thin linen fabric before he turned. He returned to the wine and refilled their goblets. The rustle of fabric conjured a vision of the shift sliding across her breasts before Rhoslyn dropped it onto the floor. The gentle swish of water against the side of the tub told him she had lowered herself into the tub. 
He waited a moment, then turned. She rested, back to him, facing the fire. 
“Would you like more wine, my lady?”
“Aye.” She picked up a cloth from the table beside the tub, scooped soap from the small earthen jar sitting alongside, and began lathering her arms. 
Talbot took the goblets to the tub and set her wine on the table where the soap had been. From the corner of his eye, he saw her slow in rubbing the soapy cloth along one sleek arm. Water lapped at the pink nipple of the breast not hidden by her arm. Talbot turned away and took a drink of his wine. He crossed to the bed, set the goblet down and began taking off his boots. His mail shirt, then shirt, followed before he finished off his wine. 
Rhoslyn dipped down into the tub, then came up, hair dripping. She began lathering the long tresses. Talbot went to the tub and knelt on one knee behind her. 
She stilled. “Is there something ye want, St. Claire?”
“Aye, but we will begin with your hair.”
“My hair?” She twisted, coming face to face with his chest, and jerked back. Water sloshed over the top of the tub. 
Talbot grasped her shoulders and her head snapped up. “Unless you wish me to pull you out of this tub before your hair is finished, I suggest you face forward.” She frowned, and he lifted a brow and flicked a glance at her breasts. 
A blush crept up her cheeks and she pulled free, turning her back to him. 
He scooped soap from the jar on the table, then gathered her hair atop her head. She sat stiffly as he lathered the thick mane. Slowly, he worked his fingers through her hair and across her scalp, massaging until she released a slow sigh. He set the soap on the table then instructed her to rinse her hair. She dunked her head, rubbing her hair to remove the soap. 
Talbot couldn’t tear his eyes from her breasts, swaying with the small waves of water created by her movement. She lifted her head from the water and he handed her a towel. She wiped her eyes, then cast him a quick glance and yanked her eyes back to stare down at the water as she dried her hair. Talbot grabbed the drying cloth from the table and handed it to her. He shoved to his feet as Rhoslyn rubbed her hair dry. 
He wasn’t sure whether to laugh or worry that she took an inordinate amount of time to dry her hair. She finally rose from the water and quickly wrapped the towel around her. She rubbed her arms. 
“Are you cold?” he asked. 
“The water had grown cold,” she replied. 
“I can remedy that.” He swept her into his arms. 
She cried out and threw her arms around his neck. Talbot sat down on the bench, cradling her on his lap.
“Have ye gone insane, St. Claire? I am all wet.”
He grasped her chin and tilted her face toward his. “Are you?”
She frowned. “Am I—St. Claire.”
He lowered his mouth onto hers. 
* * *
Rhoslyn froze when St. Claire’s lips touched hers. She held her breath, suddenly uncertain what to do. She felt like that fifteen-year-old virgin who had awaited Alec in his bed on their wedding night. But Alec’s lips hadn’t felt so...full. She shivered. The tense muscle of his arm beneath her fingers belied the gentle brush of his lips against hers—and the thick bulge beneath her buttocks. His arms tightened around her and she knew an instant of panic. 
He broke the kiss and buried his face in her hair. “You need never fear me, Lady Rhoslyn. As long as I live, you need never fear anyone.”
Tears sprang to her eyes with a sting she hadn’t felt since Dougal died. Rhoslyn willed her emotions into subjection. She was being childish. What reason had she to cry? 
St. Claire drew back. His gaze moved across her face and he gently brushed aside the wet locks that clung to her cheeks. His eyes then locked with hers. 
“Am I so terrible? Can you not forgive me for what my brother did, or is it that you will never be able to stomach an Englishman touching you?”
His fingers rested on her left cheek, warm, gentle...
Rhoslyn could only shake her head. 
His gaze sharpened. “Are you saying you cannot stand my touch?”
“Nay,” she blurted. 
His brows dove downward.
“I mean, nay, that is no’ what I am saying.”
“Then I am not repulsive?” he asked. 
She scowled. “Ye are teasing me.”
“Am I?”
“You know full well you are a beautiful man.”
Amusement warmed his eyes. “Beautiful? I have not heard that.”
“Ye are no’ a very good liar, St. Claire. You know you are a braw man.”
“Beautiful and braw,” he said. “That is a good thing, then?”
“I imagine no woman ever kicked ye out of her bed.”
His eyes darkened. “Including you?”
Her breath caught. “You are my husband.”
“Aye, but we spoke of this already. I will not force you.”
“If I turned you away, ye would go?”
“I would ask at least for a son,” he replied. “Perhaps also a daughter.”
Her heart began a fast beat. 
“Would that be so terrible?” he asked. 
Staring into his dark eyes, it seemed as if giving him sons and daughters would be the most natural thing in the world. Didn’t a wife want to give her husband children? She shivered. 
He lifted a brow. “I am remiss in my duty, my lady. You are sitting on my lap and still not warm.”
“Nay,” she began, but he rose with her in his arms and strode to the bed. Her pulse raced. He ducked between the curtains and laid her on crisp, clean sheets. 
“The towel,” he said, “it is wet. Give it to me.”
She hesitated. Then yanked the cloth from her body and dragged the covers up to her chin. The chilled sheets elicited another, stronger shiver. St. Claire stepped back and loosened the ties on his breeches, then shoved them and his braies down his hips. Rhoslyn glimpsed his thick erection in the instant before she yanked her gaze up to his face. 
He climbed into bed beside her and pulled her close. “The sheets are cool. I should have had the maid warm them.”
“It is all right,” Rhoslyn said, teeth chattering. 
He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Her breasts pressed against with the warm, hard muscle of his chest and desire tightened her sex. Unexpected guilt surfaced. She was doing nothing wrong. Alec was gone. He wouldn’t ask her to remain barren and die alone. Yet, she hadn’t considered the possibility that she would marry again...that she would desire another man. 
A nervous flitter stirred in her belly. She had been nervous with Alec, as any virgin would be with her husband, had cared for him, had desired him, but her feelings hadn’t been this intense. And that, she realized, was where her guilt originated. St. Claire had done nothing more than hold her against his naked body, and she trembled. Could he discern her reaction? 
His member pulsed against her thigh. Her mouth went dry. Aye, he knew. 
They lay, quiet, his heart thumping out a powerful beat against her breast. Why didn’t he roll on top of her and enter her? What would it feel like when he did? Embarrassment washed over her and she was glad he couldn’t see her face. 
“Are you warmer?” he asked. 
“Aye.”
“What do you think of my hiring men to work the land around Dunfrey Castle? I would have to hire a steward and an overlord. You must know men who I can trust.”
Was he asking about business at a time like this? “My grandfather would know men.” 
“Perhaps, while the steward is learning, you could oversee his work. Ensure that he is honest and knows what he is doing.”
What was wrong with the man? It was obvious he wanted her. She had never known a man to talk business while making love to a woman. Unless... Was she nothing more than business to him?
“If ye wish,” she replied in a business-like manner. “As you know, I am proficient with numbers.”
“And with the servants.”
“What?” she said. 
“You are good with the servants. They care for you.”
“I care for them.”
He nodded, his chin brushing the top of her head. He was going to drive her mad. 
“You will probably have to hire someone to replace your cousin,” he said. 
“My cousin—oh, aye. How have ye been getting along without him?”
“He left only the week before you returned home.”
“Returned home, that is what you call kidnapping me?”
“I saved you. Did you really want Melrose?”
The amusement in his voice pricked her pride. “He would make a good husband.”
“He would do as you commanded, you mean.”
That is exactly what she’d meant, but said, “A good husband knows when to listen to a wife.”
“I shall remember that.”
Was he going to talk all night long? Mayhap his desire had waned. She shifted slightly, then froze at the press of his very rigid cock against her thigh. 
“Are you all right, Rhoslyn?”
“Are ye going to get this over with or not, St. Claire?”
“You want me to be quick about it?” he asked. 
Rhoslyn didn’t miss the husky note in his voice.
“How long can a man take to finish the job?” she replied. 
“Enough time to ensure the lady is well satisfied.”
The brush of his fingers on her arm startled her and she jumped. 
He stilled. “How can I think of doing more when a simple touch makes you jump?”
“‘Tis no’ that. Ye simply caught me off guard.”
“Shall I tell you everything I plan to do to you?”
A tremor rippled through her body at the thought of what planned to do to her. If the hardness of his member was any indication...she swallowed. 
“First, I want to brush my fingers across your skin.” He began again to trace lazy circles along her arm. 
Gooseflesh race along her flesh. 
“You like that,” he murmured. 
It wasn’t a question. 
The finger moved upward across her shoulder, then neck, tickling the fine hair at her nape. She shivered. 
“You like that, as well.” He slid his fingers into her hair and gently fisted her hair, pulling her head back. “Now I am going to kiss you.”
His lips touched hers and she closed her eyes, breathing deep. His tongue flicked at her mouth in warning, then swept inside. She was startled at the sweet taste of him, a combination of the wine he had drunk and something she couldn’t quite define. 
He released her hair and murmured against her lips, “I am going to touch your breasts.”
He flattened his palm on her shoulder, and her heart beat faster as he slid his hand down until the warm palm cupped her breast. He broke the kiss and began nibbling on her ear. Heat pooled between her legs. 
“You are very beautiful,” he whispered. 
With his thumb, he grazed the tip of her stiffened nipple. Pleasure streaked through her. 
“Shall I taste your breasts now, my lady?” 
The hoarse note in his voice—and the question—made her head whirl. How did she answer such a question? But he waited for no answer, and dipped his head downward. Anticipation tightened her sex. When his warm mouth closed around the nipple she couldn’t halt a moan. Then, God help her, he suckled, and she wondered if he would bring her to pleasure that instant. 
“I am going to touch you,” he said against her breast. 
Touch her?
The hand on her breast stroked downward and she realized what he meant. He suckled harder and her senses muddled. He lightly ran his fingers over the sensitive dip in her belly, causing a quiver across her flesh she felt clear to her core. His large hand brushed her curls, then closed over her mound. 
“St Claire,” she whispered.
“Aye, love?”
“This is strange.”
“Do you want me to stop?”
“God no,” she blurted, then jammed her eyes shut from embarrassment. 
“I am relieved,” he said, his voice a bit choked. 
He dipped a finger between the moist folds that protected her swollen nub. The digit caressed the delicate bud. Rhoslyn forced back the impulse to clamp her legs together. She was torn between wanting him to touch her and mortification. Alec rarely touched her this way and, in truth, she had wanted him to. St. Claire applied slight pressure and need shot through her. Oh, she was wrong. Alec had never touched her this way. She shifted restlessly, wanting the pleasure hinted at in his caress. It had been so long. All those months before Dougal’s birth, then the isolation of the convent. Too long. 
 He shifted his mouth to the other breast and drew on the nipple. Rhoslyn thrust the fingers of one hand into his thick hair and tugged. 
“Ahh, you like this, my lady?” He sucked harder. 
Rhoslyn moved against his finger. He slid one muscled leg across her legs. The thigh was heavy and so very warm, and she wanted more of him, skin to skin. His caresses intensified. She fisted his hair more tightly. He covered the other breast with his hand. Sweet Jesu, she was drowning. 
His warm, moist tongue ringed the nipple. Rhoslyn moaned. Cool breath washed across her flesh and the exquisite pucker of the areola pushed her over the edge. Pleasure rolled over her in a sudden tidal wave that bowed her off the bed. She dropped back onto the mattress and couldn’t stop her thighs from clamping around his hand as a second spasm rocked her. 
An instant later, she became aware of the firm ridge of his manhood between her thighs, at the entrance to her channel. He poised over her, his form blurred.
“I shall claim you now, Lady Rhoslyn. All will know it, but most of all, you will know.”
He entered her slowly, stretching, filling her until his pelvis lay flush with hers. He lowered his head and kissed her, full, sweet, and tender. Then he began to move inside her. A wondrous sensation rippled through her. He pulled back, then pressed his hips against hers again. He at last lowered himself onto her and she melted beneath his weight—she felt certain she would melt altogether, once again lost in rising need. Lovemaking had never been like this with Alec. Guilt resurfaced, but a sudden hard thrust of St. Claire’s rod inside her drove away all thoughts of the dead, and she cried out. 
Rhoslyn wrapped her arms around his neck. Hard muscle bunched beneath her fingers as he thrust into her, faster, harder, driving her once again toward that bliss that only a man could give a woman. Surging upward into full consciousness and feeling, her release broke free and consumed her in blinding pleasure. He uttered a groan and her climax spiked again and rippled through her in waves that left her with the knowledge that he had, without question, claimed her. 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Rhoslyn slowed her walk across the bailey at Castle Glenbarr and covertly watched St. Claire. He stood near the gate talking with two of his men. Today, he wore no mail shirt as he so often did. Instead, a white linen surcoat woven with gold thread hugged his shoulders and hung to his knees. He laughed at something one of the men said and crossed his arms over his chest. The surcoat went taut over his back, and her knees weakened. Sweet Jesu, she’d lost her mind.
This last week, St. Claire had kept her in a daze. Alec hadn’t demonstrated as veracious an appetite as some husbands she had heard discussed while St. Claire made even the stories she’d heard seem tame.
As if sensing her scrutiny, he shifted his gaze past the man who stood in front of him and caught her eye. She couldn’t pull her gaze away from his. A faint smile played about his full mouth. A satisfied smile. A smile that told her he remembered last night when he laid her down beneath the oak tree under the stars. 
The cool grass beneath her and his warm body on top of her, his hard rod—she shut out the memory. To her shame, she broke her gaze from his and hurried away. His gaze seemed to burn her shoulder blades until she entered the castle. 
Hand on the castle’s door bolt, the door now safely closed behind her, she allowed herself a moment to regain her senses. What was it about him that made her want to melt like butter on a summer day? He was a beautiful man, but that alone wasn’t the answer. Surely, that wasn’t why the sight of him alone sent a skitter across the insides of her stomach. 
Any time now, they would leave for the village, for the games planned for that afternoon. St. Claire said the games were in celebration of their marriage, but she suspected it was an excuse for him to gauge the mettle of the local young men. Either way, she would be spending the afternoon with him. Her traitorous heart skipped a beat at the thought. 
The door started to shove open and Rhoslyn jumped aside. St. Claire entered and she nearly bolted for the staircase. 
He paused in closing the door, his brow creased in a frown. “Is something amiss?”
She shook her head. “Nay, what could be amiss?” Other than you being here?
“It seems strange you are standing at the door.”
He would notice that. “You have a suspicious mind, St. Claire.”
“Perhaps,” he replied. “But it is still strange.”
“Did you want something?” she demanded. 
The smile reappeared with a hint of amusement. “Are you ready to go to the village, or did you forget?” he asked. 
“Forget that ye have ended my imprisonment? Nay, I am no’ likely to forget that.”
He closed the door and stepped close to her. “Would you prefer to stay at Castle Glenbarr?” He grasped a lock of hair that had sprung free of her braid and rubbed it between his fingers. “We could find something to do.”
Heat rippled through her. 
He slid an arm around her waist and pulled her close. “Would you like that?”
She would like it very much. Too much. As he well knew. 
He dipped his head and kissed her. Already she had grown too familiar with the way his full mouth molded with hers. He swept his tongue inside her mouth. The way he tasted. He slid his free arm around her. The way he held her so tight it nearly took her breath. The way he made her wish they didn’t have to leave Castle Glenbarr and that the world would never intrude. 
He broke the kiss and nuzzled her ear. “What say you, Lady, would you prefer I make love to you?”
A thrill streaked through her. “Everyone will know,” she whispered. As they surely must know after the way she cried out his name last night under the oak. How could anyone not have heard?
He gave a low laugh. “So?”
“Andreana is looking forward to going.” She had difficulty concentrating. He nibbled on her earlobe. 
“We could send her with an escort.”
“The men will be disappointed you did not compete in the games.” Sweet Jesu, what was he doing to her earlobe? A shiver traveled down her back. 
“They want to beat the Dragon, you mean?”
“Aye,” she breathed.
He pulled back and looked down at her. “Would you tame the Dragon, Lady?” 
Her cheeks flushed warm. “The games are for men.”
“Not the games I would play.”
She suddenly felt as if she couldn’t breathe. 
Rhoslyn pulled back. “We must go. I will fetch Andreana.”
He didn’t release her. “What is wrong, Rhoslyn?”
She forced herself to meet his gaze, praying none of the panic welling up in her showed. “Nothing is wrong. But we promised everyone we would go. Andreana will be disappointed.”
His gaze, once again intense, searched hers. Finally, he gave a gentle smile. “As you wish.”
Twenty minutes later, Rhoslyn sat with Andreana on a plaid on the grass beneath a clear blue summer sky that reminded her of days when she was a child and chased butterflies among the heather on the hills beyond. Spectators crowded around the open field where St. Claire and young Colin stood toe-to-toe in readiness for the ball to be thrown into the air for their first game of shinty. 
“Sir Talbot seems in good spirits,” Andreana said. 
“Aye,” Rhoslyn said, though she wasn’t sure if the sparkle of humor in his eyes represented joy or the surety of a man about to annihilate his opponent. Probably both. 
Everyone seemed in good spirits. The entire village had turned out for the festivities, as well as those from ten miles around. Jugglers meandered through the crowd tossing balls, fruit, or knives. Faint plucking of harps and psaltery drifted through the excited chatter. Rhoslyn began to relax. Bright sunshine made the day perfect for the games.
The ball sailed into the air. St. Claire and Colin leapt, sticks tangling, then St. Claire’s smacked the ball and it flew toward his teammates. They leapt toward the ball, with him and Colin matching stride with one another. The ball flew in St. Claire’s direction and he swung for it. Colin, who matched him in height and weight, shouldered him aside and swung at the ball. Rhoslyn tensed when St. Claire tumbled to the ground. He rolled and came to his feet, laughing as he took off after Colin. 
“I will never understand men,” Andreana said. “They seem to love a hard tumble.”
“Aye, they do.” Rhoslyn smiled. “‘Tis one of the things we most like about them.”
“Are ye saying you like St. Claire?” Andreana asked. 
Rhoslyn caught her dry humor. 
“‘Tis just an observation,” she said. 
“An observation about your husband.”
Rhoslyn ignored the astute remark and watched St. Claire catch up with Colin, who was now surrounded by his teammates as they hit the ball across the grass. St. Claire charged past Colin, jabbing him in the belly with an elbow as he passed. The younger man faltered. The ball whizzed past St. Claire. He changed course and an instant later, reached the ball as one of his opponents and a teammate did. St. Claire dodged in front of his opponent, giving his teammate the chance to hit the ball. 
The man whacked the ball while several other teammates raced alongside him toward the far end of the field. The opposing team rushed after them. St. Claire weaved past two of their opponents and shot past his team as they neared the goal. His teammate with the ball hit it toward St. Claire, and he swung hard, sending the ball across the goals as Colin tackled him. 
The crowd roared and several men jostled in front of Rhoslyn. She jumped to her feet and pushed past the men in time to see St. Claire clap Colin on the back. St. Claire noticed her and grinned. She shook her head. Andreana was right. Men liked being knocked to the ground. 
The sun grew warmer as the day wore on and many of the men stripped down to their kilts. St. Claire wore dark breeches and, like the others, was now bare-chested as they lined up for a footrace. He had refrained from competing in the archery contest, for Andreana had pointed out that he had proven his archery skills by killing the boar that attacked Rhoslyn. 
He cast Rhoslyn a grin, and her heart warmed as she smiled back. The man was having as much fun as the boys. She laughed inwardly. He was little more than an overgrown boy himself. His attention returned to his competitors and she allowed her gaze to slide across his chest. A boy with the body of a full grown man. A tremor rippled through her at the memory of that broad chest poised over her as he thrust into her last night. 
Lady Isobel stepped into view beyond St. Claire. She stopped in the shade of a large ash tree, her attention fixed on him. Ire flared at sight of her open appreciation. Grandfather was right. Isobel would seduce St. Claire without guilt. As if sensing her scrutiny, the lady shifted her gaze to Rhoslyn. Isobel started forward, and Rhoslyn quickly realized she was headed her way. 
Isobel reached them. “Lady Rhoslyn. Lady Andreana.” She lowered herself onto the blanket beside Rhoslyn. “Such a perfect day for the games.”
Rhoslyn nodded. “It is.”
“Sir Talbot is doing well,” Isobel said. “His team won the shinty match due much to his efforts.”
“He is a skilled athlete,” Andreana said, though Rhoslyn noticed her gaze fixed on Sir Baxter, who stood talking with a group of men to their left. 
“That he is,” Isobel agreed. 
“How is Lord Herbert?” Rhoslyn said. 
Isobel looked at her, brows lifted. Embarrassment washed over Rhoslyn when even Andreana cast her a curious glance. 
“He is well,” Isobel answered. “He will be pleased that you asked about him.”
He would be pleased if his wife didn’t openly pursue another woman’s husband. 
“The race is about to begin,” Andreana said. 
They looked at the men. 
“The markings on Sir Talbot’s arm is a picture of his sister, if I recall,” Isobel said. 
“Aye,” Rhoslyn replied. 
“The face puts me in mind of Lady Taresa.”
Rhoslyn jerked her head in her direction. “Lady Peigi’s mother?”
Isobel cocked her head. “I am surprised ye remember her. She left Buchan before you were born.”
“I know her only by name. It is Lady Peigi, I remember. She returned to Buchan when her father died—” Rhoslyn stopped and calculated “—nineteen years ago.”
“Aye,” Isobel said. “He swore she would no’ have his title or his land. In the end, he had his way. She died of a fever not long after he died.”
“Why was he so angry?” Andreana asked.
“Because she married against his wishes.”
“Then he had a right to be angry,” she said. “I will married whoever Grandfather commands me to marry.”
“Sir Talbot will choose your husband,” Isobel said. “Will you do as he commands?”
“I must,” she said.
Isobel laughed. “Then ye need no’ worry he will banish you as Lord Baliman did Lady Peigi.” Her smile vanished. “When Lady Peigi left, Lady Taresa went to live in one of Lord Baliman’s lesser castles in the westernmost part of Buchan. She returned to Narlton Keep when her daughter inherited the title, but left again when Lady Peigi died. She has no’ been back since. In truth, I am surprised she did no’ return to Spain. I think she stays as far away as possible from the squabbling in the family. They constantly fight over who will be her heir.” 
“Lord Baliman met her on a pilgrimage?” Andreana asked.
Lady Isobel nodded. “In Galicia, at the Santiago de Compostela. It was quite a love match. Interesting, when you consider that his father was no’ more pleased with his choice in a wife than he was his daughter’s choice in a husband.”
“Who did she marry?” Rhoslyn asked. 
“Some untried knight, is what I hear. Lady Taresa does no’ speak of her daughter.” 
“I remember Lady Peigi as a very quiet, withdrawn lady. I saw her father only once. He was loud and full of vitriol.”
“Such things matter little to a man as wealthy as he.”
Rhoslyn nodded, remembering. “He was wealthier than Lord Lochland.”
“Indeed,” Isobel said. “It was the dissention amongst the Kenzies that allowed Lochland to rise to power. So long as the family fights over the title, he will remain the most powerful man in Buchan.”
Rhoslyn hadn’t realized the Kenzies played such a large role in the earl’s rise to power. 
“Why does Lady Taresa not foster a son?” Andreana asked. “He could put an end to the squabbling.”
“An excellent question,” Lady Isobel said. “The answer is simple. She plans to let her husband’s name die. It is her revenge for him banishing Lady Peigi.”
“She is only hurting herself.” Andreana said.
“Make no mistake, she is hurting his family. He has no close relatives, and those he does have are not strong enough to hold the land once she is gone.” Isobel leaned in closer. “I have heard that she took Sir Derek Camdem as lover and plans for him to have Narlton Keep and her other lands when she is gone.”
“A lady does no’ take a knight as lover,” Andreana said.
“She does if she is sixty-three-years-old and wealthy.”
Andreana grimaced. “She is ancient.”
“No’ too ancient to—”
“Lady Isobel,” Rhoslyn cut in.
Isobel closed her mouth, but no remorse shone in her eyes. 
“Ye seem to know a great deal about the Kenzies,” Rhoslyn said with asperity. 
“Lady Taresa and my mother are friends.”
Rhoslyn wondered if Lady Taresa would appreciate Isobel’s gossip. 
Shouts went up and Rhoslyn’s attention snapped to the racers as they shot forward from the starting line. St. Claire and two other men raced neck and neck ahead of the others. 
“Why is Sir Talbot not pulling ahead?” Andreana asked. “He can easily outpace the other men.”
“I suspect Sir Talbot is a man who knows how to pace himself.” Lady Isobel looked at Rhoslyn. “Is that no’ so, Lady Rhoslyn?”
Rhoslyn had had enough. “Beware, Lady Isobel. St. Claire is no’ a man to toy with.”
One man pulled ahead as the racers reached the halfway mark. St. Claire stayed three paces behind the man, while everyone else strained to keep up with them. 
Shouts of encouragement went up, and Rhoslyn listened to bets on who would win. Most favored St. Claire’s competitor. The racers neared the finish line and St. Claire shot past the other man and beat him by little more than a nose. The onlookers voiced a great cheer. A cheer for their laird: Sir Talbot St. Claire. 
* * *
Talbot didn’t know his wife well, but he did know she was pregnant. She hadn’t told him. She didn’t have to. The last month she had welcomed him into her bed enough nights that he should have felt guilty. But he didn’t. He liked bedding her. More than liked. He needed her. 
He’d regretted Rhoslyn’s decision to return to Castle Glenbarr, but it turned out for the best. She settled into a routine that seemed to please her—and he gleaned interesting tidbits from the servants. It had taken her seven years to conceive with her first husband, and he suspected she believed, and probably hoped, that she couldn’t conceive right away, if at all. That would have assuaged her worry that a child born too soon might be Dayton’s.
The inability to conceive had to have been her husband’s fault, not hers, for since Talbot had begun making love to her, her flux hadn’t come. She might be a woman whose flux was less regular, but she had grown short of temper, which told him she was worried. 
He’d begun to suspect last week, but now... His head spun with the thought of becoming a father, a dream longed for, and now within sight. Edward loved him much, for Talbot achieved his goals too well, and made himself too valuable as a warrior. Then the Maid of Norway perished and the opportunity to bring Scotland to heel had been Talbot’s salvation. Or was Lady Rhoslyn his salvation? 
He’d waited, hoping she would tell him about the child, but wasn’t surprised by her silence. Another three months and she wouldn’t be able to hide the truth. Might she wait that long? She might, but he wouldn’t. 
Talbot thought to find her in her usual spot this time of afternoon, going over the household rolls in their private solar, but she wasn’t there. She wasn’t in her chambers, either. He turned from the room and happened a glance out the window. Their chambers overlooked the bailey. East, beyond the stables, grew a large oak tree—which his wife was climbing. Half a dozen women stood at the foot of the giant oak looking up at a cat. He knew that cat. 
Talbot spun and hurried down to the great hall and out the door. Moments later, he reached the women. Their chatter ceased and they backed away as he reached the tree. Rhoslyn stood on the second branch, which was level with his chest. Half of her hem draped an arm, revealing a generous portion of leg. She stilled and looked down.
“What are you doing?” he asked. 
She scowled. “What do ye think I am doing?”
“I think you are being foolish.”
“I am capable of climbing a tree, St. Claire.”
“Rhoslyn, come down.”
“Not until I fetch Lucifer.”
“Aptly named,” he said under his breath. 
“Mayhap ye should come down, Lady Rhoslyn,” Dona said. The cat belonged to the old woman and was as ancient as she. 
Talbot took a hold of his wife’s ankle. “I do not want you climbing that high.”
Her brows dove downward. “Take your hands off me, St. Claire, or I will—”
He seized her arm and yanked. She shrieked and tumbled into his arms. 
Talbot stared down at her. “As I was about to say, you can fall.”
“Put me down.” 
He obeyed. 
“Ye had better start climbing,” she told him. 
“The cat will come down when he is ready,” Talbot said. 
“Have ye ever had a cat, laird?” Dona asked. “They are good climbers, but they often bite off more than they can chew. He will stay up there until he is too weak to climb down, then he will fall. We must bring him down.”
Talbot shifted his attention back to Rhoslyn. “I suppose if I do not get him down, you will be up that tree the moment I turn my back.”
“Aye,” she replied.
Yes, he would never have to wonder what this woman thought. 
Talbot hoisted himself up onto the first branch, then climbed until he reached the branch below the cat, who perched halfway out on the limb. 
“Lucifer, come,” he commanded. 
Giggles wafted up to him. 
“He is no’ a dog, St. Claire,” Rhoslyn called. “He will not come on command.”
The very reason he disliked cats. With a firm grip on an overhead branch, he eased out onto the limb. Lucifer meowed. 
“Easy, laird,” one woman called up. “Ye dinna’ want to scare him.”
He did want to scare the cat. Talbot came within arm’s reach of the animal and the branch he stood on creaked. He halted and extended one arm. 
“Come, Lucifer.”
The cat meowed. 
“Come.”
Another meow, but the villain didn’t move. 
Talbot inched out far enough to be able to grab the cat. Lucifer backed out of reach. Talbot looked down at the branch he stood on. Sturdy enough to hold Rhoslyn, no doubt. He considered leaving the task to one of the younger, smaller men, but threw an arm over the overhead branch and crept out farther. 
“Careful, laird,” Dona called up. “That branch looks thin out there.”
The branch was thin. He reached the cat and grabbed its scruff before he could scamper away again. The limb beneath Talbot gave a loud crack and the cat hissed with a guttural meow, digging its claws into the exposed flesh of Talbot’s neck. Lucifer twisted and Talbot jerked in an effort to maintain his hold. The limb gave way beneath them as the cat hissed and sank its claws deeper into his flesh. They somersaulted in a tangle of fur and surcoat. 
Talbot hit the ground on his side with a thud. The cat leapt from his arms and scampered off with Dona hurrying after him. Talbot drew a stuttered breath and blinked into focus the female faces that encircled him. 
“Are ye in one piece, St. Claire?” Rhoslyn asked. 
He noted the absence of sympathy. 
“St Claire,” she said when he didn’t reply. 
He groaned. 
Her brow furrowed in uncertainty. “Surely, you are no’ hurt from that short fall.”
He’d fallen at least fifteen feet and was lucky he hadn’t landed on his neck.
“I dinna’ see any blood,” one woman said. 
He groaned again and closed his eyes. 
An instant later, slim fingers gently probed his head. “St. Claire,” Rhoslyn said. 
This time concern filled her voice, desperate concern, if he wasn’t mistaken. 
Talbot snapped open his eyes, seized her shoulders and dragged her to him for a sound kiss. Rhoslyn yanked back, mouth agape. 
“St. Claire.” She tried to twist free, but he pulled her close and kissed her once more, slowly, this time. 
“Aye, he is no’ harmed,” one woman said. 
Talbot rolled on top of Rhoslyn, still kissing her. 
“I would say he is healthy as a horse,” another said. 
Rhoslyn finally managed to wedge her hands between them and he allowed her to push him away. 
“Have ye lost your mind?” she demanded. “The ground is wet and cold. Get off me.”
He looked up at the women. “Do I not deserve a reward for risking my life?”
“I would say ye are risking your life lying on top of Lady Rhoslyn in public,” a woman said.
She had a point. Talbot looked down at his wife. Her dark eyes roiled with fury.
“Were you not the least bit worried I had injured myself?” he asked. 
She gave a disgusted snort. “Ye should have let me climb the tree.”
His amusement vanished. “I can easily survive a fall. You and our child cannot.”
* * *
Rhoslyn’s eyes widen. 
He knows. 
“Child?” Edina said. 
“Lady Rhoslyn,” Molly cried, and they all began to talk at once. 
St. Claire shoved to his feet and extended a hand toward her. Her heart pounded. He knew. But how? She wanted to slap his hand away. He lifted a brow. Rhoslyn narrowed her eyes. He shrugged and grasped her hand, pulling her to her feet. The women immediately encircled her, their chatter a muddle of congratulations, advice, and general joy. 
“Why did ye no’ tell us?” Molly asked. 
“The babe has been inside her a mere month,” Edina said. “She was probably waiting to be certain.” She looked at St. Claire. “But a husband knows.”
“Aye,” the others agreed, heads nodding in vigorous agreement. 
Tears sprang to Rhoslyn’s eyes. The women were letting her know they accepted the baby as St. Claire’s without question. They began hugging her and laughing and she feared she wouldn’t be able to hold back the tears. 
“Aye,” she managed in a level voice. “I wanted to be certain. As ye can see, St. Claire is going to be too protective.”
“Of course,” Tira said. He wants ye and the babe to be safe.”
Rhoslyn nodded. “Aye. Now I am a bit tired. Will you walk with me, St. Claire?” 
“Go on,” Edina said. “Take a nap.” She looked at St. Claire. “Ye might want to put your wife to bed, laird.” She winked.
St. Claire bowed. “Excellent advice.” He turned to Rhoslyn and held out his arm. “My lady.”
She cast him a dark look, accepted his arm, and started away. Opposite the stables, out of earshot of the woman, Rhoslyn said, “How did ye know?”
“As the women said, a husband knows.”
Rhoslyn snorted. 
“No one told me,” he said. “I feel certain you told no one.”
No, she hadn’t. She still didn’t half believe it. All those years with Alec she had been so sure it was her fault she didn’t conceive. To conceive so quickly now had to mean it was Alec and not her who had been at fault. How many times had she knelt in the chapel, begging one saint after another for a child? Now, she had gotten pregnant within the first month of marriage. Mayhap, the first time. 
They started around the stables and Rhoslyn grabbed St. Claire’s arm and pulled him around the back of the building. “Why did ye tell the women I am with child?”
“Because it is better they believe we are happy about the babe.”
She stiffened. “Then ye are no’ happy.”
He frowned. “What makes you say that?”
“You say it is better they believe we are happy. That implies ye are hesitant.”
“I am very happy. It is you who have misgivings.”
“Aye, I have misgivings. It is easy for you to say you will love the child no matter what. But when the babe doesna’ look or act like ye, anger and resentment will make you think differently.”
“Rhoslyn, the child is mine.”
“Ye hope it is yours,” she shot back.
He grasped her shoulders. “The child is mine.”
“Your brother—”
“My brother will never come near my children. My children. Do you understand?”
She searched his face. How she wanted to believe him. 
He pulled her against his chest. At first she resisted, but he held her tight and rested his chin on her head. 
“Lady Andreana is grown,” he said. “She will soon marry and leave our house. Do you not want children?”
She did, but what if the child wasn’t his? Worse, what if the child ended up buried beside Dougal? 
St. Claire drew back, then pulled her against his side and began walking. “We should send word to your grandfather.”
“Nay,” she said too quickly, then amended, “Do no’ tell him in a missive. Invite him to come, then we will tell him in person. But let us wait at least a month.”
“Why?”
“Many things can go wrong in the first few weeks.”
“Like falling from a tree?” 
She slapped his arm. 
“Do you not think it better if everyone knows you are having my child?” he asked. 
Rhoslyn looked at him. “Do ye believe your brother is still in Scotland?” 
“I have no reason to believe he has left. I wrote my father and Edward. If Dayton returns to England, they will send word.”
She grew tired of hiding from him within the walls of Castle Glenbarr. Never before had she allowed anyone to bully her. Never before have you had so much to lose, a small voice replied. 
“I told ye it could be some time before ye caught him,” she said. “How long am I to endure being prisoner here?”
“Until I catch him, especially now that you are pregnant. Make no mistake, Dayton will happily claim my son as his if he believes it will gain him your fortune.”
“Just as you would claim his,” she said more to herself than him.
He glanced down at her, and she glimpsed the hurt in his eyes. The emotion vanished in an instant, but her guilt pierced soul deep. 
He looked straight ahead. “Rhoslyn, if you were pregnant with Melrose’s child, I would have claimed you as my wife and taken the babe as my own. I suppose my brother and I are much alike.”
Denial leapt on her lips. He wasn’t like his brother...not wholly. St. Claire had the right to demand that she honor the betrothal. That was the way of things for women like her. When her grandfather betrothed her to Alec she understood her duty and married him. He had been a good man and she loved him. But, in truth, he loved her more than she had him. Her stomach knotted. Hadn’t that always been a niggling guilt—one she had managed to ignore until now? St. Claire made her feel... Made her feel what? Feel. That was all. 
Feeling was everything. 
Feeling was dangerous. 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“I often wondered if Alec wasn’t at fault for your inability to conceive,” Seward told Rhoslyn.
Talbot liked the old baron’s honesty. 
Lady Rhoslyn shrugged. “It would seem ye were right.”
Seward shifted his attention to Talbot. “Edward will be pleased to learn the news.”
Talbot shrugged and glimpsed the slight narrowing of Rhoslyn’s eyes. She hated it when he did that. She also wasn’t pleased that he had contacted her grandfather. She’d wanted a month. He’d given her three weeks. 
“Edward might be pleased,” Talbot said. 
“Ye know he will be glad,” Seward said. “But we will worry about that when the time comes. I am pleased.”
“That is enough,” Talbot said. 
“When will the babe come?”
“Mid-spring,” Rhoslyn answered. 
Seward’s gaze swung onto him. “Ye have had no word on the whereabouts of your brother?”
Talbot shook his head. “He seems to have disappeared.” 
“An adder waiting to strike,” Seward murmured.
Talbot had to agree.
“I assume the servants know about the pregnancy?”
“Aye,” Rhoslyn said, and shot Talbot a recriminating glance. 
“It may no’ matter,” Seward said. “There is no telling what a madman will do. If we say nothing, Dayton may feel desperate enough to make a move. If we announce the pregnancy, he might become emboldened to make a claim. Either way, I wager he is still in Scotland.” 
“There is the chance he realizes his folly and has given up,” Rhoslyn said. “He may simply be hiding.”
“Perhaps,” Seward said. “But it is more likely he is waiting for an opportunity.”
“Your grandfather is right,” Talbot said. “Dayton will not give up so easily.”
“Mayhap I should look for him myself.”
“Nay,” Rhoslyn blurted. She cast a pleading glance at Talbot. 
“You can, but it would likely be a waste of time,” Talbot said. “I have men searching for him.”
“They are no’ doing a good job,” Seward said.
“You do not know my brother. He is a skilled warrior and hunter. He will not be easy to find. But he will make a mistake, and that is when I will catch him.”
The old baron glanced at Rhoslyn, then said to Talbot, “This will no’ be over until he is dead.”
“Aye,” Talbot said. “I know.” 
Talbot happened to be on the wall when the rider was sighted in the distance, riding at breakneck speed. 
“He is slumped in the saddle,” Baxter said. 
Talbot nodded. He scanned the horizon for other riders but found none. The rider drew closer and a prickle crept up his spine when he recognized the crest on the man’s mail shirt. 
“Kinsley.” Baxter looked at Talbot. “They have barely had time to reach Banmore Castle.” 
“Open the gate,” Talbot ordered, then turned and hurried down the stairs. 
He reached the bailey as the man rode inside. Talbot instantly took in the dark stain on his sleeve, and caught him as he nearly fell from his saddle. 
“Kinsley,” the rider rasped. 
Baxter appeared at his side. 
“Help me get him inside,” Talbot ordered. 
Baxter slung one of the man’s arms over his shoulder and Talbot did the same with the other, then they brought him inside and lowered him into a chair at the table near the hearth. 
“Bring ale,” he told a waiting lad, then said to the rider, “What happened?”
“Attacked,” he said between gulps of air. “At the gorge.”
Talbot looked at Baxter.
“Colliston Gorge is west of us on the way to Banmore Castle.”
The man grabbed Talbot’s shirt. “They fell upon us—”
The lad appeared with ale and Talbot pressed the lip of the mug to the man’s mouth.
He drank greedily, then pushed Talbot’s hand away. “Kinsley asks ye for help.”
“How many?” he demanded. 
“Maybe fifty,” the man replied. 
“Gather a hundred men,” Talbot told Baxter. “We ride within the hour.”
Led by Ross, Talbot rode hard with his men. Twenty minutes later, they reached the gorge and he knew the attackers were gone. Bodies lay broken and bloodied across the trampled ground. Seward had ridden with twenty men; a dozen lay dead on the road alone, but Seward was not among them. Maybe he had eluded his attackers and reached the safety of Banmore Castle. 
Talbot ordered men to check the fallen warriors, then sent scouts to search the area. He hoped Seward’s attackers had gotten sloppy. Talbot took a dozen men and began searching for more wounded. 
Minutes later, one of his men located Seward. He lay near two of his men, a sword wound through his ribs. Blood darkened the ground beneath him. Talbot dismounted and dropped to one knee beside him and was surprised to discover a faint pulse at his neck. Talbot removed Seward’s mail shirt and tunic, then tore the tunic into a long strip and began binding the wound. 
Ross appeared on his horse. “We found one of the attackers still alive.”
“Is there any clue as to who he and his companions are?” Talbot demanded. 
“He wears no crest or identifying marks.”
“Beat it out of him, then throw him over a horse and bring him to Castle Glenbarr. If you find any others, bring them as well. Have you any idea who they might be?”
“Your brother comes to mind.”
“I cannot think what he would gain by killing Seward.” But Talbot wondered if he knew his brother at all. “Take Cullen. He is our best tracker,” he said. “Track them, but do not make contact. I want to know who they are. Then I will deal with them myself.”
Ross nodded, whirled his horse around and was gone. 
Talbot mounted his charger, then had Seward lifted onto his horse behind him and tied to him. The old man moaned, then fell silent. Talbot took thirty of his men and started for Castle Glenbarr. The slow pace he was forced to maintain in deference to Seward chaffed against his desire for speed. They reached the castle an hour later, and Baxter met them in the bailey.
“God’s blood,” Baxter muttered as he lifted Seward from the saddle. 
“Easy,” Talbot said. 
They entered through the postern door and Mistress Muira hurried toward them from the kitchen. She reached them as they neared the stairs.
Her eyes widened. “Sweet God.” She crossed herself, then shouted, “Leanna!” A girl appeared in the doorway. “Bring warm water and clean rags to the laird’s chambers.” She hurried past them and up the stairs. “None of the other rooms are warm enough,” she said as they ascended. “I will have a fire prepared, but until the room is warm enough I will tend him in your private chambers, laird.” 
They reached the third floor and Talbot laid him down in Rhoslyn’s bed. 
Mistress Muira sat beside Seward on the bed and surveyed the bandage. “Have ye a knife, laird?”
He gave her the knife strapped to his belt and she made quick work of cutting the knot Talbot had tied in the bandage. 
“Where is Lady Rhoslyn?” he demanded. 
“The ladies solar.” 
Talbot motioned Baxter to follow and they entered his private solar. 
“Have you any idea who attacked him?” Baxter asked. 
“One was found wounded, but alive. God willing, we’ll know soon enough.”
“Would Dayton attack the old baron?” Baxter said. 
“If he thought it would profit him, aye. But I cannot see how it would help his cause.”
“Perhaps I should go to the gorge and have a look?” Baxter said. 
Talbot shook his head. “Ross is there. He knows the land better than we. If there is anything to be found, he will find it. Add an extra watch to the guards, and send men to scout the land between here, Dunfrey Castle, and Banmore Castle. Keep scouts out until I tell you otherwise. Any news, inform me immediately—especially when the men return with the prisoner. Lady Rhoslyn will demand to be informed as well. Leave her to me.” 
“Aye,” Baxter said, and left. 
* * *
“Lady Brae is but fourteen,” Rhoslyn told Lord Davis. “It is no wonder her parents are loathe to let her marry just yet. Did they no’ agree that the marriage would take place one year hence?”
“Aye,” the young lord replied. “But I love her. I canna’ wait.”
Beside Rhoslyn on the bench in the ladies solar, Lady Saraid began swinging her feet distractedly. Rhoslyn sighed inwardly. She had clearly been gone too long. All of Buchan must have learned that she had returned home and now stood outside her door. The requests to facilitate marriage proposals and petitions to foster or tutor young ladies would keep her busy until the birth of her own child. She started to cover her belly with a hand, then remembered she wasn’t alone. 
“Lady Rhoslyn?” Lord Davis said. “Will ye speak with Lady Brae’s father?”
Saraid swung her feet harder. 
“Sweet Jesu, cease swinging your feet, child,” Rhoslyn said. 
The girl immediately stilled and Lord Davis’s eyes rounded like a doe caught in a bowman’s sights.
Rhoslyn released a breath. “Lady Saraid, a lady doesna’ act bored when she has guests.” Neither does a lady lose her temper with a young girl. 
“‘Tis impossible not to be bored,” Saraid replied. 
Rhoslyn had to agree, but couldn’t admit that. Lady Saraid was thirteen and wanted to be anywhere but here. “A lady never lets it be known she is bored,” Rhoslyn told her.
Saraid’s brows dove downward but she remained silent. 
Rhoslyn returned her attention to the young man. “Lord Davis, your future bride is still young. Would ye really tear her from her family too soon?”
He frowned. “She wants to marry me.”
“Of course she does,” Rhoslyn said gently. “But she asked you to be patient and understand that her parents were no’ quite ready to let her go.”
“Aye,” he shot back. “They do no’ understand she is a woman grown.”
Almost a woman grown, Rhoslyn thought. But not quite. “Did it occur to ye that she does not want to hurt her parents?” Rhoslyn asked. 
“They canna’ hold her forever,” he muttered.
“I doubt they want to do that. Do ye plan to have children?”
“Of course. I want many sons.”
“Mayhap a daughter or two, as well,” Rhoslyn said. “A sweet babe who will grow up into a beautiful woman.” 
His cheeks colored. “Aye, a daughter would please me.” 
Would her child be a girl this time? Would St. Claire be happy with a daughter? “Can ye imagine handing her over to a man?” Rhoslyn asked the young man. “Ever?”
His lips pursed. 
“Her father has made his decision,” Rhoslyn said. “It is best ye abide by it. You are betrothed. You can wait a year for her fifteenth birthday.”
The young man looked as if he had been given a death decree, but he nodded. “Thank ye, Lady Rhoslyn.”
The door to the solar opened and St. Claire entered. The hard set of his mouth caused Rhoslyn’s heart to jump. Something was wrong. 
“Ye may go, Lord Davis,” Rhoslyn said. “Lady Saraid, work on your needlework. It is on the table where ye left it.”
Lord Davis strode to the door. “Sir Talbot,” he said. 
“My lord,” St. Claire said. “It is good to see you.”
The young man nodded, then left. 
Rhoslyn rose and crossed to St. Claire. 
“Will you speak with me in our chambers, my lady?” he asked. 
“Aye. Lady Saraid, I will return later.”
They left and when they reached their solar, she said, “What is it?”
“Your grandfather, he is wounded.”
“Wounded? What do ye mean—Where is he? What happened?” The room spun. St. Claire grasped her arm. “Tell me,” she insisted. 
“Someone attacked him on his return trip home,” he said. 
Rhoslyn gasped. “Is he—”
St. Claire shook his head. “Nay, but I will not lie. He is seriously wounded.”
“Where is he?”
“In your chambers.”
Without another word, she ran across the room to her door and burst into her quarters. Mistress Miura sat on the edge of her bed beside her grandfather. In an instant, Rhoslyn took in the bloody bandages on the table beside the bed and the gash in his ribs. 
She hurried to the bed. “How is he, Mistress?”
“He is alive,” she replied. 
The need to cry tightened her throat. “What can I do?”
Muira instructed her and, together, they finished cleaning the wound, then applied herbs and bound his ribs. What seemed eons later, Rhoslyn sat alone with her grandfather in the dimly lit room. 
The tread of booted feet approached from behind. 
“What do ye want, St. Claire?” she asked. 
“Mistress Muira informed me he is resting well,” he said. 
Rhoslyn shot to her feet and whirled on him. “With no help from ye.”
Surprise flickered in his eyes. “I am the one who found and brought him here.”
“How is it ye were with him when he was wounded?” she demanded. 
“I was not. Seward sent one of his men back for help. I went immediately.”
“Without telling me.” 
“I took a hundred men. What help could you have offered that they could not?”
“I would have gone, you monster,” she snapped. 
He barked a laugh. “That I would not have allowed.”
“Ye could no’ have stopped me.”
“Christ, Rhoslyn, had I wasted even a moment, he could have died.”
She closed the distance between them in an instant. “Had ye killed Dayton, Grandfather would not be lying in that bed at all.”
His gaze sharpened and she was startled to realize her barb had struck home. That was what she’d intended, but satisfaction didn’t taste as sweet as expected. 
“You believe Dayton is responsible for the attack?” he asked. 
“Who else?”
“You are saying Seward has no enemies.”
“None who would attack him with such malice.”
“Nay?” St. Claire said. “Only a few days ago Roberts intended to kill him.”
“Bah! There is a difference in fighting and sneaking up on a man like a dog. This smells like your brother.”
“It could be him,” St. Claire said. “But to what end?”
“To draw you out, force you away from Castle Glenbarr. God only knows. The man is not in his right senses.”
“That is true,” St. Claire said. “But he is not a fool when it comes to warring.”
“Warring, aye, and ye brought it to us.”
“You are overwrought,” he said.” I understand your worry. But you know this was not my doing. However, I will find who is responsible and give you his head.”
She stared. “His head? What comfort will that be if my grandfather dies?” Rhoslyn turned away and returned to her grandfather’s side.
All was quiet for a few moments, then the tread of boots on stone told her St. Claire had left. Only then did she let the tears flow. 
* * *
At the knock on the door, Talbot called, “Enter.” 
Ross entered. Talbot noted his mud-caked boots and grimy hands and hair—and the blood crusted, gaping hole in his left shirts sleeve.
Talbot laid his quill on the parchment and rose. “Did you find Seward’s attackers?”
Ross glanced at his wounded arm and grunted. “We ran into a band of marauders. Fools tried to relieve us of our horses.”
“It seems Buchan is riddled with thieves and cutthroats,” Talbot observed.
“No more so than England, I imagine,” Ross replied without rancor. “I hear ye took one of Kinsley’s attackers alive.”
Talbot nodded. “He died before reaching Castle Glenbarr.”
“I suppose we should be thankful our enemies are no’ as hardy as we are,” Ross said. “Or mayhap we are better killers.”
Talbot grunted. “Did you locate Seward’s attackers?”
“Not exactly. There were about twenty men. They split off into three groups. On a hunch, I took Cullen with me and we followed the northernmost riders. Those men broke off and we were able to follow only two men into Elgean. We lost their trail there, but that village falls under the protection of Sir Jason Boyd. I canna’ believe thirty men could plan an attack without Boyd knowing.”
“Then you believe he is behind the attack?” Talbot asked. 
“He at least knew of it,” Ross replied. “But beware. That will no’ be easy to prove.”
Talbot nodded. “If he sent the men but did not go with them, he can claim they were acting of their own accord. And you did not actually find any of the men?”
“Nay. We lost the tracks in the village.”
“I imagine that was the plan,” Talbot said. “What reason would Boyd have to attack Seward?”
Ross grunted. “Boyd has lusted after Castle Glenbarr since he was a boy. But he hasna’ the power to take it alone. His laird is Domhnall De Quincy, the Earl of Maddsen. De Quincy is a rival of our laird Eoghan Neachdan, the Earl of Lochland. De Quincy wouldna’ mind tipping the scales of power in his favor. If any of his knights managed to seize Kinsley’s power, well,” he shrugged, “all the better for him.”
“What a coincidence that one of his men chose now to attack.”
Ross nodded. “Ye find that odd, as well?”
Now Talbot understood what Dayton might have to gain by attacking Seward.
* * *
Rhoslyn refused to move from her grandfather’s side, and the following night, when the door quietly opened behind her, she thought St. Claire had returned as he had last night, to insist she come to his bed. 
His bed. A mental picture flashed of lying safe and warm in his arms. Tears pricked, then guilt followed with a hard stab. How could she consider sharing the man’s bed who was responsible for her grandfather lying at death’s door? She placed a palm over her belly. How could she hate the father of her child? 
She started from her thoughts when Mistress Miura appeared beside the bed. 
“I am all right, Miura,” Rhoslyn said. “Ye need no’ worry about me.”
“I know well enough to worry about ye, my lady, but that isna’ why I come. I thought you should know that Lord Lochland is here.”
Rhoslyn looked up sharply. “Here? Now?” Fury rammed through her. “Grandfather is in bed but a day and already Lochland picks the bones.” She shoved to her feet, then hesitated.
“Go on,” Muira said. “I will sit with him.”
Rhoslyn still hesitated. If anything happened while she was away from his side. If he died... She shook her head. “Nay. I canna’ leave him.”
The housekeeper nodded. “I will let ye know if the men call for you.”
Rhoslyn started to sit down on the bed, then stopped. The men would not call for her. They would make their plans, then she would be forced to live with the consequences. 
“Muira, wait.” Her heart was breaking. “Nay. I must go. If—when—my grandfather awakens and he learns I shirked my duty he will not forgive me. You stay. If you need me for anything—anything at all—you will call me?”
“Aye, my lady. But he is sleeping well. I dinna’ think you need worry. He is strong.”
Rhoslyn nodded and hurried from the room before she could change her mind. She reached the great hall and found Lord Lochland sitting alone at the table. 
He rose as she approached. “Lady Rhoslyn.” 
She reached him and dropped into a curtsey. “Lord Lochland.” She rose. “It is good to see you.”
“And you. How is your grandfather?”
“His breathing is strong. We are hopeful he will awaken at any time.”
He smiled indulgently and she wanted to scream. Instead, she said in a sweet voice, “Would ye like to come into the bower? We can speak in private there.”
“Nay, Lady Rhoslyn, I am here to see your husband.”
“Anything that concerns him concerns me,” she said.
“Aye, but I think it is better if he and I speak alone first.”
“If you fear that I will be upset when you speak of my grandfather, ye need no’ worry. I understand the situation.”
The postern door opened and frustration bubbled up when St. Claire entered. He strode to where they stood.
“St. Claire,” she said, “this is the Earl of Lochland. Lord Lochland, my husband, Sir Talbot St. Claire.”
St. Claire canted his head. “My lord, I am pleased to meet you.”
Lord Lochland gave a curt nod, then cast a glance at Rhoslyn. “I wish our meeting was under happier circumstances. Can we speak privately?”
“Aye. We can go to the bower.” He looked at Rhoslyn. “Will you have wine sent up?”
She nodded. “Aye.” Rhoslyn turned, and St. Claire led him toward the stairs. 
She secured a tray of wine and two goblets, then took her time approaching the bower. As hoped, she arrived when the men were standing in front of the fire. 
They turned as she entered, and Lord Lochland said when she crossed to the table near the hearth, “Lady Rhoslyn, as I said earlier, it is better if I speak with your husband alone.”
She set the tray on the table and began pouring the wine. “Why? He will only repeat to me everything you say.” That, she knew, was likely untrue. She looked up at the earl. “Surely, there is no need for that?”
Irritation flared in his eyes. “It will no’ be easy for ye to hear what I have to say. As much as I pray your grandfather lives, he may not, and I canna’ put aside my responsibilities because of sentiment.”
She angled her head in acknowledgment. “Of course not. I would not ask it of ye.” She picked up the two goblets, went to the men and gave them each a glass. 
“Please sit, Rhoslyn,” St. Claire said. 
He betrayed no anger in his manner, but she’d learned how apt he was at disguising his feelings. They hadn’t spoken since their argument. If he was angry with her wouldn’t he have ordered her from the room? She sat on the bench before he could change his mind.
The earl turned his attention to St. Claire. “As I was saying, I am hearing rumors that two of Kinsley’s enemies are plotting to take possession of his holdings.”
“They must know I would not allow that,” St. Claire said. 
“Aye, they surely know, for anything they take is yours when he dies. But that doesna’ mean they will not try, and soon, for they will want to attack while he lies unconscious.”
St. Claire nodded. “They may try.”
Lochland gave a slow nod. “You can defend Seward’s people. Still, I would prefer to avoid a war.”
“Have you not the power to stop them?” St. Claire asked. 
“I am no’ their laird, and their laird is no friend of mine. In truth, he would love nothing better than to gain a foothold in my territory.”
“Who are these men and their lord?” 
“Their laird is Domhnall De Quincy, the Earl of Maddsen. He rules the land to the south. The two I suspect of plotting against Kinsley are Baron Balcaskie and Sir Jason Boyd.”
Something flickered in St. Claire’s eyes. “De Quincy would risk a fight with you?” he asked. 
“Mayhap ye dinna’ understand how powerful Kinsley is,” Lochland said. “Within Buchan, he is second only to me. He commands fifteen hundred men-at-arms, and easily that many warriors amongst his tenants, if need be. If they were to gain control of his land, it would be no small matter for me to drive them out.” Lochland studied him. “You have the skill to defend his land, but can ye inspire his men to follow ye?”
“If they want to win, they will follow me,” St. Claire said. 
A shiver snaked down Rhoslyn’s spine. St. Claire’s confidence recalled the memory of him slicing open the neck of his enemy. Would he view her grandfather’s death with the same dispassion as he did fighting an enemy? 
Lord Lochland’s eyes rested on Rhoslyn. “I should have married De Quincy to your wife. That would have solved this problem.”
Marriage to Domhnall De Quincy? Sweet Jesu, that was worse than marriage to St. Claire. Though she would marry De Quincy if it meant her grandfather lived. But she couldn’t buy her grandfather’s life. God didn’t barter. She’d learned that first hand. 
Rhoslyn said to Lochland, “If it is true De Quincy wishes to seize your power, then my marriage to him would only ensure war upon my grandfather’s death.”
The earl gave a slow nod. “Ye are right. Which is why I have decided to betroth Lady Andreana to him.”
* * *
Shock registered in Rhoslyn’s eyes, then was gone so quickly Talbot almost doubted he’d seen it. 
“Ye canno’ marry Andreana to Lord De Quincy,” she said. 
“I can,” he replied. 
She shook her head. “Forgive me, I am not making myself clear. You canna’ marry her to anyone. She is already married.”
“Already married? To who?” he demanded. 
“To my husband’s captain, Sir Baxter D’Angers.”
Lochland turned his hard gaze onto Talbot. “Is this true?”
“I am sorry, St. Claire,” she quickly replied. “This is all my fault. It was my idea to marry her to Sir Baxter. She is of marriageable age, and I felt it better she marry a man my lord husband knew to be of a good character.”
My lord husband? Talbot wanted to laugh. It seemed his wife wasn’t above stroking a man’s ego when it served her purpose.
“When did the marriage take place?” Lochland demanded. 
“Four days ago,” she replied. 
His gaze sharpened. “I heard nothing of the marriage.”
“We had a very small wedding,” Talbot interjected before Rhoslyn could reply. “Given the trouble with my brother, I decided against opening our doors to visitors. We had a small ceremony in the chapel.” He smiled at Rhoslyn. “After all, that is what Lady Rhoslyn and I did.”
The earl’s mouth thinned. “I imagine Edward will be well pleased at the progress you have made in so short a time.”
“As my wife said, Baxter is of the highest character. I betrothed them to please her, nothing more.”
Relief flickered in her eyes, then was gone when Lochland shifted his gaze onto her. 
“I am surprised, Lady Rhoslyn, that you would agree to your stepdaughter’s marriage to an Englishman—even one of high character.”
“I am sure you have heard how St. Claire defended us against marauders,” she said. “He saved us. I have come to trust his judgment.”
Talbot was startled to read true gratitude on her face. Only last night she had accused him of being responsible for the attack on her grandfather.
“Marauders?” Lochland’s brow lifted. “I was told the men who attacked were employed by your brother.”
“That is what I believe,” Talbot said. 
“Surely there must be some way other than marriage to Andreana to avoid fighting with De Quincy?” Rhoslyn said. “There is no guarantee he would have agreed to the marriage, anyway.”
“He would have agreed,” Lochland said. “But it seems your husband will have to deal with him.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
When the postern door closed behind Lochland, Talbot was ready for Rhoslyn as she rounded on him. He held up a hand to quiet her. “A moment, Lady Rhoslyn.” Talbot called to a lad waiting near the table. “Find Sir Baxter and send him to my private quarters. Look first on the wall. If he is not there, try the field where the men train.”
“Aye, laird,” the boy started to turn away. 
“Lad.” 
The boy stopped. 
“Come with Baxter to my chambers.”
The boy’s eyes widened, but he turned and sped from the room. 
Talbot turned back to Rhoslyn. “Where is Lady Andreana?”
Rhoslyn shook her head. “I do no’ know. She could be in her chambers, or mayhap she is sitting with my grandfather.”
“We had better find her and tell her she is married.”
Rhoslyn’s eyes rounded. “My God, St. Claire, what have I done?”
“Gotten us all hung, if your priest does not agree to forge marriage papers.”
“You mean ye really will betroth Sir Baxter to Andreana?”
“You were not sure I would?” He laughed. “If you had doubts, why did you tell Lochland they were married?”
“I could think of nothing else.”
“I suppose I should be glad you did not think of me killing him.”
“The thought crossed my mind,” she replied, and Talbot suspected it was more accurate to say that she considered killing him herself. 
“Let us find Lady Andreana,” he said. 
He strode to the kitchen and ordered one of the maids to find Andreana and send her to his chambers. He returned to Rhoslyn and they hurried to their private quarters. 
When he closed the door behind them, she said, “What if Father Crey will no’ say they are already married?”
“He will agree if he wants any more contributions from me.”
Her mouth fell open. “Ye canna’ bribe a priest.”
“Aye, but I can.”
She shook her head. “He will do it to save her from De Quincy.”
“All the better. That will save me silver.”
“That is blasphemy,” she said, but he caught a hint of laughter in her voice, and relief flooded him. Perhaps she had seen reason and understood he wasn’t to blame for her grandfather being attacked.
“It is frugal,” he replied. 
“We must have witnesses. Mistress Muira will surely agree. My grandfather. Perhaps some of your men as well, St. Claire.” Her brow knitted in worry. “Will Sir Baxter marry her?”
“He will do as I command.”
“I do no’ want him to hate her.”
“Rhoslyn, it is a good match for him. He will be pleased. Do not worry.”
She snorted. “Ye are a terrible liar. He hates Scotland. I believe he dreams of you and him returning to England.”
Talbot regarded her. “There was a time you dreamed of me returning to England. Now you have married your stepdaughter to my captain.”
“Your captain is preferable to De Quincy.”
“Hmm,” Talbot intoned. “So it isn’t that you see our redeeming qualities, but simply that there is someone you perceive as being worse than we are.”
She stepped closer to him. “Nay. You are wrong. I...” Confusion washed across her features and Talbot read in her eyes fear for her grandfather’s life and anger that he had been hurt.
Talbot grasped her chin and tilted her face up toward him. “You...”
She reached for his shoulders, rose on tiptoes, kissed him, then drew back. “I am grateful that you are saving Andreana.”
He looked down at her. “Grateful?” 
That was a start.
* * *
A knock sounded at the door and Rhoslyn jerked free of St. Claire’s embrace. 
“Enter,” he called. 
The door opened and Andreana entered. “Ye called for me, laird?”
“Aye, Lady Andreana.” He looked at Rhoslyn. 
“Andreana, come, sit with me at the fire.”
The girl looked from Rhoslyn to him, brows drawn, but she did as Rhoslyn asked.
They sat and Rhoslyn took Andreana’s hand in hers. “There is no way to say this save directly.”
“What is it?” Andreana blurted. “Has Grandfather died?”
“Nay,” Rhoslyn quickly assured her. “Nothing like that. I am sorry. We didna’ mean to frighten you. Andreana, ye are to be married immediately.”
Andreana blinked. “Married?” She looked from Rhoslyn to St. Claire. “What has happened?”
“Lord Lochland wanted to betroth you to De Quincy,” St. Claire replied. 
Andreana gasped. 
“Your mother told him you were already wed to Sir Baxter.”
Rhoslyn squeezed her hand. “It was the only way. St. Claire says Sir Baxter is a good man. He is preferable to De Quincy, do ye no’ agree?”
“Aye,” Andreana said slowly. “It is just so...unexpected.” She looked again at St. Claire. “What does Sir Baxter think about being saddled with a Scottish wife?”
“He will consider himself fortunate,” Rhoslyn interjected. 
Andreana gave her a gentle smile. “Sir Baxter has no more wish to marry a Scottish woman than ye did to marry an Englishman.”
“Andreana,” Rhoslyn remonstrated. 
“Do not chide her for understanding the truth, Rhoslyn,” St. Claire cut in, then shifted his gaze to Andreana. “It is a good match for him, more than he could have hoped for at least another five years, maybe more. Aside from being intelligent and beautiful, you are an heiress. He will see the advantage in marrying you.”
“But you told Lord Lochland that we were already married. How will you hide the truth from him?”
Rhoslyn patted her hand. “Leave that to us.”
Andreana shook her head. “I must know, for Sir Baxter and I are to live this farce.”
“It is no farce,” Rhoslyn said. “You will truly be married. Father Crey will date the wedding’s church records four days past.”
Her brows rose. “That is a dangerous game.”
“The risk is worth keeping you from De Quincy,” Rhoslyn said. 
Andreana nodded. “Aye.” She shifted her attention to St. Claire. “Thank you. This is a terrible risk. I am in your debt.”
Annoyance pricked. Rhoslyn had risked just as much as St. Claire, but Andreana acted as if she had nothing to do with saving her from De Quincy. Though, St. Claire hadn’t had to go along with the lie. He could have told Lord Lochland the truth and left Andreana to her fate. He did, in truth, have more than Rhoslyn to lose if the earl discovered their lie. Was he doing this to make up for her grandfather’s injury? Of course he was, he—Another knock came to the door. St. Claire bade them enter. The lad and Sir Baxter entered the room. 
“Sit, Baxter,” St. Claire said. 
The man’s brows rose, but he obeyed as St. Claire strode to the writing table in the far corner of the room. As he wrote something on a parchment, Rhoslyn noticed the furtive glances Andreana cast in Sir Baxter’s direction. Rhoslyn recalled the day Andreana returned to Castle Glenbarr, and her reaction to Sir Baxter when they were introduced, then the way she had watched him during the games. The girl was attracted to him! So this marriage might not be the prison sentence Rhoslyn had feared it might be. 
St. Claire rose from the table with the parchment, folded and sealed. He instructed the boy to deliver the note to Father Crey in the village. The lad left and St. Claire faced them. 
“Baxter, you will be pleased to know that I have betrothed you to Lady Andreana.”
Startlement flickered in the knight’s eyes. “Forgive me, my lord, this is somewhat...abrupt.”
“Aye,” St. Claire said, and recounted to Sir Baxter what had happened. 
Sir Baxter gave a slow nod. “I have heard of De Quincy. It is said he does not deal fairly with his tenants.”
Rhoslyn snorted. “That is but one of his faults. He would rule all of Buchan, given the chance, and he would do it on the backs of those who work the land. He is a cruel man.”
“I suppose it is fortunate, then, that I am free to save Lady Andreana.”
The words were sweet, but Rhoslyn was sure she heard bitterness in his voice. 
“Aye, it is,” St. Claire said. “Father Crey will perform the ceremony immediately, then you and Lady Andreana will leave for England tomorrow.”
Andreana gasped and Rhoslyn shot to her feet. “England? But why?”
“As long as Lochland believes his power is in jeopardy he will do anything necessary to protect his position. I can better ensure Lady Andreana’s protection if she is beyond his reach.”
“If she conceives right away, she will be of no use to the earl.”
“Just as you thought you would have been no use to me?” he asked. 
Her face heated as much with anger as embarrassment. “There are a dozen other ways you can protect her,” Rhoslyn insisted.
“None so well as to send her to England. It is not permanent. Only until your grandfather recovers. Once he is well, he can take his affairs in hand and Lochland will not fight him on this issue. So long as your grandfather agrees with the marriage.”
“Ye need not worry,” Rhoslyn said. “Lord Lochland needs you as an ally. You saw for yourself, he understood and accepted your decision.”
“I saw a man who understands the value of strategy. Do not think he will give up so easily, Rhoslyn. It is not inconceivable that he will ask Father Crey to annul the marriage. Four days is not so long as to make an annulment difficult, and De Quincy would consider the loss of his young wife’s virginity worth the power he would gain against the House of Seward.” She started to rebut, but he shook his head. “It is not safe for her in Scotland, surely you see that.”
“What I see is that it is safer for you if she is away from here. It is less likely Lord Lochland will discover that you lied to him if Andreana is not here.”
His mouth thinned. “We lied to him, Rhoslyn.”
She stiffened. “You would rather I had let her go to De Quincy.”
“I would rather you be reasonable. You want her safe. This is the best way. I say again, it is not permanent, only until your grandfather recovers.”
“And if he does no’ recover?” 
His gaze remained locked with hers. “I thought you were unwilling to consider that possibility.”
“I was no’ willing to consider the possibility that you would send Andreana away.”
“Then you should not have married her to Baxter.”
* * *
Rhoslyn could scarce believe Andreana was married, even if only for a day. Worse, she couldn’t believe they stood at the gate saying goodbye. 
“I will be well,” Andreana assured her. 
Rhoslyn smoothed back a lock of hair that strayed from Andreana’s braid. “He has been kind to you. I see it.”
Andreana blushed and nodded. “He is kind.”
“If you need anything—”
“I will write,” Andreana cut in. “I promise.”
“Dinna’ let those English treat ye badly,” Rhoslyn said. 
“No more badly than we have treated them,” she replied. 
“You have grown too wise, Andreana.”
“You taught me well.”
Rhoslyn had promised herself she wouldn’t cry, but a tear slipped down her cheek. 
“If ye cry, I will cry, too,” Andreana warned. “I think my husband would prefer no’ to have a weepy wife on such a long journey.”
Rhoslyn swiped at her cheek. “Ye are right.” She pulled Andreana into a long hug. Then she let her go.
* * *
“Make sure the men finish this roof today,” Talbot told Ross. The other two can be repaired before—” He broke off at seeing Ross’s eyes shift past him. The men working on the cottage had stopped and were also staring at something behind him, as well. Talbot twisted and looked over his shoulder. A woman wrapped in a plaid against the gusting wind rode between two knights, followed by a dozen others. 
“God’s teeth,” Ross said under his breath.
“You know her?” Talbot asked 
“Aye. Lady Taresa Baliman.”
“Who is she?”
“She is a very great lady who hasna’ been in this part of Buchan for nearly twenty years. I wonder what brings her here now.”
“There is only one way to find out.” Talbot strode from the cottage toward the lane.
“Back to work,” Ross ordered the men, and started after him. 
They reached the road as the company neared. Talbot could better see the woman and guessed her to be fifty-five, and still quite striking. Her dark hair, streaked lightly with silver, hung to her shoulders in a pearl beaded hair net. Her almond shaped green eyes—Talbot started. Her green eyes were those of his sister’s. 
The company reached Talbot and Ross, and stopped. 
“Can we be of service, my lady?” Talbot asked. 
She regarded him intently and, for an instant, he saw his sister in the same cool expression.
“You are Sir Talbot St. Claire,” she said.
The words were not a question and had been spoken with a slight Spanish accent.
“Aye, my lady. I am.”
“I have come to speak with you.”
A strange chill swept through him. “You are welcome in Castle Glenbarr,” he said.
Her eyes shifted past him to the castle, which lay just beyond the village. She seemed to think for a moment, then said, “Perhaps we could sit in one of the cottages?”
“My lady—” the knight to her left began. 
“Have no fear, Derek. Sir Talbot will see to my safety inside the cottage. Is that not correct, Sir Talbot?”
“I will guard you with my life,” he replied. 
She looked at the knight and Talbot noted the softening in her eyes. “You will see that all remains well here.”
The man’s mouth thinned, but he canted his head in acknowledgement. 
“Ross,” Talbot said, “will you ask if we might sit in one of the cottages?”
“Aye,” he replied, and left. 
Sir Derek dismounted and helped the lady from her horse. Ross returned and showed them to a cottage three houses down from their work site.
Talbot seated Lady Taresa in one of the two chairs at the modest table near the hearth, and waited. 
“Will you sit?” she asked. 
“If it pleases you.” He sat in the chair opposite her. 
“You have your grandfather’s eyes and his hair,” she said without preamble. 
Talbot tensed. “I did not know my grandfather.”
“That is a shame,” she replied. “He was a good man. May I see the picture of your sister on your arm?” That caught him completely off guard, but before he could reply, she added, “It is on your arm, I have heard.”
“It is, my lady. Might I ask why you want to see it?”
“Is it a secret?” she asked. 
“Nay.” He waited, but she offered no further explanation. Talbot rolled up the sleeve on his right arm, halting where his shirt covered his shoulder, exposing all but the top of his sister’s head. 
Lady Taresa leaned forward and traced a finger over her face. “What was her name?” 
“Lilas.”
She removed her hand and leaned back in her chair. “The face is hers.”
Unease lifted the hairs on the back of his neck. 
 She lifted her gaze to his face. “She never told me she had children.”
Talbot rolled his sleeve back down. “You knew my mother.”
A sad light entered her eyes. “She was my daughter.”
* * *
From her seat at the window in her private solar, Rhoslyn watched the village, and the riders St. Claire spoke with. 
“I dinna’ want to look at the accounts,” Lady Saraid complained.
“Ye will someday be glad you learned these things,” Rhoslyn said without taking her eyes off St. Claire. “Your father will no’ be pleased if ye neglect your duty while here at Castle Glenbarr.”
“My father is unfair,” the girl complained. 
If life was fair, her grandfather wouldn’t be still lying unconscious in her bed. They fed him broth and wine. Muira refused to allow Rhoslyn to clean him. The housekeeper herself took care of him. Rhoslyn would never be able to repay her kindness.
“Can we not do something else for a while?” Saraid asked. 
Rhoslyn squinted in an effort to make out the face of the lady talking with St. Claire. “Your father wants to make sure ye are ready to run your own household.”
And he had woefully neglected his duty. He’d let the girl run wild, and now she didn’t want to be broken. He’d gotten down on his knees and begged Rhoslyn to take her for six months. She’d not committed at first, but the baron kept sending gift after gift with a plea to help him. Rhoslyn hadn’t seen her since she was eight, and was shocked to find she was more boy than girl. Getting her into a proper dress had been a feat. 
The knight to the woman’s left got off his horse and assisted her from the saddle. Ross returned and he, the woman, and St. Claire began walking. Who was the woman? Frustration swept through Rhoslyn. 
“I canna’ do this,” Saraid whined. 
Rhoslyn glanced at the paper. “‘Tis simple addition. Take your time.”
Ross, the woman and St. Claire disappeared from view between cottages and didn’t reappear in any of lanes Rhoslyn could see. What were they doing?
The door to her chambers opened and Mistress Muira entered. 
“Has something happened?” Rhoslyn demanded. 
“Nay, my lady. I am only getting fresh water to change the bandage. Your grandfather is breathing well. Nothing has changed.”
Rhoslyn nodded and released a sigh. Seven days. He wasn’t dead. But neither had he woken. St. Claire had mentioned nothing concerning his search for his attackers. She had avoided him these last few days, feigning sleep when he came to bed, sleeping on the large bed as far from him as possible. Still, he would have surely sought her out if he’d found out anything? He’d promised her the attacker’s head. 
Dayton had to be behind the attack. Couldn’t St. Claire see that? She wondered if he had any clues at all to his brother’s whereabouts. Fear pricked. What if St. Claire couldn’t find him? What if he someday claimed her child as his? What if he was the child’s father? 
St. Claire had claimed the child. He wouldn’t change his mind would he? Her gaze caught on Ross, who stepped out onto the lane and headed toward the cottage he and St. Claire had been working on before the woman’s arrival. Who was the woman? Alec would never had entertained guests without her. What was St. Claire up to? He’d said nothing about meeting with a woman. But St. Claire had made it clear he didn’t feel he needed to inform her of his business. What business could he possibly have with a woman? 
* * *
“Forgive me, my lady,” Talbot said. “My mother is dead.”
She seemed to slump in her chair. “Yes. Twenty years past. She died of a fever.”
He shook his head. “Nay, she died giving birth to my sister.”
Her eyes focused on him. “Is that what your father told you?”
“It is the truth,” he said. 
She reached into a small pouch strapped to her belt and removed a scallop shell. She set it on the table, then produced a small velvet bag from the bag and met his gaze directly. “I am Lady Taresa Baliman, wife of Cailin Kenzie, the Earl of Baliman. I met him in Galicia when he made a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela.” 
She pushed the scallop shell toward him. “He gave me this badge to always remind me that God blessed him on his pilgrimage. He married me and brought me here to Buchan. We had a daughter, Lady Peigi Baliman.” 
Lady Taresa pulled the string on the velvet bag and, almost reverently, withdrew the contents. Talbot understood her care. She held a miniature painting on wood. She set the picture before him. 
“She was your mother.”
Talbot looked at the painting. There, on the ivory, his sister’s face stared back with soft green eyes. The memory returned on a tide of emotion that took his breath. He’d been nineteen, she had been fourteen. It began with a simple cough and runny nose. A fever followed, then her eyes became so sensitive to light that the curtain around her bed was kept closed and only a single candle burned in her room. The red rash that spread across her body marred her beautiful flesh. Against the wishes of his father and his father’s wife, he’d held her the last three days of her life until the fever had grown so hot and the pain so great, her heart gave out. 
He released a long-held breath and looked up from the painting. “The resemblance is striking, but she is not my mother. My mother died giving birth to Lilas. 
“Do you remember her?” Lady Taresa asked.
He remembered a soft voice, an indistinct lullaby, but said, “Nay.”
“You do not think the resemblance between my daughter and your sister is proof enough Lady Peigi is your mother?”
“An unmarried noblewoman would never consent to be a man’s mistress,” Talbot replied. 
Pain filled her eyes and he half expected her to end the meeting. 
“Are you ill, my lady?”
“No more than usual,” she replied. 
“My lady—”
She raised a hand. “It is a sickness of the soul that ails me, not the body. My daughter was a proud woman.” A tiny smile touched her lips. “Like me.” The smile faded. “Then she met your father.”
“My father was—is—an honorable knight,” Talbot said. 
“In his way, yes. But he fell in love with my daughter, and she with him.”
“You know my father, then?”
She shook her head. “I never met him. Peigi would not tell us who he was. But that she loved him, there was no doubt. They were together many years. I did not know until she returned after my husband’s death that she bore her lover two children. It is clear he did not cast her aside. I do not doubt that he loved her.”
“Then why not marry her?” Talbot demanded. 
Lady Taresa met his gaze squarely. “Because he was already married.”
Talbot stiffened. “My father would not dishonor a lady so.”
Lady Taresa gave a slow nod. “Have you ever been so in love that you would throw all caution to the wind for her?”
He recalled Sally. She had been a wealthy tavern owner’s daughter. Well-spoken and educated for a girl of her station. He met her six months after Lilas died and two months later he asked for her hand in marriage. Her father was ecstatic. Talbot’s father forbade the union. Talbot swore he would marry her without his father’s blessing. Unexpectedly, Sally shunned him. He fought and drank the next six months, until he realized it had been Lilas’ death that had motivated him and not the undying love he professed. He had felt that all-consuming love for a moment, no more. But, in the end, it had been a lie. 
He thought of Rhoslyn. Would he throw all caution to the wind for her? She was his wife. He would defend her to the death. Protect her and their child, give them everything he had. Was that what Lady Taresa meant?
“I left my home, my family, for Cailin,” she said. “I gave up everything for him. Then when Peigi confessed that she had dishonored herself with an English knight and carried his child, my husband demanded to know who the man was, but she would not tell him. He banished her. When she returned after his death, I rejoiced at having her back in my life. But God took her from me less than a year later.”
Talbot couldn’t stop his gaze from returning to the portrait. “You said she died twenty years ago?” 
“Yes.” 
Twenty years ago, Talbot had been twelve. He recalled vividly a sudden and unexplained despondency his father experienced. It lasted months, and Talbot had often thought he’d never quite been the same afterwards. During that time, he and his father were walking one day when his father told him not to let life pass him by, and not to let the world dictate his life. That was exactly what he was trying to do now—as best as a man in his position could. Talbot laughed inwardly. When he thought he was in love with Sally, he’d reminded his father of those words. “There is a difference in not letting the world dictate your life and throwing it away,” he had said. 
“You are my grandson,” Lady Taresa said, “and the heir to your grandfather’s title and property. As the Earl of Baliman and Baron Kinsley, you will one day be the richest and most powerful man in Buchan. You will be a force to be reckoned with in all of Scotland.” 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
The postern door opened and Rhoslyn jerked her head up from the wine she stared at on the table before her. St. Claire entered the great hall. 
At last.

She forced herself to remain seated. 
When he reached the table and lowered himself into his chair, she said, “Who was the woman you met this afternoon?”
He frowned. “Do you have spies watching me?”
“I have a window. Who is she?”
“A window? Ah, yes, the solar.” He motioned a nearby lad for wine. 
“Well,” Rhoslyn said. 
“She is no one,” he replied. 
“Is there a reason ye are hiding another woman from me?”
He laughed. “If I intended to bed a woman, I would not meet with her in the village.”
“Are ye saying you intend to bed a woman?” Rhoslyn winced. Sweet Jesu, she sounded like a shrew. 
“That is not what I said, as you know.”
She knew it was jealousy that spoke, but couldn’t halt the next words. “What I know is that ye met with a woman and will no’ tell me who she is.”
The postern door opened and Ross entered. 
“St. Claire, I warn you,” Rhoslyn said. “I will have my answers.”
Ross reached the table and halted. “Good evening, Lady Rhoslyn.” He looked at St. Claire. “Lady Taresa sent this back for ye.” Ross held up a small, black velvet pouch.
“Lady Taresa Baliman?” Rhoslyn blurted.
St. Claire looked sharply at her. “You know her?”
Rhoslyn realized her mistake and shook her head. “Nay. I know of her. She hasna’ visited this part of Buchan since I was a child. What did she want with ye?”
“She claims my father knew her daughter.”
Rhoslyn stared. Sweet Jesu, was it really possible?
He nodded to Ross. “You could have waited to give me that. Return it to the lady with my thanks. You deliver it, Ross. It is irreplaceable.” 
“What is it?” Rhoslyn demanded. 
St. Claire abruptly rose and strode to the stairs. She watched until he disappeared up the staircase, then looked at Ross to ask what was in the pouch, but he turned and strode toward the door. 
* * *
Rhoslyn saw Lord Lochland enter the gates two days later and made sure she was in the great hall when he entered. 
“I have come to see St. Claire and will have no argument from ye,” he said without preamble. 
“As ye wish,” she replied. “But the men at the gate must have told you he isna’ here.”
“He is in the village. Someone has gone to fetch him.”
“Will ye sit in the solar?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I will remain in the great hall.” He started toward the table nearest the hearth. 
She hurried to keep up with his long strides. “I will have wine brought.” 
They neared the kitchen door and she veered away from him. She secured goblets and a flagon of wine and took them to the table. 
“Ye are well, laird?” she asked as she poured the wine. 
He grunted. “Well enough.” He took the wine she offered and drank half the goblet in two swigs. 
Rhoslyn made small talk—much to his obvious annoyance—and she was sorry to see St. Claire arrive minutes later. He must have ridden with the devil on his tail. He probably feared what she might say to the earl. 
“My lord,” St. Claire said when he reached Lochland. 
“I will speak with ye, St. Claire, and I want no interruptions from your wife.”
“Rhoslyn?” he said. 
She nodded and the earl reached into his tunic, produced a parchment, and set it on the table. 
“This is Lady Andreana’s annulment. I have betrothed her to De Quincy.”
Rhoslyn gasped. 
“Dinna’ bother arguing, Lady Rhoslyn,” he said. “The deed is done. Ye of all people understand duty.”
“Aye,” she snapped. “I understand duty, and I have been sacrificed for that cause twice.” St. Claire’s gaze sharpened and guilt knotted her insides, but she ploughed on. “But I will no’ hand over Andreana to a cruel man.” 
“Then it is good ye have no say in the matter.” He turned his attention to St. Claire. “You understand the need to honor a betrothal as well as any man, and ye will honor this one. De Angers will be amply rewarded for his trouble.”
“Trouble?” Rhoslyn cut in before St. Claire could reply. “A man has his wife torn from him and ye call that ‘trouble’?” 
“Rhoslyn.” St. Claire’s sharp voice startled her. He looked at Lochland. “Lady Andreana is not here. Sir Baxter took her to his home in England.”
“What?” the earl exploded. “This is a trick. Ye sent her away on purpose.”
“I do not deny knowing that you might annul the marriage,” St. Claire replied. “But it was Baxter who decided to take his wife back to England. He is not an indentured servant. He is free to do as he pleases.”
“Aye,” Lochland replied. “He is. Lady Andreana, on the other hand, is not free to do as she pleases. By order of the bishop, she is no’ married to Sir Baxter. She will return and honor the betrothal to De Quincy.”
“You are free to try and enforce the betrothal, my lord, but I wager Baxter has already confirmed the validity of the marriage with a bishop in England. You may petition King Edward, if you like.”
Lochland’s face reddened in anger. “Ye know an English king isna’ likely to dissolve an English marriage in favor of a Scottish one.” He rose. “I will no’ be thwarted by a lowly knight.”
“Then send an army to take Lady Andreana from Baxter,” St. Claire said. “But, beware, that lowly knight is no fool.”
“I was no’ speaking of him,” Lochland snapped. “I speak of you. Ye will obey me, St. Claire.”
“I am not disobeying you, my lord. I cannot force Baxter to give up his wife. However, I am under no obligation to obey you.”
“Ye are under Seward’s rule, and therefore under mine,” Lochland said.
“I am not under Seward’s rule,” St. Claire replied. “I am married to his granddaughter. Nothing more.”
“Beware, St. Claire,” Lochland said in a low voice. “Ye dinna’ have the power to defy me.”
“Perhaps not. But neither do I have the power to force Baxter to give up his wife.”
For an instant, Rhoslyn expected the earl to leap to his feet, sword drawn. 
“In fact, ye do have the power to force Sir Baxter to give up Lady Andreana,” Lord Lochland said. “I will send fifty men to Castle Glenbarr. Ye will accompany them to England and bring her back. I expect her here in a week.” With that he left. 
Rhoslyn waited until the door closed before saying to St. Claire, “He is right. Ye do no’ have the power to defy him.”
“I am gratified at your confidence in me,” he replied. 
“Dinna’ be a fool. He has twice the men you have, even with my grandfather’s men.”
“Winning is not always about how many men you have, Rhoslyn.”
They were interrupted when the postern door opened and Ross entered. His gaze locked with St. Claire’s and he started across the room. Uneasiness prickled at the back of Rhoslyn’s nape. Something was wrong. Dear God, was there no mercy from heaven?
Ross reached them and said to St. Claire, “One of our scouts spotted two hundred of Jason Boyd’s men north of Colliston Gorge.”
Rhoslyn drew a sharp breath and she couldn’t halt her hand from going to her belly. The babe was but a month inside her. If Castle Glenbarr was attacked, she could be killed along with her unborn child. Her grandfather, too, she realized with horror. He was in even greater danger, for he could not defend himself. 
“Take fifty of my men and escort Lady Rhoslyn to Dunfrey Castle,” St. Claire said to Ross.
“Nay,” she interrupted.
“Rhoslyn—”
“I would be no safer there than here, and I will no’ leave my grandfather.”
“She is right,” Ross cut in. “Men are riding in the direction of Dunfrey Castle as well.”
“Take her to the convent, then,” St. Claire said, but she was already shaking her head. 
“There is another way,” Ross said. 
He frowned, then understanding spread across his features.
“Enough men-at-arms to ensure a victory can be here in an hour,” Ross said. “Ye need only ask.”
Rhoslyn looked from one to the other. “What men? Ye have two hundred men of your own, St. Claire, why can you not defend us?” 
“I can,” he said. “But I do not want you here.”
“I will no’ go,” she said.
“Aye, you will.”
Panic raced through her, but she forced a calm voice. “We must send Lady Saraid home before the men reach the castle.” 
“Ross, come with me,” he said. “You, too, Rhoslyn.” He didn’t wait for her compliance, but grasped her arm and hurried her to the stairs. 
Minutes later, they reached his chambers. He ordered her to sit at the bench near the fire, then sat at the table where his pen and seal were, and began writing. He quickly finished the letter, then sealed it and handed it to Ross. 
“If anything happens to me, you know what to do with this missive.”
Ross nodded.
“Lady Rhoslyn and her grandfather are to be protected at all costs,” he said. “Send fifty men with Lady Saraid. Make sure they are back here within the hour.”
“Aye,” Ross replied. 
“If I didna’ know better, I would think Lord Lochland had a hand in this,” Rhoslyn muttered. 
“Aye,” St. Claire said. “But he would not attack until after he learned I had defied him.” He grasped Rhoslyn’s arms. “I will not see you until the battle is finished.”
“Who is the missive for?” she demanded.
“You need concern yourself with that only if I do not return.”
“Where are these men ye are getting?” she demanded. “Can you no’ command them to come to you? Why are you going after them? It is safer to stay within the castle walls.”
“For you, yes,” he said. 
Then she realized his intent. “Ye mean to attack the men from their rear.”
“It is our best chance for success.”
“It is madness,” she said. “What if they beat you and break through the walls?”
“They will not.”
Before she could say more, he kissed her, long, hard and with a hunger that took her breath. He hadn’t touched her since her grandfather had been wounded. Her body flared to life and she suddenly wished they were alone. What would she do if he didn’t return from battle? She thought of his brother and shivered.
Rhoslyn sat with her grandfather until their attackers were spotted from the battlements. His breathing was strong and even, yet guilt washed over her when she left him and sought out Ross. There was no sign of St. Claire or the men he had gone for, and Ross offered no answers as to who the men were. She kept the household busy, until their attackers neared the trees beyond the castle. 
When a young squire skidded into the kitchen, Rhoslyn looked up from the vials of herbs she inspected. 
“They are coming,” the boy said in a breathless pant. 
“Who is coming?” she demanded.
“Sir Talbot and his men. They are riding from the east.”
Rhoslyn exchanged a look with Mistress Muira. 
“Who are the men?” the housekeeper asked. 
“They are flying the banner of the Earl of Baliman.”
“Baliman?” Mistress Muira said. 
A tremor rippled through Rhoslyn. Lady Taresa. Rhoslyn had yet to figure out her connection to St. Claire. Cousin? Aunt? Would a cousin or aunt send two hundred men to save an English relative they had never met? Would a cousin or aunt seek out that relative? Nay. But a mother—or grandmother—would.
“The enemy has demanded we open the gates and surrender,” the boy said. “They say two hundred more men are on their way to aid in Castle Glenbarr’s fall.”
“Dogs,” Muira muttered in unison with Rhoslyn’s gasp. 
“I am going to speak with Ross,” she said. 
Minutes later, Rhoslyn stood with Ross at the battlements. Her heart leapt into her throat at sight of the torch light that glinted off the early evening sky as if a great bonfire burned. Beyond, St. Claire and his men galloped toward them. The attackers couldn’t hope to breach the castle walls this night, much less before St. Claire arrived. 
“They have no idea it is St. Claire who rides to them and not their reinforcements?” she asked Ross. 
“No’ yet, but it canna’ be long before they discover the truth.” 
A shout went up from one of the men on the battlements and Rhoslyn turned in unison with Ross to see another company of riders approaching from the east. 
“Sweet God,” Rhoslyn whispered. 
“Laird,” one of the men cried. 
Rhoslyn turned and her heart leapt into her throat at sight of her grandfather, one arm over the shoulder of a warrior, stepping up from the stairs. She raced forward and reached his side an instant later, Ross beside her. 
“Grandfather.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “You are awake.” Anger shot through her. “What are ye doing out of bed?” She turned a hard stare on the man helping him. “Have ye lost your mind? He is half dead. Take him back to my bed.”
“Hush, Granddaughter,” her grandfather said in a hoarse voice.
“Grandfather—”
“Hush, or I will have someone take ye to your room.” He looked at Ross. “Jason Boyd?” 
Ross nodded. 
“Help me,” her grandfather said. 
Ross took the place of the other man and Rhoslyn draped her grandfather’s free arm over her shoulder. They helped him to the edge where he could look out over the field. He studied the scene for a long moment. 
He nodded to the north and the men St. Claire led. “That is Baliman’s flag.”
“Aye,” Ross said. “St. Claire has sought aid from Lady Baliman.”
Her grandfather looked at him. “Lady Taresa Baliman?” 
Ross nodded, and her grandfather looked at her. “Your doing?”
“Nay. I dinna’ know how she discovered the truth—I am not certain myself what the truth is.”
He looked at Ross. 
“St. Claire is her grandson,” he said.
So she’d been right. Sweet God, St. Claire was the Earl of Baliman. What did this mean? Might he be more closely tied with Scotland than England as a result of inheriting the title? He could virtually do almost anything he pleased, short of claiming the throne. Why hadn’t he told her? 
She narrowed her eyes on Ross. “Ye didna’ tell me this when I asked where St. Claire was getting warriors.” 
“Your husband instructed me to keep quiet.”
“Apparently the order does no’ apply to my grandfather.”
“Nay, it does no’,” Ross replied without hesitation.
Her grandfather croaked a laugh. “This will give Lochland fits.” Before Rhoslyn could respond, he said to Ross, “Prepare a horse, I will speak with Boyd.”
“Nay,” Rhoslyn cried. “Ye are barely able to walk. You can no’—”
“By God, Rhoslyn, another word and I will have you locked in your room until this is over.”
This time, there was no hoarseness or tremor in his voice, and Rhoslyn stood aside. 
* * *
Talbot spotted his scout in the distance and slowed at sight of another rider with him. The men neared and he recognized Ross. Fear swept through him and he spurred his horse forward. The animal lunged, then broke into a hard gallop. 
When Talbot reached his side, he pulled up alongside the two men and Ross forestalled any questions by saying, “All is well. Better than ye might think possible, in fact.”
“Lady Rhoslyn?” Talbot demanded. 
“She is well, as is her grandfather. He awoke at the best possible moment and intervened.”
“Intervened?” Talbot repeated. “You mean Boyd’s men have gone?”
“Aye, though I dinna’ think this is over.”
Such things were seldom over so easily. “Does Boyd fear Seward so much that he would leave just because the old man rose from his bed?” Talbot asked. 
“Sir Jason knows Kinsley will no’ spare a man in the protection of Castle Glenbarr and Lady Rhoslyn. But I imagine the two hundred men the new Earl of Baliman was bringing helped make up his mind.”
“He need fear me above all men,” Talbot said. “Even Seward.” 
“Ye are English,” Ross said, and shrugged.
“He will learn that this Englishman does not forgive so easily.”
When they reached Castle Glenbarr, Talbot found Rhoslyn sitting with her grandfather in the great hall. “You are looking well.” Talbot sat in his chair at the head of the table and motioned a boy to bring wine. 
“I have been abed nine days,” Seward replied. “I should be in the peak of health.”
“Ye were nigh unto death,” Rhoslyn said. 
“Not anymore,” he said, then looked at Talbot. “I understand I now address the new Earl of Baliman.”
“Lady Taresa believes she is my grandmother,” Talbot replied. 
Seward lifted his brows. “The resemblance between your sister and her daughter?” 
The remark was a question. Had Ross shared the details of Lady Taresa’s visit, Seward would have been more definitive. That could only mean Rhoslyn told him. So she, too, had noticed the resemblance between the two women. He cast a glance her way, but she gave away none of what she was thinking. She would choose now to hide her thoughts. The boy brought the wine and Talbot finished the first goblet in three long gulps. 
“Ye dinna’ seem overly pleased,” Seward said. 
“There is nothing to be pleased about,” Talbot said. “The resemblance is coincidental.”
“I doubt that. And I doubt Lady Taresa will give up so easily, especially after ye asked for her help. Ye know you encouraged her by asking for her help. Why do it?”
“Reports said Boyd had four hundred men on his way here.”
“Between the men at Dragon’s Lair and the men here, you easily have that many warriors. I would not have thought ye would be afraid of battle,” Seward said. 
“Do you want your granddaughter and future grandchild besieged in Castle Glenbarr?” Talbot asked. 
“Nay. I do no’.” 
Talbot refilled his glass. “You know as well as I how easily the castle would fall if an enemy discovered the passageway that leads to the chapel.” He took another big swig of his wine. 
Seward nodded slowly. “Who told ye? Rhoslyn?”
“I did no’,” she said. 
“As long as no one unlocks the door from inside, ye are safe enough,” Seward said. 
“I plan to bolt the door permanently,” Talbot said. 
“No one in this household would open the door to an enemy,” Rhoslyn said. 
“Do not underestimate my brother’s ability to find an ally.”
She frowned, then hurt appeared in her eyes and Talbot realized his mistake. 
“I did not mean you, Rhoslyn.” He straightened in his chair and covered her hand with his. “What I meant is that Dayton will not give up. Do not be fooled into believing he has left Scotland. I would have heard if that were the case. This is why I must stop him.”
She nodded, but the hurt remained and Talbot wondered if he should take her upstairs. God, how he wanted to make love to her. Since the attack on her grandfather, she’d kept her distance. He’d lain awake much of the night beside her. She might as well have slept in her own bed instead of inches from him. 
“Beware.” Seward’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Ye might one day regret no’ having a way out of Castle Glenbarr. Of course, you could always take up residence at Narlton Keep. That would please Lady Taresa. The great keep alone is half the size of Castle Glenbarr.”
“I have no intention of leaving Castle Glenbarr,” Talbot said. “This is our home.” He looked right. “Is that not true, Lady Rhoslyn?”



CHAPTER TWENTY
Rhoslyn walked ahead of St. Claire into his chambers. She had insisted her grandfather take her bed. He’d acquiesced when she stated that she would sleep on a bench beside his bed if he slept anywhere but in her chambers. She hadn’t given thought to the fact that meant she had to continue sleeping in St. Claire’s bed. So here she was.
St. Claire closed the door and continued to the bed as he lifted his chainmail over his head. Rhoslyn hurried to his side and grasped the armor as he lowered it. He paused and met her gaze, then let her take the mail. She set it on the bench near the window, then hurried back in time to take his gambeson from him. Rhoslyn set that on the bench with the chainmail, then poured two goblets of wine and gave him one. 
He took it, then sat on the bench at the foot of the bed and took a long draw on the wine. He set the goblet on the bench then reached for a boot. Rhoslyn set her goblet on the bench, then knelt and grasped his booted foot. He paused and angled his eyes to meet hers. Rhoslyn gave a tremulous smile and he released his boot and leaned back against the bed. 
Gently, Rhoslyn tugged the boot from his foot, then took the other one off. She rose and crossed to the table where a pitcher of water sat and brought it and some clean clothes to the bench. St. Claire leaned against the foot of the bed, eyes closed. Rhoslyn wetted a cloth and began washing his left foot. He started and she realized he’d dozed off. His eyes snapped onto her, then he relaxed and she continued. 
“You went to Lady Taresa because of me?” she said. 
“Aye.”
“You do no’ wish to be the Earl of Baliman?” she asked. 
“I am not the Earl of Baliman.”
“It seems ye are.”
“I do not have to be anyone I do not wish to be,” he replied. “That is why I came here.”
She paused in washing his feet and looked up at him. 
He stared into his wine goblet for a long moment, then his eyes shifted to her. “I told you, I tire of war.”
“Yet, ye came to Scotland.” She went back to washing his feet. 
He grunted a laugh. “Aye, mayhap I should question the sanity in that decision.” 
“A man such as you does no’ have the luxury of giving up war.”
He lifted a brow. “You think I cannot live in peace?”
“You might wish to live in peace,” she said. 
A long silence drew out before he said, “Does this mean you and I will be at war?”
She dried his feet, then picked up the basin and cloths and crossed to the table. “Our peoples are at war.” 
“Not so,” he said. “We have been at peace for some time.”
Rhoslyn brought the pitcher of wine to him and refilled his goblet. “It canna’ last, as ye know,” she said. 
“So you have decided you and I must be at war.”
She met his gaze. “What do ye want me to say?”
He rose, towering over her, and leaned close. “I want you to say you do not hate me.” 
“Hate?” she whispered against a dry throat. “’Tis is a strong word.”
“It is a strong emotion.”
She could feel the heat radiating off his body. 
“I will find the man responsible for the attack on your grandfather. And I will kill Dayton.” 
His eyes dropped to her mouth and a tremor rippled through her stomach. 
“You might as well be sleeping in your bed,” he said. 
“What?”
“You lay beside me in my bed, but you might as well be in your own chambers.”
“Ye are my husband,” she said. “I canna’ refuse you.”
“Will you force me into the role of rapist?”
Her heart began to beat fast. 
“Tell me you never want me to touch you again and I will leave you be, Rhoslyn.”
“I-I did no’ say that,” she stammered. 
“You did not have to. It is one or the other,” he said. “If you demand my brother’s head along with your grandfather’s attacker before truly returning to my bed, then so be it. But once the price is paid, you cannot renege.”
“I never said you had to do any of those things,” she said. “I never demanded anything.”
“Then you do not care if I let my brother live? You do not care if your grandfather’s attacker goes free?”
“Of course I care.” She slammed her goblet and the pitcher down onto the bench. “I asked you for nothing.”
He grasped her arm and pulled her so close she could feel his breath on her face. “Then nothing I do will change your mind?”
“I do no’ blame ye for your brother’s actions,” she shot back. 
“But you do blame me for your grandfather—and you blame me for sending Lady Andreana away.”
She hesitated. “Ye were right to send her away.” It galled her to admit it. “Had ye no’ sent her away Lord Lochland would have married her to De Quincy. I canna’ fault you for that.”
“Nay?” he said. “Then what do you fault me for?”
For coming here. For ripping me from the peace of the convent. For giving me a child whose father I may always question. 
But what would have been Andreana’s fate if she had remained at the convent? And what of herself? Lord Lochland would have likely betrothed her to De Quincy and Andreana to someone else just as cruel. What would have been the life of a child born from such a union? 
Rhoslyn met his gaze squarely. “I blame ye for being a man.”
His brows rose. “Then I am condemned, for I cannot change that. But I can remind you that there are some benefits to my being a man.” He stepped closer.
She dropped her gaze to his chest. “My grandfather is in the next room.”
“Not the next room.” With a finger beneath her chin, he tilted her head upward. 
His gaze fixed on her mouth as his head lowered. His lips brushed hers and it seemed as though ages had passed since he’d touched her. Her heart pounded and desire streaked through her. She had the sudden urge to shove him onto the bed and ride him—hard. But he kissed her softly, as if reacquainting himself with her. He slid an arm around her waist and pulled her flush against his body. The tightening of her nipples caused her sex to tighten and she couldn’t halt the moan that slipped from her lips. 
She didn’t wait for him to touch her, but cupped the bulge that pressed against his tunic. He swept her into his arms and strode around to the side of the bed. Rhoslyn threw back the curtain and he laid her on the mattress, then came down on top of her. His weight pressed her into the feather mattress. She wrapped her arms around his back and slid her hands down and over the curve of his muscled buttocks. 
“My lady.”
His warm breath washed over her ear and the husky note in his voice sent a shiver through her. 
He nuzzled her ear. “You are impatient.”
“A gentleman doesna’ make a lady wait.” She kneaded his buttocks.
“Rhoslyn,” he said in a hoarse voice. 
She pulled her knees up and flattened her feet on the bed to brace herself, then arched her mons against his erection. 
“By God, Rhoslyn. If you do not stop I am liable to spend myself in my braies.”
“I advise you no’ to do that, St. Claire.” She grazed her teeth along his neck. “I will make you suffer if ye do not please me.”
A growl vibrated from his chest. She squeezed his buttocks again and bit down gently on his ear. 
“Rhoslyn.”
She arched into him again and ground her sex against him, and again, again, and—St. Claire shoved up onto an elbow and yanked her dress to her waist. Before she realized his intent, he buried his face between her legs. Warm lips closed around her sex and pleasure shot through her. 
“Holy God,” Rhoslyn cried. 
He flicked his tongue against her engorged nub. She tried to shove away from him, but he seized her thighs, holding her in place. 
“This is-is indecent,” she got out between gulps of air. 
Need rose to the surface. Rhoslyn fisted the bedding. When he gently sucked she thought she would lose her mind. Rhoslyn started at the feel of his finger sliding into her channel. He went deep, then pulled out, plunging in and out until the pleasure of his mouth on her mingled with the stroke of his finger. 
Her climax came upon her with a fury that caught her off guard. Rhoslyn bowed off the bed. Spots raced across her vision. Another wave rolled over her and she collapsed back on the bed. Then St. Claire loomed over her, driving into her as her sex tightened and pleasure streaked through her once again. 
* * *
A hard rap to the door brought Talbot fully awake. 
“What is it?” Rhoslyn demanded in a sleepy voice. 
He threw aside the thick bed curtain. Early morning sun seeped in the window. 
Another knock. “St Claire,” Ross called. 
Rhoslyn started to rise. 
“Stay in bed,” Talbot ordered. He scooped up his tunic from the floor and slipped it over his head, then went to the door and opened it. 
“Fifty of Lochland’s men wait outside the gates,” Ross said without preamble. “They expect to escort ye to England to bring back Lady Andreana.”
“Men-at-arms are in the trees as I ordered?” he said. 
Ross nodded. “One hundred, as ye said.”
Rhoslyn stepped around the bed. A dress haphazardly covered her body. “Tell Lord Lochland that the Earl of Baliman doesna’ take orders from him.”
“Rhoslyn, I will not—”
“How long will ye fight the truth, St. Claire?” she cut in. “What do you think will stop Lochland from making war on you, if no’ this?”
“I can deal with Lochland,” he said. 
“Mayhap. But ye also have your brother and Sir Boyd to deal with. And dinna’ forget you promised me the head of my grandfather’s attacker. I expect you to keep that promise.” She didn’t wait for his answer, but said to Ross, “Off with ye, Ross. Deliver the message as I said.”
“I will be down in a moment to speak with them,” Talbot said. 
 Ross nodded, then started to turn, but stopped. “If ye ignore Lochland’s command he will challenge ye. It might even mean war. At least think about what Lady Rhoslyn said.”
He left, and Talbot crossed to the bench near the window where his mail shirt lay. 
Rhoslyn tugged a sleeve to straighten it. “Why are ye so stubborn?”
He paused in slipping the mail shirt over his head. “Is being an earl’s wife so important? Or is it that you want your son to have the title?”
She snapped her head up and met his gaze. “I come from a proud line of Highlander’s. I do no’ need your title—neither does our child.”
He pulled the mail shirt over his head. “Then why are you so insistent?” 
“Because it is so obviously true.”
“The likeness between Lady Taresa and my sister—” 
“Is too coincidental to be coincidence,” she cut in. 
He sat on the bench and began pulling on a boot. “I remember my mother only vaguely. I was five when she died.” 
Talbot paused in putting on his boot. He was five when his father told him she had died. But if she died when he was twelve as Lady Taresa said... Why would his father lie? If Lady Peigi was Talbot’s mother, why not simply marry her after Dayton’s mother died? A chill coiled in his belly at the vision of Dayton’s tirade when he grew old enough to understand that his father’s wife—Dayton’s stepmother—was Talbot’s mother. 
His father couldn’t bring Talbot’s mother home. 
Neither could he marry Lady Kelsi Emory while keeping a long-time mistress Talbot realized with a flash of insight that he recognized as truth. Lady Kelsi tolerated her husband’s bastard children, but she wouldn’t tolerate her husband having—loving—another woman. Talbot’s father told him that his mother had died giving birth to Lilas. Did he tell his new wife the same lie? Talbot finished pulling on the boot. Would his father truly dishonor a high-born lady in such a manner? Would he take a woman’s children from her? And lie to all those he loves? 
“Write to your father.” Rhoslyn’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Mayhap he will admit the truth.”
“I have written, but do not get your hopes up.” He grabbed the other boot, pulled it on, then stood. “He prizes honor above all.” The words came out of his mouth an automatic reaction. 
“Honor has a way of disappearing when a man wants a woman,” Rhoslyn said. 
Talbot’s chest tightened. 
“You, a bastard, can say your father is always honorable when it comes to women?” she said.
Talbot imagined Rhoslyn as a maiden of fifteen and wondered what he would have done had he met her before she married Alec Harper. He would have married her. No, he wouldn’t have. Her grandfather wouldn’t have allowed Talbot within a hundred feet of her. Just as Talbot’s father wouldn’t have been allowed near Lady Peigi. Just as Talbot hadn’t allowed his men near Andreana. 
In truth, a king’s decree was all that had stopped Seward from killing Talbot when he married Rhoslyn. 
* * *
When Rhoslyn woke two days later, her stomach roiled. She made a dash for the jakes, reaching it just in time to fall to her knees and wretch into the basin. Warm fingers on her shoulder caused her to jump and she jerked her head up to see St. Claire kneeling beside her. 
“Go away,” she croaked. 
He was sure to avoid her bed after seeing her like this. Her first few months while pregnant with Dougal she had slept half the time in her own bed for fear of waking up in need of a jakes. Alec had been solicitous, but she’d known he was relieved not to witness her bent over the jakes for half a day. 
“Drink this.” St. Claire lifted a cup to her lips and tilted it up. 
Cool water met her lips and she took a large sip, then pushed the cup away. She swished the water around in her mouth, then spat it into the pot. 
“Take more,” he urged, and wrapped her fingers around the cup. 
Rhoslyn drank slowly, allowing the water to soothe her throat and belly. When she finished, he pulled her to her feet. He was dressed, she noted, and the morning sun was bright in the room. 
“I overslept,” she said. “Why did ye no’ wake me.” 
“Why wake you?” he replied. “If you are tired, you should rest.”
“I am not ill,” she said, though the way her stomach tilted to one side, she wasn’t so certain.
“Perhaps you should rest more,” he said.
Rhoslyn shook her head. “This will pass.” Though with Dougal she had suffered months of nausea. 
She had thought she might escape the nausea with this pregnancy. She had been sick within the first month of carrying Dougal. This was her fourth month. If not for missing her flux, she would have thought she wasn’t with child, for she felt no ill effects. 
St. Clair stared at her, brows drawn. 
“This is what happens when a woman is pregnant,” she said. “Go about your business. I have work to do. Lady Saraid is returning today.”
“I am surprised her father allowed her to return. He is not afraid one of my enemies will attack?”
Rhoslyn snorted. “I wager he wants to say his daughter is under the protection of the Earl of Baliman. Ye will have many new friends, St. Claire.”
“They will be disappointed.” His brow furrowed. “It might be best if Lady Saraid does not return to Castle Glenbarr for a while. I recall that she tried your patience.”
Rhoslyn grimaced. “The girl is irksome. But it isna’ her fault.”
He lifted his brows. “Nay?”
She gave him a recriminating look. “She is a child. Her father allowed her to run wild. It is no wonder she needs training.” He opened his mouth to say something, but she cut him off. “Go away, St. Claire. I want to wash and I must fortify myself for Lady Saraid’s arrival.”
Amusement appeared in his eyes and he surprised her by placing a kiss on her forehead and leaving without argument. 
The day wore on, and Rhoslyn began to wonder if St. Claire were right. Perhaps she should have waited to allow Lady Saraid to resume her training. Her stomach was fine—so long as she didn’t smell food—and the girl was trying her patience more than usual. Saraid clearly thought that being sent home meant her training was over, and she snatched every opportunity to demonstrate her displeasure at being forced to return. 
They now sat on a bench beneath a tree in the corner of the bailey nearest the castle, studying a list of herbs. Saraid dawdled and stumbled through the list. Rhoslyn sighed. The day had been long. The gate began to open. Rhoslyn tensed before realizing the guards wouldn’t open the gate to Lord Lochland’s men. She had been on edge since St. Claire had sent the earl’s men back to him with the message that he wouldn’t leave Castle Glenbarr until his brother had been apprehended. 
St. Claire emerged from the stairs leading up to the wall. Rhoslyn’s heart warmed with the memory of how he had tended her this morning at the jakes. Three riders entered and Rhoslyn stiffened at sight of the figure in the lead. 
* * *
Talbot often thought that women had second sight when it came to female matters. Lady Isobel’s visit confirmed that suspicion. He also couldn’t help wondering how she timed her arrival to catch him as he exited the wall. He would have melted back into the stairway but, of course, she’d seen him. 
“Poor Rhoslyn suffered terribly during her first pregnancy,” she said as he escorted her across the bailey. She slipped a hand into the crook of his arm and turned her head against the wind that whipped at her cloak. “I will be happy to help in any way I can.”
His mind snapped to attention. Was that an offer to warm his bed? 
“I am but a twenty minute ride away, Sir Talbot. Ye can call upon me anytime.”
Yes, she was letting him know she would bed him. He hadn’t forgotten her open appraisal of him during the games.
“I will keep that in mind,” he said. 
She slowed, forcing him to slow with her. “Rhoslyn had nausea for three months,” Isobel went on. “Poor thing. Alec was at a loss as what to do with her.”
Talbot wondered if Isobel had made the same offer to Harper she had made to him.
“She did continue with her duties, however,” Isobel said. “But that is Lady Rhoslyn, she canna’ stay still for more than five minutes.” Isobel laughed, and he noticed the sultry note in her voice—for his benefit, no doubt.
She confirmed the suspicion by leaning in close. The side of her breast brushed his arm. The woman had no shame. 
“It is kind of you to ride all the way here to visit my wife,” Talbot said. 
She looked up at him through her lashes. “We have known one another since childhood. I would do anything for Rhoslyn. This is an especially difficult time for a woman. She needs much rest and should no’ be overexcited.”
The way he had overexcited her last night? Since she had returned to his bed, she had been insatiable. Her belly had yet to show signs of the babe growing inside, but her breasts were heavier and her nipples had turned a darker rose. Talbot felt himself rousing with the memory of her hard peaks in his mouth. Maybe tonight—No. He cut off the thought. She was ill this morning, and wouldn’t be in the mood for lovemaking. Lady Isobel was right. Rhoslyn was entering a difficult time. He would have to curb his desire until...until when, after the babe was born? Months after the babe was born. He glanced down at Lady Isobel. She was a shrewd woman. 
* * *
Talbot watched as, for the third time since they’d sat down to the evening meal, Rhoslyn excused herself and hurried to the kitchen. 
“Lady Rhoslyn is no’ quite herself this evening,” Isobel said. She sat to Rhoslyn’s left. “Perhaps it would be best if I stay the night. I can attend to her if she does no’ feel well.”
Talbot knew Isobel intended to wheedle her way into his bed, but truth be told, he was concerned about Rhoslyn. She seemed in a worse state of mind than she had been this morning when he’d found her leaning over the jakes.
“Women grow moody as their time approaches,” Seward said. “This is natural, St. Claire.”
“So true,” Lady Isobel agreed. “But a woman likes to have another woman around.”
“Rhoslyn’s time isna’ close,” the old baron said. “When her time draws near, she may want your help. I canna’ see that it is of much use now.”
Lady Isobel laughed. “Spoken like a man.”
A few minutes passed and Rhoslyn didn’t return. Talbot rose and went to the kitchen. Rhoslyn was nowhere to be seen. 
“Where is Lady Rhoslyn?” Talbot asked Mistress Muira.
“In her bed by now, I imagine,” the housekeeper replied. “She wasna’ feeling well.”
Talbot glanced at the stairs.
“Dinna’ worry,” Mistress Muira said. “It is common for a woman to want rest while pregnant. 
“I should not have allowed Lady Saraid to return,” he said more to himself than to Mistress Muira.
“Dinna’ be silly,” Muira said. “Lady Rhoslyn can no’ do nothing for the next few months. As time goes on, she will need more rest, but she will know when that time comes.”
Talbot wasn’t so sure. He returned to the great hall and sat at his place. “Rhoslyn has retired for the evening.”
Lady Isobel nodded. “Just as I thought.”
“You are welcome to stay the night, if you like, my lady,” Talbot said. 
“Of course,” she said, and Seward shot him a speculative glance.
* * *
At a soft knock to the solar door, Talbot looked up from the rolls he was studying. He rose, crossed to the door and opened it to find Lady Isobel standing in the hallway. 
“Lady Isobel. Rhoslyn is abed,” Talbot said.
“You are no’ asleep.” Lady Isobel slipped between him and the open door.
She passed so close that Talbot got a whiff of rose water. She stopped two paces away and faced him. 
Hand still on the door bolt, he nodded toward the hallway. “You may return in the morning when my wife is awake.”
 She faced him. “Ye are working yourself too hard. I know how difficult things must be for you.”
“Put your mind at ease,” he said. “I am well. Rhoslyn sees to my needs.” 
 Isobel stepped close and put her arms around his neck. “You need no’ worry, Talbot. Alec was discreet. We can do the same.”
Talbot reached for her hands—the door to Rhoslyn’s chambers burst open. She stumbled forward, pushing through the door and into the room. 
“Ye bastard,” she said, her voice shaking.
St. Claire grasped Isobel’s arms and pulled them from his neck. “You should go, Lady Isobel.”
“Aye,” Rhoslyn spat. “And dinna’ come back.” 
“Lady Rhoslyn,” Isobel began. 
“Leave,” Rhoslyn said between gritted teeth.
Isobel seemed to consider, then shrugged and left. 
Talbot closed the door behind her, and Rhoslyn said, “Three months we have been married and already ye are taking a mistress—and in the room next to mine. Alec never treated me thusly.”
So Rhoslyn didn’t know her husband’s indiscretion. That didn’t surprise him.
“Things are not quite how they look,” Talbot said. His chest tightened when she swiped at a tear that slid down her cheek. He started toward her. 
She backed up. “Stay away. Stay away and never come near me again.”
She whirled and he lunged, catching her arm. He swung her into his arms. She beat on his chest. Talbot hugged her close. 
“Shh, Rhoslyn, listen to me.” 
“Release me.” Tears streamed down her face unchecked. 
Talbot lifted her into his arms.
“Nay,” she cried, but he strode into his room to the bed.
She twisted in an effort to break free and he crushed her to him. 
“Cease fighting,” he commanded. “You will harm yourself and the babe.”
“Release me.” The words were filled with venom, but she stilled. 
He pulled aside the curtain and laid her on the bed. “Do not move,” he said. She started to scoot to the far side of the bed. “Rhoslyn, I warn you.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Ye promised no’ to force me.”
“I do not intend to force you. But I will not allow you to injure yourself. Now, stay still.”
She didn’t move and he went to the table near the window and poured a goblet of wine then returned. 
“Drink this.” He extended it toward her. She lifted her chin in defiance. “Rhoslyn, do not be foolish. Please, drink.”
She didn’t move for a moment, and he thought she intended to defy him, then she took the goblet and drank a heavy swig. 
Talbot sat on the edge of the bed. “Yes, Isobel had her arms around me.” 
“You were no’ resisting her,” Rhoslyn interjected. 
“I was, in fact, resisting. Think about what you saw. I was reaching for her hands when you entered the room.”
“I saw you earlier in the bailey,” she said. “You were walking with her arm-in-arm. Ye were mighty cozy.”
“Should I run from her?” he asked. 
Rhoslyn snorted. “A man doesna’ run from a beautiful woman.”
“You are the only beautiful woman I want, love.”
Her brows dove downward.
“If I intended to bed a woman, I would not do it in the room next to yours,” he said. “I am not that foolish, nor would I disrespect you in that manner.”
“That only means ye have a woman I do no’ know about, and Isobel wasna’ willing to wait.”
He shook his head. “It means I did not invite Lady Isobel here. There is no one else, Rhoslyn. I would not have the energy—even if I had the inclination. You please me.”
“Until I grow fat with child, then ye will find someone else quickly enough—if you havena’ already.”
Talbot took the goblet and set it on the table beside the bed. He pushed his braies and hose down his hips and tossed then aside, then got into bed. 
“I will sleep in my own bed,” Rhoslyn said, but he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close, her back against his chest. 
“Your cock is hard as a rock, St. Claire,” she said. “Ye canna’ tell me ye did not want Isobel. I have no wish to be in bed with a man who prefers another woman.” She tried to scoot away from him, but he held fast. 
Talbot buried his face in her hair. “It is you I am in bed with, not Isobel.”
“Because I interfered,” she said.
“Because I choose you,” he countered. “Now go to sleep.” 
He wondered how he would sleep with his bollocks so tight with need they felt as if they would burst. And his cock—he didn’t want to think about how good it would feel to fit himself more snuggly against Rhoslyn’s arse and slip inside her wet passage. 
“Sleep,” he whispered into her hair, and couldn’t resist a deep inhale of her scent before forcing his thoughts away from the salty-sweet taste of her skin. 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
A boy shot into the stables and came to a skidding halt beside Talbot. “John Comyn is here to see ye, laird,” he panted out the words. 
“Comyn?” Talbot repeated. “Lord of Badenoch? One of the Guardians?” 
The boy nodded, eyes wide. “He is at the gate.”
This, Talbot decided, wasn’t a good thing. He released the horse’s hoof and followed the boy from the stables. He reached the gate to find two men standing with their horses and two guards. The elder, a tall, dark haired man, met his gaze. The thin line of his mouth told Talbot the man wasn’t accustomed to being made to wait in the bailey, especially on a day that threatened snow. This was the Guardian.
“My lord Badenoch,” Talbot said when he stopped before them. “It is an honor to meet you.”
The man gave a curt nod. “Such an honor that ye force us to stand at the gate while we discuss business?”
Talbot looked pointedly at the other man. “This is my cousin Davey,” the Guardian said. 
“I cannot imagine what business you have with me, my lord,” Talbot said. 
“The kind I would prefer no’ to discuss in public,” Badenoch said. 
Talbot canted his head in acknowledgement. Comyn tossed his reins to one of the warriors then started toward the castle without waiting for Talbot or his cousin. Talbot fell into place alongside him with Davey on Comyn’s left. When they reached the postern door, Talbot stood aside and allowed them to enter first. They crossed to the table near the hearth and sat. Talbot called for wine, then turned his attention to the Guardian. 
“I have learned from Lady Taresa Baliman that ye are her grandson,” Comyn said. 
Talbot started, then caught himself. “Lady Taresa is an old woman who grieves the loss of her daughter.”
Comyn barked a laugh. “I have known Taresa for over thirty years. She grieves for her daughter, but she is no fool. Show me your sister’s likeness on your arm.”
Anger flared, but Talbot rolled up the sleeve of his shirt. He felt Davey’s stare when Comyn grasped his arm and examined his sister’s face. A lad appeared with a pitcher of wine and two goblets and Comyn released Talbot, then picked up the pitcher. 
“Ye are her grandson.” He filled the three goblets then set the pitcher down. “Deny it all you like, but everyone will know the truth. Including Edward, in case ye have any doubts.” He took a drink of the wine, then said, “Even if there were any doubt, he willna’ let ye deny the connection.”
That was the very thing Talbot didn’t want. “What has this to do with you?” he demanded. 
“Ye must know he is Balliol’s brother-in-law,” Davey said. “We support Balliol. As must you.”
Talbot stared at the man. 
“As the Earl of Baliman, ye become the most powerful man in Buchan,” Comyn said. “In fact, no one in Scotland will ignore you.”
“I am English,” Talbot replied. “At most, I will inherit Seward’s barony.”
“Ye are the Earl of Baliman,” Davey said. 
Talbot didn’t like the younger man. A strange desperation laced his tone. It made Talbot wonder how far he would go to attain his goals. 
“Enough, Davey,” Comyn said, then addressed Talbot. “Edward is sure to remind ye that ye are his English knight, but Scottish blood doesna’ take well to servitude.”
“I am English,” Talbot repeated. 
Comyn studied him. “Mayhap English and Scottish interests are one.”
“What do you want, my lord?”
“I want to see your grandfather-in-law.”
Talbot had learned long ago there was no stopping the tide. He called for Seward, who joined them in the great hall. If Talbot didn’t know better—and he didn’t—he would have suspected the old baron of contacting the Guardian. But it could just as easily have been Lady Taresa who sealed his fate. Then again, it could be as simple as a rumor having reached Comyn’s ears. Either way, he was trapped. 
“I have no intention of leaving Castle Glenbarr,” he told the two men. “Nor do I intend to claim the earldom.”
“Ye would do well to claim it before it comes looking for you,” Seward said.
Concern, the first true concern since he’d seen Lady Taresa ride into the village, niggled. He fixed his gaze on Comyn. “What have you done, my lord?”
“I am no’ your lord. As to what I have done, I need do nothing. Taresa’s relatives will take care of matters.”
“They can have the title,” Talbot said. 
Comyn lifted his brows. “Out of the kindness of your heart, I take it?”
“I have no desire to be a Scottish nobleman.”
“You are known for your loyalty to Edward,” Davey said. “Where is that loyalty now?”
Seward snorted. “It sounds like Davey is confusing you with your brother, St. Claire.”
“At least he would understand the importance of supporting his king,” Davey said.
“Christ, Davey,” Comyn said. “Ye are making an ass of yourself.” Comyn glanced at Talbot. “St. Claire doesna’ tolerate fools.” The Guardian’s expression sobered. “Ye havena’ had any luck in finding your brother?”
“If I had, he would be dead.”
“He may not be the fool you think he is,” Davey said. 
Comyn’s gaze jerked onto him. “Another word from ye, Davey, and I will whip you here and now.”
“Dinna’ act as if you do no’ want him to support your kinsman,” Seward said.
“I have Scotland’s interests at heart,” Comyn said.
“Ye have your interests at heart,” Seward said. 
“Will ye squabble over politics now, Hugo?” Comyn shifted his attention to Talbot. “Will your son feel as you do about giving up his birthright? More important, will the Kenzies take your word that ye will never dispute their claim?” He paused. “Will your wife and children be safe when you are gone?”
Anger tore through Talbot. “Even if I claim the title, they will never be safe. You have ensured that.”
“Nay, lad. Ye sealed your fate when you immortalized your sister on your arm.”
* * *
Rhoslyn could scarce believe it. Her husband had accepted the title as the Earl of Baliman. She nodded for more wine to the boy waiting near the table, then leaned close to Lady Taresa and said in a whisper loud enough to be heard over the din of the evening meal, “Is there anything more ye need, my lady?”
Lady Taresa laid a hand on Rhoslyn’s. “Please call me Taresa. Perhaps one day you will call me Grandmother.” She hesitated, then added, “Will you allow me to stay with you when your time comes?”
Emotion squeezed Rhoslyn’s heart. She didn’t remember her mother and the thought of another woman, family, being present during the birth of her child brought the prick of tears. God help her, she was growing weepy. 
“Aye, my la—er, Taresa. I would be pleased for ye to be with me when the babe comes.” 
Sir Derek appeared at the table to Taresa’s right, leaned down and whispered something in her ear. She paused, listening, then nodded. He left and she returned her attention to Rhoslyn. 
“He is very devoted to you,” Rhoslyn said. 
“He is.” Taresa’s gaze shifted onto the knight, who made his way through the crowded hall toward the postern door. “He has served me for fifteen years. I trust him with my life.”
And more, Rhoslyn suspected. It was obvious the knight was in love with his mistress. Rhoslyn marveled. She never suspected a love affair could carry on so late in a woman’s life and with a man so much younger. 
Taresa looked back at her. “I never hoped to have a grandchild, much less a great grandchild,” Taresa said. “I am very pleased. I hope you and my grandson will visit Narlton Keep soon.”
“St. Claire might come, but not me. At least, not until he finds his brother.”
Taresa frowned and Rhoslyn realized she didn’t know what had happened. Fear seized her. Lady Taresa didn’t know that the baby Rhoslyn carried might not be St. Claire’s. Rhoslyn glanced to her right to find St. Claire staring at her. Surely, he hadn’t overheard their conversation?
“Forgive me,” Rhoslyn said to Taresa. “I am suddenly tired.” 
It was only half a lie. She found she was tired, and the smell of the food on the table wasn’t setting well with her stomach. She rose before the older woman could protest and hurried toward the kitchen. Her gaze caught on Sir Ascot, talking with a group of men near the kitchen door. He stared, brows furrowed. The knight was sure to tell her grandfather she had left the great hall upset. 
Rhoslyn slowed, then entered the kitchen. She murmured greetings to the women, then took the stairs. She reached her chambers and lowered herself onto the bench in front of the fire. When St. Claire and her grandfather had come to the private solar accompanied by John Comyn, lord of Badenoch, the shock had been no greater than their announcement that St. Claire agreed to claim the Earldom of Baliman. 
Her first thought had been that the title would endear Scotland to him. But the rigid set of his jaw had betrayed his thoughts. He had accepted the inevitable, but was determined to serve only Edward. That, she realized with the same trepidation she’d felt upon learning she was to marry an English knight, meant he would put his now-considerable support behind Edward’s efforts to crown John Balliol. St. Claire’s allegiance to Edward was the very reason John Comyn had taken note of him. Comyn supported Balliol, and knew St. Claire would as well.
Her grandfather seemed oblivious to the danger. He had planned to set fire to St. Claire’s Scottish blood without realizing that St. Claire was as much Spanish as Scottish—and he ignored the fact the knight was English through and through. A tremor rippled through her midsection. Now, that Spanish heritage sat in her hall celebrating the upcoming birth of a grandchild that might not be hers. 
Lady Taresa wouldn’t be so willing to witness the birth of a grandchild who might be the result of a rape. Would the lady’s attitude affect St. Claire? He had sworn the child was his and, to his credit, he hadn’t once made her feel otherwise. But Lady Taresa was his blood, and say what he may, blood made demands that couldn’t be ignored. Wasn’t that what her grandfather had implied when he’d said St. Claire’s Scottish blood would fire in his veins? Aye, but St. Claire was dead set against any Scottish claims on his loyalty.
Tears pressed against her eyes. What would become of their son...their daughters? Would their fates have been less brutal had she married De Quincy? Yes. St. Claire was a good man. He would be a good father. Unlike De Quincy, he would care who his daughters married. He had cared who Andreana married. But what would he do if the command to marry them came from Edward instead of Lochland?
A light knock on the door caused her to jump. 
“Lady Rhoslyn.”
Lady Taresa.
“May I come in?” Taresa asked.
Rhoslyn swiped at a tear she hadn’t realized was slipping down her cheek. If she remained quiet maybe Taresa would go away. 
“Please,” Taresa entreated. 
Rhoslyn rose and went to the door. With a fortifying breath, she opened the door. “My lady,” she said. 
A moment of silence passed and Taresa said, “May I come in?”
Mortification sent a wave of heat to Rhoslyn’s face. “Of course. Please, forgive me.” She stood aside and the older woman entered. 
“What a lovely room,” Taresa said.
“Thank you. Will you join me by the fire?” Rhoslyn asked.
“That would be lovely.” 
Rhoslyn led her to the bench. “Would you like wine? I can have some brought up.”
“No. Please, sit with me.” 
“Of course.” Rhoslyn sat beside her. 
She started when Taresa took her hand. “Talbot explained what happened. Can you forgive me?”
“Forgive you?” Rhoslyn said. “Ye have done nothing wrong.”
“It was an accident, yes, because I did not know that Talbot’s brother had abducted you.” Concern furrowed her brow. “You are well, yes?”
“I am well, my lady.”
“No. Taresa, remember?”
Rhoslyn nodded shyly. “Taresa. I am well. Talbot saved me before Dayton could take me away from Scotland.”
Taresa brushed back a lock of hair from Rhoslyn’s face. “Talbot tells me he could not be happier that you are carrying his child.”
A lump formed in Rhoslyn’s throat. “He said that?”
Taresa’s eyes narrowed. “He did not tell you that? Men,” she said with vehemence. “They can be such fools. We will speak with him.”
“Nay,” Rhoslyn blurted. 
“Do not be afraid, little one, I can deal with him. Remember, he is my grandson.” She leaned close. “He does not yet know what that means, but I will teach him.”
Rhoslyn laughed. “I am certain you will. But you misunderstand. Tal-St. Claire has assured me how pleased he is we are to have a child.”
Taresa studied her. “You are certain?”
She nodded. “I promise. In this, he has done all he should.”
“In this?” Taresa repeated.
“Forgive me, Taresa, I do no’ mean to speak badly of him.”
“But...” the older woman urged. 
Rhoslyn hesitated, then realized Lady Taresa was not a woman easily fooled. It wouldn’t be long before she understood that Rhoslyn politically opposed her grandson. Would she guess how deep the division ran?
“Talbot has been good to me,” she said, and it was true.
“But that is not all,” Taresa said. 
It should be enough, Rhoslyn mentally replied. But it wasn’t. “Do ye know John Comyn?” she asked. 
“Of course. He is one of the Guardians.”
“He is the brother-in-law to John Balliol,” Rhoslyn said. 
“Ahh,” Taresa intoned. “And you fear Talbot will follow his lead and support Balliol.”
“Aye,” Rhoslyn replied. “Balliol is too amenable to Edward. Robert Bruce is a far better choice for the crown.”
“Indeed?” Taresa said. “Have you forgotten that Robert has been amenable to Edward on many occasions? Not the least of which is agreeing to appoint him arbiter of Scotland?”
Rhoslyn nodded. “Robert hasna’ been perfect. Who has? But he is loyal to Scotland. Balliol is nothing more than an English puppet.”
“You fear for your country and, perhaps, how your children will be used as pawns?” Taresa said.
“I am sorry,” she replied. “I know this is no’ the familial harmony ye seek.”
Taresa laughed. “I am Spanish, my dear. Familial harmony only means we do not kill one another.” A twinkle lit her eye. “We love a good fight. I think you and my grandson will fight well.”
That was exactly what Rhoslyn feared.
* * *
Talbot stared down at Rhoslyn, her back turned to him in her bed. He wasn’t fooled. She wasn’t asleep. 
He sat on the mattress beside her. “Are you feeling better?” 
“I am fine,” she replied. 
“You are not pleased?” he asked. “Your children will be nobility.”
“My children will have my noble blood in them,” she replied. 
So she recognized the reality of the situation. 
“John Comyn is pleased,” she said. 
“Aye,” Talbot said.
“What will you do when Edward commands our daughters to marry an Englishman?”
Talbot stretched out on the bed and pulled her back flush against him. “We have no daughters yet, and already you have them married.”
“I know what lies in store for them.”
“To be cared for by a good man.”
She turned in his arms and faced him. “Will you promise me that will be so?”
Staring down into her dark eyes, he could refuse her nothing. “I promise.”
“And our sons,” she said, “will they fight English wars?”
“We have all fought English wars,” he said. 
She studied him. “Will they serve an English king?”
“They will serve the King of Scotland.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Ye believe Edward will rule, that is why you say that.”
“I do not appoint kings,” he said. 
“Oh, but ye do. The Earl of Baliman has much power.”
“I have no interest in choosing kings.”
“But you will,” she said, and his chest tightened at the sadness in her voice.
* * *
Rhoslyn stood on the parapet staring west. What seemed like an eternity passed before she spied several moving specs in the distance. 
“Please, Saint George, bring the Dragon home,” she murmured. 
At last, she discerned the riders and sent up a prayer of thanks. 
Ross appeared at her side. “It is St. Claire.”
“Aye.”
When he and his men neared the castle, the warriors on the wall began the wide swing of the gate and Rhoslyn turned toward the stairs. 
“Mayhap ye should remain up here until our visitors leave,” Ross said. 
“I am safe enough,” she told him.
She had no intention of being absent when St. Claire confronted his grandmother’s relatives. His relatives. 
Rhoslyn descended the stairs and stepped onto the ground as St. Claire shot through the gates with his men close behind. He turned his horse to face the half dozen mounted men who waited in the bailey, surrounded by a dozen warriors. 
“I am gone from Castle Glenbarr less than a day and trouble enters my home,” he snapped.
His gaze caught on her and surprise showed on his face, then his eyes darkened. Ross was right. He wasn’t pleased. He gave a sharp nod to one of his men. The warrior moved to Rhoslyn’s side, hand on sword hilt. 
St. Claire pinned his hard stare on the men. “Which of you is Niall Kenzie?”
“I am.” The man riding a dark palfrey urged the horse forward a step. 
“What do you want?” St. Claire demanded. 
Niall narrowed his eyes. “I want to speak with ye.”
“You want to tell me that you are the rightful Earl of Baliman,” St. Claire shot back. “I have no time for family squabbles.” 
“Then ye ought not to have joined our family.”
“Lady Taresa appointed me her heir,” St. Claire said. 
Niall gave a derisive snort. “Taresa is an old lady who will do anything to recover a trace of her lost daughter. She isna’ capable of making such a decision.”
“And you mean to help her make a decision that names you Cailan’s heir,” St. Claire said. 
“He has more right than an English knight,” a young man to Niall’s right interjected.
St. Claire shifted his gaze onto the man. “Not when that English knight is her grandson.”
“Even if ye are her grandson, ye are a bastard,” Niall said. 
“You may debate my legitimacy with King Edward.”
“Ye mean to make war with us?” Niall demanded. 
Rhoslyn didn’t like the nasty tone of his voice. Apparently, neither did St. Claire 
“Lady Taresa made her decision. It is you who will not accept it.”
“She is no’ Scottish.” Niall spat the words. “The title belongs to a Highlander.”
“If you wish to discuss Scottish law, speak with your lord. He will explain your error.”
“‘Tis no’ I who err, Knight.”
“Leave now,” St. Claire said, “and do not return until you are ready to swear fealty to me.”
“Sweat fealty to Edward’s puppet?” Niall sneered. “Never.”
“Then never return.”
For an instant Rhoslyn thought Niall might draw his sword. Another of the men shifted and St. Claire said, “Beware, Kenzie. If any of your men make the mistake of drawing a sword, I will kill you first.”
Niall cursed, then yanked on his horse’s reins. 
The beast started to turn and St. Claire said, “Kenzie.” the man’s head jerked in his direction. “Do not harass my grandmother or I will make war on you.”
The man stared for an instant, then kicked his horse’s flanks. The warriors moved aside as the palfrey lunged forward, and Niall’s men followed.
When the last man passed through the gate, St. Claire dismounted and strode to Rhoslyn. “My lady.” He grasped her arm and started toward the castle. 
“You have accepted Lady Taresa as your grandmother?” Rhoslyn said.
“What?”
Rhoslyn nearly trotted in order to keep up with his long strides. “You called her your grandmother. St. Claire, are ye in a hurry?”
He looked down at her. “In a hurry?”
“You are practically running.” 
“Forgive me.” He slowed, but his hold on her arm didn’t loosen. 
“You called Lady Taresa your grandmother,” Rhoslyn said. “That means you have accepted her as your grandmother.”
“It means I had to make sure those fools did not try to coerce her into doing what they want.”
“You mean you only said that to frighten them.”
They reached the castle and he opened the door, then urged her in ahead of him.
“The Kenzies are gone,” she said. “Are you no’ going to return to Dunfrey Castle? Surely your work there isna’ finished. You were gone for only a few hours.”
He closed the door behind him and stopped, “What were you doing in the bailey? Those men intended trouble. If a fight had broken out you would have been in the middle of it.”
“They were six men, guarded by a dozen of your men. A hundred more are about the castle at all times. I was in no danger.”
“Men like Kenzie cannot be trusted. He easily could have reached you before one of my men could stop him.”
Rhoslyn heard genuine concern in his voice, and the furrow in his brow deepened. “I didna’ come down until you arrived, St. Claire. I was on the wall watching for you.”
“Why?” 
“Why what?”
“Why were you on the wall watching for me?”
“I thought it odd that they arrived during your first absence in a month. I thought they...”
Her answer seemed to catch him off guard and she thought he might relent, but he shook her and said, “You thought they might have laid a trap for me, then come here so that no one would accuse them of attacking me?”
That was very much what she’d feared. 
“Then you understand how dangerous they are,” he said. “When there is trouble—of any kind—you are to stay in your room.”
He didn’t wait for a reply, but released her and pushed through the door without a backward glance. Why had he gotten so angry? Surely he knew she was perfectly safe? Alec had never gotten angry with her. He had never so much as raised his voice. But St. Claire wasn’t Alec. 
* * *
Merrymakers celebrating the marriage of one of Castle Glenbarr’s knights to a baron’s daughter filled the great hall and spilled out into the bailey. Talbot had furnished wine, ale, and food for the festivities. With the ceremony barely two hours past and the men well on their way to inebriation, he received word that Lord Lochland waited in the bailey with a dozen men. Enough men to protect him on the road, but a small enough number to assure him that Lochland had not come to fight Still, as far as Talbot was concerned, they’d had too many visitors in the two weeks since he’d accepted the title.
Talbot caught the glance Rhoslyn sent his way when the warrior delivered the message, but didn’t stop when he passed her on his way to the door. He reached Lochland, who still sat astride his horse. 
“Good evening, my lord,” Talbot said. “Have you come to join in the celebration?”
“There is no need to pretend that I am your lord,” Lochland said. “I am well aware you are the new Earl of Baliman.”
Everyone kept reminding him of that. Talbot canted his head. “I am still growing accustomed to the title. Will you join the party? Your men are welcome as well.”
“Come on, then, lads,” he said, and dismounted. 
The men gave their reins to waiting warriors and Talbot led them toward the castle. 
“I suppose ye know this means I canna’ enforce Lady Andreana’s marriage to De Quincy,” Lochland said without preamble.
“Yes,” Talbot replied. 
“Will you hold against me that I betrothed her to De Quincy?”
Talbot appreciated the man’s straightforward manner. “Nay, my—Lochland. You only did what you thought best. You must know that Boyd marched against Castle Glenbarr as you predicted.”
Lochland nodded. “I understand Kinsley rose from his bed and dealt with him.”
“Aye.”
“Ye would be a fool to think that is the end of things with Boyd,” Lochland said. 
Talbot wasn’t fool enough to think that Boyd was finished with him any more than Lochland was. “I expect to see him again.” 
They reached the castle and Talbot opened the door. Laughter and music poured from the room. Talbot allowed Lochland to precede him, then followed the earl, with the earl’s men close behind. 
Talbot caught sight of Rhoslyn standing with the bride and several other women near the hearth. Her gaze followed Lochland. Talbot read the obvious satisfaction in her eyes and wondered how long it would take before she vocalized her feelings. 
“Will you sit with me?” Lochland asked. “I would like to talk further.”
Talbot considered inviting him into the bower where it was quiet, then realized Rhoslyn would follow. Talbot nodded, and Lochland gave his men leave to do as they pleased. Talbot led him to the table and secured drink for them both. 
“Comyn paid ye a visit,” Lochland said, and Talbot had to wonder if straightforwardness was a Scottish trait. If so, he liked it. “He wants you to advise Edward to appoint Balliol as King of Scotland.”
“He did not speak of it to me,” Talbot spoke loud enough to be heard, and hoped to guests were too busy enjoying themselves to pay attention to his conversation with Lochland. 
“He will,” Lochland said, voicing Talbot’s thoughts. “It doesna’ much matter. Edward plans to make Balliol king with or without Scotland’s support. But you will make that decision easier.”
“You do not like Balliol?” Talbot said. 
“Nay. Neither does your wife. But if Edward supports him, you will follow suit.”
“He is my king,” Talbot conceded.
“A king who will no’ support you if ye find yourself surrounded by enemies,” Lochland said.
Talbot gave a short laugh. “I am surrounded by more enemies in peace than I was in battle.”
The earl chuckled. “Aye, I imagine you are. However, ye are in a position to make good friends who will stand by you when Edward will no’.”
“You, for example?” Talbot asked. 
He gave a nod. “I am one, but there are others.”
From the corner of his eye, Talbot saw Rhoslyn approach. “We can speak more of this later.” He knew Lochland would want to discuss it at great length.
The earl’s gaze caught on Rhoslyn and a speculative gleam appeared in his eyes. 
“I advise you not to involve my wife in this debate,” Talbot said. Lochland looked at him and Talbot read his indecision. “I make no decisions based on my wife’s political views. I will not consider anyone a friend who uses her in any way.”
“She doesna’ like me anyway,” Lochland said. 
“No,” Talbot agreed, “she does not.”
To her credit, Rhoslyn was gracious to Lochland. Talbot detected an underlying desire to throttle him, but instead she took delight in speaking gaily of Andreana and Baxter—and their soon return. It was a fabrication, they hadn’t discussed the couple’s return, but Talbot allowed her this small satisfaction. He had just begun to relax when Lady Isobel entered the great hall.
Rhoslyn shifted her gaze onto her before the door fully closed. Lady Isobel seemed oblivious to the scrutiny, though Talbot suspected she simply pretended not to notice. 
Rhoslyn said nothing. They still sat with Lochland and Talbot guessed she didn’t want the earl to know that she had caught her husband in an embrace with the woman. But Talbot wasn’t foolish enough to think Isobel would remain unscathed. He considered asking Isobel to leave, but any attention he gave her would be looked upon unfavorably by Rhoslyn. She confirmed the suspicion by turning an accusatory stare onto him. 
“I did not compose the guest list, Lady Rhoslyn,” he said. 
Lochland glanced curiously at her and a faint blush crept up her cheeks. 
“That minstrel of yours seems to know only two songs,” Lochland said. “Did ye bring him from England, St. Claire? He sings only of your exploits in Wales.” The earl rose. “I think I will see if he knows any Scottish ballads.”
He left and Talbot braced himself for Rhoslyn’s fury, but was saved—if saved it could be named—when Lady Isobel approached. 
“I willna’ have that woman in my home,” Rhoslyn said under her breath. 
“Is she a friend to the bride and groom?” Talbot asked. 
Rhoslyn snorted in derision. “If she is a friend to the groom it is for one reason only.”
Talbot privately agreed. 
Isobel reached them and he feared Rhoslyn would leap out of her chair and pummel the lady.
“What are ye doing here?” Rhoslyn demanded.
Surprise flickered in Isobel’s eyes. “I am here to celebrate the happy couple’s marriage. I have known Lady Sine since she was a child. It would be rude not to come.”
“Ye didna’ think it was rude to seduce my husband.”
Isobel gave her a curious look. “Are ye that naive, Lady Rhoslyn?”
Rhoslyn shoved to her feet. A group standing nearby stopped talking and looked at her. 
Rhoslyn said to Isobel under her breath, “Are ye saying my husband is the guilty party?”
“He was a complete gentleman.” Isobel looked at him. “To my disappointment.”
Rhoslyn took a step closer to her. “Then ye admit ye intended to bed him in the room next to mine.”
“It was a kiss. Nothing more.” Isobel glanced at him. “I suppose I can understand why ye would complain about sharing St. Claire and no’—”
Talbot came to his feet. “Lady Isobel that is enough.”
She lifted her brows, and Rhoslyn looked from her to him. Talbot saw the wheels turning in her mind. 
Elizabeth appeared at her side. “Rhoslyn, where did ye find your new cook? The deer stew is delicious.”
Everyone looked at her. 
She lifted her brows. “I am sorry, am I interrupting?”
She was, and knew it, and Talbot would later express his gratitude.
“Lady Isobel, I have no’ seen you in some time,” Elizabeth said. “Things are well with you?”
“Things are very good,” she replied. 
Elizabeth turned her attention to Rhoslyn. “Have you met Lady Sine’s cousin Raleigh?”
Rhoslyn frowned. “Who?”
“Lady Sine’s cousin. He has come from the Isle of Lewis and brought wool as a wedding present, which he says is the finest is all of Scotland. He is wearing a jerkin made of the wool, and it is magnificent. You must come see.”
“What do I care about wool?” Rhoslyn said.
“Ye might be able to talk Sir Talbot into purchasing some of the wool.”
“I can purchase my own wool,” she answered with a dark glance his way. 
Elizabeth laughed. “All the better. Come, you must see the jerkin.”
Rhoslyn sent a last dagger-filled look Isobel’s way, then allowed Elizabeth to lead her away. 
Isobel’s eyes remained fixed on her. “She doesna’ know.”
“Nay. And I would like it to stay that way,” Talbot said.
Isobel shifted her gaze onto him. “It is in your interest for her to know that Alec bedded me and you would not.”
“It would hurt her,” he replied. 
“But it would benefit you.”
“I do not need to be compared to Alec Harper.”
She studied him. “I would say there is no comparison, and if Lady Rhoslyn can no’ see that, she is a fool.”



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
Rhoslyn spent too much time in her private solar. At a little over five months pregnant, she felt excellent. But St Claire fussed like a mother hen, and constantly ordered her to rest. She had installed Lady Saraid in the kitchen with Mistress Muira in order to have a moment to review the list of goods they had received two days ago. With the addition of St. Claire’s men, they had doubled their supply purchases and she seemed always to be working on the rolls.
Now, however, she stared out her window at the rider entering the courtyard. His shaven face and dark brown hair told her he was English, even without the absence of a kilt. This didn’t bode well. She rose from the stool and hurried downstairs. Rhoslyn stepped from the stairs into the great hall as the man entered the postern door ahead of St. Claire. 
St. Claire’s gaze met hers and she read in his eyes the knowledge of her anxious curiosity. Rhoslyn caught sight of the folded parchment in his hand and her fear mounted. King Edward had sent a missive.
To her relief. St. Claire led the man toward the table set up near the hearth. She crossed the room and met them at the table. 
“It has been a long ride for Sir John,” St. Claire said. “He would like food and drink.”
Rhoslyn nodded. “Go to the kitchen and tell Mistress Muira I sent you. She will feed ye near the fire there, where you may warm.”
He bowed, then left them.
“I imagine you want to know what is in this missive,” St. Claire said. 
“It is from Edward?” she asked. 
He nodded and lowered himself onto the bench beside the table. Rhoslyn sat beside him as he slid a finger between the folded edges and broke the seal. She was sure he was intentionally taking his time and had to refrain from snatching the parchment from him and tearing it open. He unfolded the letter and she read over his arm. 
Sir Talbot, 
My congratulations upon your new title as Earl of Baliman. I could not be more pleased. In the interest of keeping positive relations, I command that you appear before me and, as the Earl of Baliman, swear fealty. As my faithful servant, you will leave with Sir John and come to me immediately.
Your King, 
Edward
“The bastard.” Rhoslyn shot to her feet. “How dare he command fealty from ye. As the Earl of Baliman you owe him nothing.”
St Claire looked up at her. “He is my king. He has every right to demand my fealty.”
She stared in shock. “You are the most powerful man in all of Buchan. It is to you that men should swear fealty. Ye demanded that Kenzie bow to you.”
“Aye, but I still have a lord. All men have a lord.”
“Not Edward,” she said bitterly.
“Even him,” St. Claire replied. 
“St. Claire, I didna’ know you were a religious man.”
“I am not, but that does not mean I do not believe we all serve someone. It is within Edward’s right to demand my loyalty, and you should not be surprised that he wants to control my power. And lest you forget, I am not king. If I do not swear fealty to Edward, then I must pledge loyalty to the king of Scotland.”
“Ye live in Scotland. You are a Scottish nobleman. Swear fealty to the king of Scotland.” His gaze shifted back to the letter and her blood chilled. “Sweet Jesu, ye mean to return to England as he commands.” She couldn’t believe it.
“I have never disobeyed his command,” St. Claire said. 
Her mind raced. She wasn’t surprised that Edward was tightening his hold. So what were the consequences within her family of Edward’s grab for power? He would insist her sons train in England under English tutors; that they marry English women. Her daughters would become political pawns, married to noblemen selected by Edward to strengthen English alliances. 
She hadn’t considered any of this when she’d learned that St. Claire was the new earl. Her first thought had been of his strengthened ties to Scotland. Anger whipped through her. Edward would tear him away to prevent that, if necessary.
Rhoslyn sat back on the bench. “Is it safe for ye to leave Castle Glenbarr?”
He lifted a brow. “If I abolished your imprisonment here in Castle Glenbarr, you would be riding out the gates an hour later. Yet when I must return to England, you remind me how dangerous it is for me to leave the castle.”
Rhoslyn met his gaze square. “That does no’ answer my question. Is it safe for ye to leave us?”
He gave a single shake of his head. “Nay.”
She shrugged. “Then Edward will have to wait.”
“A king never waits.”
“Tell him ye will return once you have captured your brother and dealt with the unrest amongst your people.”
“My people?”
She read the humor in his eyes. “Ye said you wouldna’ leave Castle Glenbarr to search for your brother for fear of leaving the castle unprotected. Kenzie was here only a month ago.” Things had been quiet since then, but she wasn’t going to remind him of that. “If ye leave and Jason takes Castle Glenbarr while you are gone, he will claim no’ only Glenbarr, but the lands that belong to the Earl of Baliman.”
“I doubt Jason has such high aspirations,” St. Claire replied. 
“Ye do no’ know the man,” Rhoslyn said. “And dinna’ forget Kenzie. He would love nothing more than to wage war on ye while you are away.” Anger flickered in his eyes and she knew she’d hit home. “Do you want that?” she pressed on ruthlessly. “Do ye want him taking me and your unborn child?”
His eyes darkened with fury. Unexpected emotion fluttered in her belly.
“It would seem I have a dilemma,” he said.
Regret washed over Rhoslyn and she wished she could tell him to go serve his king as the loyal knight he was. What would she do if he didn’t return? She would be forced to marry again—for a son needed a father. Nay, it was far worse than just remarrying. Before she could choose a husband, before her son was born, Edward would marry her to another of his puppets. She imagined the message arriving telling of Talbot’s death, delivered by the man who bore another royal command from Edward that she marry. Her blood chilled at the thought of another man touching her while she still carried St. Claire’s child. 
“To leave is a death sentence,” she said. “You must know that your brother will seize the opportunity to attack ye.” In truth, it seemed half of Scotland wanted him dead. He started to reply, but she cut him off. “I know you well enough to know you would leave a legion of men to protect me and take only a few for yourself. Ye have too many enemies to be riding the countryside without a host of men. I canna’ allow you to do it.”
He studied her for a long moment. “Why not?”
“Because a son needs his father.”
“Only a son?” he asked.
Embarrassment heated her cheeks. “The devil you know is better than the one ye dinna’ know,” she replied, and to her surprise, he threw his head back and laughed. 
* * *
Rhoslyn forced her legs into motion and passed through the opening in the low stone wall where lay her family in their eternal rest, then turned right. In the nearest corner, alongside the larger stone that belonged to Alec, stood the smaller stone that marked her son’s grave. Her knees weakened, but she kept walking until she stood in front of the two graves. 
She stared at the name on her son’s headstone. The letters floated before her as if she dreamed. She had held him as he died. Did Alec now protect him? How was it possible the tiny body lay all alone beneath the snow-dusted heather? Her heart jerked. In her absence, someone had placed the flowers over the freshly dug dirt and the seed had taken root. 
Rhoslyn glanced at the flowers she gripped. Mistress Muira dried heather and scattered it among the rushes. She had filched a few for the graves. But others, braver than her, had taken up where she could not. Who had visited her son? Andreana? Her grandfather? It should have been her. She should have been there to throw the first clump of moist earth down on him. Now, the ground that covered his small body had settled into packed earth as if no body lay buried beneath. 
She started to kneel, then realized it would be difficult to rise. She would have to grasp a headstone to leverage herself back up. Dread chilled her bone deep. It wasn’t the dead she feared, but the cold stone of her child’s grave beneath her fingers. Anger tightened her insides. She had already deserted him once. She owed her son more than a toss of flowers onto his grave before she fled.
Rhoslyn stepped alongside his stone and grasped the top, then lowered herself onto her knees. Wind whipped the plaid around her shoulders and she pulled the fabric closer about her. With a shaky hand, she brushed snow from the small plot, then carefully arranged the heather on the center of the grave amongst the withered flowers. The pink buds made the grave look almost...alive. 
“I am sorry, Dougal,” she whispered. She brushed her fingers over the tiny flowers. “Ye are to have a brother. Would you like that?”
The wind whipped again, snapping the edge of her plaid. She shivered. It was cold, so cold. The heather skittered across the grave with another gust of wind. Rhoslyn caught it and set it back on the center. She glanced up at the darkening afternoon sky. A storm brewed. The wind would blow the heather off the grave. 
Rhoslyn whipped off her plaid and laid it across the grave. 
* * *
Rhoslyn hurried down the stairs leading to the great hall. Just as the maid had said, Abbess Beatrice sat at the table near the hearth. Rhoslyn nearly flew across the room. She reached the table and Beatrice rose. 
Rhoslyn threw herself into the older woman’s arms. The abbess enfolded her in a warm hug and, for a moment, she could almost believe that she’d never left the convent. She suddenly longed to be back in her cell, listening to the abbess’ Bible stories.
Rhoslyn drew back from the embrace. “I canna’ believe ye are here. I am so happy to see you. Had I known you were coming, I would have made preparations.”
Beatrice smiled. “Ye can imagine that I prefer to travel without fanfare.”
Rhoslyn smiled. “Aye, of course. Have you eaten, are ye thirsty? How long will you stay?”
She laughed. “I see you have not changed. I would no’ mind food and drink. As for how long I can stay, a day or two. Will that do?”
“A day or two? How wonderful,” Rhoslyn cried. “Come, sit with me in my private solar. I will have food and drink brought up.” Rhoslyn turned to see women crowding the doorway of the kitchen, staring. She laughed. “Will you greet my ladies? I believe they are anxious to meet you.”
“Of course,” Beatrice replied.
The abbess insisted on entering the kitchen, instead of having the women pay attendance to her while she sat on the bench in the hall. Once Rhoslyn finally tore her from the kitchen, they settled in the solar near the fire, with a banquet set out before them. 
“You must wonder why I am here,” the abbess said.
“I left the convent so suddenly that we had no chance to speak,” Rhoslyn said. “I assume you came to see how I fare?”
The abbess took a bite of roasted chicken and nodded. “You look well.” Beatrice gave her a penetrating glance. “Marriage agrees with you.” 
Rhoslyn suspected she meant, ‘marriage has salved your hurt.’ 
Was that true? She thought back to her visit to Dougal’s grave. Had going there been any easier because she now enjoyed the protection of a new husband or because she was to have a child that would replace him? Seeing the grave hadn’t been easy, but yes, she realized with a start, her grief had lessened a bit. 
“God works in mysterious says,” Abbess Beatrice said. 
Rhoslyn looked sharply at her.
Beatrice laughed. “Your face is an open book. Now, how do you like your new husband?”
Her stomach did a flip with the memory of how St. Claire had touched her last night. The desires of the flesh were not something a nun would understand, and wasn’t what the abbess wanted to know.
“I see he pleases you,” Beatrice said. 
Rhoslyn started. “I-he is adequate,” she stuttered. 
Beatrice laughed. “From the look on your face, I would say he is more than adequate.”
Shame washed over her and Rhoslyn dropped her eyes. 
“You have no need to be ashamed,” the abbess said. “God intended a man and woman to enjoy one another. The babe growing in your belly is one very good reason why.”
Rhoslyn nodded while sending up a fervent prayer that the nun hadn’t heard the rumors involving Dayton. But when the older woman said, “All things are God’s will, Rhoslyn,” she knew the abbess had heard of the kidnapping and assumed the worst. 
“Is your husband pleased you are to have a child so soon?” Beatrice asked.
She meant, ‘has he accepted the child as his own?’ Rhoslyn thought, and said, “He is pleased.”
Pleasure filled the older woman’s eyes. “I knew he would be.”
“You did? But how?”
Her expression softened. “I know such things.”
Did God speak to the abbess? Was God finally answering her prayers? Was their child to be a blessing? Guilt washed over her. Weren’t all children blessings? Wasn’t it the parents who tainted them with their anger and hatred? 
The sins of the fathers... 
“You can be thankful that St. Claire isna’ like his brother.” Amusement sparkled the abbess’ eyes. “At least when St. Claire kidnapped you, he was only kidnapping his wife.”
Rhoslyn started before realizing the abbess would have heard of how St. Claire intercepted her on the way to marry another man. Thankfully, Beatrice didn’t wait for a reply, but said, “I understand there is even more reason to celebrate.”
Rhoslyn frowned. “There is?”
“Sir Talbot is reunited with his grandmother and has been named the new Earl of Baliman.”
“Oh, yes,” Rhoslyn said. 
The abbess lifted her brows. “You are no’ pleased?”
“In truth, I am not as happy as I first was,” Rhoslyn admitted. 
“Why?”
“King Edward demands that St. Claire return to England to swear fealty to him.”
“That is not strange,” Beatrice said.
“Nay,” Rhoslyn agreed. “But it is obvious he only wants control of St. Claire’s newfound power and wealth.”
“Did ye expect less?” 
Rhoslyn shook her head. “Nay. But Edward must know how dangerous it is for St. Claire to leave Scotland at this time.”
“Sir Talbot expects his brother to attack?” Beatrice said. 
Rhoslyn couldn’t halt the flush of embarrassment to her cheeks. 
“Ye are not the first woman to be used as a pawn by men, Rhoslyn. You did nothing wrong.”
“I swear, I did nothing to encourage him,” she blurted.
The abbess grasped her hand and gently squeezed. “I know you, child. Ye are a good woman, obedient to God’s laws.” 
Rhoslyn forced back the lump that formed in her throat. “Thank ye, Abbess.”
“Now, tell me of your husband,” Beatrice said. “I am hoping to meet him.”
* * *
Talbot entered their private chambers to discover Abbess Beatrice sitting with Rhoslyn. Rhoslyn’s cheeks were flushed with pleasure and his heart warmed when she said, “It is about time ye came home, St. Claire.” 
Home. This was the first time she’d referred to Castle Glenbarr as his home. 
“Forgive me, my lady,” he said. “I have been occupied at Dunfrey Castle.”
“We have company,” she said, then laughed. “As ye can see. St. Claire, meet Abbess Beatrice, abbess of St. Mary’s.”
Talbot canted his head. “Sister Beatrice.”
Beatrice acknowledged with a nod. “My lord, it is good to finally meet you.”
“Sir Talbot will do,” he said. 
The same amusement he’d seen the night she’d visited him now tugged at her mouth. 
“Nay, laird. Sir Talbot will no’ do. Will ye sit with me? I would like to learn a bit about the man Lady Rhoslyn married.”
“If you wish,” he replied. “But I must warn you, I have been working, and am not sweet smelling.”
“If you smelled of rose water, I would worry.” She turned her attention to Rhoslyn. “Will you leave us for a little while, Rhoslyn?”
Rhoslyn cast an anxious glance at Talbot. He tensed. Did she suspected the abbess of being his informer the night she fled the convent? No. She wouldn’t have been chatting so freely if she suspected. 
“Of course,” Rhoslyn said. 
When she closed the door behind her, he said, “Perhaps you ought to stay indefinitely, Sister.”
“Why is that?”
“Lady Rhoslyn defies Lord Lochland when he orders her to leave, but does not utter a peep when you ask.”
“I imagine that did no’ please the earl.”
Talbot smiled at the memory. “It did not. Now, Sister, what brings you to Castle Glenbarr? Have you come to collect on that favor I owe?”
Her expression sobered. “I am, in fact, here to do you another favor.”
“What is the price this time?” he asked. 
“I can promise you this news is worth any price. Have you received word yet from Edward to return to England?”
Talbot was surprised by the question. “A month ago,” he replied.
She gave a single shake of her head. “Nay, I speak of the letter commanding you to Wales to squash a rebellion.”
“Wales?” Talbot said. “I have heard of no trouble there.”
“Have ye considered what will become of Rhoslyn if you die in battle?”
Unease caused the hair on the back of his neck to stiffen. “That is not going to happen.”
“It is unlikely.” She locked gazes with him. “So long as you do no’ return to England.”
“What are you saying?” he demanded.
“Ye didna’ heed Edward’s command to return to England and swear fealty to him.”
“I cannot leave Rhoslyn.”
“Nay, you cannot, and for reasons you may not know.”
“Such as?” he asked. 
“Such as you no’ returning from Wales and Edward marrying her to your brother.”
“My brother?” he repeated. “Sister, I owe you a debt, but I will not be manipulated.”
A long pause stretched out before she said, “Even by Edward?”
Especially by Edward, he wanted to say, but that was untrue. He, like all knights, was manipulated by his king. But service to Edward provided a better life than he could have hoped for otherwise. A manipulation like this, however—either the Abbess was lying or she was misinformed. Then why he hadn’t he heard from Edward in the last month? The sovereign’s silence troubled him. At the very least, he’d expected a scathing response. At worst, Edward could have shown up on his threshold with a legion of his men. 
Nay. Talbot shoved the thought away. Edward was a king. He did what all kings did to preserve their power, but he didn’t send loyal knights to be assassinated. 
“I am sorry, Sister. Nothing you say can convince me that my king will have me killed—for any reason.”
“I pray, my lord, that you see the light. Otherwise, I fear for Rhoslyn and your child.” 
* * *
Standing on the wall, Talbot stared down at the missive from King Edward. 
Talbot, 
I understand your fears. We would risk all to protect our wives, even the wrath of our king. For this reason, I forgive your failure to heed my earlier command. However, there is a dire matter which requires your attention and cannot wait. Madog ap Llyweln is gathering forces for a rebellion. You are to leave immediately for Wales, where you will join my army at Gwynedd. Quell the rebellion and bring Llyweln to me. 
The five hundred men-at-arms I sent with this letter will accompany you. You need not worry about Lady Rhoslyn. Five hundred more men are on their way to Castle Glenbarr. These, along with your men, will suffice to protect the castle until your return.
Send one of my men back with word that you are on your way. 
When you quash the revolt, return to England. You will want to see your father. He is not well. 
Talbot froze at the last line. Surely his father’s wife would have sent word if something was wrong? Talbot forced reason. This was a ploy—had to be a ploy—on Edward’s part to ensure that Talbot went to Wales. Still, worry niggled. His father hadn’t written. Considering the trouble with Dayton, their father should have replied to at least one of Talbot’s letters. Was Edward preventing him from writing? Had Edward intercepted the letters?
Talbot looked at Edward’s signature. He had signed the missive with a simple ‘Edward’ as if he and Talbot were close.
He shifted his gaze past the battlement to the field beyond where waited five hundred men-at arms. Five hundred men who, without doubt, were commanded to besiege the castle if Talbot didn’t leave for Wales. 
Edward believed unequivocally in his sovereignty—and believed that everyone should and would accept his authority. Which was why he would never send five hundred men to protect a knight’s family, even a knight turned earl. He expected obedience at all costs. Edward was not his friend. 
Three weeks had passed since the abbess’s visit, with no word from Edward until now. She had told the truth. Edward intended that he die in Wales. 
Talbot envisioned Rhoslyn and their son twenty years from now having lived with Dayton as their lord. Rhoslyn would never break, but she would hate the man who manipulated their son in order to maintain control over the earldom. It was highly probable Rhoslyn would kill Dayton long before that. She wasn’t a woman to let anyone hurt those she loved. 
Edward’s letter meant that Talbot had to find Dayton—now. As the Earl of Baliman, Talbot could take a legion of men and upturn every rock until he found his brother. Then he would cut out his heart and send it back to Edward.
Talbot turned to Ross, who stood a respectful distance away. “Take your best man and leave through the secret passageway below the east tower. Send the man to Seward. You go to Lady Taresa. We need every man who can wield arms.”
“How long will the English army wait?”
“A day, no more. But that is of no consequence. They cannot take Castle Glenbarr before you return.” 
He released a breath and looked again at the men who covered the field like ants. He had never run away from a battle. Staying behind, not going to Lady Taresa to gather his men felt like running away. His men. Whether by blood or by chance, he was the Earl of Baliman. The men who served Lady Taresa served him. The time was now to proclaim to all, Scottish and English, that this was his place in the world and no one, not a local warlord or the king of England was going to take that from him.
* * *
The door to the solar opened and Rhoslyn jerked her head up from the parchment she’d been staring at the last hour. St. Claire stood in the doorway. They stared for a long moment, then he entered, closing the door behind him. Rhoslyn sat frozen as he crossed the room.
He stopped beside the table where she sat. “The men will be here within the hour.”
She nodded. The knot that had been lodged in her throat since the English army arrived that morning moved higher in her throat. 
“You have not forgotten what we planned?” he asked. 
She shook her head. 
“You will not falter?” he persisted. 
She would, but she shook her head. 
“Tell me,” he said. 
How could she say the words? 
He grasped her hand and pulled her to her feet. 
“Say the words.”
She shook her head. 
“Please me in this, Rhoslyn.”
She understood why he insisted. If she said the words then it would be real. But she didn’t want it to be real.
“You promised,” he said gently. 
“Aye. I promised. But that doesna’ mean I have to say it out loud.”
“It does. Say it.”
She couldn’t. 
Rhoslyn dropped her gaze. “If ye dinna’ return, I will go immediately to Lord Melrose and marry him.” The words were out of her mouth, but she couldn’t believe her lips had formed the sounds. 
With a finger beneath her chin, St. Claire tilted her face upwards. “I plan to return.”
She couldn’t bring her eyes to meet his.
“Look at me, love.”
She forced her gaze upward. 
“You are not to leave the castle until I return.” Or you leave to go to Melrose, she heard the unspoken words. “If I return and find you one foot outside the castle, you will force me to punish you.”
Rhoslyn snorted. “Beware, St. Claire, ye might return to find I locked the gate.”
A corner of his mouth turned upward. “Good. Now kiss me before I go.”
He was truly going. Going into a battle against his countrymen who had come to kill him. If he had agreed to go with them, would he have reached Wales or would he have died on the road by some unseen robber? Edward wouldn’t care how his assassin carried out the order, he would only care that St. Claire was dead. 
St. Claire lowered his head and covered her mouth with his. He pulled her flush against his body and Rhoslyn melted against his solid warmth. The kiss was gentle and too short. 
When he lifted his head, she said, “Ye need no’ go yet. There is an hour yet before they arrive.”
He gave a low laugh. “Aye, but I must meet them, remember?”
Her heart pounded. Why did he have to join the battle? He knew the assassin would seek him out. What if there was more than one? What if all five hundred had been commanded to kill him? 
Rhoslyn startled when St. Claire laid a palm on her belly. The warmth of his fingers penetrated the fabric of her dress and she closed her eyes, memorizing his touch. 
“He is quiet today,” St. Claire said. 
“Aye,” Rhoslyn replied. Perhaps he knows his father is leaving.
“He is growing large.”
She flushed. Her girth had increased and she had become embarrassed to disrobe in front of him. But St. Claire wouldn’t allow her to go to her room to change. He insisted she stay. 
He dipped his head and placed a kiss on her belly, then straightened. “I will see you when I return.”
He turned and strode to the door. Rhoslyn took a step after them, then stopped. Growing weepy would only make leave-taking harder for him. She didn’t want him worrying about her when he faced the army that had been sent to kill him. 
He left without a backwards glance, which, though hurtful, was best, and she was grateful. If he didn’t return, she wanted to remember him holding her, caressing her belly and thinking of their child. Not a last look that conveyed...conveyed what? I’m sorry to leave? I will miss you...I love you?
She sat on the bench with a thud. St. Claire had never spoken words of love. He cared for her well-being, that much was obvious. But love? That was a different matter. But whether he loved her or not, she loved him. 
Rhoslyn closed her eyes and forced back the tears that pressed like a raging tide against her eyelids. Thank God he hadn’t looked back when he left. She would have surely blurted the words while crying. 
What would happen if he died before knowing?
How would she hide the truth from him if he returned? 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
Rhoslyn lifted her eyes to the Christ in the alcove of the small chapel. “I beg you, Saint George, heed my prayer and save, protect, and defend the Dragon, Sir Talbot St. Claire.” 
Surely, Saint George would give aid, for St. Claire was fighting to save her and their child. St. George would understand that, this time, the Dragon fought for the right.
She bowed her head and whispered the prayer. 
Her knees began to ache, but she pressed on, begging that her prayers be heard. Despite her efforts, her mind wandered to the battle that must be waging outside the castle. Here, within the chapel, she was insulated...as she had been in St. Mary’s. Yet, her grandfather’s men had shown up in the middle of the night and ripped her from her peace. Would it be St. Claire who appeared in the chapel to tell her all was well or would—Rhoslyn opened her eyes and looked up at the statue of Mary.
“Forgive me.” She grasped the ledge of the alcove and pulled herself to her feet. 
She stood for a moment, catching her breath. Only a little more than seven months pregnant, yet she felt as if she weighed as much as a horse. Rhoslyn caught her breath and felt her legs steady, then hurried from the chapel and up the stairs to the north tower. Before she’d gone halfway up the stairs, her breathing came in heavy gasps and her legs felt as if she waded through sand. She stopped and rested.
Twice more she was forced to rest before she reached the top floor of the tower. St. Claire had forbade her from leaving the castle, but he could not stop her from watching the battle from the north tower. And she could no longer sequester herself away from the world. 
Rhoslyn paused in the doorway, startled by the silence. Sounds of a battle this large would penetrate even the thick stone of the tower walls. She hurried to the window and drew back the shutters. Campfires dotted the field in the darkness beyond the wall. She squinted, but could discern no riders approaching in the distance. Had St. Claire decided to wait until morning to attack? He had said nothing of this to her. But then, he wouldn’t. The English army would surely have scouts watching for danger. Wouldn’t they know if St. Claire approached? 
She placed a hand over her belly and gently soothed as if to quiet the babe. Castle Glenbarr could easily withstand a yearlong siege. St. Claire had seen to that. Not that he’d believed it would be necessary. Lady Taresa had seven hundred warriors, and her grandfather, five hundred. The two hundred men inside the castle walls would stay while those three hundred who lived in the village and on his land would follow him into battle. Altogether, St. Claire would ride with at least fourteen hundred men. They would easily beat the English army back. But none of that guaranteed St. Claire would survive the battle.
Thank God they had discovered Edward’s plot to kill him. At least, that way, he stood a chance of surviving. Rhoslyn gave a small gasp upon realizing she hadn’t thanked the abbess for warning them of the plot. She murmured a prayer of thanks and one asking forgiveness for her selfishness. 
Gratitude brought the desire to cry. The abbess was so kind to deliver the message personally. Rhoslyn could only wonder how Sister Beatrice had heard of Edward’s plan, but the abbess was a powerful woman. In the time Rhoslyn spent at the abbey, she had seen some of the Guardians visit. Even William Wallace once came in the early morning hours. Like the wee hours of the morning when her grandfather’s men arrived to take her to Lord Melrose. 
Rhoslyn had been unlucky enough for the abbess to be away the night the men came for her. How different might things have turned out if she’d been there. Might the abbess have counseled her not to go? Might she have known something that would have better guided Rhoslyn? Had things turned out so badly? 
The abbess had said she knew St. Claire would be glad for the baby. 
For an instant, Rhoslyn was back in her cell, feeling Sister Hildegard dress her. “She sent me,” Hildegard had said of Beatrice. Beatrice had been there. Why, then, hadn’t she intervened? The appearance of her grandfather’s warriors to take her away in the middle of the night in order to avoid marriage to St. Claire was no small matter. 
Rhoslyn’s thoughts came to a screeching halt. Aside from the men sent to bring her from St. Mary’s, only her grandfather and Lord Melrose knew she would be leaving the abbey that night. Her mind jumped forward. Was it possible one of the warriors had betrayed them and sent word to St. Claire? Possible yes, but probable? More probable than the possibility that Beatrice was the one who told him? 
Beatrice hadn’t seen Rhoslyn off with the warriors because she had left for Castle Glenbarr before Hildegard came and told her the men were there. 
It couldn’t be. Beatrice would never betray her. Never. 
If not her, then who? 
Rhoslyn mentally counted through the men who had been there that night. She knew them all. Not a one would betray her grandfather. But one of them had. How could she possibly prove it? St. Claire would know. Maybe. The traitor might have sent an anonymous letter. If Beatrice stayed at the convent, why hadn’t she come to Rhoslyn when the warriors arrived? If only she could speak with the warriors her grandfather had sent for her.
Sir Ascot. Her grandfather had left him at Castle Glenbarr to help St. Claire. 
Still no signs of St. Claire. Worry tightened her belly. Had something gone wrong? Either way, there was nothing she could do. In the darkness, she wouldn’t be able to distinguish St. Claire. 
She turned from the tower and hurried from the room. She stopped at the stairs and stared down. The climb back up would be difficult. Rhoslyn glanced back at the room, then turned and started down the stairs. 
Sir Ascot wasn’t in the castle and Rhoslyn was forced to wait as one of the lads fetched him from the wall. She ascended to her private solar and waited. At least once she was done speaking with him, she would be rested for the trip back to the north tower. 
He arrived a little while later.
“Sir Ascot, thank ye for coming. Will you sit?” She nodded at the other end of the bench were she sat. 
“Nay, my lady. I canna’ stay long.”
“Of course. Forgive me for calling you here. No signs of St. Claire?”
He shook his head. 
“I expected him before this,” she said. 
“Dinna’ worry. I am certain he is safe. It may be it is taking more time than anticipated to gather his men.”
That was true. She had no idea how Lady Taresa managed her men. “I am certain you are right,” she said. 
“Is that all?” he asked. 
“Not quite. Can ye tell me, Sir Ascot, the night you came for me at the convent, how long did ye wait?”
“Wait, my lady?”
“Before I arrived.”
“It was some time,” he said. “I am of the mind that had we left sooner, Sir Talbot would no’ have caught us.”
Rhoslyn couldn’t help a small gasp. 
“My lady, forgive me. I did no’ mean to blame you. You could not have understood the need for haste. In truth, I didna’ believe he would stop us. How could he have possibly known?” Sir Ascot paused, then his gaze sharpened and Rhoslyn realized he’d deduced that she knew something. “Have ye an idea who told him?” He went down on one knee before her. “Tell me and I will deal with the traitor.”
Rhoslyn smiled gently. “Sir Ascot, do ye regret our current circumstances?”
“You shouldna’ be caught in the middle of someone else’s war,” he said vehemently. 
“And if this war had been Lord Melrose’s?” she asked. 
He didn’t answer. 
She laid a hand on his arm. “I understand your fears.” And share them. “Did my grandfather no’ send you here to help my husband?”
He bent his head. “Forgive me, my lady. I am yours to command.”
“Continue as ye have,” she said. “When you protect St. Claire, you protect me.” 
He lifted his head and determined glint shone in his eyes. “Aye, my lady.” He rose, bowed, and left.
Rhoslyn stared even after the door had closed. 
Abbess Beatrice had slipped away from the convent while Hildegard delayed her grandfather’s men. 
Why?
* * *
Talbot glanced past the warrior carrying the torch and caught sight of the approaching rider. 
The man drew up alongside the torchman and said to Talbot, “There is a company of men, about two hundred, approaching from the rear.”
“Who are they?” he demanded. 
“They are flying the banner of Lord Lochland.”
Talbot exchanged a glance with Seward, who rode to his left. “Have you any idea what he wants?”
Seward shook his head. “Nay.” 
“They are riding fast,” the warrior said. 
Castle Glenbarr lay two miles ahead. Talbot found it hard to believe the earl was headed anywhere but there. 
“I will take my men and see what he wants,” Seward said. 
“Nay,” Talbot replied. “I do not want to deviate from the plan. We will arrive at Castle Glenbarr together. When Edward’s army sees that they are outnumbered three to one, there is a chance they will retreat.”
“Ye are still intent on not killing them?” He gave Talbot no chance to reply. “They will only return with more men.”
“I will not slaughter my countrymen for obeying their king’s command.”
“Ye had best prepare to slaughter them, for they may no’ retreat,” Seward said. 
Anger shot to the surface. “Aye,” he said. If that happened, he would deal with Edward. “Take your men and circle around behind Lochland,” he told Seward. “But do nothing unless you hear us attack.”
“I suppose I must obey ye, Lord Baliman.” Seward’s amused tone took the sting from the words. He called an order for his men to follow, and steered his horse to the right to circle back. 
Talbot sent a hundred of his men back around the other side. Then he turned the remaining five hundred men, faced the oncoming riders, and waited.
Minutes later, a lit torch appeared on the road in the distance. The approaching riders Talbot didn’t slow, but Talbot knew they had to have seen the torch held by the man to his right. The thunder of horses’ hooves soon reached his ears. The men neared, then slowed and finally stopped fifty feet away. Lochland rode forward alone and halted in front of Talbot. 
“I am pleased ye had the sense no’ to attack me,” Lochland said. 
“What do you want?” Talbot demanded. 
“I understand ye have English visitors,” Lochland said. “A few of my men are anxious to meet them.”
“I will not trade favors, Lochland,” Talbot said. 
“Aye, eventually ye will, but I am no’ asking it of you.”
“Why do this?” Talbot demanded. 
“Edward might be a good arbitrator, but he has no right to force any of us to our knees.”
“Do you forget that I am English?” Talbot said.
“Nay, just as Edward hasna’ forgotten that ye are a Highlander.”
The earl was right. Edward was all too aware of his Scottish connection, which Talbot suspected had a part in Edward’s plan to murder him. How much did Lochland know? 
“What makes you think Edward sent his men to force me to do anything?”
Lochland laughed. “Edward does no’ send five hundred men to Scotland to ask for anything.”
That was also true.
“You will do as I command,” Talbot said. “If the men-at-arms retreat peacefully, I will allow them to return to England.”
A moment of silence passed before Lochland said, “What will ye do if they return in greater numbers?”
“Kill them.”
* * *
Rhoslyn once again stood in the north tower watching through the window when the door behind her opened. She whirled and startled to see Lady Taresa enter. Behind her came Mistress Muira. 
Rhoslyn hurried forward. “My lady, what are ye doing here? St. Claire, is he with you?” She hadn’t seen them arrive. 
Taresa clasped her hand. “No, child. He is not with me. He told me of your secret entrance and Derek brought me.”
“Ye should no’ have come,” Rhoslyn said. “I am surprised St. Claire allowed it.”
She laughed. “He has no power to command me. Though he did try. When I told him I was coming and he could not stop me, he instructed Sir Derek on how to enter through the secret passageway. It was necessary I come.”
“It isna’ safe,” Rhoslyn insisted. 
“It is quite safe,” she replied. “The English army has no interest in me. I could have passed through their ranks and entered through the front gate, but to open the gate was too risky.”
Rhoslyn shifted her attention to the housekeeper. “How did you know I was in the north tower?” 
“Ye were no’ in your apartment. It was an easy deduction.”
Rhoslyn nodded, then said to Lady Taresa, “Come, let us sit in my solar.”
Taresa’s gaze shifted to the window. “You can see the battlefield from here?”
“You can see the men. The battle hasna’ begun. St. Claire has yet to arrive.”
“Then we should stay and watch.”
“Nay,” Rhoslyn urged. “It is cold and drafty.”
She ignored Rhoslyn and crossed to the window. “You are wrong, child.” Taresa looked at her. “Talbot has arrived.”
* * *
Talbot sent Lochland to the west and Seward to the east. Sir Derek caught up with Talbot after delivering Lady Taresa safely to Castle Glenbarr. Her stubborn determination to join Rhoslyn reminded him of his sister. “Determination runs in our family, Talbot,” Taresa had said, and he’d half wondered if she’d read his mind. 
She had pointed out that he would need Sir Derek to lead the men from Narlton Keep, so it would be easy for Derek to deliver her to Castle Glenbarr first. Talbot intended to refuse, to the point of locking her in her room, until she reminded him that Rhoslyn was very pregnant, and it would be a comfort to have family nearby while he dealt with the English. 
Talbot sent Sir Derek south, while he approached from the north. Beside him, rode the warrior carrying the only lit torch amongst their ranks. As expected, when they neared the castle and the English camp, men mounted horses and met them before they reached camp. 
Talbot brought his men to a halt. 
“Who goes there?” called a man. 
Talbot recognized the voice of the captain, Sir Ronald. “It is I, Sir Talbot.”
Ronald urged his horse forward. He drew near and squinted at Talbot. “You did not leave through the front gate, St. Claire.” The man’s voice dripped with accusation. “Who are these men?”
“My men,” Talbot replied. “Go back to England, Ronald. Tell Edward I know of his plot.”
“Plot? What plot?”
The man’s surprise sounded genuine. Talbot could easily believe Edward hadn’t chosen his captain as his assassin. If Talbot refused to return to England, Ronald would try to force him, while the assassin waited for an opportunity to kill him. That doubled Edward’s chances of making sure Talbot left Scotland. 
“Return to England,” Talbot said. 
“I cannot leave without you.”
Talbot glanced at his warrior holding the torch and nodded. The man lifted the torch high above his head. Three companies of men emerged from the trees beyond the field, from the shadows beyond the camp. They seemed to bleed from the darkness. 
Shouts went up in the camp. 
“You had better stop them,” Talbot said. “You do not stand a chance against my army.”
Sir Ronald stared at him for an instant, then called, “Evan, return to camp. No man is to draw a sword.”
Evan turned his horse. The beast lunged forward, then broke into a gallop. 
“How many?” Ronald demanded. 
“Sixteen hundred,” Talbot replied. 
“You could be lying.”
“I am not. When the sun rises you will see.”
“Why not kill us?” Ronald asked. 
“If you do not leave at dawn, I will.”
* * *
“It had to have been St. Claire.” For the dozenth time, Rhoslyn stalked to the window in her solar, despite knowing she could see little of the men camped beyond the wall. 
After the two groups of riders met and talked, the English returned to their camp, and the riders followed, then camped beside them.
“Why is he staying out there?” she said. 
“You did not think the English army would leave because he asked nicely?” Taresa said. 
Rhoslyn looked at her. “Ye think they mean to fight?”
“No. I think they mean to wait until the light of day to be sure they are outnumbered. It will not be easy for them to tell King Edward they did not raise a single sword. They will have to be certain they are vastly outnumbered.”
Rhoslyn glanced at the window. “But ye do think they will leave quietly?”
“Everything is quiet, Rhoslyn. Have faith in Talbot. He does not want to fight his countrymen. He is giving them every opportunity to leave peaceably.”
“That does no’ mean they will.”
“Come, sit with me.” Taresa patted the bench beside her. “You do not want to overexcite yourself.”
Truth be told, Rhoslyn was tired. But she couldn’t think of sleeping. 
“Come,” Lady Taresa urged. “Talbot will not be pleased if he returns to find you overwrought.”
Rhoslyn did as she asked and sat beside her. 
“It is kind of you to come to me,” Rhoslyn said. 
“You are my family. I would not be anywhere else.” She smiled. “Family is what matters, yes?”
“Aye,” Rhoslyn agreed. “There is nothing more important.”
“Tell me,” Taresa said, “have you and Talbot decided upon a name for the baby?”
Rhoslyn shook her head. “St. Claire has said nothing.”
Taresa snorted. “Men. Never mind. Have you a name in mind?”
“We could name him after his father.”
“Talbot is a fine name,” Taresa agreed.
“My grandfather’s name is Hugo. My father was named Henry.”
Taresa’s brow rose. “You are certain it is a boy? What if you have a girl?”
“I do no’ know. St. Claire seems to want a son.”
“All men want sons. But they love daughters, as well. An older sister will keep her brother in line.”
Rhoslyn laughed. “No’ if she is like me. I was always in trouble.”
“Not you,” Taresa said in a teasing tone.
“Aye.” She recounted the tale of how she had left Banmore Castle in search of her puppy. The animal had gone missing and Rhoslyn was sure he’d gotten lost outside the castle. 
The evening wore on, and Rhoslyn at last was forced to give into Lady Taresa’s insistence that she sleep. Her eyes grew heavy, and despite her best efforts to continue watch through the solar window, she knew it was best for the baby if she rested. 
“If ye hear anything, you will wake me?” Rhoslyn asked of Taresa, once she’d agreed to retire. 
“I promise,” the older woman said. “But let us hope it is Talbot who wakens you in the morning, and not me.”
“Ye dinna’ have to go.” The words were out of her mouth before she could catch herself and she dropped her gaze.
“This bed is certainly large enough for two,” Taresa said. “Would you mind very much if I stayed with you?”
Rhoslyn lifted her eyes. “I would be very pleased for you to stay with me.”
Taresa leaned close and said, “It will teach Talbot a lesson if he decides to visit you in the middle of the night. He will think twice about leaving you alone, yes?”
Rhoslyn laughed and hugged the woman. 
* * *
“You look as if you need sleep,” Talbot said to Seward. 
The old baron didn’t look up from campfire he stared at. “Ye worry about yourself, St. Claire. I am well enough.”
Morning light nipped at the edges of the east horizon. None of them had slept. Some men lay sleeping, some talking in low tones, but Talbot listened to noises from the English camp. The sounds suggested men rousing and tending their horses. Unless Sir Ronald intended to attack, his men were preparing to leave. Talbot wasn’t a religious man—Rhoslyn was religious enough for the two of them—but if he thought praying would speed Edward’s army on their way, he would have passed the night on his knees. 
Talbot glanced at the castle. From here, he couldn’t see Rhoslyn’s room or the chapel. He hoped she’d had sense enough not to spend the night in the chapel. If Lady Taresa directed any of her determination upon Rhoslyn, she might, at some point, have gotten his wife to go to bed. 
“If they leave, it isna’ the end,” Seward said. 
“Nay,” Talbot agreed. 
“It seems ye have taken a stand against your king, after all,” Lochland said. He lay on the ground on the other side of the fire. “I wonder why.”
That does not mean I betrayed him,” Talbot said. 
“Despite the fact he betrayed you?” Lochland said. 
Talbot looked sharply at him. It was an obvious guess, but caught him off guard nonetheless. 
“Do ye consider it a betrayal to protect yourself?” Lochland asked. 
“Nay,” he said, but the knowledge didn’t stop the sting.
“Good.”
Seward remained silent, but Talbot knew the man still seethed. Edward’s desire to grab power by forfeiting a loyal knight’s life confirmed his worst beliefs about the English king. 
“It has been a long night,” Lochland said. 
“You and your men are welcome in Castle Glenbarr once Sir Ronald and his men leave.”
The earl grunted. “‘Tis the least ye can do.”
They fell silent as the sun lifted slowly and dawn finally made an appearance. 
Lochland broke the silence. “We have company.” He stared at something beyond Talbot.
Talbot twisted and looked over his shoulder to see Sir Ronald approaching with one of his men. Talbot rose and turned as they neared. Lochland and Seward stepped up alongside him. 
“We are preparing to leave,” Ronald said, when they reached Talbot. “You know what Edward will do when I return without you.”
“Would you prefer to fight now?” Talbot asked. 
“So you can slaughter my men?” he sneered. “Have you any message for Edward?”
“As I told you last night, tell him I know of his plan.”
Sir Ronald hesitated. “Think of what you do. This is treason.”
“Is that what Edward told ye?” Seward interjected. 
“Quiet,” Talbot commanded. 
Ronald looked from the old man to Talbot. “I would speak with you alone.”
“Ye can go to the devil,” Seward growled. 
“I must speak with you,” Ronald insisted of Talbot.
“Dinna’ be a fool,” the baron said. “Ye know what a snake Edward is.”
“Enough,” Talbot said. He nodded at Sir Ronald and started away from the two men. 
“Remember your duty to my granddaughter and great grandson,” Seward called after him. 
“Remember your vow to me,” Talbot replied. He hoped Seward kept his word and didn’t tell Lochland or anyone else about Edward’s plan to kill him. 
They walked until they left the larger clusters of men behind. Up ahead, Ronald’s army prepared to leave, though, to Talbot’s frustration, they seemed in no hurry. Some were saddled and mounted while others still saddled their horses. Others still sat in groups talking. 
“You are Sir Talbot St. Claire,” Ronald said. “You have been Edward’s favorite from the beginning. What have these Scots done to turn you against him?”
“Return and deliver my message,” Talbot said.
“Return with me, I beg you. Whatever has happened, Edward will forgive.”
“Edward will forgive?” Talbot shot back. “You know nothing of what Edward has to forgive.”
Ronald stepped closer. “He is our king Your king.”
“Aye,” Talbot said. Just as Talbot was his knight. But that hadn’t stopped the pontiff from trying to kill him—all so he could seize Talbot’s newfound power. “Have your men ready to leave within the quarter hour.” Talbot started to turn, then stopped and added, “Tell Edward this. I will be sending him my brother’s head.”
Shock shone on the knight’s face, then his gaze shifted past him. Talbot glanced over his shoulder. Seward and Lochland approached. 
“I beg you not to listen to them,” Sir Ronald said in a low voice. “They have poisoned you.”
“It is not them who poisoned me,” Talbot said in a growl, “but the faithless king you say I serve.”
“Faithless? You speak treason.”
Seward and Lochland reached them. 
“Your wet nurses have come to lead you home,” Ronald said. “I suppose I should not be surprised that you are allowing me and my army to leave instead of fighting. You have turned craven, St. Claire.”
“This one doesna’ know good fortune when it stares him in the face,” Lochland said. “If ye have an itch to fight, my men will oblige.”
“While Sir Talbot stands aside and watches,” Ronald sneered. “You are not afraid we will attack when you return to Castle Glenbarr? I was certain you would ride with us clear to Edinburgh just to be sure we left. Or is there an army hidden somewhere along the way to ambush us? Or is it that the Scottish whore has bewitched you into betraying your king?”
“Is this how English knights speak of a man’s wife?” Lochland demanded. 
“Nay,” Talbot said. Then he thought of Dayton.
Dayton was a master strategist—a strategist who would have a secondary plan. When he saw the army Talbot was able to amass, he would realized that Talbot had no intention of leaving with Edward’s army. And he would have set into motion his secondary plan.
Talbot took two steps and stopped inches from Ronald, “Tell me where my brother is and I will let you return to England unharmed.”
Surprise flashed across the knight’s face.
Seward swore. “By God, the whoreson has hatched a plot.” 
“Tell me now,” Talbot demanded. “What Dayton has planned is not in accordance with our law. He intends to kill me then take my wife and child.”
“I obey my king, not you,” Ronald snapped. 
“Take him,” Talbot ordered Lochland. “Then surround his men. Kill any who lifts a sword.”
Lochland stepped up to Sir Ronald. “Raise the alarm and I will slaughter every last man with you.”
Talbot whirled and strode back toward his camp. Seward fell in alongside him. Neither man spoke, but Talbot knew the old man was thinking the same thing he was: Rhoslyn. 
She was safe within Castle Glenbarr. She had sworn she wouldn’t set foot outside the castle. His men wouldn’t allow her to leave. No one had entered since he left yesterday. 
Excerpt Lady Taresa through the secret passageway. 
His heart began to pound. If anything was wrong, Ross would have sent word immediately.
They reached the horses and Talbot leapt into the saddle. He dug his heels into his horse’s ribs and shot forward before Seward could mount. Seward caught up with Talbot as he veered around a group of men and headed toward the east tower. 
“Where are ye going?” Seward shouted once they’d left the camp behind. 
“The east tower,” Talbot replied. 
Minutes later, they reached the heavy brush that hid the secret passageway two hundred feet beyond the rear of the castle. Talbot jumped from his horse with Seward close behind. A shout went up at the wall as he plunged into the thick foliage. No torch burned within the passageway, so they were forced to slow. Talbot felt his way along the damp stone walls. When a glimmer of light came into view up ahead his blood chilled. 
They reached the door to find it ajar. The guard he had left lay on the ground. Talbot dropped to one knee and surveyed the bloody gash in his forehead. He felt for a pulse and found a strong heartbeat. Talbot rose, hurried forward, and was met at the stairs by Ross and half a dozen men. 
“Where is Lady Rhoslyn?” Talbot demanded. 
“In her chambers,” Ross replied. His gaze fixed on the man lying on the floor. “What happened?”
“My brother,” Talbot said. “Damn him. See to the man.” 
Ross ordered two of his men to bring the wounded warrior upstairs, then followed Talbot. They reached Rhoslyn’s room and found it empty. Talbot looked in the solar and his room, but she wasn’t in either place. 
“Where might she be?” he demanded. 
“In the kitchen?” Ross replied. “Your grandmother stayed with her last night. I havena’ seen either of them this morning.”
Talbot cursed. He knew he should have been more forceful when Lady Taresa insisted on coming to Castle Glenbarr. 
They checked the kitchen, but they weren’t there and the women hadn’t seen them. 
“Get Cullen,” Talbot ordered Ross. “He can track for me. He and I will ride ahead. Seward, gather five hundred men and follow.”
“Ross can gather my men. I am going with ye.”
“I dinna’ understand,” Ross said. “If a stranger entered the castle and went to Lady Rhoslyn’s room, someone would have noticed. Your brother could no’ have gotten inside the castle undetected.”
“Aye,” Talbot agreed, “but he could have found someone willing to bring Rhoslyn to him.” And when that traitor found the women together, he took the two of them instead of killing Lady Taresa. What were the chances Dayton would consider that a good idea? Her death furthered his interests. That gave Dayton control of the title once he married Rhoslyn. 
“They canna’ have gotten far,” Seward said. “Do ye think your brother would chance returning to Stonehaven? You have a mighty big price on his head there.”
Talbot had a big price on his head in all of Scotland. Dayton couldn’t hope to outrun Talbot while burdened with Rhoslyn, who was heavy with child. He wanted the baby almost more than he wanted Rhoslyn. Where would he go? Then Talbot knew. 
“Seward, you remember John Comyn’s cousin, Davey?”
“Aye,” he replied, then understanding dawned on his face. “Your brother doesna’ plan to leave Scotland.”
“Why leave when I will be dead any day?”
Seward nodded. “Then he will emerge from whatever rock he has hidden under—married to Rhoslyn.”
A man entered through the postern door. Sir Derek. He crossed to the staircase where they stood.
“What has happened?” Derek demanded. “Ye have surrounded the English army.” 
There was no avoiding the truth. “Lady Rhoslyn and Lady Taresa are missing.”
“Missing? How is that possible?”
“My brother must have taken them.”
Derek stepped toward Talbot. The three men with Talbot surged toward Derek.
“Hold,” he commanded, and they stopped. 
“Why did the kidnapper take Lady Taresa?” Derek demanded. 
“Maybe he found them together and preferred that to killing her,” Talbot said. “I do not know.”
“She was under your protection,” Derek snarled. 
“You can aid in finding her or stay,” Talbot said. “Either way, I am going.”
Derek stared for a long moment, then gave a curt nod. 
Minutes later, Talbot stood with Cullen, Seward, and Derek beside the secret passageway’s door.
Cullen inspected the floor. “Two men,” he said. “Though only one ascended the stairs.”
They went outside. A warrior waited with horses for Cullen and Derek. 
Cullen took only a moment to study the tracks. “Four horses. They rode north.”
“Is Davey’s home north?” Talbot asked. 
“Nay,” Seward said. “But what do ye wager the tracks turn east toward his home?”
Two riders. His brother and the traitor who let him in. Guilt rolled over Talbot. He sat in the camp on the other side of the castle while someone entered and kidnapped Rhoslyn and Lady Taresa. 
“I should have blocked the passageway before I left,” he muttered.
“Why did ye no’?” Seward demanded. 
Talbot vaulted into the saddle. “Because I am a fool.”
* * *
To their surprise, the tracks turned west. When they reached Colliston Gorge, Talbot realized why the riders had gone that way. The tracks were lost amongst the rocky terrain and even Cullen couldn’t be certain which way they’d gone.
“East,” Seward said. “I feel it in my gut.”
Talbot felt the same. His instincts had served him well in the past, but he couldn’t afford to be wrong. “Cullen, you will wait here for the men Ross is bringing. Send him east with half on my trail, and you lead the other half. Study the tracks, follow the freshest trail you can find.”
Cullen nodded, and Talbot headed east with Seward and Derek. 
Seward had told Talbot that Davey’s keep was well fortified and would withstand a siege long enough for Rhoslyn to birth their child. Once cornered, though, Dayton would be more dangerous than he already was. They had to catch them before they reached Davey’s home. Talbot kept his gaze on the ground and prayed they picked up the trail again. 
They found tracks an hour later. Another hour passed before Talbot glimpsed a red silk half-hidden by calf-high grass. Sir Derek cursed and shot ahead. Talbot caught up with him and, together, they reached the spot at the base of a hill where Lady Taresa lay.
Talbot dropped to one knee beside her, Derek opposite, as Seward reined up beside them and dismounted. Derek slid an arm beneath her back and gently lifted her upright. That’s when Talbot saw the blood that coated the grass beneath her. 
Her eyes fluttered open. 
“Where are you hurt, my lady?” Derek said.
A gentle smile touched her mouth. “I knew you would come,” she whispered, her soft accent marred by a raspy breath. Her eyes shifted to Talbot. “And you, my grandson.” She lifted a hand and he took it. “Find your wife and my great grandchild.”
“I will.” Talbot’s heart thundered. “Are they well?”
She gave a tiny nod. “He has not harmed them.”
“He?” Talbot repeated. “My brother?”
“He is one. The other is Bret Carr.”
“I know him,” Seward said. 
“He came to Rhoslyn’s room.” Lady Taresa swallowed. “You would have been proud. Your wife is brave.”
Talbot’s blood chilled at the thought of how Rhoslyn’s bravery must have put herself and their child in danger. 
“They ride fast,” she said. “It is not good for Rhoslyn.” Taresa released a shuddered breath.
“I will take you back to Castle Glenbarr,” Derek said. 
Her eyes shifted to him. “No. I will not be returning.”
“My lady,” he began. 
“Derek.” He went silent and she returned her attention to Talbot. “I am so happy to have found you.”
“And I you,” Talbot said. “But save your strength. Sir Derek will take you back to Castle Glenbarr. I will find Rhoslyn. Do not fear.”
“There is a small village twenty minutes north,” Seward said. “They have a healer.”
Lady Taresa shook her head. “They are not far ahead. Find them, Talbot.” She looked at the knight. “Derek.” The word came out so weak Talbot thought it had to be her last. 
“My lady,” Derek replied. 
She motioned with her hand for him to come closer. He bent his head and she pulled him close so that his ear touched her mouth. Talbot couldn’t hear what she said, but Derek’s “Nay, my lady,” told him the knight was hearing the truth he couldn’t accept. Taresa released him and he lifted his head and looked down at her.
“There is a healer twenty minutes away. You are strong. I will take you there.”
She grasped his arm. “Swear.”
“Taresa.” 
Talbot heard the raw plea in Derek’s voice and exchanged a glance with Seward, who gave a tiny shake of his head. 
“Derek.” The strength in her voice startled Talbot and for an instant he thought she might survive her wound. Then she coughed a wet cough he knew went soul deep. 
“Swear,” she insisted, then added in a gentler tone, “my love.”
Derek bowed his head. “I swear.”
Relief washed over her features and she turned her face toward Talbot. “Tell Rhoslyn I am sorry I could not see my great grandchild born.”
Talbot considered telling her all would be well, she would be there, but he saw the light dimming in her eyes and the plea that her request be honored. She did not want her family to forget her. 
“She will understand, Grandmother.”
Her mouth parted in surprise, then relaxed into a weak smile. “Remember, you are my grandson. Our family does not accept defeat.”
She closed her eyes and released her final breath. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Derek surprised Talbot when he gently laid Taresa back on the ground, then rose and stepped into his saddle. He kicked his horse’s ribs and said not a word when Talbot and Seward caught up with him. What was there to say? Derek was right. Taresa was under Talbot’s protection. She’d been in his home, where she should have been safe.
They rode twenty minutes in silence when a curl of smoke came into view, rising from the wooded hills ahead.
“Whose land is this?” Talbot asked. They had left Glenbarr’s property half an hour ago and now rode through unfamiliar territory. 
“The far eastern edge of my land,” Seward replied. “The cottage belongs to David Morrison. He tends cattle for me. It is another four-hour ride to Davey’s. Mayhap your brother stopped to rest.”
“If he did, he will have killed your man. Does Morrison have a family?”
“His wife, Diana.”
Guilt washed over Talbot when he realized he hoped Dayton had stopped there. 
They crested the next hill and Talbot glimpsed a cottage amongst the trees. Three horses stood before it, heads hung low, reins tied to a nearby tree.
A low growl emanated from Sir Derek’s chest and he leaned low in the saddle in readiness to ride hard. 
“Hold,” Talbot commanded.
The knight’s head snapped in his direction. 
“They have not seen us,” Talbot said. “When they do, Dayton will threaten Morrison and his wife. We have the element of surprise.” Talbot recognized the cold fury in Derek’s eyes and said, “I will slay you where you sit, Sir Derek.”
Defiance flashed in the man’s eyes, but he said, “As you say, laird.”
They left the horses out of sight below the crest of the hill, topped the ridge, and crept downhill, keeping to the trees. At the side of the cottage, Talbot motioned for Seward and Derek to stay, then he inched around to the front window and peered through the window frame. Inside, a woman pulled a kettle off the fire. She appeared at ease. Had Dayton presented himself as a friend? Rhoslyn might not sound the alarm for fear of causing harm to the man and woman. A man came into view at the hearth and Talbot recognized Carr.
Where was Rhoslyn? Where was his brother?
He returned to Seward and Derek. 
“They are inside. I did not see Rhoslyn or Dayton.”
Seward glanced past him and Talbot saw in his eyes the same impulse to storm the cottage. 
“If we wait until they leave,” Seward said, “We may avoid harm to the women.”
Talbot nodded. “Is there another window in the cottage?”
“The other side. Where the bed is.”
“Stay here.” 
Talbot crept around the cottage to the other side. A fur covered the window, but the shutters stood open. He reached in and slid a finger between the curtain and frame. The hairs on the back of his neck stand on end an instant before the cold steel of a sword point pricked his neck. 
“You should have gone with Sir Roland.”
Dayton. 
His brother’s voice carried not a hint of emotion, which meant Dayton would kill him without thought, without remorse. 
Talbot spun. The sword point drew a line from the back of his neck to his jaw. He ducked. Dayton brought his sword down in a wide arc. Talbot yanked his sword from its scabbard and swung upward. Steel clanged against steel an instant before Dayton’s blade would have cleaved his skull. 
Dayton swung and lunged, forcing Talbot back. His shoulder crashed into the cottage wall, but he jabbed. Dayton leapt back. Talbot pressed him into retreat. Dayton parried. 
“The child is mine,” Dayton said. 
Talbot feinted left, then swung right and pierced the skin between arm band and chain mail. Dayton cursed. A man appeared around the side of the cottage, sword in hand. Carr.
Talbot slid right to keep the man away from his back. 
“Get him, fool,” Dayton shouted. 
“You cannot face me on your own, craven,” Talbot snarled at Dayton. 
Carr charged Talbot’s left side. 
Boot falls pounded and, an instant later, Seward and Derek burst into view. Both men held swords at ready. Carr whirled to face them. Talbot blocked a left, then right parry from his brother. 
“This one is mine,” Derek shouted. The knight brought a hard blow down on Carr, who blocked, but fell back a pace. 
Talbot sidled forward, jabbed low, then parried left. Dayton dodged the blow, but Talbot saw the opening and rammed his sword tip into Dayton’s collarbone. Dayton leapt back, narrowly dodging the sword, and Talbot swung a sideways arc that sliced the top of Dayton’s sword arm. 
Dayton howled, a wounded animal’s cry, then brought his sword down in a bone-jarring blow that cut a gash in the sleeve of Talbot’s chain mail. From the corner of his eye, Talbot glimpsed Rhoslyn and the woman standing beyond the fighting. Seward hurried to the women. 
Dayton swung his sword low. Talbot deflected the blow as Dayton spun and brought his sword around to Talbot’s left. He dodged the weapon and skittered back several paces. Talbot thrust, ripping a hole in Dayton’s leg below his chain mail. Blood spurted, but Dayton pressed his attack. Talbot blocked a heavy blow and dodged behind a tree as Dayton’s sword narrowly missed his midsection and split a gash in the wood.
A man’s shriek broke through the clash of steel, but Talbot’s focus didn’t waiver. Dayton rushed him, swinging left, then right, then left and right. Talbot gave one mighty push and shoved back with the next blow. Dayton stumbled to the side, but regained his feet, then brought a heavy blow down across Talbot’s left arm. His chain mail protected his arm, but the shock of the blow reverberated through his arm. He gritted his teeth against the pain as Dayton landed another hard blow. Steel slid against steel until the hilts collided and they strained nose-to-nose. 
“You are not a St. Claire,” Dayton said. He breathed heavily, but his voice still held no emotion. 
Talbot shoved him away, then allowed his sword to falter, as if the blow Dayton had landed on his arm had weakened him. Dayton lunged, and Talbot thrust his sword into the opening at his brother’s jugular. Dayton’s head snapped back, then his eyes riveted onto Talbot’s. Talbot yanked his sword from his brother’s neck and he fell face down onto the ground at this feet. 
Talbot leaned a palm against a tree, breath coming in heavy gasps. Dayton’s blood pooled around him like thick syrup. Talbot felt nothing. Not even relief. 
What would his father say?
* * *
Rhoslyn shook like a leaf, but managed to dig her heels in and stop her grandfather from forcing her back into the cottage. 
“Help St. Claire,” she ordered. 
His brother was driving him back toward the trees. 
“Your husband can handle himself,” her grandfather said. “After all, he is—was—Edward’s favorite knight.”
Rhoslyn looked at him in horror. “You wager with his life? He is the father of your grandchild.”
“If I interfere he will only kill me in punishment.”
“She is right, Kinsley,” Diana said. “Ye must help him.”
Rhoslyn’s heart leapt into her throat when Dayton’s sword swung perilously close to St. Claire’s face. “Sweet God, Grandfather, I beg you.” She grasped his arm and yanked. 
“Have faith in your husband, Rhoslyn.”
Tears welled up in her eyes. “He might die. At least help Sir Derek.”
Her grandfather snorted. “Carr is no match for him. See,” he said when Sir Derek’s sword slashed through the flesh on the man’s wrist. 
A wave of pain washed over Rhoslyn and she jerked. 
Her grandfather looked sharply at her. “What is it?”
She shook her head.
“Granddaughter,” he said in a stern voice. 
Steel clashed in a succession of blows as St. Claire and Dayton disappeared behind a tree. St. Claire stepped into view, retreating in quick steps as his brother drove him backwards with quick parries of his sword.
“Rhoslyn.”
She jerked at the harsh note in her grandfather’s voice. 
“Is it the babe?” he demanded. 
“She was in labor when they arrived,” Diana said.
Brent Carr cried out and Rhoslyn’s gaze snapped onto him in time to see him fall to his knees, blood gushing from his leg. 
He threw his sword down. “I yield.”
“Yield?” Sir Derek snarled. 
He reached down and yanked something from the man’s left wrist. Sunlight glinted off red jewels. The ruby bracelet Lady Taresa had worn. Sir Derek rammed his fist into the man’s face. Rhoslyn started. Brett dropped to the ground and Sir Derek drove his sword through his neck. 
Bile rose in Rhoslyn’s throat as another wave of pain washed over her. 
* * *
Talbot walked from the trees and he took in Carr lying on the ground face up, blood trailing from the wound in his throat. Sir Derek had killed him in almost the same fashion Talbot had Dayton. Derek hadn’t severed Carr’s head as Talbot had Dayton’s, however. 
He caught sight of Rhoslyn leaning against Seward with the woman, Diana, clutching her arm. Rhoslyn’s gaze met his and her mouth parted in surprise. There was something else in her eyes. Was it relief? He crossed to the group. 
When he reached them, he saw Rhoslyn’s tears. Before he could assure her he was well, she gave a deep groan and stumbled. Talbot lunged and caught her close to him.
“All is well, my lady,” he started to assure her. Then she tensed in his arms. He looked sharply at Seward. “What is wrong?” 
“The babe is coming,” the woman said. “Quickly, bring her inside.” She hurried around the cottage.
“The babe is coming?” Talbot repeated. 
He lifted her into his arms and carried her inside. Diana stood beside a bed separated from the rest of the room by a thin curtain. 
He crossed to the bed and gently laid Rhoslyn on the mattress. “Why is the baby coming now? It is too soon. She is not yet eight months pregnant.” Unless he counted the two weeks between when bedded her and Dayton’s rape. 
Diana pulled the blanket up over Rhoslyn’s belly. “Sometimes that is long enough.”
“How long has she been in labor?”
“An hour, maybe longer,” she replied. “She was laboring when they arrived. That is why they stopped.” 
Talbot whirled to face Seward. “Why did you allow her to stay outside?”
The old man snorted. “Do ye know my granddaughter at all?”
“She might have—” Talbot broke off, suddenly at a loss. 
Seward’s brow rose. “Might have what?” Talbot didn’t reply and he added, “Birthed the babe then and there while still ordering everyone about?”
“Sweet Jesu, St. Claire,” Rhoslyn said in a strained voice, “cease bullying my grandfather.”
Sir Derek appeared in the cottage doorway. “Keep a watch, Sir Derek,” Talbot ordered. “And bring our horses around. I do not want any unwanted visitors.” The knight nodded and Talbot sat on the mattress beside Rhoslyn. He took her hand and clasped it tight. “Are you well, my lady?”
She lifted her free hand and touched his jaw where Dayton’s sword had cut him. “You are bleeding.”
“‘Tis a scratch,” he said. 
Diana appeared at the bed, a basin of water in hand and clean clothes slung over her shoulder. “Go on now,” she ordered.
“Have you birthed a child?” he asked. 
“Aye,” she said. “Twice before.”
“Have you a midwife?” he asked. “We can fetch her.”
“She would only arrive to see your wife suckling the babe at her breast.”
“Are you sure—”
“Laird,” she cut in, “unless ye plan to bring this baby into the world, let me be. Now, shoo.” 
Rhoslyn tensed again and gave a deep grunt. 
“I will stay,” he said. 
The woman’s mouth fell open in shock. “A man doesna’ stay in the birthing room.”
“Midwives always have help,” he said. “You may have need of me.”
She glanced at Rhoslyn, indecision in her eyes, when Rhoslyn began panting heavily. Diana’s attention came back onto him. “As ye say. I may have need of you. But you will do as I say, and willna’ move from her side unless I tell you otherwise—no matter what. Do oue understand?”
“Aye.”
Talbot soothed Rhoslyn, fetched more water and clean cloths as Diana ordered. When Sir Derek came to report that a company of men had arrived, led by Ross, Talbot had to admit relief. He had expected his child to be born surrounded by the protective walls and fighting might of Castle Glenbarr. Here, only the flammable walls of the cottage separated them from the dangers of the world. He ordered Sir Derek to secure the bodies and have the men surround the cottage to keep watch until they left for Castle Glenbarr. 
The day wore on toward evening as Rhoslyn labored. When the sun set, Talbot heard the door creak open beyond the closed curtain. 
“Diana,” the man called. “Kinsley, what are ye doing here?”
Seward quietly explained to Morrison what had happened. 
Morning came and Talbot feared Diana would collapse from exhaustion. He and her husband had forced her to lie down, but she had slept little more than an hour before she returned to Rhoslyn’s side. 
“Are you sure we do not need the midwife?” Talbot asked. 
“Why would we need a midwife?” Rhoslyn demanded. 
He looked at her. “Rest, my lady.” The labor pains were coming too quickly and he could see the fatigue in the droop of her eyelids. He wanted to ask Diana what was wrong, why the baby was taking so long to come, but feared worrying Rhoslyn. 
“Mayhap ye should get some rest, laird,” Diana told him. 
He shook his head. “I will stay.”
“Ye look tired,” she insisted. 
“Not as tired as my wife. Should not the babe have come by now?”
“Ah, so that is it,” she said. “Ye fear something is wrong because the baby hasna’ rushed into the world to meet you.”
Frustration wore jagged on his nerves. “You need not worry, my lady wife.”
“Lady wife, is it?” Rhoslyn croaked a laugh. 
Diana wrung out a cloth with cool water and mopped her brow. 
“Your lady wife is well enough,” Rhoslyn said. “St. Claire, ye know nothing about birthing babies. He will come when he is ready. Some come quickly.” She stiffened and groaned with another contraction. When the pain passed, she said, “Some take their time.”
This child took another four hours. But at last Rhoslyn could no longer resist the urge to push, and Diana told her it was time. 
What seemed eons later, Diana cried, “I see the head.”
Talbot jerked his gaze in her direction and froze at sight of his son’s dark hair peeking out from the sheets that covered Rhoslyn’s midsection and thighs.
“Push again, my lady,” Diana ordered.
Rhoslyn’s jaw tightened. 
“Harder,” Diana cried. 
Rhoslyn groaned with effort. In the next instant, the baby came free with a wail that brought a tightening in Talbot’s chest as Rhoslyn collapsed back onto the pillows. 
“Well, well,” Diana said. “It seems ye have a daughter, laird.”
Talbot broke from the spell. “What?”
Diana held up the baby. “A daughter.”
A daughter. 
Diana cleaned the baby, then wrapped her in a small blanket and lay her in Rhoslyn’s arm. “Ye must feed her.” 
Talbot sat on the bed beside Rhoslyn. He watched transfixed as Rhoslyn guided their daughter’s mouth to her nipple. The babe fumbled for an instant, then latched on as if starving.
Diana laughed. “There is a lass who knows what she wants.”
A few minutes later, Talbot became aware of Diana cleaning up the bedding and cloths. He lifted Rhoslyn and the babe and held them while she spread clean bedding. His chest tightened when Rhoslyn leaned into him and fell asleep with the baby at her breast. 
A daughter. He had expected a son. It only made sense they would have daughters, but he had been so sure their first child would be a son. What did a man do with a daughter? Would she always be so...fragile? 
Diana finished and he gently laid Rhoslyn and their daughter back on the mattress.
Rhoslyn woke and looked at him. “I know ye wanted a son, St. Claire.”
He tore his gaze from the small bundle and sat on the mattress beside her. Had she been reading his mind? Nay, he never thought he didn’t want a daughter. What in God’s name did a man do with a daughter?
He shook his head. “I wanted our child. Nothing more.”
“But ye talked of nothing but a son.”
“As did you,” he said. 
Rhoslyn shifted and held the baby out toward him. He didn’t move. 
“Ye should hold your daughter,” she said. 
Suddenly, his heart quaked and it seemed every fiber of his being shook. He allowed Rhoslyn to cradle the baby against him, the small head resting in the crook of his arm. He didn’t move. 
The women laughed. 
“She willna’ break,” Diana said. 
“She is so tiny.” He smoothed a tiny lock of hair away from her face. “She has my father’s dark hair.” He looked at Rhoslyn and was startled to see tears in her eyes. “What is amiss?” He sat on the bed beside her, then stood again and looked around for Diana. 
Diana rolled her eyes. “Sit beside your wife.” She gave him a gentle shove and he sat down. 
“What is wrong, my lady?” he asked Rhoslyn. “Are you ill?”
She shook her head, her eyes on the baby. “She doesna’ have your fair hair.”
Then he understood. Talbot leaned forward and brushed a kiss on Rhoslyn’s sweat soaked forehead, then whispered, “I see a hint of your red hair. She is beautiful.” He placed the baby in Rhoslyn’s arms and was reminded of Lady Taresa’s words. “Have you ever been so in love, that you would have thrown all caution to the wind for her?”
And he understood. 
“If ye dinna’ let me see my grandchild, I will kill you, St. Claire,” Seward called from the other side of the curtain.
Diana pulled the curtain back and Seward entered. Sir Derek stood beyond, near the hearth, staring into the fire as if none of them existed. Something he held glistened in the firelight and Talbot realized it was a length of gold and ruby jewelry. 
Seward stopped beside Talbot. “A daughter?” he said. 
Talbot shifted his gaze to the baron. “Aye.”
“Give her to me,” Seward said. “She needs to know her grandfather.”
* * *
Rhoslyn awoke to a squalling baby. 
“She is hungry again.” Diana laid the baby at Rhoslyn’s breast. 
Rhoslyn tugged down the top of her shirt and the baby latched onto the exposed nipple. 
“She is a lusty one,” Diana said. “Have ye named her yet?”
Rhoslyn looked at St. Claire. He stood at the side of the bed, staring down at the baby with the same dazed look he’d had since she placed the baby in his arms. It seemed that becoming a father had reduced the mighty warrior to mush. 
Rhoslyn unexpectedly remembered her intention to ask St. Claire about Abbess Beatrice. What would have happened had the abbess not told him of Rhoslyn’s flight from the convent? She would be in Longford Castle married to Jacobus and waiting for their child to be born. No, St. Claire said he would have razed the castle, then brought her home. 
She smiled. “What say you, St. Claire? Have we a name?”
He shook his head. 
“Mayhap we should name her after your mother.”
“Aye,” he said, but she knew he wasn’t really listening.
“Peigi,” she urged. 
His eyes shifted to her face and understanding glimmered. “I did not know her. Perhaps Taresa? Taresa Peigi?”
A lump formed in her throat. Beyond the alcove, Sir Derek stood near the table at the hearth. She had seen him come and go earlier, seen the sorrow that haunted his dark eyes. She understood that sadness. When Lady Taresa had fallen after Brett Carr’s sword pierced her midsection, Rhoslyn had raced to her side and dropped to her knees beside her. 
“Be safe, Rhoslyn,” she had said. “Love him. He is a good man.” Rhoslyn thought those were to be her last words, but she added in a whisper. “Tell him I love him. Tell them both.” 
Rhoslyn shifted her gaze to St. Claire. They both had to know Lady Taresa was gone, for she was not with Rhoslyn. But they didn’t know what had happened.
“I did no’ tell you. Taresa—” Sir Derek took a step toward the alcove. Tears choked her throat. 
St. Claire sat on the bed beside her and covered her hand with his. The baby’s mouth fell from her breast. She had fallen asleep. Rhoslyn pulled her shirt up over her breast and nestled the baby in her arm, then looked at him. 
“She loved ye.” Rhoslyn looked at Sir Derek and said in a louder voice, “She loved you both.”
“What happened?” St. Claire prodded.
“Come closer, Sir Derek,” Rhoslyn urged. He hesitated, then came as close at the invisible line created by the curtain. “Taresa gave her life for us. For all of us.” It took a moment for Rhoslyn to be sure she could speak. Then she said, “Lady Taresa could see the hard pace Dayton set was taking its toll on me. It was clear your brother had no intention of stopping for anything short of death. Lady Taresa rode with Brett Carr. The bastard,” Rhoslyn added under her breath. 
“We approached a small forest and she insisted she had to relieve herself. At first, Dayton refused to stop, but she told them she had no qualms about soiling herself and Brett in the bargain. We stopped and they allowed me to dismount. Under the guise or her helping me—which was no lie—we went behind a bush where she showed me a dirk hidden in her boot.”
“She had a blade?” St. Claire said. “Why did she not use it before you left the castle?”
“Because Brett threatened her with a knife to my throat.” 
Fury flared in St. Claire’s eyes. “I would kill Dayton twice, if I could.”
“And I would watch.” But that wouldn’t bring Taresa back.

“Ye will have to reattach his head first,” her grandfather said. 
Rhoslyn stared at her husband. “Ye severed his head?”
“I promised you his head.”
“And you keep your promises. I assume ye plan to send the head to Edward—once I have had a look?”
“Aye.”
“I wish I could deliver is myself,” she said, then quickly added when St. Claire’s eyes darkened, “Never mind. So, Lady Taresa told me to cry out as if I was in labor. I didna’ want to do it. But she insisted. She had a way of getting her way.”
Sir Derek smiled the first smile Rhoslyn had seen from him.
“I did as she commanded,” Rhoslyn went on, “and the two men hurried over to us. Lady Taresa stepped back and drove her blade down onto Brett when he faced me. I wish it had been Dayton instead, but Brett was closer. He turned in the last instant and deflected the blow. Your brother was furious. He was nothing like the first time he kidnapped me.”
“Dayton can be unstable,” St. Claire said. “Even as a boy he would lose his temper for something small, while maintaining an unnatural detachment.” 
“His fury died as quickly as it came,” she said. “He was almost emotionless when he told Brett to kill Lady Taresa.”
Sir Derek cursed.
“Forgive me,” Rhoslyn quickly put in. “I...” She slumped against the pillows. “There is no easy way to tell this story.”
“Would you rather leave?” St. Claire asked Sir Derek.”
He straightened. “Nay. I would hear it all.”
St. Claire gave her a nod. 
“There is little else to tell. Brett obeyed.” Rhoslyn grasped his arm. “St. Claire, we must find her. She must have a Christian burial. I remember where they left her.”
“I have already commanded that to be done.” Sir Derek looked at St. Claire. “I assumed you would want her cared for, laird.”
“Aye. I am grateful,” St. Claire replied. 
“You know where she is?” Rhoslyn asked. 
“We found her.”
“Sweet Jesu,” Rhoslyn whispered. 
“She was alive,” St. Claire said. “We were with her until the end.”
Gratitude rushed through Rhoslyn. God hadn’t completely deserted her. “Then she told you.”
“Told us what?”
“That she loved you.” Rhoslyn looked from St. Claire to Sir Derek. “And you, Sir Derek. She wanted you to know that she loved you.”
“She said the words?”
Rhoslyn’s heart wrenched at the hoarse plea she heard in his voice. “Aye, she said the words.”
His gaze shadowed, as if far away. “She never said the words.” 
“Her last thought was of you.”
His eyes focused on her. He nodded. “Just as her last words to me were of you and the babe.” He took three steps to the bed, then came down on one knee. “She commanded me to take this from her killer and give this to her great grandchild.” He held out the gold and ruby bracelet Lady Taresa had been wearing.
Rhoslyn gave a small gasp. 
He laid the bracelet on the blanket beside the baby. “Her last command was that I should ensure the safety of her great-great grandchild. If you will accept a humble knight’s service, I will protect the new Lady Taresa with my life.”
“Just as your Lady Taresa commanded,” Rhoslyn murmured. She looked at St. Claire.
“This was what she whispered to you in those last moments?” he asked. 
“Aye,” Sir Derek replied.
St. Claire gave her a small nod, and she said to Sir Derek, “I appoint you our daughter’s protector. She will be your Lady Taresa.”
Startlement shone in his eyes. Then gratitude. He bowed his head once more. “So long as I breathe, you need never worry for her safety.”
To Rhoslyn’s surprise, St. Claire picked up the baby and rose. She voiced a small cry, then quieted in her father’s arms. 
“Rise, Sir Derek, and meet Lady Taresa Peigi St. Claire,” he said. 
The knight rose and gave a stiff bow to the baby. Both men stared down at her, and Rhoslyn was reminded of St. Claire’s words when he’d first brought her to Castle Glenbarr. “What man knows peace when he takes a wife?” Yet he looked perfectly at peace now. Was this what he had sought?
He looked up from the baby and met her gaze. Then he smiled a dazzling smile that said all was right with the world. He looked back down at their daughter and Rhoslyn realized her daughter needed a brother to complete the trio. 
* * *
When the door opened behind her, Rhoslyn looked up from the rolls she was reading. St. Claire entered. He crossed to the table where she worked and stopped beside the cradle that sat beside Rhoslyn’s bench. At six months old, Lady Taresa Peigi St. Claire had finally begun sleeping through the night. 
“It has begun to rain,” he at last said. 
“Does that mean John Comyn will be staying?” she asked. 
“Aye. We were the last he was to visit.”
Rhoslyn lifted the quill from the parchment. “Are you going to tell me what he said?”
“Edward appointed John Balliol as king.”
She closed her eyes. God help them. 
“I am commanded to appear before him.”
Rhoslyn looked sharply at him. “Before John or Edward?”
He stared down at her and her heart began to pound wildly. What would Edward do to St. Claire if he was forced to return to England? 
“You say there is no difference between the two men,” he said.
“You cannot return to England,” she said.
“You told me I must obey my Scottish king.”
Sweet God. And he would obey. 
Would their new king—or his liege lord—force St. Claire from their home? Rhoslyn placed a palm over her belly. Would he be present for the birth of their son?
###



FROM THE AUTHOR
I hope you enjoyed Talbot and Rhoslyn’s story as much as I enjoyed writing it. I suspect the future holds more for these two and their clan. I have included a sample of My Highland Love, the first book in the Highland Lords series. 
Live long and prosper. 
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MY HIGHLAND LOVE
How does a woman tell her betrothed she murdered her first husband? 
Elise Kingston is a wanted woman. Nothing, not even Highlander Marcus MacGregor, will stop her from returning home to ensure that the man responsible for her daughter’s death hangs.
Until she must choose between his life and her revenge.



CHAPTER ONE
America
Winter 1825
“The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.” Or so her eulogy would begin.
The heavy gold wedding band clinked loudly in the silence as he grasped the crystal tumbler sitting on the desk before him. He raised the glass in salutation and whispered into the darkness, “To the dead, may they rot in their watery graves.” He finished the whiskey in one swallow.
And what of that which had been hers? He smiled. The law would see that her wealth remained where it should—with him. A finality settled about the room.
Soon, life would begin.
* * *

Solway Firth, Scottish-English border
Elise jumped at the sound of approaching footsteps and sloshed tea from the cup at her lips. The ship’s stateroom door opened and her grip tightened around the delicate cup handle. Her husband ducked to miss the top of the doorway as he entered. He stopped, his gaze fixing on the medical journal that lay open on the secretary beside her. A corner of his mouth curved upward with a derisive twist and his eyes met hers.
With deliberate disinterest, Elise slipped the paper she’d been making notes on between the pages of the journal and took the forestalled sip of afternoon tea. She grimaced. The tea had grown cold in the two hours it had sat untouched. She placed the cup on the saucer, then turned a page in the book. As Robert clicked the door shut behind him, the ship’s stern lifted with another wave. She gripped the desk when the stern dropped into the swell’s trough. Thunder, the first on the month-long voyage, rumbled. She released the desk. This storm had grown into more than a mere squall.
Robert stepped to her side. “What are you doing?”
“Nothi—” He snatched the paper from the book. “Robert!” She would have leapt to her feet, but her legs were shakier than her hands.
He scanned the paper, then looked at her. “You refuse to let the matter lie.”
“You don’t care that the doctors couldn’t identify what killed your daughter?”
“She is dead. What difference can it possibly make?”
Her pulse jumped. None for you. Because you murdered her.
He tossed the paper aside. “This has gone far enough.”
Elise lifted her gaze to his face. She once thought those blue eyes so sensual. “I couldn’t agree more.”
“Indeed?”
The ship heaved.
“I will give you a divorce,” she said.
“Divorce?” A hard gleam entered his eyes. “I mean to be a widower.”
She caught sight of the bulge in his waistband. Her pulse quickened. Why hadn’t she noticed the pistol when he entered?
Elise shook her head. “You can’t possibly hope to succeed. Steven will—”
“Your illustrious brother is in the bowels of the ship, overseeing the handling of the two crewmen accused of theft.”
Her blood chilled. When her father was alive, he made sure the men employed by Landen Shipping were of good reputation. Much had changed since his death.
“One of the men is wanted for murder,” Robert said.
“Murder?” she blurted. “Why would a stranger murder me?”
Robert lifted a lock of her dark hair. “Not a stranger. A spurned lover.” He dropped the hair, then gripped the arms of her chair and leaned forward. “Once the board members of Landen Shipping identify your body as Elisabeth Kingston, the stipulation in your father’s will shall be satisfied and your stock is mine.”
The roar of blood pounded through her ears. If he killed her now, he would never pay for murdering their daughter. And she intended that he pay.
Elise lunged for the letter opener lying in one of the secretary compartments. The ship pitched as her fingers clamped onto the makeshift weapon. As Robert yanked her to her feet, she swung the letter opener. Bone-deep pain raced up her arm when the hard mass of his forearm blocked her blow. The letter opener clattered to the wooden floor.
She glimpsed his rage-contorted features before he whipped her around and crushed her to his chest, pinning her arms to her sides with one powerful arm. He dragged her two paces and snatched up the woolen scarf lying on the bed. In one swift movement, he wound it around her neck.
Robert released her waist, grabbed the scarf’s dangling end, and yanked it tight around her neck. Elise clawed at the scarf. Her nails dug into the soft skin of her neck. Her legs buckled and he jerked her against him. His knees jabbed into her back and jolts of pain shot up both sides of her spine. She gulped for air.
His breath was thick in her ear as he whispered, “Did you really think we would let you control fifty-one percent of Landen Shipping?” He gave a vicious yank on the scarf.
No! her mind screamed in tandem with another thunder roll. Too late, she understood the lengths to which he would go to gain control of her inheritance.
The scarf tightened. Her sight dimmed. Cold. She was so cold.
Amelia, my daughter, I come to you—the scarf went slack. Elise dropped to her knees, wheezing in convulsive gasps of air. Despite the racking coughs which shook her, she forced her head up. A blurry form stood in the doorway. Steven.
The scarf dropped to her shoulders and she yanked it from her neck. Robert stepped in front of her and reached into his coat. The pistol. He had murdered her daughter—he would not take Steven from her. Elise lunged forward and bit into his calf with the ferocity of a lioness.
Robert roared. The ship bucked. Locked like beast and prey, they tumbled forward and slammed against the desk chair. The chair broke with the force of their weight. The secretary lamp crashed to the floor. Whale oil spilled across the wooden floor; a river of fire raced atop the thin layer toward the bed.
Steven yanked her up and shoved her toward the door. Robert scrambled to his feet as Steven whirled and rammed his fist into Robert’s jaw. Her husband fell against the doorjamb, nearly colliding with her. Elise jumped back with a cry. Robert charged Steven and caught him around the shoulders, driving him back onto the bed.
The ship bucked. Elise staggered across the cabin, hit her hip against the secretary, and fell. The medical journal thudded to the floor between her and the thick ribbon of fire. Her heart skipped a beat when Robert slammed his fist into Steven’s jaw.
She reached for the open book and glimpsed the picture of the belladonna, the deadly nightshade plant. Fury swept through her anew. She snatched up the book, searing the edge of her palm on the fire as she pushed to her feet. Elise leapt forward, book held high, and swung at Robert with all her strength. May this belladonna kill you as your powdered belladonna killed our daughter. The crack of book against skull penetrated the ringing in her ears. Robert fell limp atop Steven.
The discarded scarf suddenly blazed. Elise whirled. Smoke choked her as fire burned the bed coverings only inches from Robert’s hand. Steven grabbed her wrist and dragged her toward the door. He scooped up the pistol as they crossed the threshold and they stumbled down the corridor to the ladder leading up to the deck.
“Go!” he yelled, and lifted her onto the first tread.
Elise frantically pulled herself up the steep ladder to the door and shoved it upward. Rain pelted her like tiny needles. She ducked her head down as she scrambled onto the deck. An instant later, Steven joined her. He whirled toward the poop deck where Captain Morrison and his first mate yelled at the crewmen who clung to the masts while furiously pulling up the remaining sails and lashing them to the spars.
Steven pulled her toward the poop deck’s ladder. “Stay here!” he yelled above the howling wind, and forced her fingers around the side of the ladder.
The ship heaved to starboard as he hurried up the ladder and Elise hugged the riser. A wave broke over the railing and slammed her against the wood. She sputtered, tasting the tang of salt as she gasped for air.
A garbled shout from the captain brought her attention upward. He stared at two men scuttling down the mizzen mast. They landed, leapt over the railing onto the main deck and disappeared through the door leading to the deck below. They had gone to extinguish the fire. If they didn’t succeed, the ship would go down.
Elise squinted through the rain at Steven. He leaned in close to the captain. The lamp, burning in the binnacle, illuminated the guarded glance the captain sent her way. A shock jolted her. Robert had lied to the captain about her—perhaps had even implicated Steven in her so-called insanity. The captain’s expression darkened. He faced his first mate.
The ship’s bow plunged headlong into a wave with a force that threw Elise to the deck and sent her sliding across the slippery surface. Steven shouted her name as she slammed into the ship’s gunwale. Pain shot through her shoulder. He rushed down the ladder, the captain on his heels. Another wave hammered the ship. Steven staggered to her side and pulled her to her feet. The ship lurched. Elise clutched at her brother as they fell to the deck. Pain radiated through her arm and up her shoulder. The door to below deck swung open. Elise froze.
Robert.
He pointed a pistol at her. Her heart leapt into her throat. Steven sprang to his feet in front of her.
“No!” she screamed.
She spotted the pistol lying inches away and realized it had fallen from Steven’s waistband.
She snatched up the weapon, rolled to face Robert, and fired. The report of the pistol sounded in unison with another shot.
A wave cleared the railing. Steven disappeared in the wash of seawater. Elise grasped the cold wood railing and pulled herself to her feet. She blinked stinging saltwater from her eyes and took a startled step backwards at seeing her husband laying across the threshold. Steven lay several feet to her right. She drew a sharp breath. A dark patch stained his vest below his heart. Dear God, where had the bullet lodged?
She started toward Steven. The ship listed hard to port. She fought the backward momentum and managed two steps before another wave crested. The deck lurched and she was airborne. She braced for impact against the deck. Howling wind matched her scream as she flew past the railing and plummeted into darkness—then collided with rock-hard water.
Cold clamped onto her. Rain beat into the sea with quick, heavy blows of a thousand tiny hammers. She kicked. Thick, icy ribbons of water propelled her upward. She blinked. Murky shapes glided past. This was Amelia’s grave. Elise surfaced, her first gasp taking in rainwater. She coughed and flailed. A heavy sheet of water towered, then slapped her against the ocean’s surface. The wave leveled and she shook hair from her eyes. Thirty feet away, the Amelia bounced on the waves like a toy. Her brother had named the ship. But Amelia was gone. Steven, only twenty-two, was also gone.
A figure appeared at the ship’s railing. The lamp high atop the poop deck burned despite the pouring rain. Elise gasped. Could he be—”Steven!” she yelled, kicking hard in an effort to leap above another towering wave. Her skirts tangled her legs, but she kicked harder, waving both arms. The man only hacked at the bow rope of the longboat with a sword. “Steven!” she shouted.
The bow of the longboat dropped, swinging wildly as the man staggered the few steps to the rope holding the stern. A wave crashed over Elise and she surfaced to see the longboat adrift and the figure looking out over the railing. Her heart sank. The light silhouetted the man—and the captain’s hat he wore. Tears choked her. It had been the captain and not Steven.
Elise pulled her skirts around her waist and knotted them, then began swimming toward the boat. Another wave grabbed the Amelia, tossing her farther away. The captain’s hat lifted with the wind and sailed into the sea. She took a quick breath and dove headlong into the wave that threatened to throw her back the way she’d come. She came up, twisting frantically in the water until she located the ship. She swam toward the longboat, her gaze steady on the Amelia. Then the lamp dimmed… and winked out.



CHAPTER TWO
Scottish Highlands
Spring 1826
England lay far behind him, though not far enough. Never far enough. Marcus breathed deep of the crisp spring air. The scents of pine and heather filled his nostrils. Highland air. None sweeter existed. His horse nickered as if in agreement, and Marcus brushed a hand along the chestnut’s shoulder.
“It is good to be home,” Erin spoke beside him.
Grunts of agreement went up from the six other men riding in the company, and Marcus answered, “Aye,” despite the regret of leaving his son in the hands of the Sassenach.
He surveyed the wooded land before him—MacGregor land. Bought with Ashlund gold, held by MacGregor might, and rich with the blood of his ancestors.
“If King George has his way,” Erin said, “your father will follow the Duchess of Sutherland’s example and lease this land to the English.”
Marcus jerked his attention onto the young man. Erin’s broad grin reached from ear to ear, nearly touching the edges of his thick mane of dark hair. The lad read him too easily.
“These roads are riddled with enough thieves,” Marcus said with a mock scowl. His horse shifted, muscles bunching with the effort of cresting the hill they ascended. “My father is no more likely to give an inch to the English than I am to give up the treasure I have tucked away in these hills.”
“What?” Erin turned to his comrades. “I told you he hid Ashlund gold without telling us.” Marcus bit back a laugh when the lad looked at him and added, “Lord Phillip still complains highwaymen stole his daughter’s dowry while on the way to Edinburgh.” He gave Marcus a comical look that said you know nothing of that, do you?
“Lord Allerton broke the engagement after highwaymen stole the dowry,” put in another of the men. “Said Lord Phillip meant to cheat him.”
“Lord Allerton is likely the thief,” Marcus said. “The gold was the better part of the bargain.”
“Lord Phillip’s daughter is an attractive sort,” Erin mused. “Much like bread pudding. Sturdy, with just the right jiggle.”
A round of guffaws went up and one aging warrior cuffed Erin across the back of his neck. They gained the hill and Marcus’s laughter died at sight of the figure hurrying across the open field below. He gave an abrupt signal for silence. The men obeyed and only the chirping of spring birds filled the air.
* * *
“Tavis,” Elise snapped, finally within hearing range of the boy and his sister, “this time you’ve gone too far and have endangered your sister by leaving the castle.”
His attention remained fixed on the thickening woods at the bottom of the hill and her frustration gave way to concern. They were only minutes from the village—a bare half an hour from the keep and safely on MacGregor land—but the boy had intended to go farther—much farther. He had just turned fourteen, old enough to carry out the resolve to find the men who had murdered his father, and too young to understand the danger.
Bonnie tugged on her cloak and Elise looked down at her. The little girl grinned and pointed to the wildflowers surrounding them. Elise smiled, then shoved back the hood of her cloak. Bonnie squatted to pick the flowers. Elise’s heart wrenched. If only their father still lived. He would teach Tavis a lesson. Of course, if Shamus still lived, Tavis wouldn’t be hunting for murderers.
Those men were guilty of killing an innocent, yet no effort had been made to bring them to justice. The disquiet that always hovered close to the surface caused a nervous tremor to ripple through her stomach. While Shamus’s murderers would likely never go before a judge, if Price found her, his version of justice would be in the form of a noose around her neck for the crime of defending herself against a man who had tried to kill her—twice.
Any doubts about her stepfather’s part in Amelia’s death had been dispelled a month after arriving at Brahan Seer when she read a recent edition of the London Sunday Times brought by relatives for Michael MacGregor. She found no mention of the Amelia’s sinking. Instead, a ten thousand pound reward for information leading to the whereabouts of her body was printed in the announcements section.
Reward? Bounty is what it was.
The advertisement gave the appearance that Price was living up to his obligations as President of Landen Shipping. But she knew he intended she reach Boston dead—and reach Boston she would, for without her body, he would have to wait five years before taking control of her fifty-one percent of Landen Shipping. She intended to slip the noose over his head first.
Elise caught sight of her trembling fingers, and her stomach heaved with the memory of Amelia’s body sliding noiselessly from the ship into the ocean. She choked back despair. If she had suspected that Robert had been poisoning her daughter even a few months earlier—
“Flowers!”
Elise jerked at Bonnie’s squeal. The girl stood with a handful of flowers extended toward her. Elise brushed her fingers across the white petals of the stitchwort and the lavender butterwort. She was a fool to involve herself with the people here, but when Shamus was murdered she been unable to remain withdrawn.
“Riders,” Tavis said.
Elise tensed. “Where?”
“There.” Tavis pointed into the trees.
She leaned forward and traced the line of his arm with her gaze. A horse’s rump slipped out of sight into the denser forest. Goose bumps raced across her arms.
Elise straightened and yanked Bonnie into her arms “It will be dark soon—” Tavis faced her and she stopped short when his gaze focused on something behind her.
Elise looked over her shoulder. Half a dozen riders emerged from the forest across the meadow. She started. Good Lord, what had possessed her to leave Brahan Seer without a pistol? She was as big a fool as Tavis and without the excuse of youth. She slid Bonnie to the ground as the warriors approached. They halted fifteen feet away. Elise edged Bonnie behind her when one of the men urged his horse closer. Her pulse jumped. Was it possible to become accustomed to the size of these Highland men?
She flushed at the spectacle of his open shirt but couldn’t stop her gaze from sliding along the velvety dark hair that trailed downward and tapered off behind a white lawn shirt negligently tucked into his kilt. The large sword strapped to his hip broke the fascination.
How many had perished at the point of that weapon?
The hard muscles of his chest and arms gave evidence—many.
The man directed a clipped sentence in Gaelic to Tavis. The boy started past her, but she caught his arm. The men wore the red and green plaide of her benefactors the MacGregors, but were strangers.
“What do you want?” She cursed the curt demand that had bypassed good sense in favor of a willing tongue.
Except for a flicker of surprise across the man’s face, he sat unmoving.
Elise winced inwardly, remembering her American accent, but said in a clear voice, “I asked what you want.”
Leather groaned when he leaned forward on his saddle. He shifted the reins to the hand resting in casual indolence on his leg and replied in English, “I asked the boy why he is unarmed outside the castle with two females.”
Caught off guard by the deep vibrancy of his soft burr, her heart skipped a beat. “We don’t need weapons on MacGregor land.” She kept her tone unhurried.
“The MacGregor’s reach extends as far as the solitude of this glen?” he asked.
“We are only fifteen minutes from the village,” she said. “But his reach is well beyond this place.”
“He is great, indeed,” the warrior said.
“You know him?”
“I do.”
She lifted Bonnie. “Then you know he would wreak vengeance on any who dared harm his own.”
“Aye,” the man answered. “The MacGregor would hunt them down like dogs. Only,” he paused, “how would he know who to hunt?”
She gave him a disgusted look. “I tracked these children. You think he cannot track you?”
“A fine point,” he agreed.
“Good.” She took a step forward. “Now, we will be getting home.”
“Aye, you should be getting home.” He urged his horse to intercept. Elise set Bonnie down, shoving her in Tavis’s direction. “And,” the man went on, “we will take you.” The warriors closed in around them. “The lad will ride with Erin. Give the little one to Kyle, and you,” his eyes came back hard on Elise, “will ride with me.”
The heat in his gaze sent a flush through her, but her ire piqued. “We do not accept favors from strangers.”
His gaze unexpectedly deepened.
She stilled. What the devil? Was that amusement on his face?
“We are not strangers,” he said. There was no mistaking the laughter in his eyes now. “Are we, Tavis?” His gaze shifted to the boy.
“Nay,” he replied with a shy smile. “No’ strangers at all, laird.”
“You know this man?” Elise asked.
“He is the laird’s son.”
“Marcus!” Bonnie cried, peeking from behind Elise’s skirts.
Elise looked at him. Marcus? This was the son Cameron had spoken of with such affection these past months? It suddenly seemed comical that she had doubted Cameron’s stories of his son’s exploits on the battlefield. She had believed the aging chief’s stories were exaggerations, but the giant of a man before her was clearly capable of every feat with which his father had credited him.
Prodded by the revelation, she discerned the resemblance between father and son. Though grey sprinkled Cameron’s hair, the two shared the same unruly, dark hair, the same build… and… “You have his eyes,” she said.
He chuckled.
Heat flooded her cheeks. She pulled Bonnie into her arms. “You might have said who you were.” She gave him an assessing look. “Only that wouldn’t have been half as much fun. Who will take the child?”
His gaze fixed on the hand she had wrapped around Bonnie and the small burn scar that remained as a testament of her folly. His attention broke when a voice from behind her said in a thick brogue, “’Tis me ye be looking for, lass.” She turned to a weathered warrior who urged his mount forward.
Elise handed Bonnie up to him. Stepping back, she bumped into the large body of a horse. Before she could move, an arm encircled her from behind, pulling her upward across hard thighs. A tremor shot through her. She hadn’t been this close to a man’s body since—since those first months of her seven-year marriage.
Panic seized her in a quick, hard rush. The trees blurred as her mind plunged backward in time to the touch of the man who had promised till death do them part. Her husband’s gentle hand on their wedding night splintered into his violent grip the night he’d tried to murder her—the movement of thighs beneath her buttocks broke the trance as Marcus MacGregor spurred his horse into motion. His arms tightened around her and she held her breath, praying he couldn’t hear her thudding heart.
The ambling movement of the bulky horse lifted her from Marcus’s lap. She clutched at his shirt. Her knuckles brushed his bare chest and she jerked back as if singed by hot coals. Her body lifted again with the horse’s next step and she instinctively threw her arms around Marcus’s forearm. His hold tightened as rich laughter rumbled through his chest.
“Do not worry, lass. Upon pain of death, I swear, you will not slip from my arms until your feet touch down at Brahan Seer.”
Elise grimaced, then straightened in an effort to shift from the sword hilt digging into her back.
“What’s wrong?” He leaned her back in his arms and gazed down at her.
She stared. Robert had never looked so—she sat upright. “I’ve simply never ridden a horse in this manner.”
“There are many ways to ride a horse, lass,” he said softly.
Elise snapped her gaze to his face, then jerked back when her lips nearly brushed his. She felt herself slip and clutched at his free arm even as the arm around her crushed her closer. Her breasts pressed against his chest where his shirt lay open. Heat penetrated her bodice, hardening her nipples. A surprising warmth sparked between her legs. She caught sight of his smile an instant before she dropped her gaze.
* * *
Their ascent steepened. Marcus closed the circle of his arms around the woman’s waist. She leaned into him. It was a shame she wore a cloak. Without it, her bare arms would lay against his chest. He hardened. Bloody hell. Shift even a hair’s breadth and the challenge he’d seen in her gaze an hour ago would resurface, accompanied by a slap across his face.
She had betrayed no fear when he came upon her—other than her open assessment of his weapon. Odd his sword should be what frightened her. She must have known if he meant mischief, he needed no weapon save his body. An erotic picture arose of her straddling him, breasts arched so he could suckle each until she begged him to lift her onto his erection.
He forced back the vision and focused on her determination to defend the children with her life… or perhaps, her body. He smiled, then gritted his teeth when he further hardened at the memory of her leaning over Tavis’s shoulders as she scanned the forest for the riders he’d sent. Hands braced on her knees, her posture revealed the curve of a firm derriere.
When she turned at their approach, the wind had blown her brown hair about her shoulders, bringing his attention to the sensual curve of modest breasts visible just above the edge of her bodice. He envisioned hips tapering into long legs and wondered what those legs would feel like wrapped tightly around his waist while he thrust deep inside her.
Her accent had caught him off guard. What was an American woman doing on MacGregor land, and how had she come to know Tavis and Bonnie well enough to track them through the woods? Hot fury shot through him. The little fool. Had the wrong man come upon her, she might well have ended up like Katie.
The majestic heights of Brahan Seer’s west tower abruptly loomed in the distance. Marcus’s steed unexpectedly faltered, then steadied. The woman tensed and Marcus’s body pulsed. He closed his eyes, breathed deep of her hair, then looked again at the tower. For the first time in his life, he regretted the sight. His ride with her cradled in his arms would soon end.
Higher they climbed, until Brahan Seer’s walls became visible. The gates were open. At their approach, his captain Daniel hailed from the battlements. Marcus nodded as they rode through the entry. Inside the courtyard, he halted and Daniel appeared at his side.
“Elise,” he addressed the woman, surprise apparent on his features. He glanced at the children, his gaze lingering on Bonnie. His mouth tightened. “Mayhap Marcus can take a hand with you, Tavis. Get along, and take your sister. Your mother will be worried.”
Marcus handed Elise down to him. Before Marcus’s feet touched the ground, she had started toward the castle. He dismounted and clasped Daniel’s hand while watching from the corner of his eye the sway of her cloak about her hips as she answered a welcoming smile from two of his men headed toward the stables.
“What were they doing out alone?” Marcus demanded of Daniel.
“I’ve ordered the boy not to go wandering the woods,” he replied.
“And Bonnie?”
“This is the first. I imagine she chased after her brother.”
Elise turned the corner around the castle and Marcus cut his gaze onto her the instant before she disappeared. Lust shot to the surface and tightened his shaft, but he turned back to Daniel. “Why is Shamus letting his children run wild—never mind. I’ll speak to him. You look well.”
Daniel hesitated, then said, “Chloe is with child.”
Marcus smiled in genuine pleasure. “Congratulations, man.”
Daniel smiled, then took the reins as Marcus turned toward the castle.
Through the busy courtyard, he answered greetings, but his thoughts remained on the image of Elise as she vanished from sight. She had a forthright, strong quality. Yet—he bent his head to breathe her lingering scent from his clothes—the lavender bouquet in her hair was decidedly feminine. It would be some time before he forgot the feel of her buttocks across his thighs. But then, perhaps he wouldn’t have to. Marcus entered the great hall to find his father sitting alone in his chair at the head of the table.
Cameron brightened. “So, ye decided to come home?”
Relaxing warmth rippled through Marcus.
“Tired of wandering the land?” Cameron made a wide sweeping gesture.
“You knew I was on my way, but, aye.” He stopped at the chair to his father’s right and lowered himself onto the seat. “I am pleased to be home.”
“How is my grandson? I see you did not bring him with you.”
Marcus sighed. “Nay, Father. You knew I wouldn’t.”
Cameron snorted. “We would not want to offend the mighty Sassenach.”
“Father,” Marcus said in a low tone.
Cameron shook his head. “The clan never asked you to concede to the English, you know. I never asked for it. Did you ever wonder if the sacrifice is worth your son?”
“Aye,” Marcus murmured. He’d wondered. Politics had ruled the MacGregor clan for centuries and that wasn’t easily changed. He paused. “Have I been gone too long, or is something different about the great hall?”
“You have the right of it, lad.” Eyes that mirrored his own looked back at him. “More than you can imagine.”
Marcus looked about the room. “I can’t quite place it. What’s happened?”
Cameron took a long, exaggerated draught of ale.
“Cameron.”
“Enough of your looks, lad. They do not work with me.” He chuckled. “I taught them to you. Remember? It is no mystery, really. Look around. When did you last see the tapestries so bright, the floors so clean?” He motioned toward the wall that ran the length of the room, framed by stairs on either end. “When have you seen the weapons so polished?”
Marcus scanned the nearly two hundred gleaming weapons mounted across the wall. He rose and walked the wall’s length, perusing the weapons. Each one glistened, some nearly as bright as newly forged steel. He glanced at the floor. The stone looked as if it had just been laid.
He looked at his father. “What happened?”
“The women came one day—or rather, one month—and swept out the cobwebs, cleaned the floors, the tapestries, weapons.”
Marcus rose and crossed the room to the kitchen door where the women worked. The housekeeper sat at the kitchen table. Ancient blue eyes, still shining with the bloom of youth, smiled back at him. Winnie had been present at his birth. Marcus knew she loved him like the son she’d never had. He, in turn, regarded her with as much affection as he had his own mother.
She turned her attention to the raw chicken she carved. “So, you’ve returned at last.”
“Aye, milady.”
A corner of her mouth twitched with amusement.
“I am looking forward to the company of some fine lasses tonight,” he said. “’Tis a long and lonely trip I’ve had. Perhaps next time I shall take you with me.” He gave her a roguish wink before striding back to his seat in the hall.
Marcus lowered himself into the chair he had occupied earlier. “Must have taken an army just to shine the weapons alone. Not to mention the walls and floors.”
“It did. You will see the same throughout the castle. Not a room went untouched.”
“Whatever possessed them to do it?”
“It was the hand of a sweet lass,” Cameron replied.
“Which one? Not Winnie—”
“Nay. The lass Shannon and Josh found washed ashore on the coast. They brought her when they returned from the south.”
“Washed ashore?”
“An American woman. Her ship perished in a fire.”
“American?”
Cameron scowled. “Are you deaf? Shannon is the one who discovered her at Solway Firth.”
“What in God’s name was she doing there?”
Cameron gave his chin a speculative scratch. “Damned if I know. They were headed for London.”
“London? Sailing through Solway Firth requires sailing around the north of Ireland. That would add a week or more to the journey.”
His father’s mouth twisted into a wry grin. “You know the English, probably got lost.”
“I thought you said she was American.”
“English, American, ‘tis all the same.” Cameron’s expression sobered. “But dinna’ mistake me, she is a fine lass. She came to us just after you left for Ashlund four months ago. You should have seen her when they brought her here. Proud little thing.”
“Proud, indeed,” Marcus repeated.
“’Tis what I said.” Cameron eyed him. “Are you sure something isn’t ailing you?”
Marcus shook his head.
“At first, she didn’t say much,” Cameron went on. “But I could see a storm brewed in her head. Then one day, she informed me Brahan Seer was in dire need of something.” He sighed deeply. “She was more right than she knew.”
Marcus understood his father’s meaning. His mother’s death five years ago had affected Cameron dramatically. Only last year had his father finally sought female comfort. The gaping hole created by her absence left them both thirsting for a firm, feminine hand.
“It’s a miracle she survived the fire,” Cameron said. “’Course, if you knew her, you would not be surprised.”
“I believe I do,” Marcus remarked.
“What? You only just arrived.”
“I picked up passengers on the way home—Tavis, little Bonnie, and an American woman.” Marcus related the tale. “I recognized her accent,” he ended. “Got accustomed to it while on campaign in America.”
Cameron smiled. “Elise is forever chasing after those children.”
“Why?”
His father’s expression darkened. “Shamus was murdered.”
Marcus straightened. “Murdered?”
“Aye.”
“By God, how—Lauren, what of her?”
Sadness softened the hard lines around his father’s mouth. “She is fine, in body, but… her mind has no’ been the same since Shamus died. We tried consoling her, but she will have none of it.”
A tingling sensation crept up Marcus’s back. “What happened?”
“We found him just over the border in Montal Cove with his skull bashed in.”
“Any idea who did it?”
“Aye,” Cameron said. “Campbells.”
Marcus surged to his feet. He strode to the wall, where hung the claymore belonging to his ancestor Ryan MacGregor, the man who saved their clan from annihilation. Marcus ran a finger along the blade, the cold, hard steel heating his blood as nothing else could. Except… Campbells.
Had two centuries of bloodshed not been enough?
Fifty years ago, King George finally proclaimed the MacGregors no longer outlaws and restored their Highland name. General John Murray, Marcus’s great uncle, was named clan chief. Only recently, the MacGregors were given a place of honor in the escort, which carried the “Honors of Scotland” before the sovereign. Marcus had been there, marching alongside his clansmen.
Too many dark years had passed under this cloud. Would the hunted feeling Ryan MacGregor experienced ever fade from the clan? Perhaps it would have been better if Helena hadn’t saved Ryan that fateful day so long ago. But Ryan had lived, and his clan thrived, not by the sword, but by the timeless power of gold. Aye, the Ashlund name Helena gave Ryan saved them. Yet, Ryan MacGregor’s soul demanded recompense.
How could Ryan rest while his people still perished?
Marcus removed his hand from the sword and faced his father. “It’s time the MacGregors brought down the Campbell dogs.”
Feminine laughter spilled from the kitchen into the great hall during the evening meal. Marcus sighed with contentment. Light from sconces flickered like a great, filmy curtain across the room. Two serving girls carrying trays of food stepped from the kitchen, and the men, who blocked the doorway, parted. The sense of contentment came as an almost unconscious realization. He had missed sharing the evening meal with his clansmen. Marcus leaned forward, arms crossed in front of him on the table, and returned his attention to the conversation with Cameron and Daniel.
“We will be ready at first light, laird,” Daniel said.
“The Campbells will not be expecting trouble,” Cameron put in.
“If word has reached them that I’ve returned, they may be,” Marcus said.
Cameron grunted. “Lot of good it will do.”
The feminine voice Marcus had been waiting for filtered out from within the kitchen. “Easy now, Andrea,” Elise said.
The conversation between his father and Daniel faded as Marcus watched for her amongst the men who crowded between the door and table. The thought of seeing her beautiful body heated his blood. Elise stepped from the kitchen, balancing a plate of salmon. She passed the table’s end where he sat and carefully picked her way through the men until reaching the middle of the table. She set the oval platter between the chicken and mutton.
“Beth, place the carrots to the left. Andrea—” She took the plate of potatoes from the girl, then set it to the right and turned toward the kitchen.
“Elise,” one of the young warriors called, “come, talk with us, lass.”
Her mouth quirked. “If I play with you, who will finish dinner?”
The man’s hearty chuckle gave evidence she hadn’t fooled him, and he approached with friends in tow.
Cameron stood. “Elise,” he called over the men’s heads, “come here.”
She turned. When her gaze met Cameron’s, warmth filled her eyes. She dried her hands on her apron and headed in his direction.
“Go on, lads,” Cameron said to the men who teased her. “You have better things to do than dally with the lassies.”
When she came within arm’s reach, he gripped her shoulders. “Meet my son. He’s returned today.” He turned her.
Her gaze met Marcus’s. Her smile faltered but quickly transformed into polite civility. “We’ve met.”
“Oh?” Cameron replied, all innocence.
“Yes. He came by when Tavis, Bonnie, and I were on our way home this afternoon.”
“Ahh,” Cameron said, then turned and gave the man beside him an energetic greeting.
Elise looked again at Marcus and motioned toward the kitchen. “I have work to do.”
“Aye,” he said. The memory of her breasts pressed against his chest caused him to harden.
She backed up a few steps, then turned and ran headlong into the man behind her. He reached to steady her. A flush colored her cheeks and Marcus bit back a laugh when she dodged the warrior. Marcus leaned forward, catching one last look at her backside before she disappeared through the kitchen door.
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My Highland Love
Voted Indie Romance Convention Readers Choice Award’s best historical romance of 2013 
How does a woman tell her betrothed that she murdered her first husband? 
Shipwrecked in the Scottish Highlands, American heiress Elise Kingston quietly plans revenge for the deaths of her daughter and the brother who sacrificed his life to save her. 
When Marcus MacGregor, Marquess of Ashlund, returns to his Highland home to discover a stunning American woman has been taken in by his clan, his attraction is instant and he resolves to make her his—no matter what secret she’s keeping. 
Elise is shocked by her need for Marcus and, too late, discovers that her feelings make him a target of her enemy—a man powerful enough to destroy even a Scottish nobleman.
My Highland Lord
London Heiress kidnapped by the Marquess of Ashlund, read the headlines. Yet no one tried to save her. 
Phoebe Wallington was seven years old when a mass assassination attempt rocked Regency England. Her father was the only accused traitor to elude capture. Seventeen years later, the one man who could prove her father’s innocence is dead. Now as a grown woman and a British spy, she’s no closer to learning what really happened that day. 
Phoebe’s quest for the truth takes a sudden turn when she’s kidnapped by a suspected traitor. But Kiernan MacGregor, the Marquess of Ashlund, may not live long enough to stand trial. Someone wants him dead…and Phoebe stands in the killer’s way. The only way to save her reputation and protect Kiernan is to marry him. 
Lord Keeper
No man bargains for war when he chooses a bride, but when he steals her from holy ground, he can expect nothing less. 
A midnight race for freedom leads Victoria Hockley, the Countess of Lansbury, to a churchyard deep in the Scottish Highlands. But not even hallowed ground can save her from the devil who’s pursued her from England, or from the furious Scot who swears to protect her. 
Iain MacPherson swore he was nothing like his father, but his kidnapping of Victoria Hockley shows the same kind of obsessive jealousy that sent his mother to an early grave. Now Iain has hell to pay, and the devil may very well be the noble English lass who has bewitched his very soul…
A Knight of Passion
Lady Riana Ellis will risk the fires of Hell for those she loves. 
Can she let a man do the same for her? 
As whore for the Duchess of Arundel, Lady Riana Ellis keeps her sister safe from the duke’s lascivious desires. Now the duchess demands that Riana murder the man already sent to her bed. 
Sir Bryant Cullen determines to have the duchess’ whore. Her land is a prize, but it’s her secrets he wants. Once he knows what she knows, he will control one of the most powerful houses in Scotland. And she will be his. 
This is erotic romance
The Pendulum: Legacy of the Celtic Brooch
Two Men. 
Two murderers. 
Two demands for the promised payment of marriage. 
Murder, deceit, and fraud pull Lady Arin Keith between these men. 
Which one will bed her, claim her...own her?
When a Rose Blooms
This is a twenty page short story. 
On the fifth year anniversary of Margaret Moncreiffe’s death, her husband Nathaniel kneels at her grave, asking the questions he fears were answered the night she died of a mysterious fever. As the evening progresses, however, a flesh and blood woman enters the battlefield he has created around his heart, forcing him to choose between life among the living, or life with nothing but memories of the dead. 
Seduced
It’s a Mississippi Deputy Sheriff’s duty to bring a serial killer to justice…even when he’s a three hundred year old Scottish lord. It’s an SAS agent’s duty to save her.
With each passing day, Lord Colin Morrison grows more furious...and more desperate. In three hundred years, not one of the women who shared his bed broke the spell that imprisoned him in Castle Morrison. Margot Saulnier is different. She can save him. All she has to do is give in to her desire for him. Then die. 
Deputy Sheriff Margot Saulnier knows her best friend murdered her husband—Margot’s cousin—but she can’t prove it. Now, four years later, out of the blue, Cat calls Margot from Scotland and invites her to visit. Margot turns in her badge and leaves Mississippi. This time, she’ll do whatever it takes to prove Cat murdered Donny. Margot didn’t plan on falling in love with an SAS Agent—or a three-hundred-year-old Scottish lord. Now she must choose. 
SAS Agent Charles McNeil is going to keep Margot Saulnier out of trouble—whether she likes it or not. He understands her need for justice, but with no proof and no authority, she’s headed for serious trouble. So is he. Charles didn’t plan on falling in love with Margot. Neither did he plan on saving her from a serial killer. 
The Highlander’s Improper Wife
A proper young lady should never attend a Masque...Aphrodite is no lady. 
Betrothal to the callous Lord Blackhall painted a future devoid of love. Upon his death, Lady Caroline Wilmont is promised to the younger brother. Caroline refuses to allow her first taste of desire to be at the hands of a man who would rather have any woman but her. This, her last night of freedom, is to be a memory of lust that she can take with her throughout her loveless marriage. As Aphrodite, Caroline attends a masque determined to find a man to initiate her into the intimacies of erotic love. 
Taran Robertson, Viscount of Blackhall, makes no secret that he despises his obligation to marry the Sassenach heiress chosen for him by his father. As a last foray before his wedding, he attends a masque. However, the spirited vixen he meets and seduces has secrets...secrets that just may reveal he’s to have an improper wife.
Double Bang!
Sara Martin has a problem. And it’s not the attraction she has for her co-worker Devon Curran…or the lust she feels for her sexy neighbor, Rigg. Yes, those are problems. But she has bigger issues. There’s been a security breach in the impenetrable computer system at work. Suddenly Devon doesn’t look happy. And that is a gun in his pocket!
Devon is working undercover…and Sara is about to blow his case. He’d rather she blow him. She’s as smart as she is beautiful. But he’s lied to protect her. What will she do when she discovers he works with a partner? Tonight, they are going to keep her close…very close…in their protective custody.
Born Into Fire
Ryalda - the Element heroes of old - leak from the dark void of nothingness, Ghen, and bring with them beauty, desire... and destruction.
Air Element, Erion aches to feel the heat of Kenna’s emerging fire. However, merging his wind with the woman on the cusp of transformation comes with great risk. A risk he’s unwilling to take. But with a male Fire Element intent on enslaving Kenna, Erion reconsiders his vow. To protect her, they must merge, but he will not bond his wind with her fire.
Aspiring glassblower, Kenna Lang finally has a showing that could launch her career - with Drakaura, blown glass replicas of the dragons of her dreams. A chance meeting with Erion ignites an attraction hotter than the furnace used to blow glass. Drawn into an erotic joining, Kenna is born into fire. Now her world is going up in flames.
Merged as Air and Fire, their power is unimaginable. However, both are unprepared for the emotions awakened by their joining and the timeless battle waged against them. Only together can they defeat their enemies, both Element and Dragon, and escape the darkness of Ghen.
Lord Grayson’s Bride
She can’t allow his love for her to destroy him...
When Nicholas Spencer, Earl of Grayson, returns to claim the woman he loves, Lady Josephine Knightly isn’t willing to forgive him for abandoning her six years ago. But neither can she resist the man he’s become. 
Two days after Josephine signs the marriage contract she discovers a nasty secret that will destroy her family. The only way to protect them—to protect the only man she’s ever loved—is to disappear...or die. 
Nicholas won’t make the same mistake twice and let Josephine Knightly go. She loves him. He felt it in their one kiss before he left, and in the single kiss she allowed since his return. But she’s doing everything in her power to sabotage the marriage even before it’s begun. Nicholas doesn’t care. If Hell is where he must live to have her, then she must stand by his side in the fire. 
Lord Ruthven’s Bride
Love is always sweetest the first time around… 
A harmless attraction leads to a friendship that forces Lady Annabelle to choose between the two men who love her. One saved her from a killer. The other is her future husband. 
James Waterson, newly titled Viscount Ruthven, is hunting a killer. When Lady Annabelle steps into the killer’s sights, James will do everything in his power to protect her. Even if that means letting her go. 
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PROLOGUE
Essex, England 1071
A Norman. I have been given to a Norman to wife.
Rowena Godwinson, daughter of the late Earl of Essex and the last living member of that powerful Saxon family, stood before her reflection in the polished brass. The wedding gown passed down through three generations of Godwin women before her, draped softly across the shoulders, skimming down her waist and falling over the tips of her deerskin slippers. She blinked back with vacant eyes.
Fear tripped up her spine and her stomach clenched. She had lived among the victors for nigh on five years now. Their disdain for her people was quite obvious. Now the man who had usurped her own uncle as rightful king at the Battle of Hastings had ordered her to marry. With both parents dead, she was his ward.
Rowena clenched her teeth and turned to the window. She glimpsed the slate roof of the chapel beyond the trees where the nuptials would take place this very day. Her family’s chapel. Countless celebrations with uncles, close friends, and more cousins than she could name, had taken place there. Those were happy years.
“My lady?”
Rowena looked at the drawn face of her handmaiden, Joan. The blonde sheen of her hair, long gone with the stress of the circumstances and occupation they were all forced to live under.
“Yes?”
Joan gulped. “Do you think he will be kind to you? Tonight, I mean?”
Rowena’s breath caught in her throat. The marriage bed. How would her husband treat her? With kindness? As her husband, he gained much by this union. A lot of responsibility, yes, but also power. Some men loved power.
She tipped her chin up.
“I believe he will be kind as I will give him no reason not to be.”
Joan’s eyes rounded. Rowena smiled tightly.
“Fear not, Joan. I will be amicable.”
“My lady, would that I could impart upon you my own knowledge, but I have none. Your mother’s death before she prepared you leaves you in a bad way.”
“Perhaps he will be a gentle man. John.” His name was all she knew.
“Yes, my lady. He is one of William’s most trusted knights.”
“A warrior.” Rowena’s tone was flat and for an instant she saw again her father. Cold and dead. Blood all around. She forced the memory aside. “Then he will be a good protector.”
“Yes, but of whom?”
Norman soldiers had been in the castle and beyond ever since. They had no need for Saxons. If they did have needs, they took what they wanted. When Rowena tried to voice her objections to such ill treatment, it fell on deaf ears.
“I will be by his side now. I will win him over to our cause.” Despite her own misgivings, Rowena attempted to reassure her.
Joan sighed her relief. “Then we will pray you please him.”
The knock on the door echoed in Rowena’s chest. She nodded her consent. Joan opened the door to reveal a burly Norman soldier, his pointed helmet still in place on his head, its shield hiding his face.
“I’ve come for the Lady Rowena.” His voice was muffled but understandable.
He pushed his way past Joan and grabbed Rowena’s arm. She jerked away without thinking, and he shoved her back against the wall. Joan’s shriek filled the small space. His pungent breath assailed her nostrils as he moved in close.
“Silence!” He threw the command over his shoulder then focused his attention back on Rowena. His helmet dipped as his eyes took in every aspect of her body.”I look forward to your joining with Lord John.”
Rowena fought to control her outrage. And her fear.
“Do you know what Normans do with their lord’s wives?” His voice was quiet, menacing.
She shook her head.
“The lord has first use but then he allows his most loyal soldiers a taste as well.”
“What?” Rowena gasped. Why would any man treat his wife so? He must be lying. “What if a child is begotten? How does he know it is his?”
The man threw back his head and laughed. She could see his dark eyes through the slit in the metal when he lowered his head to her. “Don’t you know King William is a bastard? He believes it is better to father your heir with your mistress than your wife.”
“But...but I heard he loves his Queen.”
“Theirs was a marriage of love. Not by proclamation. And not to receive title to the lands.”
Without warning, he grabbed her by the arm and dragged her through the doorway. Joan’s shrill cries followed her down the hall. Three more soldiers came up alongside of them.
“Did you tell her?” one of them asked.
“She knows the way of it.”
Rowena yanked against their firm grasp but they shoved her from behind. Along the road, the onlookers gawked at the treatment of the last Godwinson. She refused to hide her head in shame. In her attempt to keep her dignity, she stopped her struggling and fought to keep up with their long strides. Outside the chapel door, they halted.
“And I look forward,” the first guard ran his hand up her side, grabbing her breast as she struggled anew, “my lady, to getting a piece of you for myself.”
Rowena spat at him. “Don’t touch me!” she screamed. The moisture dripped down his visor.
The man jerked the helmet off, his face a dark scowl. “I’ll do even more.”
The guards all laughed but when they pushed the door open and she saw the dark-haired man turn towards her, she groaned inwardly. Her new lord and master glowered at her. He had the face of any angel.
Oh, God, what will become of me?
* * *
The musty smell of incense filled the windowless structure and threatened to suffocate Sir John of Normandy waiting before the altar. Despite his outward appearance of calm, John’s insides were tightly wound, his nerves stretched as tight as an archer’s bow. Armed guards dragged the struggling woman through the tall wooden doors toward him. John held his breath, his body strained in sympathy with the force of her effort.
“I will never marry that Norman scum!” Rowena screamed, her voice shrieking back in echoes like a curse from the hard stone walls to the small, somber group standing between the unlikely couple. The Norman soldiers gathered as witnesses to the impromptu nuptials shifted uncomfortably. Understandably, they preferred not to look directly at the dark-haired Saxon woman, but toward their leader. John hoped he succeeded at appearing to wait patiently for his bride to be. Damn.
Her silver eyes flashed as she jerked against the firm hands. A shiver passed down his spine. She had her father’s eyes. Those eyes haunted his dreams. When she spat on the ground, the guard raised his hand to her but John stepped forward, stopping him from slapping her for such a show of disrespect.
“Enough.”
The scene did not sit well with him. Her body was small and delicate beside his six-foot frame. She looked much younger than her sixteen years of age. Her attempts at resistance were futile, as had been his own. This marriage would take place. King William himself had ordered it. Her excess of stubbornness was another trait John remembered from her father, Earl Leofwine Godwinson. Common sense seemed a foreign concept to both father and daughter. Rather than accept defeat and come to terms, Leofwine had been determined to fight to the death.
And now five years later, John recognized the same crazed look. Her eyes darting wildly around the tiny church like a trapped animal, desperately searching for escape. The king must be obeyed.
“Please, my lady.” John spoke gently as he would to a wild mare. Reaching toward her, he stopped short at the fury in those narrowed eyes. She will kill me in my sleep. John could see his death at her delicate hands. His life meant nothing to her. She would prefer him dead. His jaw clenched. There was not a chance in hell he could consummate this marriage.
With a guard on either side forcing her to stand and respond, John of Normandy was wed to Rowena, orphaned daughter of the Saxon Earl of Kent, Essex, Middlesex, Hertford, Surrey and Buckinghamshire and ward of King William. John was now one of the most powerful men in England…and he had no desire for any of it.
After the exchange of vows and the blessing from the French bishop, an awkward silence was mercifully interrupted by the muffled jingling of the hauberks worn by the dust-covered soldiers who entered the chapel.
“Lord John?”
Trying not to notice the woman who trembled beside him with her sobbing, John sighed in relief to see one of William’s own messengers rushing toward him.
“Is there a problem?” he asked.
The man handed John a letter. Quickly breaking King William’s seal, John read the orders. A new battle had broken out to the north and the king needed reinforcements immediately. Although John’s presence was not specifically requested, here was his chance to separate himself from his new bride. Breathing a sigh of relief, there was no reason to delay his departure. Pulling on his leather gloves, he turned away from the brown-haired woman.
“Prepare yourselves. The king needs your assistance,” he ordered as he walked away without a word to her. He would live to see another day.



CHAPTER ONE
Normandy, 1074
Greetings Lord John,
I bid you come at once to the castle at Montreuil. The King of France wishes to see me well located here for the irritation of my enemies. You and I have much to discuss and plans to make. King Malcolm overwhelms me with skins and vessels of gold and silver, seeking my friendship. He will come to me here. Across the sea, enemies surround me, threatening to undo all I have accomplished. I have shown the utmost care and regard for my subjects but find only deceit and subterfuge.
I have granted you gladly the shires of Essex, Surrey, and Buckingham for your continued loyalty. My hope in giving you the lovely Lady Rowena to wife was only to add to your pleasure as Lord there. I bid you return with me full armed against those who durst move against me. I seek the fealty of your castlemen there by spring next.
William, King of England
Tossing the letter onto the desk, John sighed. The low candle sputtered, spraying small drops of blood-red wax across the parchment. Of course the king wanted their fealty. Nigh on eight years had passed since he’d won the day. Why shouldn’t they accept him as their rightful king? And yet they fought...tooth and nail, they resisted.
Having been with the man since the age of eight, John knew William’s strengths. Tenacity. Persistence. Mercilessness. Even after being crowned as king, William was met with battle after battle as he made inroads throughout the small island. There needed to be a patient Norman presence in each area if William was to keep England as his own. That was the crux. John was to be that presence.
With a heavy heart, John planned his return to England and to his wife. Lady Rowena. The girl he’d been forced to wed three years earlier wasted away in her bitterness toward everything Norman, no doubt. She’d called him Norman scum. Now John would face her again. What epithet would she throw at him?
He’d tried to convince the king to wed her to another but all he’d wanted to talk about was their great conquest over the Saxons. John’s memory of that conquest was of the last man who’d fallen by his sword, the father of the very woman he was forced to marry. The sight of the young Lady Rowena sobbing over her father’s body had sent a spear of guilt through his heart. He’d lost many a good night’s sleep with those memories.
“Do you yield?” John had shouted the question at him, nigh begged him, for the third time while the rest of the Saxon men were rounded up and disarmed by the Norman soldiers. They had already surrendered. The Earl did not seem to understand his words although John spoke perfect English. Instead, the man turned on him.
“I will never yield to you, Norman scum!” Godwinson ran at John with a crazed look in his silver gray eyes, his heavy battle axe raised at the ready. Trying to avoid him, John had been tripped up in his attempt to side-step the man’s attack. The Norman broadsword found its mark in the man’s heart, pushed through by Godwinson’s own impetus as he fell against John.
John’s moan filled his small room, bringing him back to the present. Now, after so much time, what would he find at the castle…the castle that was rightly his? The Saxons had resisted their presence then and they would resist their presence now. The girl’s rage was probably doubled. No—she would be a woman now. John hissed through his teeth in irritation. He should have already taken care of this. He just didn’t know how to do that short of forcing himself on her. He was not going to accept that role for anyone. Instead he’d kept his distance. He wasn’t even sure he remembered what she looked like.
“Do you have to leave now?” So deep in his own thoughts, John hadn’t heard Abigail enter the small room. She sauntered toward him, a smile playing on her full, red lips. Always playing the seductress. Did she think she could actually get him to disobey the king’s orders? He suppressed a smile at the thought. She thought far too much of herself.
Outside, the sun was already casting dark shadows on the stone floor. Damn. He’d meant to be gone by now. No doubt his men waited for him as he sat reminiscing. He snorted and the dark-haired woman frowned in confusion. Without answering, he strode out the door and into the courtyard. Much to his embarrassment, she followed him.
“I’ll make it worth your while to stay.” Abigail said, grabbing at him when he stopped beside his destrier, causing the animal to pull back. Her ample breasts pressed against him and her green eyes sparkled with lusty promises. His men shifted as they stood around him, avoiding his gaze.
“Abigail.” His irritation was rising. He’d explained to her in detail that he had a wife, maybe not a wife of his own choosing, but a wife nonetheless. His own reluctance to go only added to his impatience. A horse whinnied behind him. He would not go against the king. He pulled her away from him, firmly holding her at arm’s length.
“Do not make me send you away from here,” John directed, his jaw tightened in anger.
Pouting. Ah, yes, her favorite ploy. There had never been any promises between them. He allowed her to play the lady of his manor, and she took charge very well. John was so seldom in residence that it was convenient to have her see to things. Although she enjoyed pretending there was more to the relationship, he’d learned at a young age to live without affection and intimacy. It may be a lonely life to some, but it was the one he desired. He snapped his gloves against his thigh impatiently.
“Go back to your sewing, woman.” His voice was menacingly low, but easily heard above the whinnying of the horses that stood saddled and ready, as anxious to be back on the road as his men. “I will have no more of this.”
Releasing his arm, she backed away. Her gaze lowered. “I’m sorry, m’lord. Please forgive my insistence at your expense.”
He narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. This shift from aggressor to victim did not sit well with him. She was truly a master at manipulation.
“You leave me no choice. Perhaps some time at the castle in Rouen would be more to your liking?” Her eyes flashed. He’d hit his mark. Court life was not what she desired when she could be free from oversight here. “Tell me your choice.”
She huffed. “I will return to my room.” John watched her back just long enough to ensure her obedience before pulling on his gloves and facing his men. At attention now, they awaited only a word from him to mount and be off.
“Oh.”
Barely able to hide his annoyance at hearing her voice again, John turned slowly toward Abigail.
“What?” He answered her through clenched teeth.
“When will you return?”
“I will not be returning.” If she’d hoped for a different answer, she was disappointed yet again.
John mounted his horse. His men followed suit. The large retinue headed out through the gates that protected the only place John called home. He didn’t look back at the woman or his manor. Any attachment he had here was tenuous at best as every soldier knew. A fighting man lived from battle to battle, laying his head where his latest conquest was until, God willing, his life ended in honor on the field.



CHAPTER TWO
Rowena stilled her hand, a long length of brown hair looped around it. Seated on the stool beside her small table, she tensed as all the sound around her seemed to stop. Disbelief filled her.
“You did what?” She measured each word as she spoke, her heart sinking in despair.
The younger woman lowered her eyes, cowering in front of her. Her words were barely above a whisper when she answered. “I told them to chop it down.”
“Why, Joan?” Releasing her hair, Rowena stood slowly beside her friend. The betrayal strangled her. “Who told you to do such a thing?” Rowena took a steadying breath. “Go tell them you were wrong.”
“It’s too late, m’lady.” The woman virtually shook and yet Rowena had no words of comfort for her.
“No,” Rowena whispered as her mind went unbidden to the day her parents had returned from their trip to Jerusalem. They were so young and alive.
“A tree?” Rowena at eight years old had been more than a little disappointed by the present her parents brought her from their faraway travels.
“It was no easy trip either.” Her father’s voice echoed in her mind as if he were still with her. Tears slid down Rowena’s cheeks at the memory. She had nourished that tree alongside her mother until the woman had died two years later.
“Go, Joan.” Rowena’s voice broke with desperation as she ordered her maidservant to do her bidding. “Let us hope it is not too late.” Joan sprinted from the room. Perhaps there was a chance the cypress tree could still be saved.
Alone in her bedchamber, Rowena rubbed the crease between her eyes. None of the treasured items from her parents had survived the Norman invasion. Why would they blatantly cut down the tree her mother had lovingly planted? Maybe for the same reason they tried to wash the only remaining Persian rugs with water or the well-worn silken robes with harsh lye soap, and overwater the fig trees. Where she had once found solace from these little mementos of her life before, their absence now left her with only emptiness.
Gone were the comforting arms of a family that loved her and wanted only the best for her. Gone was her dream of finding a strong Saxon man who would love her and give her children. Gone was the hope for a country at peace. Her uncle was the rightful successor to the throne by King Edward’s deathbed decree but the warmongers from across the channel had pushed through their own desires.
Desire! Who needed it? Deep set brown eyes flashed in her mind and she squeezed the brush in her hand until the bristles jabbed into her flesh. Bastards, all of them. Those eyes were the eyes that haunted her nights. Too many years ago, the man had taken away her chance for the life she’d dreamt of. Marrying John of Normandy had made everything else impossible. Even the people who knew her best kept their distance from her after that. They knew she was no longer in charge and showed her little respect. No doubt they questioned her loyalties.
The idea of him touching her had repulsed her then…well maybe not repulsed, and yet when he’d left, leaving her a virgin still, she’d realized he’d condemned her to a life of total solitude. With all her family dead, now she didn’t even have the chance for her own children.
Forcing her mind to stop obsessing on what she had no control of, Rowena determinedly headed down to the garden. Her small hope was dashed when she saw Joan crying by the garden gate. Her eyes filled and the past eight years of useless existence flashed before her eyes. Running to the felled tree, she paid no heed to the dirt that covered her as she threw herself against the exposed rings, each jagged hewn threatening to pierce her through. Deep inside, the tiny thread that had held her together these long years snapped. Dead, everything that mattered in her life was dead. So why did she have to suffer alone with no hope, no comfort, no one to care about her or love her and never even a chance for happiness?
Gentle arms surrounded her and she yielded to the strength of the red-haired man who came to kneel beside her.
“Shhh, Rowena, shhhh.” Arthur’s voice was so comforting, her body leaned in toward him and a longing for any connection tightened in her chest. The smell of sweat and leather was strong, but she just wanted to have him comfort her as she knew he longed to. She wanted release from this insane life of total solitude, of people who did her bidding at their own leisure. Her proud Saxon family was gone. Now she was married to a Norman. Where did her loyalty lie?
“Arthur.” She sobbed his name. “I can’t continue like this.” His big hand stroked her hair and held her tighter. “Why am I still alive when all around me are dead?”
“Hush.” His overtures were meant to comfort her but his quiet gasp told her she’d wounded him with her words. She didn’t want to hurt one of her few remaining allies. He was her only connection to the goings-on of her family property. The only one who patiently answered her endless questions about her property now that she was left uninformed.
Arthur had been ordered to protect the castle by the Normans once he’d sworn his fealty to the king, but she believed Arthur when he told her he truly stayed out of love for her. It was an unrequited love. She was married, after all.
A hysterical laugh made its way up her throat. The virgin wife. The irony of having been wed to a man that left her at the first opportunity was too much. William of Normandy had commanded the nuptials for the good of England, so he’d said. He’d professed the desire to have Saxon and Norman blood mixed so that England could live in prosperity and peace. In order for that to happen, her absent husband would have had to show his face and then some.
Arthur tensed as the laugh erupted and echoed against the stone fence that surrounded the garden. The few people that stood around them shifted uneasily at the sound. His arms tightened around her, the laugh muffled against his shoulder as she fought to gain back her control.
“Rowena,” he said her name like a caress but his beard scraped against her cheek. “Others are watching. Please keep your dignity.”
She knew he was looking out for her, but it felt like a slap in the face. She wanted to pull back and scream at him that she had no dignity left. She’d lost that long ago.
Taking a shaky breath, she pulled herself to standing and looked at the devastation of the tree that had symbolized her last link to who she could have been. If only things had turned out differently. Arthur stood beside her, wearily watching her.
“Burn it.” She ordered it with a strong voice while the tears coursed down her face. Holding her head high, she turned back the way she’d come and paid no heed to those who’d witnessed her meltdown and now stepped aside to let the lady of the manor pass.
* * *
John peeled the leather riding gloves from his hand and shifted the stiff chainmail away from his chest, easing its heaviness. A large cypress tree lay on the ground, surrounded by some castle folk when he’d first entered the well-tended garden. There had been the one woman covered with mud and sweat. He thought he’d stumbled upon some ancient pagan ritual with them grouped seemingly in anticipation around the tree. That wouldn’t have surprised him. These Saxons were such barbarians.
He’d had to get his ear adjusted to the lilting sound of their English words before he could make out what they were saying. He missed the sweet melodious sound of his own language every time he came back to England but truth to tell, he hadn’t been back to this place for many years.
The sound of a woman’s hysterical laughter had drawn him into the garden. He’d tensed, ready to find perhaps a crazed woman but the lithe body that pushed past him, head held high, did not appear crazed to him. His men-at-arms appeared behind him as she shoved rudely past, but John held his hand up. It didn’t matter. This treatment was nothing compared to what he anticipated when he finally found his “wife”.
Arthur approached the group of well-armed men. Recognition took a minute.
“My lord.” The red head dipped down in respect. “Welcome home. We were not expecting you.”
John fought down the urge to laugh. Should he have sent word so the little wife could sharpen her dagger? “Arthur is it?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“We have been traveling non-stop and are near overcome with exhaustion. Can you see to the needs of my men? I will also want to meet with those managing my holdings here.”
“Certainly, my lord.” Arthur signaled to the castle staff whose names John didn’t even know before turning back. “Will you be staying long?”
Sensing the desire for a negative answer, John frowned. “This is my home, Arthur. I will be staying indefinitely.”
He didn’t miss the fleeting expression of anger before the man bowed and walked away.
His men followed Arthur, all but Peter who came to stand beside John. They both watched as Arthur led the group of Norman knights through the garden gate.
“That was strange.” The tall, blonde man scratched his nose as he spoke.
“I thought so, too. What does that man care if I stay or go?”
“I’m afraid the answer is plain. Even after all this time and prosperity that the Saxons have experienced under our king, they still resent our being here.” John’s gut wrenched at the thought. And what would Rowena be like then? Here amongst her own people, festering with continued resentment, she would certainly be a shrew or worse. Wanting to avoid the long-awaited reconciliation, John changed the subject abruptly. “I need a bath.” He turned, wrinkled his nose at his companion and added, “And so do you!”
When the two headed back through the gate, they passed a man entering the garden with an axe. John’s curiosity got the best of him and he stopped to watch. The man went to the felled tree and started breaking it into smaller chunks.
“That was a beautiful tree,” John said under his breath as he approached the man, Peter close behind. “What goes on here?”
John’s tone was friendly but the man jumped at the question.
“I am doing as I was ordered.” The man’s eyes were wide with fear, his bushy gray eyebrows nearly touching his hairline. “I wasn’t the one who chopped it down.”
John was confused by this reaction. “Was there something wrong with the tree?”
“I don’t know.” The man stumbled to stand up, his hand shaking as he held the axe. “What would you have me do, my lord?”
“What is your name?”
“Perceval.”
John couldn’t miss the man’s defensiveness. Turning to Peter, he wasn’t surprised by his own feelings of unease mirrored there. “Well, Perceval, who ordered the tree chopped down?” The pinched face of his sixteen year old bride flashed in his mind. “Was it Lady Rowena?”
“Oh, no, my lord.” The man looked to the left and right, clearly uneasy before he continued, “It was her mother’s tree after all.” His voice was lowered and John sensed reverence in the use of the title.
“Her mother still lives then?”
“No, my lord.” Perceval’s mouth slammed shut. His thin lips pressed tightly together as if he had said quite enough.
His continued silence confirmed it. “She’s dead then?”
The man nodded.
“But it wasn’t Rowena who wanted the tree taken down?”
He shook his head.
“Is Rowena here?”
The man’s jaw dropped unexpectedly as if he’d asked if she’d grown a second head. John turned away to hide his smirk at the comical expression.
Peter stepped forward. “Where can we find her then?”
At the sudden tightness in his chest, John’s humor fled. He was not ready to confront the woman. He didn’t care to know where she was or even what she was doing. Putting his hand on his friend’s arm, he answered for himself. “I’m sure she is within and very busy right now. Thank you for your assistance, Perceval.”
John turned abruptly, and Peter was left to catch up with John.
“Forgive me if I spoke out of turn. Did you not come to see her?”
“I’m not ready for that battle just yet.” John felt like a coward and wanted to redirect his friend before the man asked too many questions. “Check that the horses are taken care of.” He didn’t turn back to see the look on Peter’s face. The man asked too many questions. John didn’t need it common knowledge that he had defied the king by not consummating the marriage. That was not the way to go about mixing Saxon and Norman blood.
Heading in through the nearest door of the castle, he found himself in the kitchen. The sweet smell of baking bread and roasting meat beckoned to him. His stomach growled in response. The room was dark except for the firelight and it took a minute for his eyes to adjust. The huge size of the room bespoke of the size of the castle he would now need to call home. The nameless workers scattered within spoke of the challenge he’d face winning them over as the new Norman lord. Winning over his wife would be the biggest challenge, but one he’d prefer to continue to avoid.



CHAPTER THREE
When the Norman knight strode into the kitchen, Rowena’s breath caught in her throat. It was her husband. He’d filled out since she’d last seen him. Pain filled her heart. She turned to leave but halted at the sound of his voice.
“You, there.” His commanding tone raised her hackles as she turned to face him. She couldn’t help but be impressed by his stature and the way he commanded the room when he entered. When she saw he was speaking to the cook, she let out the breath she’d been holding. She continued through the Great Hall that was now full of Norman soldiers, their guttural voices polluting the air with that dreaded language. Her fists clenched at her side, she headed toward the stairs. A burly man stepped in front of her, blocking her way. He was barely out of his youth, still a boy really, and her resentment grew.
“Step aside, sir.” She was aghast at his audacity. “You are a guest in my home, and I expect you to behave as such.”
He stepped back, his hands raised in surrender. A great roar of laughter erupted around her. Her face flushed.
“Ohhh, excuse me, my lady.” She didn’t miss the sarcastic tone or the way his eyes assessed her.
“As lady of the manor—” He guffawed to the enjoyment of the men around him. “Can you draw me a bath?”
She knocked his hand away before he was able to grab at her bodice.
“How dare you.” Her voice roughened with outrage.
In her own castle, she wasn’t even safe. Looking around at the eyes upon her, waiting to see the man’s next move, she realized these barbarians were enjoying making a laughing stock out of her. A cry of alarm from the outer bailey had the men scrambling through the door, swords at their side, leaving her alone once again. She didn’t hesitate but went directly to the safety of her room. She leaned against the closed door, and her heart pounded through her chest. Her husband had no use for her but apparently didn’t feel he needed to restrict his men. Bastard!
What was she to do now? Her wayward husband had returned. Why? What did he want? Glancing down at her soiled gown, she was appalled at her appearance. She looked like a peasant. He couldn’t find her in this state. After pulling the service dress over her head, she stood in her chemise when a knock sounded on the door.
“Who is it?” Her heart pounded so loudly she had to ask the question again, her hands holding the gown tightly to her chest.
“Joan, my lady.”
“Enter.” She turned around, throwing the gown to the floor. “Help me find something suitable to wear.”
Joan went to the chest in front of the window and pulled out the brown dress. “The man said the tree was diseased.”
It took a minute for Rowena to register what Joan was talking about. So much had happened in such a short period of time and the return of her husband had sent her into a maelstrom. She sat on the bed and faced her friend. “Why? Why would they need to chop it down?”
Joan’s rounded eyes glistened, the gown crushed against her chest. “They said it was diseased and would kill everything else in the garden. We’ve had such a rough growing season…the drought.” As the tears spilled down her cheek, Rowena was moved by the woman’s utter desolation. “I didn’t even think about it being from your mother.”
Rowena took Joan in her arms as she cried. “Shhh, it’s all right.” She stroked Joan’s long blonde hair. “I forgive you, my dear. It was probably for the best then.”
Although her servant, this woman had been a solid friend to Rowena since before the Normans came. Joan had known and loved her parents. Their shared past made a strong bond between them. She hated to see her so upset.
“No.” Joan pulled her blotched, red face away from Rowena. “No, my lady, the man lied.”
“What do you mean?”
“That tree had nothing wrong with it.”
Rowena stood a little taller. Someone had intentionally ripped the last piece of her parents away from her. No, perhaps someone just didn’t care for the tree and wanted it removed. “Who was the man?”
“It was a Norman solider.”
In her mind’s eye she again saw those brown eyes and for the first time they were accompanied by the knowledge of what the man looked like now. Had he ordered the tree removed? She hadn’t even known he was here. Clearly he hated her. That wasn’t news. When he’d left the same afternoon they were wed, she’d known how much he despised her.
Shame flooded back to her. In this very bed she had waited, covered with nothing but her mother’s white robe from her own wedding. Rowena had been ready to receive her husband as was her duty as his wife. All night she waited, with time to think and imagine what it would be like. To be overcome with anxiety. She wanted to be repulsed by him but knew she was luckier than most. He was easy on the eye. Many women met their husbands on their wedding day but they had their wedding night. She did not.
The memory of that total humiliation fueled the rage that shook through her body, the pain as fresh as if it had just happened. Now he’s entered her castle and gets to decides what else may live or die? Oh, no, that was not the way of it. Rowena had been playing dead long enough.
“No, Joan, not the brown one. The blue gown.”
Surprise widened the woman’s eyes. Rowena hadn’t worn the blue bliaut in quite a while. It used to be when she heard the king was making his rounds that she would dress according to her station. She’d be beside herself trying to look her best in the hope that her husband would be among his retinue. All her preparations were for naught. The king would politely acknowledge her and take the men aside to discuss business. Her husband was never with them.
Except for his warm brown eyes, she hadn’t really remembered what John looked like. When she saw him walk into the kitchen, she was surprised at how it all came back to her. She had been horrified that the king would choose her husband even though she knew it was his right with her father dead. Up until that time, she had been left to her own devices. Although no longer allowed to act as chatelaine, she did what she could to see to the workings within the castle. Arthur had been given the duty that should have been hers. Admittedly, she didn’t understand the sudden urgency in seeing her marry and to a Norman no less.
She had acted atrociously, and her cheeks burned at the memory. But John had been so kind to her. He had been patient with her outbursts and even protected her from the man who would have beaten her, the same man who threatened her just prior to entering the chapel. She knew now that the man had been telling her a lie when he said the Normans shared their women. She had certainly overreacted.
No longer. Now she would prepare herself as the noble Saxon woman she was. She came from strong stock, and her husband should see her at her best rather than in turmoil afeared for what evil would befall her. He was blessed not only by the titles bestowed upon him at their joining but also by a generous and loving wife. If given a chance, she would be sure he knew that.
Childish dreams of love and family that she’d shared with her closest friend while snuggled beneath the covers on cold winter nights, no longer brought her to tears. Kate had married a strong, handsome Saxon as they had each expected to. Rowena had not, but if she really needed physical love, Arthur had let her know that she need only say the word. Her strong faith, however, didn’t allow for such a thing as adultery. Vows made before God were to be kept.
Naked in the middle of the room, Rowena decided she needed a bath and sent Joan off to accommodate her request. In the small mirror she assessed herself. She didn’t look her age, though still a maiden, nineteen was a bit past her prime. Her waist was still small and her breasts were firm. From behind, she saw her derriere was perhaps more womanly. The knock at the door sent her scurrying behind the intricately decorated wooden screen beside the fire.
“Enter.”
Joan moved through the door balancing a tub in her arms with a long retinue of strong, young boys carrying steaming buckets in her wake. The moment the door closed behind the last boy, Rowena submerged herself in the lavender scented water. Within a short time she was relaxing, enjoying the feel of Joan’s firm fingertips massaging her scalp.
“The place is full of Normans this morning.” Joan had much to say.
Rowena just listened.
“They run very big.”
Rowena laughed at that.
“Your husband is here also.”
Tensing at the statement, she waited but Joan had apparently run out of things to say.
“Did he ask for me?”
Joan sloshed the water over her head before she answered.”I didn’t hear anything like that.”
“But you saw him? With his men?” Rowena spurted the water out of her face as she spoke.
“He was going into the study with Arthur.” Joan dowsed her head again.
Sitting up suddenly, Rowena considered whether any good could come out of Arthur spending time with her wayward husband. No.
“How did Arthur look?”
“Arthur is a handsome man.” Joan scrubbed Rowena’s back roughly as she answered. “How do you think he looked?”
Rowena turned slowly to face the irritating woman. She narrowed her eyes to make her point. “I do not believe for one minute that you do not understand exactly what I am asking you.”
The blonde’s answer was to douse Rowena one more time. Sputtering through her hair now matted to her face, Rowena said, “Oh, you wait, young lady!”
Joan, her eyes twinkling with the mischief she was causing, stood up at the same time as Rowena. Rowena just barely caught the towel thrown at her.
“I will get you back!” Rowena called after her maid who quickly raced away, leaving Rowena to step out of the tub herself.
Joan’s laughter resounded down the hall.
Smiling to herself, Rowena was rubbing her body dry when the woman returned.
“Back for more are you?” Rowena’s smile quickly evaporated when she found John in the open doorway. Crossing his arms about his chest, his frank appraisal caused her to hold her breath. The towel did very little to shield her nakedness from him as his eyes traveled the length of her, from her bare legs all the way up to her dripping wet hair. Feeling like a horse at auction, she bit her bottom lip while her heart pounded even faster. She glanced up. The appreciation on his face gave her a little thrill.
“But I haven’t had any.” His eyes turned dark as he walked into the room, closing the door firmly behind him. “You seem to be left without assistance.”
“My handmaiden just left.” Looking down at her toes, she could feel her body flush from his gaze. “If you would allow me a moment, I co—”
“No, need.” His voice was quiet and low. His eyes on her breasts made her more aware that her own breathing had returned as her chest rose and fell. “If I may be so bold…?”
Rowena could not refuse her husband, whatever he intended. “As you wish, my lord.”
“Oh, yes, I do wish.” He licked his lips as he started toward her, a knowing smile spread across his face.
“It will please me greatly to…assist you.” He stepped closer, reaching for the cloth she reluctantly released to him, leaving her completely exposed. “We wouldn’t want you to get cold.”
She bit her lower lip. He couldn’t be expecting her to converse with him while he stood fully clothed and she was completely naked? A glance at his face confirmed his thoughts were not about conversing but of desire. His gaze moved along her body like a caress, no detail of her left untouched.
Rubbing her shoulder with the thick cloth, he leaned in closer, his breath warm against her cheek. Unexpectedly, her senses tuned in to him as if he were the only thing that existed.
When she was just sixteen years old she had stood in the family chapel making vows before the French bishop and God, taking this man as her husband. Despite being forced into the marriage, she had taken those vows to heart. She had waited for this, waited for him to come to her and show her what it was to be a married woman. His consideration despite how she’d acted made her trust he would be gentle. Her stomach fluttered at the thought of finally feeling his touch.
He worked the towel slowly down her arm but his eyes were now on her face, her lips. The heat from his body spoke of his need and she almost welcomed it. As he reached to dry the other arm, his hand grazed her breast. His gaze followed suit. Unwilling to look him directly in the eye, she fixed her eyes on his lips. He rubbed them together as if in anticipation.
My husband desires me.
It sounded sweet in her mind after so many years of his absence. So many years of endless nights. She’d longed to be made into a wife in truth, and this man, her husband, was beyond handsome with his broad expanse of chest, strong arms and firm body. Her breath caught in her throat at the sudden longing that surged through her.
Rowena nearly jumped out of her skin when his rough hand slid down her bare side and pulled her gently against him. A shiver of anticipation ran down her spine and shot through her body like a bolt of lightning. When he finally kissed her, she closed her eyes, convinced she was running out of air.
His mouth was warm and pleasurable, and his tongue insistently coaxed her to open up to its invasion. His caresses were hot on her skin where his hands slipped under her breasts, fondling, then slid around to grasp and lift the same derriere she’d thought just adequate. He seemed to think it was splendid, and molded her tight up against him. Her body melted into him in response. Heat spread up through her core and she moaned. For better or for worse, her husband had come to make good his vows.
* * *
If he’d had aught to drink, John would have believed he was drunk. The sight of this sensual creature was making a mockery of his tightly held desires. He needed to leave not gawk at this stranger. This was unseemly. But he could not. Not knowing who she was seemed of little importance to his urgent need to have her.
Wetting his lips, he was ready for whatever she offered with her Siren’s call. He wanted to take her and bury himself in her till morning. Her skin was slick and soft. Her full breasts begged for his attention, heavy in his hand. He pulled her close. Her taut nipples pressed through his tunic. He coaxed her lips apart, dipping his tongue into the warm recesses of her mouth. He teased her tongue, urging it deeper into his mouth, and at the sound of her moan, his own desire grew, his senses reeling.
“Oh, my lady, you are like a ripe peach ready to be plucked.”
Assaulting her with his mouth, he suckled her, grazing her with his teeth. Her quickening breath urged him on. He pressed her firmly against his length, molding her to him, her every curve fitting perfectly. Kissing her deeply, he rubbed her hips against him, conveying his urgency.
“I want to fill you.”
Bending slightly, John slid his hand along her satiny thigh and stroked her center lightly at first, then delving deeper and deeper. She was damp with desire, begging him to take her, but her tightness gave him pause. Looking down into her face, her eyes were closed and her lips were slightly parted. She was thoroughly aroused. Slowly he caressed her, mesmerized by the apparent pleasure she was taking from him. His own deep moan surprised him when his passion-numbed mind finally registered the implication of her tightness.
“My love,” his voice was horse with the struggle to keep his passion from overwhelming her, “please tell me you are not a virgin.”
Her eyes flew open and he was pierced by a pair of silver gray eyes, first confused and then accusing.
“Of course I am a virgin.”
His wife! How stupid could he be to not have recognized those eyes?
She shoved him away and ran to the bed. Pulling her gown up to hide her nakedness, she turned on him. “Who did you think that I was?”
John was near to bursting with desire for her, and the reality that this beautiful, passionate woman was his wife cut him to the quick. Her own eyes cried out in pain at his callous advances against her, and he knew it was only a matter of time before the screaming banshee he’d left alone all these years reared her ugly head. But she was his wife. He could have her if he wanted. The fact made him brazen.
“I know you to be my wife.”
“You know me not.” Her voice was tight.
“I have been remiss.” John could afford to apologize, he was desperate to have her. “Let me rectify the situation.”
He stepped toward her but stopped short his advance. Her supple lips, sweet as honey but a moment before, were pressed into a hard line. She dragged in a shaky breath. Her hand trembled where she clutched her gown tightly against her breasts.
“Are you such a lecher to come across a naked woman and force yourself on her?”
“Methinks you were not being forced.”
“So you seduce naked women you do not even know?”
“No!” He bellowed his answer, dragging his hand through his hair, but his defense would not hold up. He didn’t know her as his wife…and he was seducing her. “That is not my way.”
“Methinks your way is more than clear.”
“No,” John’s voice was quiet again. How could he convince her he was not like other men? “You called out to me as sure as a Siren’s song.”
She shook her head, her lips in a tight smile. “So now you are a hero that legends are written of?”
He searched her face before he spoke, “I came across a beautiful woman I would rather die than not have.”
Her lips parted with her quiet gasp, her silver eyes rounded with the longing he’d sensed in her response to him.
John stepped toward her and continued, “I was a drowning man and you were refreshing water.”
Rowena seemed to lean toward him as well.
A knock at the door startled him, breaking the spell.
“Who is it?” They responded at the same time.
After a long pause, a woman’s timid voice answered. “It is Joan.”
“Come in.” Rowena’s voice held a note of desperation.
“Go away!” John commanded.
At the sound of the retreating steps, a crest-fallen look swept across Rowena’s face. He had hurt her yet again. But she was not screaming at him or beating his chest. She glanced at the ground.
John fought the need to take her into his arms and finish what he’d started. His hands clenched at his sides to stop from reaching out to her.
Her eyes finally met his, the look of longing replaced by anger. “Why have you come back?”
“I have come to be your husband.”
“Why?”
Because the king ordered me here...but now I want you in truth.
“Because we are wed,” he said.
He walked toward the bed and tried not to notice her tensing.
“Sit.” He settled himself on the bed and indicated the spot beside him. “We have things to discuss.”
“Is that why you came in here? To talk?” There was an edge of bitterness in her tone, and she remained where she was. He was immensely glad she didn’t know he hadn’t been looking for her at all but for her man, Arthur.
“I have wronged you, my lady.” He took her hand, and she didn’t resist. He pulled her gently toward him, looking up into her eyes. “Verily.”
She sat beside him finally, a bit farther away than he would have liked. He glanced at her hand, caressing it as he spoke, her skin so soft beneath his calloused fingers. “Would you always have been willing as my wife?”
She gasped at his hard words but he needed to know. There was a long wait for her answer. “I take my vows to heart.” Her voice sounded small. “As my husband, you have rights.”
His gut wrenched at her admission. He had been a coward, but no more. He looked her squarely in the eyes. “I have rights as your husband…but I would prefer that you would give willingly.”
“My lord, I believe I have been exceedingly willing with you. Speak plain. What is it you want from me really?”
He traced his fingers lightly up her arm to her shoulder, her silky skin responding with tiny goose bumps. Slowly, he urged her closer, pushing his advance. She stiffened in response, but he chiseled away at her resistance with gentle kisses, along her cheek, her jaw, willing her closer to him.
“Please.” Her voice was quiet.
He pulled back reluctantly, tamping down his desire. “Shall we talk first?”
The knock at the door startled them both.
“Who is it?” John’s voice was harsh.
“Arthur.”
Color spread across her face.
“Not now, Arthur.” John’s voice brooked no discussion and yet the man’s footsteps did not retreat and a few seconds later there was another knock.
“My lady?” Arthur’s voice sounded concerned and gentle.
John watched Rowena’s color deepen when she opened her mouth to answer. He was filled with some heretofore unknown emotion. He interrupted whatever she might have said with his command. “Go away, Arthur.”
This time footsteps led away from the door. They were alone again.
“You have grown into a beautiful woman.” His finger traced her cheek as he spoke quietly, her high color receding. With his lips close to her ear, he whispered, “I find you much to my liking.” He put his lips against her cheek, and his hand slid up the gown she still gripped.
She released the garment.
His body responded with anticipation. With the tip of his tongue, he traced her luscious red lips. So sweet. Her breath fell soft against his mouth. He opened his eyes slightly and was surprised to find her watching him. “Let me love you now, Rowena.”
“How do I know you speak the truth? How do I know you do not often sneak into women’s chambers?”
“Because I am here, not somewhere else. My desire is for you and you alone.” He spoke the truth but could not prove it was so.
“Not so on our wedding night.”
“I was Norman scum to you.” Her jaw dropped, clearly mortified at the reminder of her own words, true though they were. “I thought you might kill me in my sleep.”
“I had just been told that I would be shared by your men.”
John pulled back, distressed at the obvious lie. “Who told you such a thing?”
The only reason for the lie would have been to frighten her. It had worked.
“The guard who brought me into the church, John.”
It was the first time she’d said his name, and it brought him pleasure to hear it from her lips.
“I beg your forgiveness.” She stared blankly back at him as he spoke. “I had no idea you were being so cruelly treated. It was not our intent.”
“Your intent was only to force my marrying you so that you could leave me here to rot away of old age?”
That hadn’t been his intent but rather his reaction to her crazed behavior. Her point was well taken. If he had known of her mistreatment, things would have progressed quite differently.
“Clearly we have both wronged you—William in his choice of husband for you and myself in abandoning you.”
He wanted to take her and show her how repentant he really was, but her eyes flashed a warning. He had missed his golden opportunity. She was now wiser and it would be an uphill battle for him to gain her acquiescence again.
“I believe William knew what he wanted when he forced this marriage upon us. You on the other hand, I have no sympathy for.”
In all her bare splendor she stood beside him.
His breath caught in his throat. She was perfection in every sense, and he was a very blessed man. His hand itched to pull her back to him, but she continued behind the wooden screen.
“You may leave now and please send Joan to me,” she said.
Duly chastised, he grinned at her commanding tone. The screen, however, did nothing to suppress his knowledge of every detail of the beauty that stood on the other side and the longing it enflamed. John tamped down his desire. For now.
“I will get Joan for you, my lady, and thereafter you will attend me at supper.”
* * *
When the door closed behind her husband, Rowena slid to the small stool, still shaking at her bold behavior. He had allowed her to walk away from him when she had feared he would pull her back to him. She knew it and he knew it. That he would be returning for her said it all. He would return for her and…expect what? Was he going to stay and be her husband in every way? Was he going to expect her to share her bed with him? After all this time, she wasn’t sure what she wanted. He had walked away from her and left her alone. Not just alone but untouchable as his wife.
“Humph.” She had crumbled under his attention after determining to be strong and show him she had no need for him. Did she need him after all?
Rubbing her arms, she could still feel the heat from his body and her own response to it. That had taken her aback. She had been treating this as a child’s game. If he did not want her, then she wanted him even less. But in his arms she had come alive, feeling things she’d never imagined. She wanted more.
She smiled. It appeared the attraction was mutual.
“My lady, what has happened here?”
Rowena stood behind the screen, startled from her thoughts by Joan’s entrance.
“Are you well? Arthur was beside himself. Please come out and show me you are well.”
“Calm yourself. I am not clothed and wish to dress for dinner. Will you assist me?”
Joan’s look of worry quickly turned to a knowing smile when she came around the screen to help her with the gown. Her presumptuous expression made Rowena bite her lip to keep from smiling. Yes, her husband found her pleasing. There. It was out and even Joan knew it. How much Joan knew would be left up to her imagination. That was until Rowena saw the mark that held Joan’s attention. A love bite. Proof of what had transpired or almost transpired.
“You can stop smiling.” Rowena tightened her lips to convey her disapproval. “I am a virgin still.”
Joan’s crestfallen face was almost comical except that it really wasn’t. The whole situation was intolerable. Well, Rowena would find out this night if the man who was her husband was worthy of the title. If he was, she would commence with the bedding and that would be the end of that. The massive jolt of heated desire that shot up through her body made her catch her breath. Well, she would just have to ignore that for now. She just wasn’t sure if she could.



CHAPTER FOUR
John’s patience was growing thin. As Peter had been chatting on about horses and soldiers for nigh an hour, his desire for his wife did not diminish. Where was Rowena?
“You can just tell me to shut up,” Peter raised one eyebrow as he spoke.
John had no time to placate the man. “Continue,” he ordered as he took another swallow of the local mead. Its bitterness reminded him of sweeter nectar he would prefer to taste. What was taking her so long? He’d gone to escort her down and been told she was not ready. The audacious way the servant spoke to him had left him with much to say in response and yet when he’d opened his mouth to speak his mind, he recalled of the wrong done Rowena and chose to walk away. Now he was left waiting for her.
“You’re as antsy as a bridegroom.”
If only you knew, my friend. John scowled in response.
Peter finally gave up and walked away which left John to pace in front of the roaring fire, his patience lessening by the minute. He was relieved that the large group of people milling around the Great Hall did not approach him to welcome the long awaited Norman lord. He wanted to be left alone…preferably with his wife. The mead he’d been drinking was affecting his composure. Thoughts of her flying through the window, rushing out the garden door, and hiding away in the night had him ready to crack. What could possibly take her this long?
The memory of a much younger Rowena hanging on to her father’s body flashed in his mind. Every detail, the smell of the dying, the sound of the horses whining to avoid the carnage, the call of the soldiers as they dragged the few survivors back to camp, it all came to life again. He did not deserve to be with this woman. If she ever learned of his part in her father’s death, she would never forgive him.
The sight of the woman adorned in a gown of blue velvet drove all concerns out of his mind and took his breath away. She was beautiful, truly beautiful. Her dark hair spread about her shoulders was encircled by a thin silver wreath around her head. His gaze worked its way down her elegant neck to a tightly fitted bodice adorning those lovely breasts to a narrowed waist and the sweep of a skirt that hid her other treasures he could still feel the touch of. A tightening in his trews had him clearing his throat as he quickly crossed the distance to take her hand. Arthur was already beside her but withdrew when John offered her his arm and escorted her to the head table, his gaze holding hers.
“My lady, you look beautiful.” Leaning closer to her ear, he whispered, “Like a ripe peach.” Her smell was intoxicating and his desire for her easily outweighed his hunger. This would be a long meal.
* * *
John’s breath against Rowena’s neck sent a shiver down her spine. Knowing now how easily she could be distracted, she fought to keep her head. Those who’d been waiting for the new lord of the manor acknowledged him with some excitement when he entered, Rowena at his side. John accepted their respectful greetings as if he’d always been such a high ranking lord yet Joan had said he was only a knight.
“My lord,” a burly man with a ruddy complexion bowed overly long before them, causing his face to turn even redder. “Accept the greetings of a distant friend. I am Mort of Bedgrove near Aylesbury, at your service.”
“And what would that service be?” John paused beside the extravagantly dressed man. It was not a man Rowena had ever seen before. John’s mouth twitched with humor as he seemed to take in all the fine silk, silver bells and feather adornments in one glance.
The man bowed again before answering. “My lord…” Stepping closer, the man was a head shorter than John but he managed to look him directly in the face when he answered. “Whatever service that you might need.”
John’s humor fled. Rowena sensed a sudden tension between the two men. Their eyes were locked as if sizing each other up. His arm finally relaxed where her fingers lay lightly atop it. Smiling, he tipped his head in acknowledgment and continued on.
Finally reaching the far center wall, John and Rowena took their seats at the long table. It was covered with a clean cloth and adorned with small bunches of the last flowers from the garden. The scene was festive and Rowena’s own spirits seemed to lift as well. It was a time to celebrate. The long awaited lord had finally returned. There would be time later to find out what that would mean to her. For her people, it was time for celebration. A time for peace.
Once everyone settled, three young girls came out of the kitchen with the first removes. The red-haired one, Ruth, made a beeline for their table and Rowena clenched her jaw. John was served first. Rowena did not miss the provocative way the cook’s daughter looked at him, or her saucy smile when she filled his cup of mead. Dipping her shoulder so her tunic fell open, she gave him an eyeful.
“Ruth.” Finally getting her attention, Rowena shot the serving girl a look of disapproval. “I think you are needed in the kitchen. Send someone else to see to our needs.”
Ruth tossed her red hair over her shoulder in a huff as she sashayed away. Rowena would need to address this behavior. It was unbecoming. If it meant replacing Ruth entirely, so be it. She’d have to find work elsewhere. Having already found her once in a compromising situation was bad enough. Rowena should have gotten rid of her then. She’d only kept her on at her mother’s appeal.
The memory of Ruth up against the wall, her skirts bunched up at her waist, and the grunting soldier having at her, flashed in Rowena’s mind. She’d wondered at Ruth’s expression. Her eyes had been closed and she appeared to be quite enjoying herself. Yet it looked so brutish. Heat spread quickly up Rowena’s face as she remembered her own response to her husband’s intimate touch. Would it be like that for her? Would she enjoy her husband like Ruth seemed to enjoy every man?
Glancing at John, Rowena was relieved to see he paid no heed to the girl’s behavior. He did not watch her as she walked away, and he didn’t seem to notice her blatant invitation. Yes, Ruth definitely had to go.
The meal was eaten with the new apple wine Rowena had chosen. The assortment of breads, meats and pies was plentiful. The mead and cider flowed without restraint. All seemed relaxed, happy even. At the tables grouped with eight and ten people each, there was an easy exchange as they talked amongst themselves and the noise level rose as the amount of drink increased. The Normans, however, sat off by themselves and spoke more quietly. They were soldiers after all. Rowena tried to squelch her uneasiness at this realization.
Wondering if John noticed the subdued behavior of his men, she was startled to find his gaze running over her body. Her own breath quickened. It felt as if he were actually touching her. The memory of his touch had left a lasting impression. He wet his lips before taking his goblet to his mouth, opening it right before the cold metal touched his lips. The movement along his throat as he drank mesmerized her. She found herself wanting to put her lips there, to taste him. She looked away. She could never be so bold.
Her response to his looks was quite disconcerting. She cleared her throat.”How do you find your manor after your long absence, my lord?”
John eyebrows shot up. She hadn’t meant to find fault...or maybe she did.
“I was taken aback to find you do not care for the stores and such. Is there a reason you refuse to act as is your right as my wife?”
Her mouth opened slightly at the lie. “My lord, I have been given no such leave. Your king replaced me as chatelaine on his first visit here.”
John searched her face before correcting her. “Our king.”
“Yes.” Rowena dropped her gaze. A slip of the tongue.
“You would accept this position then?”
She looked up but hesitated, not wanting to overstep her bounds. “It would give me great pleasure to be in charge of the running of the castle.”
“Then run it you shall.”
Rowena nibbled at her lip to hide her smile. Since the Normans had come, no one obeyed her unless they wanted to. The king had never come to meet with her but instead with those he had put in charge of her. Now John was giving her back her rightful place. Things were progressing better than she had hoped.
The young girl, Sarah, had replaced Ruth and was in front of the table offering a basket of almond-stuffed dates dripping with honey. Rowena returned her genuine smile. She was a lovely child. Serving the lord and lady was a big responsibility.
Offering the sweets to the new lord, Sarah’s face fell as he declined with a shake of his hand.
“Oh, yes, please.” Rowena hurriedly accepted the sweet. Sarah beamed in appreciation and moved on to the next table.
Rowena put the treat to her mouth and took a small bite. The honey smeared her lips. Quickly, John was leaning toward her, pulling her close. He licked her lips before kissing her. He was so tender that she was moved by the gesture and leaned into him, wanting the kiss to continue.
The burst of applause from those present in the hall surprised Rowena. She smiled in answer when they separated at last. Not all present looked happy with their display of affection. Noticing John had not yet moved away, she realized he was waiting for another kiss. She kissed him chastely. He frowned but pulled back.
The young man on her left caught her eye. He sat against the wall, his clay whistle on his lap. He had a small smile and looked at her expectantly. It was Cedric, the performer. Too shy to come to the table himself, he was apparently hoping Rowena would intervene on his behalf. She did not disappoint. Trying not to smile at his bashfulness, she turned back toward John.
“My lord…” Catching him unguarded, she was taken aback by the look of sadness she saw there. It passed so quickly, she wondered if she had imagined it.
“My lady?”
A ripple of delight washed over her at the title. She glanced away to hide her pleasure.
“Our performer tonight is a bit shy and hoping you would enjoy hearing his songs,” she said. “He is very good. Will you address him?”
She tipped her head slightly indicating the man.
“Please.” John smiled warmly at the performer and stood, facing those in hall. “Friends and visitors, let us rejoice in the blessing of music that God has given us by listening to…” realizing he didn’t know the man’s name, his composure fell slightly and he looked to Rowena to complete the introduction. “Rowena?”
“Cedric.”
“Cedric.” John lifted his cup.
Applause broke out with murmurs of excitement as the man stepped into the middle of the hall. A sudden hush fell like a blanket over the hall in anticipation of the entertainment as Cedric produced one long note from his whistle then cleared his throat. No longer the shy young man, he took over the music with confidence, having nothing more than his voice and a whistle.
Lifting his strong, clear voice, he told the story of the fallen soldier. He had been killed by an arrow and left to die alone by his companions. While he suffered the inevitable, it was a fallow deer that came to be with him. The story was enchanting and one of Rowena’s favorites. She brushed away a tear and clapped enthusiastically. Cedric blushed as he bowed low. Next taking up his whistle, the pleasant music increased the peaceful mood that fell over the hushed crowd.
John wiped at her cheek, his touch light. “That song brought tears?”
Rowena dipped her head, shrugging a shoulder. “I think it is a lovely story. ‘Tis all.”
“Ah, my wife has great sentiment.” He took her hand in his. “I will remember that.”
The way he held her hand was comforting. She felt suddenly less alone.
“What was the commotion in the yard earlier?” she asked John in a hushed tone without looking directly at him. The quiet sound of the whistle filled the cavernous space.
“Your men are not accustomed to the size of our war horses. They were frightened.” Even with his soft tone his disdain was apparent.
She stilled and considered why his words sounded insulting. Glancing at the soldiers’ table again, she saw the man who had accosted her in the hall. He was not looking at her now. In fact, he looked as if he were being ostracized by the other men.
“Who is that man sitting by himself?” Her eyes stayed on him while John looked to see who she meant.
“He is a new man. I believe his name is Stephen. He is from the king’s family.”
Her eyes narrowed as she spoke, “He forced his attention on me in the hall this morning.”
“What? You must be wrong!” John stood before she realized his intent. “Stephen. Come here.” His voice was suddenly that of the lord of the manor. Cedric ceased his playing. Unsure what had happened, he looked at the others around the hall. They were watching the new lord to see what the commotion was.
Stephen’s behavior said it all. The reluctant way he rose. His downcast eyes. The way he didn’t acknowledge the others at his own table. This was a guilty man.
“My lord.” Stephen bowed stiffly before John and Rowena.
“I understand you have met my wife? The Lady Rowena?”
The man had the decency to look chagrinned but avoided her gaze. “My lord, I am afraid I have offended your lady. I was very forward with her earlier thinking she was a peasant woman. I would ask that you forgive me for this show of disrespect.”
Rowena was taken aback by the sudden show of respect given her, by a Norman no less. Or was it just while she was actually with him? In truth, the man should not have been harassing any of her women, peasant or not. She took a sip of wine and waited for her husband’s response.
“I don’t know how you deal with woman in Blois, Stephen, but we are not forward with women… any women. It is much more rewarding to have a willing woman than one who disdains your advances. Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord, I beg your forgiveness.”
John spoke louder to include his men seated at the table to his right when he answered. “Peter, Ronald and Louis shall have a reprieve from their nightly guard duties since I believe Stephen here would like to assist them. Am I correct?”
Stephen of Blois bowed deeply. “You are correct.”
The man walked stiffly away and Rowena wondered about any repercussions from this show in her defense. Her experience was that the Normans had a deep dislike for the Saxons. None of her women ever ventured out alone. An empty alley could easily turn into the perfect place for an attack. It seemed a very ungracious way for the victors to behave. Would not protecting their new conquests have been more chivalrous?
Raising his hand for Cedric to continue, John’s reassuring smile seemed to cause a collective sigh of relief. No trouble here. He sat down and continued to keep an eye on his men.
Stephen was quickly included back but no one spoke directly to him. The other soldiers handed him the meat and wine. His conscience clear, he was now able to eat.
Rowena felt a glow of pride in her husband. He had not been accepting of the behavior she had been treated to. He was showing himself to be a fair man, a good leader.
The long note signaled the end of the piece and Cedric’s performance was met with sincere appreciation. The crowd clapped and lifted their mugs to him. He lifted his whistle and bowed in acknowledgement. Addressing the lord and lady, he bowed formally before leaving the hall.
“Would you have been so quick to my defense on our wedding night had you known that the king’s guard had fondled me and promised to make use of me when you were done?”
She wanted to know but regretted the question as soon as it was spoken.
John choked on his wine, Peter quickly walked over to pat his liege lord on the back. “What ails you?”
John shook his head as he struggled to stop the spasms down his throat. “Enough, Peter. Sit.”
Peter’s eyes on Rowena were surprisingly untrusting. She glanced down at her cup.
Wiping his face, John turned toward her. “You must have misunderstood. You were distraught.”
She tightened her jaw and faced him. He did seem sincere in what he was suggesting.
“I promise you, I understood. His filthy hands on my breasts did much to make me understand.”
“No,” John shook his head vehemently. “This would be reprehensible. It cannot be true.”
Rowena felt her face turn red in anger. She rose from the bench.
“I do not appreciate being called a liar by anyone, my lord.”
Her head held high, she made her way across the hall. His accusation felt like a knife to her heart. She would never lie about such a thing as that, and she was mistaken to believe he was chivalrous. She needed to get away from him so that she could think. She just hoped her thoughts would not be about him.



CHAPTER FIVE
John knew his words offended Rowena, but he could not believe what she said. To make such an accusation against William’s man was outrageous. He watched as she stiffly crossed the hall to the stairs, the slight sway of her hips a reminder of how he hoped the meal would end. Instead she was angry with him again.
John planned to win Rowena with his charming ways, but instead she’d earned his regard by showing herself to be a gently raised woman with compassion for even younglings. The look of disappoint that swept across the face of the young serving girl made him regret his unkind dismissal. But before he’d been able to remedy the situation, Rowena’s enthusiasm had brought a smile back to the child’s face. His urge to kiss his thoughtful wife had been more than a lustful show of ownership. He’d been overwhelmed by her consideration for those beneath her station. The bard was the same.
When she dismissed the lusty kitchen servant, he liked that she was staking a claim on him. It gave him hope. Now this.
Closing his eyes in frustration, he fought to control his own ardor at the mere thought of her. She required his patience. He could win her over. The knowledge that the king required consummation, and John now whole-heartedly agreed, made biding his time a tactic he’d prefer not to use.
Across the dimly lit hall, he saw a man quickly follow up the stairs Rowena had just ascended. Her man-at-arms? Arthur? Unaware that he had risen from the table until Peter stood at his side, John’s disbelief quickly turned into an even stronger emotion. Betrayal.
“John, what is amiss?” Tracking his gaze, Peter reacted as any friend would. “That man is certainly always underfoot isn’t he?”
“Isn’t he, though?” John’s tossed his cup down and stalked across the hall. Silence fell over the room but John could not think clearly. What was Arthur doing following his wife? Why would the king’s guard molest her? None of this made sense but if Arthur was who John was beginning to believe him to be, there would be bloodshed this very night.
Peter stood at John’s elbow before he reached the stairs. “Please, calm yourself before you go up there.”
His voice landed on John’s ears as if through a fog. He would not wait. “Step aside. You do not understand.”
“Perhaps I do.” Peter dragged at his arm, his voice quiet. “I have kept your secret about Rowena.”
John glanced up the stairs, but shook his head hoping to clear it. He reluctantly tried to make sense out of what his friend said. “What secret?”
“Had William known you left Rowena intact, he would have been furious. He desires Norman-Saxon children to solidify his claim. You choosing not to do your duty could be considered treason.”
Peter spoke the truth. William was like a father to him but, as his leader, John obeyed his orders. William had all but commanded John to get his wife with child, yet he left her untouched.
“Did you see how crazed she behaved that day? She would have cut my throat had I stayed here. I would not have gotten within an arm’s length of her without a guard on either side. Or should I have sought their assistance in the bedding of my wife?”
John defended his actions but now knew that his concerns had been unfounded. She would have accepted him as her husband, and he wouldn’t now be panting at her heels. A flash of Rowena’s writhing body sent a shiver of desire coursing through his body. Was Arthur now getting what she had refused him earlier?
Peter dragged John deeper into the darkened stairs and looked to see that no one else could hear them. “You don’t recognize Stephen, do you?” It sounded like an accusation, and John shook his head. “He is Adele’s affianced.”
Adele was one of William’s children, his only daughter. “Are you certain?”
“William sent him to train with you so he could learn how to be a better man. William sees he leaves much to be desired as a son-in-law but Adele will not hear of marrying anyone else. She has her eyes set on Stephen. William’s only hope is that he can learn from you.”
John knew that Rowena’s story had been true about the man making moves against her in her own castle. Now the realization that he was the king’s future son-in-law put a new light on things. Perhaps she told the truth about William’s guard.
“Do you remember the ceremony?”
“I left with William before you took your vows. He sent me back to retrieve the sheets which were nowhere to be found.”
Sheets with his virgin wife’s blood could not be found when there had been no consummation of the vows. “William suspected?”
“He had his doubts about you wanting to bed the lady. I brought him the proof he sought.”
John blanched. “I did not know. I give you my thanks. If I had known my wife’s nature, I would not have left her.” He heard the desire in his voice and was not surprised to see his friend’s raised eyebrows. “It’s true. She is a contradiction to the barbaric surroundings of this place.”
Remembering Arthur, he pulled his arm away and started again up the stairs.
“Wait, John, wait.” Peter followed him. Arthur stood outside Rowena’s door as John and Peter both came to a stop in the hall. The click of the latch on the door reverberated through the silent hall. John’s blood boiled. He strode toward the man.
“Arthur, may I assist you?”
“No, my lord.” Arthur lowered his eyes respectfully. John hadn’t missed the smirk he now hid.
“Then why are you outside my wife’s door?” His voice sounded menacing even to his own ears. The blood coursing through his veins throbbed in his ears, his fists clenched at his side, at the thought of any man touching Rowena.
“I was concerned for her when she left the hall.”
John stepped closer, grasping the front of Arthur’s tunic as he spoke in hushed tones, “Why would my wife be of any concern to you?”
They were nose to nose, but Arthur refused to take a defensive stance.
“My apologies, my lord, I have clearly overstepped my bounds.” He avoided eye contact as well.
John was disappointed that the man gave him no excuse to pulverize him, but he slowly released his tunic and took a step back.
“I believe you now understand your place?”
Arthur stared back at him, tipping his head in acknowledgement. “Aye. That I do.”
John had no actual proof that Arthur lied about why he was in Rowena’s chamber.
Forcing his breathing to a normal rhythm, he backed away from Arthur with a flourish down the hall. The red-haired man took the escape without a moment’s hesitation. Peter and John watched him until he was gone.
John’s hand was on the latch when Peter grabbed it.
“John, don’t see her like this.”
John could not actually see anything. Did his wife entertain the man in her bedchamber? Had a guard manhandled her before escorting her to him all those years ago?
“Remove your hand from me.” John’s gaze held his friend’s until Peter released his hand. “Go below. I will be down anon.”
Peter seemed to sigh in relief and followed where Arthur had gone.
John did hesitate before he opened Rowena’s door. What was the proper course of action? If it were a battle, John would know just what to do but this involved a woman’s feelings, totally unexplored ground. His throbbing increased. He pushed the door open in time to hear her gasp and watch her turn away. He had seen the tears and felt chagrined.
“My apologies for not knocking.” What a fake. He had no remorse for not knocking. He’d wanted to catch her in her lies.
Her long hair cascaded down her stiff back, curling at her hips. He remembered the softness of that lovely derriere. He paused. He needed to get his wits about him. Shifting toward the fire, he felt very much like the flames that licked hungrily at the logs. He was being eaten up with desire for this woman.
He cleared his throat. “Can you tell me why Arthur thinks he needs to be concerned about you?”
“Arthur is my friend.” Her quiet voice sounded sad. John took a step toward her then stopped himself. He picked up the brush from her table. The smell of her hair wafted up to him.
“Does he normally come to your bedchamber?”
Her back stiffened even more. He pulled a long strand of brown hair from the brush.
“Sometimes.”
John firmly placed the brush back on the table. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His fists balled at his side. A knock on the door sent him lurching toward the door. He jerked it open. A surprised blonde woman took a step back at the sight of him.
“Oh, my lord,” she bowed. “Forgive my intrusion.” She glanced over his shoulder. “I’ve come to assist Lady Rowena with her gown.”
The woman was making it up as she went he’d wager, but he didn’t care. “She no longer requires your assistance.” The thick-skulled woman looked perplexed, so he explained himself. “I will assist my wife.”
“Yes, my lord.” She backed away from the door as he all but slammed it in her face. He dragged his hand through his hair. His torment at the situation deepened.
“I must allow you to touch me, then?” Rowena’s voice cut to the quick as he turned to face her.
Her passionate response to his touch earlier came quickly to his mind. Allowing him to touch her? He repulsed her so? He had to stop himself from closing the distance between them and demonstrating the truth to her. He licked his dry lips before he continued.
“I would not have us interrupted at this time.” Her shoulders seemed to slouch. In relief? She may think she didn’t want him but she was still his wife. “We have much to say to each other.”
The silence grew. On the one hand he was beside himself that anyone had so violated her before their wedding. When he thought of her fear it all made sense now. He should have protected her even then, and his own excoriation made it worse. Of course she hated him. She knew nothing about Normans. She had been threatened by one of the king’s own guards.
Had she been here with her lover, Arthur? Is that who comforted her? John knew there were ways to be intimate without losing one’s virginity. Those ways were still punishable offenses. So did he comfort her for her abuses or punish her for adultery? He rubbed his throbbing head and dropped to sit on the stool beside the fire.
* * *
Rowena could not miss the anger in his face when he had burst into the room. When she had been assessing his worth, she was finding there was much to praise him for. Intelligent, well-spoken, gracious, considerate. Every woman, Norman or Saxon, had been treated respectfully. The rumors had flown when William of Normandy had been crowned. The Normans raped women in packs, murdered small children by throwing them into the river, and tore down churches and burned Saxon priests at the stake. Her treatment prior to wedding John seemed to support what she’d heard. Rowena had seen no such thing since.
“As my wife, Rowena...”
Her eyes narrowed at use of the title.
 “...you will not allow men into your bedchamber. Other than me, that is.”
A little shiver passed through her at the idea of him coming to her in the middle of the night. She could again feel his fingers caressing her. Perhaps he had indeed returned to be her husband in truth. The possibility excited her.
Arthur had followed her and even taken her in his arms to comfort her. In the past she had welcomed the feel of his arms around her, seldom as that happened, but she was already different. His arms no longer felt right around her. She had tried to tell him he could not be in her room, it wasn’t seemly. He had looked so hurt.
“Do you not understand me, wife?”
The title bristled her. “Yes, husband, I understand you fine.”
The use of titles did not make it any more true. Men always thought it did. They were wrong. Turning to him, she felt her cheeks grow hot as he caressed her ever so slowly with his eyes, finally resting on her face before he spoke again.
“Husband I will be soon enough.”
His answer told her he didn’t miss her meaning. He stood suddenly, and the fire silhouetting his large frame caused her breath to catch at his imposing size. From his powerful legs, slightly parted and ready for attack, to his solid torso, ready to receive the assault, to his burly arms more than willing to instigate the encounter. This was certainly no complacent lord of the manor; this was a well-honed fighting machine. Rowena was confused when she realized her own longing to touch him. His brown hair looked soft and the shadow of a beard around his chin caused her hand to itch for the touch of both.
“Know this, Rowena…”
Her breath quickened when he stepped toward her, his eyes piercing her own.
“...there will be no one but me.”
He stopped just short of touching her but that now familiar heat reached out to her.
“You are mine and only mine.”
His voice was quiet as he spoke the ominous words. Tipping his head slightly, John raised his eyebrows as if to ask if she needed any clarification. She did not. His meaning was quite clear. With tender fingers he stroked her chin and gently pulled her face closer. He lightly touched his lips to hers. “Good night, then.”
Rowena watched him leave. She finally let go of the breath she’d been holding forever and collapsed on the bed. Deep gulps of air did nothing to settle her chaotic emotions. She rolled onto her side and tried to erase the feel of his hands on her, his lips on her. But a stronger desire burned even hotter to try and remember every detail, every sensation, to relive it exactly as it had been. Her restlessness only increased.
The fire burned brightly in the room and the candle beside the window gave off a soft glow. Her room, which had always seemed so peaceful, suddenly felt empty and cold. She stood to leave and realized she wasn’t safe to wonder the halls. Norman scum.



CHAPTER SIX
It had taken every ounce of strength for John to simply kiss Rowena and walk away when all he wanted to do was make her his in truth.
Peter was leaning against the wall beside the stairs when John came back to the hall. John rolled his eyes.
“Lying in wait, are you?” Glancing around the hall and not finding Arthur, John headed to the stable.
 Peter tagged along. “How did it go?”
John pretended not to hear.
 “The time with your wife?” Peter continued. “You don’t appear any more relaxed.”
John clenched his fist and turned to his friend. “It may be a good idea to keep out of my concerns.”
Peter laughed quietly.
John’s blood boiled. “Where is Arthur?”
“He did not stay here. He simply passed through the hall to the outside.”
In the inner bailey, the stars twinkled overhead. John paused to take in the fresh scent of hay from the barn and the smoke from fires burning beyond in the village. It was a peaceful setting and did nothing to lessen the tension gripping his body. Rowena’s dark hair sweeping down her gently heaving chest and her soft lips trembling in her upset called out to him that he needed to be with her right now. That was where his peace would be found.
“You seem more like a strained rope about to break.”
“Peter,” John turned on his friend. “If you are unable to stay out of what doesn’t concern you, at least stop…talking so much.” He scratched at his head before looking around. All that he saw was his but he knew it not at all. Very much like his wife. He finally located the stables and quickly closed the distance.
“Why did you not just bed her and be done with it?” Peter moved quickly to keep up with him.
John’s jaw clenched. “I see you know nothing about women. That would explain your unmarried status.”
“No. I choose the life of a soldier over a coddled man.” Peter paused in the doorway of the barn. “Although coddling does have its advantages.”
“Jeanette would say that it does.” John thought of Peter’s petite, red-haired mistress and added in irritation, “She would also say you agreed but not to the word coddling.” John came out of the last stall and paused in the darkened aisle. “Damn.”
“Did you actually think you would find Arthur hiding in one of the stalls?”
John paused long enough to glare at the man. “Perhaps.”
“Get ahold of yourself.”
Exhaling sharply, John felt as if he would explode. Where was Arthur? He would like to throttle the man. No, what he wanted was to throttle his wife. Well, maybe not actually throttle.
“My wife does not seem happy with me.”
“I wonder why. Did you actually accuse her of entertaining a lover?”
“Not in so many words. I think she has to be made to understand.”
“Certainly.” Peter leaned against the low wooden stall. “I actually enjoy making Jeanette ‘understand’. She does, too.”
“Is that all you ever think about?”
“Yes… I would have to say, yes.”
John settled down on the bale of hay at the end of the aisle. Leaning his head back against the wall, he closed his eyes and sighed wearily.”You are exasperating.”
“Are you sure it’s me who is exasperating you?”
Opening one eye, he did his best to shoot daggers at his friend. “Why are you still here?”
“I want to know what happened when you spoke with the lovely Rowena.”
Picking up the thick rope that lay discarded across the bale, John flicked the darkened ends aimlessly, contemplating his answer. “Nothing happened.”
“Did you try to make anything happen?”
Irritated, John looked up at Peter. “Just to cover what is none of your concern, I felt since I had called her both a liar and an adulteress within a very short amount of time, I probably should not be forcing myself on her.”
Peter’s jaw dropped, adding to John’s misery. “Tell me you did not.”
“Oh, yes, I did.”
“So you changed your mind about wanting to bed her? About consummating the marriage?”
The rope end disintegrated between his fingers as he rubbed the twines apart. “No, Peter, I did not change my mind. I am just failing miserably at the task at hand.”
He pulled the remainder of the long rope loose from behind the hay and held the end closer to his nose. He sniffed.
“What is that?” Peter asked.
“I’d say this rope has been tampered with and yet…” holding it stretched so his friend could see that the rope had been knotted into a horse’s lead…”it was made to look as if it was sound. Tell me what happened earlier with the horses.”
“I did not arrive until the beasts had been settled. Apparently, Mark’s horse had broken loose and was causing havoc. A young boy had been trampled but he is expected to live.”
The silence in the stall was interrupted by cows munching and the occasional braying of the donkey. John rubbed the blackened ash from the rope between his fingers.
“It was deliberate,” Peter finally said.
“So it would appear, but why?” John’s body was exhausted but his mind raced.
“To increase the resentment toward us?”
“At the very least to make us appear shallow and uncaring. Where is the boy who was injured?”
“He is one of the stable hands here. His father is the village cooper.”
“Did anyone visit the lad?”
Peter nodded, searching his memory. “Mark went to see the boy. He brought him food.”
“I will see him myself on the morrow. If our horse has injured him, we will make amends. If, however, someone intentionally caused the incident, we will find the guilty party.”
King William had given John until the spring to win over the loyalty of the villagers. Incidents like these only made his task that much more difficult. He needed to show that he had the Saxon’s best interest at heart, and that the Normans and Saxons could live in peace together. Convincing Rowena of this would be a step in the right direction. How could he win her? Admittedly, he wanted her to be his wife in truth.
“Have you the names of the local men?” John asked.
“Word has been sent, and they are expecting your arrival.”
“Perhaps it would be worth my time to see to my work before my pleasure.”
“Would we be leaving tomorrow then?”
“It would probably be best if we did.”
Peter stood a little straighter, all duty. “I will see that the men are ready, my lord.”
Alone in the barn, John realized what a mess he had made of everything. Raised by a cruel peasant couple, he never did anything right according to them. A smack upside the head was his reward for even trying. In his sixth year, he was shipped off to the monastery at Mont Saint-Michel in Normandy where he studied with the monks. Who would have thought a skinny little good for nothing would take to his lessons so well?
The one man did. Duke William. John liked the big man who smelled of horses and leather with the kind blue eyes.
“You speak Latin very well, son. What is your name?”
“I am called John.”
“Well, John, I am called William.”
John pretended William was his father. He was a bastard, too, but he knew who his father was. What had the king been about? Why did he find any interest in a scrawny little boy? How did he know what John could become?
Now of all the knights under his command, King William weds the Saxon princess to John. Yet another test and he falls short again. Damn. Rowena was correct to scoff at his interest. He was nothing but a nameless bastard.
John pushed himself off the bale, brushed at his seat. The close confines of an unknown castle were not what he needed right now. He headed toward the only lit building visible from where he stood. The sign of “Owl and Thistle” swung noiselessly above the door of the two-story tavern. John did not doubt he would be welcomed as Lord of the manor. Perhaps he would find a soft place to lie after all.



CHAPTER SEVEN
When John arrived at the Owl and Thistle, the taverners could barely contain their enthusiasm at having the new Lord himself stay with them. They ran around seeing about improving his accommodations. His presence caused quite a bit of commotion.
With much on his mind, he sat in the quiet hall on the long wooden bench.
The tinkle of a bell sounded nearby. John turned toward the front entrance, unsure if he’d heard anything. He listened. It stopped. Crossing his legs at the ankles, he began to get comfortable and heard it again.
John stood abruptly and went back the way he’d come in. A strangely dressed man bent at the waist, peered out the door.
“Do you look for something in particular?” John asked.
The man jumped and turned. His face was inscrutable until he smiled broadly. “Ah, my lord.” He opened his arms as if in welcome to a close friend. “How wonderful that you grace my presence again.”
John pressed his lips together. It was the man he’d met earlier at the feast. The strange declaration made him think twice about this being a coincidence. “And what say you, Mort of Bedgrove near Aylesbury was it?”
Mort nodded and closed the distance. He wrapped a beefy arm around John’s shoulder to steer him back to the bench he’d vacated. “Ah, my lord, I have many duties that take me to strange places.”
The man stopped and motioned to the bench. John remained standing.
Mort raised his brows in a questioning way, his hand at his chest. “May I?”
John dipped his head and Mort settled himself upon the seat. “This inn is the one closest to the goings-on. As I said, I am at your service which requires my being nearby.”
John drew his brows together in a thoughtful way. “And what was the service again?”
Mort’s eyes locked with his. “Whatever is required of me.”
John did not flinch but inside he fumed. What game was William playing at, sending one of his spies? To do what? Keep an eye on him?
“And you do this why?”
Mort finally looked down at his hands, the bells on his arms sounding with the movement. “Methinks you are not as in the dark as you would have me believe.”
“So tell me why the king sent you here?”
Mort smiled at him. “I knew you were a wise one. The king always checks on what is his. He does not like to be uninformed.”
“So there is nothing I need to know about?”
Mort searched his face. John wanted the man to share what he knew, regardless of his orders from the king. If there was trouble about, John needed to know so he could be prepared.
“I like you, Sir John. I believe you have a good heart. How you have stayed that way with all that is going on around you is a mystery to me.” His fat hand patted John’s arm as he stood before him. “If you need me, you know where I will be.”
Mort glanced up and down the hall as if to get his bearings, then headed back out the door.
John closed his eyes and shook his head. William was so predictable. He gives John orders then sends his lackey to ensure those orders are followed. Trust was a word the king used only with his wife and family. Even though John would pretend William was his father, he never measured up.
The day William brought the sword to him at the monastery was such a day.
“Take it.” William shoved the long sword at him, hilt first.”See how it feels to hold it.”
John shook his head despite how much he wanted to please the man. The monks did not abide violence.
William gave the sword back to the little blonde squire, Peter, and walked back into the monastery.
“What’s wrong with you that you don’t want to touch the Duke’s sword?” Peter’s face twisted in disapproval. “He brought it just for you.”
And now Rowena.
John had much to think about and returned to his chamber. He settled down on the only stool in the room while it was swept, washed, and aired out. Sleep would help him decide what to do.
A raven-haired woman who wore her clothing tight and revealing came in to change the bed—housekeeping was plainly not her primary occupation. After making a clean bed for him, which involved overlong stretches with tantalizing glimpses of her well-rounded bottom, a little girl came in to remove the dirty sheets and handed him a rose.
 John smiled at the little girl. “Thank you. And what is your name?”
“I am called Matilda, my lord. Very nice to make your acquaintance.”
“Out.” The woman hurried the small child out, closing the door behind the child. “And I am called Felicity,” she said then stretched across the freshly made bed, giving him a more intimate view of her wares.
He had not come to the inn for carnal satisfaction but a place separate from Rowena, a place to get away from the turmoil she created in him. This woman’s blatant attempts at seduction were very entertaining. He decided to play along.
“Interested, my lord?” She’d purred like a cat.
“What, specifically, would you be offering?”
Felicity frowned, clearly confused. He kept a straight face, as best as he could with her squishing her face up, clearly perplexed.
“A romp?” she finally answered him, posing it as a question.
He sat on the bed beside her. Immediately, she straddled his lap, her skirts hiked up around her. Her aim was particularly good and John felt an immediate rush of blood in response. She arched back, guiding his mouth toward her partially exposed breast.
He turned his head away. This needed to end.
“Umm.”
She started grinding against him, guiding his hands between her thighs.
“I don’t think…”
She knew her trade. She moaned with satisfaction—
His eyes flew open at the sound and he grabbed his hands away from her flesh and out of her reach.
“Cease this, woman. I am not interested.”
She rubbed along his tight crotch and smiled. “I say you are.”
“Enough.” He shoved her off his lap and stood beside the bed. Sitting on her haunches, she watched him curiously. He scratched his scalp in irritation and saw her smile at his obvious interest, protruding as it was. “Well, I am not interested despite what it may look like.”
She dropped to her knees on the floor in front of him and grabbed at the ties at his waist. “I will make you feel better.”
“No,” he said, twisting away from her.
The door burst open, and they both turned toward the sound.
“I came to see if you needed anything else, my lord.” The woman’s face burst into a toothless smile. The innkeeper’s wife looked to be already counting the money she anticipated for this little “extra” service. “I see you are already being taken care of. Very good. Pardon me.”
John looked down to find Felicity smiling up at him, her thick tongue slowly making its way around her lips.
“I am not interested,” John stated again. Well, his body may be interested but not with this woman. Felicity’s moan had yanked him back to reality. It had been wrong to his ears. It was not Rowena—his wife.
He groaned in frustration knowing all he had to do was go back to Rowena, walk into her room and take her. That was the release he needed. All this frustration building up inside, all this pent up desire. She was his wife. He had every right to do just that, and yet he didn’t want it to be like that. He wanted her to be like she had been earlier, full of desire and passion for him.
Felicity plopped down on the stool beside the fire. “So you’re pining after someone in particular?”
John laughed out loud at the absurdity of his answer. “Yes. My wife.” Her shocked expression said it all. “It is a private matter.”
“The Lady Rowena, is she sick then? She cannot see to your needs?”
“No. Not sick. We’re just…not able to be together right now.”
“Is she big with child?” Felicity paused, scrunching her face as if trying to figure out whether the lady of the manor could be pregnant.
“No. Stop prying and cover yourself. I will not be tempted.”
Felicity smiled and stood up then.
“You know where to find me,” she said.
Her sashaying hips held his attention as she walked out of the room.



CHAPTER EIGHT
John arose early to the sound of rattling pots and pans from the kitchen and the shouts of a bossy woman. The innkeeper’s wife’s voice was not the most pleasant to hear. He stretched in his bed before rising, fully clothed. Splashing cold water on his face from the pitcher beside the bed, he shivered and realized there was no towel for drying. A quiet knock on his door was answered with a grumpier response than he had intended.
“Excuse me, my lord,” the plump redhead’s smile vanished when she saw him standing there fully clothed. Her jaw dropped. “You slept alone?”
“Of course. Have you a towel?”
“Oh.” Sticking her head into the hall, she bellowed the order and quickly handed him a towel. Her smile was sickly sweet. “Were your accommodations lacking then?”
Sitting on the side of the bed, John began pulling on stockings and boots before he answered. “The accommodations were fine.”
When he stood to attach his scabbard, she grew agitated, speaking too quickly to be immediately understood. “My lord, we are getting breakfast for you.”
John responded when he was finally able to decipher her words. “I am fine,” he insisted.
When he reached for the door, she turned a pouting smile at him. Her grip was tight on his arm, stopping him from leaving. “Will you be staying here again, my lord?”
The sparse furnishings were adequate; a bed, a washstand, a sizeable fire. The alternative arrangements would be awhile in working out. Rowena’s smiling face had him grinning to himself. He scratched at his whiskers. Still, better to be prepared. “Yes. Keep the room for me.”
The sun was just rising above the horizon and the day’s concerns were closing in. In the Great Hall at the castle, John found his men breaking their fast. Mark sat next to Peter at the table.
“Mark.” John straightened his sword as he stood beside them. “How is the boy who was trampled?”
The dark-haired man shoved the honey covered biscuit into his mouth before he answered. “He is mending.” Crumbled bits of biscuit flew out with his words.
“Good. We will see him before we leave this morning.” John glanced around the Hall, empty except for his own men. “Has anyone seen Arthur?”
Peter’s attention was now fixed on John. “What do you need to see Arthur for?”
The man’s suspicious tone couldn’t be missed. John lifted one eyebrow in answer and pursed his lips. “The condition of the village, Peter.”
“Mayhap we can meet him with you?” Peter patted Mark’s back and nodded enthusiastically. Mark frowned. He obviously did not understand the strange suggestion.
John shook his head. “I told him we would speak today.”
“That was before you wanted to cut his head off his shoulders.” Peter glanced around as he spoke.
Mark shoved another biscuit into his mouth. Shaking his head as he chewed, he finally answered. “Is there fomefing amiff?” Taking a generous gulp of the cider, he burped loudly.
John snorted again. “No. Mayhap I can see him later.”
“It hasn’t concerned you overmuch to this point,” Peter reprimanded him with his tone.
“You have made your point. Mark, have you adequately stuffed yourself?”
Standing only as high as John’s chin, Mark nodded, patting his stomach. “I have, my lord. I will take you to the boy.”
The lanes were still empty at this early hour, and John was glad to have a moment to consider how he should approach this attempted sabotage. Certainly the lad should not suffer because of it. He wasn’t the culprit. John could make financial reparations and possibly give him a different job at the castle if he was maimed beyond hope. John preferred to have people working rather than living on handouts. The whole incident did not make a very good first impression of him or his soldiers. They needed to win the family over.
A man with long, scraggly hair was at the front door of a clean little cottage, dipping his wooden ladle into the rain barrel. Mark tipped his head toward the man and spoke in quiet tones. “That’s the boy’s father. Anton.” John turned a questioning eye to Mark who shrugged his shoulder. It was an odd name.
“Hail, sir,” John called out as they approached the man. He immediately bowed to his lord and master. “How fares your son this day?”
“My lord, he has slept through the night. I thank you for your concern. Your man here brought a generous helping from the castle to fill his stomach last night. Thank you again, Sir Mark.”
Mark smiled. John appreciated Mark’s gesture. Normans really were not monsters. He just needed to make sure these people realized that.
“Yes, we are all very sorry that your son was injured.”
“Oh, my lord, it was an accident is all. The boy knows that.”
Mark and Anton exchanged glances, and John could see that already a friendship, or at the very least mutual respect, was growing between these two. Good. One less thing for John to worry about.
“If you want for anything, please come to me.”
Gesturing to the darkened doorway behind him, the man said, “Would you care to come see him?”
“Is he awake then?”
“Well, no, but he could be awakened for you, my lord.”
John smiled warmly at the man’s genuine gesture of hospitality. “No, let your son sleep for now. I will come again.” He grasped the man’s hand as he spoke. “Speedy recovery to him.”
“Yes, my lord.”
The burden seemed lighter on John’s shoulders as he passed back along the lane, stopping just inside the barn. “Mayhap this will not be so bad.”
Peter came out leading John’s horse. “It went well then?”
“It did. The boy’s father seems to be a good man. He does not seem to harbor any undue hostility toward us.”
Mark answered after retrieving his own mount. “It was the damndest thing.” He rubbed his horses flank as he spoke. “My leather halter had been replaced by one made of rope and I’m not sure why.”
“That is strange.” Peter did not elaborate but met John’s eyes. John knew that until he decided to say something himself, Peter would never mention anything they suspected. Not even to Mark.
Leading the horses into the outer bailey, John passed by the man from the garden the day before. “Good morrow,” John said.
Perceval dipped his head in respect. “My lord. How fare ye this day?”
“I am well,” John answered, continuing on with Peter and Mark on either side.
“Pray you stay that way.” It took John a moment to realize what the man had said. Peter and Mark showed no indication that they’d heard him at all. Stopping his horse, John turned to see the man just standing in the road. He was looking down, kicking a small stone back and forth.
“Go on ahead.” John handed off his horse to Mark. “I will come to you anon,” John said and headed back to the man.
“Did I hear you right?”
“Mayhap you did.” Perceval turned half toward John as he spoke.
“Have you something to say to me? Please say it directly.”
Perceval looked around the area as if searching for something. He spit on the ground, wiped his nose and finally faced John. “Did you find the Lady Rowena?”
“I did.” John knew now why the man had reacted as if he’d had two heads when he asked about his wife. “You could have mentioned that she was the young lady who’d just left.”
“You don’t recognize your own wife?” John detected a Scottish lilt to his voice.
“It had been awhile.”
Perceval looked down at the stone, shaking his head in bewilderment. After a moment’s pause he spoke again. “Perhaps it’s been too long, my lord.”
“You have my ear.”
“Some here have made their own plans while the Lady Rowena waited for you.”
The man’s obtuseness was beginning to get irritating. “Some have, have they?”
Judging by the lopsided grin on Perceval’s face, he didn’t miss John’s sarcasm. “Aye.”
“Care to share?”
Perceval looked around again and moved closer to John. “It’s not a laughing matter, my lord. I heard say that your days as lord here are numbered.”
“Are you threatening me?” John pulled back, a little unsure of this man and his point.
“Not me. And it’s not you I worry about. ‘Tis the Lady Rowena. She’s not been safe while you were gone.”
Immediately alert, John considered how she could have been threatened. She was here unprotected without him. Had there been visitors that were a threat? Had people made threats against her directly? Thoroughly frustrated at his lack of information, John gave vent to his irritation. “Speak plain, man! I would not have Lady Rowena hurt in any way. Where does the threat come from?”
“From within the castle.”
They heard the footsteps from down the lane before Arthur emerged into the open. Perceval quickly passed on as if he and John had not been speaking at all. John schooled his features to cover his worry before Arthur could see it.
“Good day, my lord.” Arthur spoke as he passed John, his head held high.
“Arthur,” John called to the man effectively stopping him. “Have you a moment?” He fought to hide his irritation with this man. He resented having to bring his concerns to Arthur but there was no one else he could ask.
“Certainly, my lord.” Arthur seemed reluctant as he walked slowly back to stand beside John.
Good. John felt the same way.
“Is it the maps you’d like to see?”
“No, I’m leaving with my men and want to make sure the castle is well guarded.”
Arthur stood taller as if he had been insulted. “Guarded against what in particular?”
“Anyone who would make trouble for us here.”
Arthur frowned before he answered him. “Yes, my lord.”
“My thanks. Oh, and you will no longer need to see to the accounts.”
Arthur frowned. “My lord?”
“Lady Rowena will take her rightful place as my wife and see to the stores and all that entails.”
“Yes, my lord.”
John watched the man swagger away. How could William have placed such a pompous ass in charge of the area? Certainly there was more to the situation than John knew about. There had to be. He would find out soon enough. Searching the area, there was no sign of Perceval so John went on to join his men.



CHAPTER NINE
After having to ask for the key to the stores for the past eight years, Rowena was a woman with a mission searching out the long-nosed steward that Arthur had appointed under direct orders from the king.
The man was quickly located lounging on the bench in the Hall and in the way of the servants who needed to put the room back in order. His eyes were assessing each of the women as they crossed before him. Her irritation sparked, and she walked right up to him.
“Joshua, there you are.” In the way again I see.
He stood up. “Aye, my lady.”
Eye level with Rowena, she couldn’t be sure if the action was meant to be respectful or intimidate. A Norman placed in authority over her usually held a definite air of smugness and superiority. Today she had recourse. She squared her shoulders.
“My lord has decided I may be the keeper of my own keys.”
His face flushed as he mumbled over the objection. “But...I don’t know...I need to...”
She narrowed her eyes, her jaw tight. “I said my lord has ordered it.”
Despite her determined stance, past instances such as these had hurriedly erupted into major confrontations. Without knowing John’s exact whereabouts, Rowena felt her confidence dissipating.
“Be quick about it, man.” Peter came up from behind Rowena, presumably from the kitchen area and stood beside her. His tone brooked no questions.
Rowena breathed a sigh of relief when the steward fumbled for the keys tied around his waist, unable to get the things removed quickly enough.
The steward tried to hand the keys first to Peter but he shook his head, arms crossed about his chest. With great reluctance he placed them in Rowena’s waiting palm. She tipped her head dismissively and the man departed. She glanced at Peter, a smile on her lips but found him frowning down at her. She swallowed before she spoke.
“I thank you for your assistance.”
“It is the least John would expect of me.”
“And yet I sense reluctance from you.”
Peter bowed his head. “My apologies, my lady. That you should sense my reluctance speaks of my own shortcomings. Certainly not a reflection of how you deserve to be treated.”
Something about the way he said the words gave her pause. John had told him of her encounters with the guards before their wedding. Did the man doubt her as well?
“Did you have something you wished to ask me?” she asked.
A slight curl to his lips made him look much younger. “My apologies again, my lady. I have...had questions about the situation here. However, I do not believe our lord would appreciate me broaching the subject with you.”
Her ire raised, she fought down the urge to defend herself. She had just won a huge battle and this was a moot point. She knew what happened. Whether or not they chose to believe her was irrelevant and not worth the struggle. She began to move but his gentle hand on her arm stopped her.
“I would like you to know that my lord does not deal idly with any threat to what is his.”
Here we go again. Yes, he owned her.

“He would give his dying breath to defend you. Do not doubt it.”
Peter turned toward the gate and continued out toward the stables.
Her breath caught in her throat. John would defend her with his life? Perhaps her husband was not her owner but her protective knight. Saxon or Norman, the difference had yet to be determined.
Rowena continued on to the closets and outbuilding that held an abundance of supplies. Along with the inventory of the stores and cleaning out what had been left to rot, she found all well-kept under lock and key. It was clear, however, that Arthur’s interest was not in keeping up with the tally and even the armory was ill-kept.
Too proud to ask directly the whereabouts of her husband, it wasn’t until before the evening meal two days later, exhausted but happy that the Great Hall again smelled of clean rushes and fall lavender, that Rowena learned her husband had left the castle proper. Retreating to the privacy of her bedchamber rather than dine alone again, she felt the loss of knowing that her anticipation of the last few days had been for naught. He would not be surprising her, finding her setting his castle to rights because he was not here. The despair overcame her when she realized she missed his company. Had she once again been abandoned?
“No, my lady, it is not the same. Your husband is seeing to the villagers. He is fulfilling the requirements of his station. That is all.” Joan tried to reassure her.
Rowena pouted at the table in her room. “He didn’t even say goodbye.”
“Are you sure he was not trying to say goodbye the last time you saw him?”
Rowena raised an indignant brow at Joan. “I know exactly what he was trying to do.”
Joan looked down at her sewing before she finally spoke again. “Did you not want to?” Her voice was quiet in the room. The burning logs hissed as if in answer to such an absurd question.
“I do not know,” Rowena answered just as quietly, her own emotions still in turmoil. What did she want? She needed rest.
“You knew well enough when he wasn’t here.”
Rowena had often gone on little rants when she felt particularly lonely and put upon. Not allowed to act as lady of the manor left her with too much time on her hands. During her bouts of selfishness, she spoke of her abandonment by a husband who had total say over her but didn’t even show his face. What Joan didn’t know was that Rowena had come close to asking Arthur to be her lover, desperate to overcome her loneliness. She had spent the next two weeks in the chapel, three times a day, asking for forgiveness for her transgression.
“Now that he is here, though…” Rowena stopped midsentence. 
“It is just shyness, my lady. He is your husband.” Joan took her hands in a motherly gesture. Her voice was quietly reassuring. “You do not need to be afraid of him. He is ordered by God to love you and care for you, as his own body even.”
Rowena snorted at the suggestion. “Where has he been then? Do you know he questioned me about Arthur?”
Joan’s tone quickly changed to disapproval. “Arthur is too protective of you.”
“Someone has had to be.” Rowena knew her defense was weak. True, she had been left unprotected but surrounded by Norman wolves since the death of her father. Her only memory of that day was crying over his blood-soaked body. These wolves would as soon devour her as look at her. Remembering the cypress tree, Rowena was almost afraid to ask but knew she had to. “Was it John who told you my mother’s tree was diseased?”
“Oh, no, my lady!” Joan was quite adamant. “I am sure the man had lighter hair.”
“You are sure?”
“Well, I am almost sure. I do not really remember. What reason would he have?”
“Because he hates all things Saxon?”
Joan frowned as she considered this. She began to slowly shake her head as she spoke. “No, your husband does not seem to harbor any malice against the Saxons. Why the rest of the Normans amongst us do seems strange to me.”
Rowena blew a puff of air in exasperation. She knew nothing about her husband. Joan was correct in her assessment of John’s apparent fairness to the Saxons. Word of his visit to the injured boy had come to her. She’d swelled with pride that her husband would care for her people so.
“I do not want to turn Arthur completely away from me. I need him as an ally in case John does not stay.” Rowena struggled with how she felt about the man who had been so very protective of her.
“I would not suggest you count him as an ally against your husband and his people. If he is inappropriately attentive, he may find himself at odds with his lordship.”
“What would make you think his lordship would care?”
“Do you not understand that is why he questioned you about Arthur?”
“I thought it was more that he owned me and no one else could have me. Even if that meant that no one had me.” Rowena pushed herself away from the table, her agitation getting the better of her. If what Peter had told her was true, and she had no reason to doubt his sincerity, John would defend her always.
Pacing the small area like a confined animal, she finally paused to look out the window. The dreary day reflected her feelings, rain threatening at any moment. “Do you know when my husband will be returning?”
“I am back now.”
John stood in the doorway handsomely dressed as befit the new Lord of Essex. Rowena’s breath caught in her throat. She looked away before the immense pleasure she felt at his return showed on her face.
Joan quickly gathered her sewing and removed herself from the room, closing the door behind her.
“Will you attend me, my lady?”
Rowena went to him and helped him remove his surcoat before seeing to the heavier chainmail. He smelled like horses and leather. Manly. Rowena tried not to close her eyes as she drank in the intoxicating smell of him. Why would a dirty, sweaty man make her feel so light headed? She stepped away when she realized why, the chainmail slipping forward off his arms. His hooded eyes told her that he knew what she was feeling.
“Is there a problem?” His deep voice seemed to reverberate through her body.
Quickly putting the heavy material down, she headed to the door. “I will order a bath for you.”
“Wait.”
Rowena froze with her hand on the latch and heard him coming closer to her. He stood close behind her, his breath soft against her cheek.
“Yes?” Be done with this. Her body yearned for his arms to pull her against him, to feel his kiss again. She licked her lips.
“Why are you leaving in such a hurry?” His hand lightly touched the side of her head as he spoke, pushing her hair away from her face. He leaned in closer to her exposed ear. A responding shiver ran down her body. “Are you afraid of me?”
She backed up to the door with a thud and faced him. Her pulse was racing as she lied. “No, my lord. Methinks you have a rather strong odor about you and I would have you take a bath before the evening meal.”
John backed away quickly, his eyes flying open. “I am sorry if I offend you. Please see to the bath.”
Rowena felt only slightly guilty when he turned away from her, standing like a lost little boy in the middle of the room.
* * *
John rubbed his scalp with his hand then realized that too was dirty. He’d been offending her with his smell? He could have sworn there was desire in her eyes. Damn. Would he get nowhere with this woman?
Dropping down on the stool in disgust, he grabbed at the mud covered boot. Another reason to see him as dirty. He flung it across the room. It hit the wall with a satisfactory thud and the second one followed suit. Standing up to remove his trews, he pulled at the belt viciously. Perhaps he was just wrong about her. Maybe there was no deep-seated passion for him. Perhaps she’s already had many lovers and doesn’t want to be saddled with a husband. This was just insane. His trews fell to his feet and he heard the gasp behind him.
Turning toward the sound, Rowena’s eyes seemed glued to his nakedness. Her gaze traveled the length of his legs and stopped a bit short of his navel. Perhaps being near him had done nothing for her, but he was clearly aroused. She appeared to be in shock at the sight. Not exactly what he would have expected from a tried woman.
For a split second, John had thought of covering himself to ease her consternation then thought better of it. Slowly, he pulled his feet from the cloth puddled around his legs. His gaze stayed on Rowena’s face as she stared at him. He stood akimbo. It was time she face his desire for her.
“Rowena?”
She dragged her eyes up to his face and he saw her embarrassment in the crimson red of her cheeks.
“Is there something else you needed?” The color suffused her face as she mutely shook her head and started to back away. “No. Wait.”
John got to the door just short of grabbing her and she was gone. The women in the hall giggled at his nakedness when he stopped in the doorway. He pushed the door shut and sat again on the stool. Damn. She looked so frightened. Why did he have to embarrass her? Shoving his legs back into his pants, he grabbed the rest of his clothes and huffed out of the door, slamming it behind him.



CHAPTER TEN
Rowena tossed and turned through the night. Just as she dozed off, virile men would prance through her exhausted mind, all looking like John. Finally throwing back the covers, she sat up and stared at the metal tub that still sat in front of the fire, its water cold.
Where had John gone when he left the room? She had acted like an idiot. She’d never seen a man so…aroused before. She could not help her reaction. It was menacing to say the least.
She wrapped herself in her woolen blanket and hobbled to the window. The cloudy night gave off no light at all and even the normal sound of crickets and frogs was missing.
Leaning her forehead against the cold stone wall, she closed her eyes. When she was a girl, things had always seemed so simple. Her parents loved her and protected her. Her large family of uncles and cousins gathered often at this very place. All gone now. Dead. She was unsure about her cousins but she assumed they, too, had died in the fighting.
It was not enough that the Normans came with their huge horses and trampled the people, they kept coming back to quell any resistance. Who would resist? They were the victors. It would be foolish to believe the Saxons could ever win against their superior forces. She was tired of all the loneliness. The idea that John would be her defender had sparked something deep inside her. So why would she think John could be that to her? Because he desired her? That didn’t mean he cared, just that he could rut like an animal.
The heat rushed into her face at the memory. She tried to erase the image of him as he stood naked in the middle of this very room. She desired him, too.
Now even Arthur could not give her solace. If John did not choose to stay, she would be even more alone than she had imagined before his return. She hunkered down beside the dying embers and poked them with the iron stick until a flame burst through the log. Sitting on the stool, she stared into the red, blue flames and tried to think of a way to live the rest of her life with no one to love her.
No. She didn’t want to do it. It was wrong for her to think of Arthur as a way out of her loneliness but it was also wrong for her husband to not see to her needs. Not just physical but companionship, safety…all the things she needed. Could she really take him to her bed? It was acceptable, was it not, when one’s husband refused to do his duty?
Or was she being like the serpent in the garden asking “are you sure God said you could not eat the fruit of this tree”?
She paced the length of the room. She stopped when she noticed the light coming through the window. Sunrise at last. The footfall in the hall gave her pause. She opened her door as quietly as possible, and she saw Arthur’s back as he was passing by her door. He turned at the movement and their eyes met.
“Were you at my door, Arthur?”
“I was, my lady. I worry about you.” He took the step that closed the distance between them. She could see the desire in his eyes. Her lungs expanded with a deep breath of resignation.
Someone wants my company.
Stepping back, she opened the door to him.
* * *
John’s hand gripped the dagger at his waist. His blood frozen in his veins as he watched Rowena’s door slowly shut. He would have sworn he was wrong about her. Torn between the desire to rip the door from its hinges and tear her lover apart with his bare hands as she watched or flinging her own worthless body from the window, John just stood, rooted to the darkened stairs where he watched.
Should he wait and see how long the man remained with his wife? Should he confront them with the proof having seen her welcome him into her bedchamber. His head hurt. This was not going as he had planned. He had come back from another night at the Owl and Thistle with the hope of spending intimate time with his wife. He had thought of the stories he would tell her to make her laugh. He wanted her to see him as he really was.
What wasted ideas.
Who was he? An orphan boy raised by a bastard king.
John turned back the way he had come. He entered the Great Hall to find Peter already preparing for the day’s journey to visit the other villages.
“Good night?” Peter smiled as he rolled the blanket tightly around his belongings.
John grunted as he continued past his friend.
“John?” Peter followed him into the kitchen but stilled when he saw the look of murderous rage. “What is amiss?”
“I was wrong in trusting my wife. She has just now taken her lover into her bedchamber.” Pouring a cup of aged cider from the pitcher, John dropped to the hard wooden bench beside the cooking fire.”She is a whore.”
Peter looked around before he spoke in hushed tones. “John, have a care. This is Rowena’s land. These are her people. You are the Norman.”
Noticing the servants for the first time at the work table a short distance away, John struggled to keep his feelings in check. He swallowed down his irritation with the cider before he spoke.
“I would have a hard time forgetting that fact.” The cider sloshed down his chin.
“It did not go that badly yesterday.” Peter’s eyes remained on John. “The villagers could have been much more unreceptive.”
“Much more unreceptive? Is that a polite way of saying they could have just killed me on the spot? Would that have been ‘more unreceptive’?”
John went to stand beside the fire with his back to the room. He watched the flames greedily licking at the dry wood. The scent of honey bread and fresh cream permeated the space. All he could see was Rowena’s upturned face in the throes of passion. Smashing his fist into the iron rack beside him, the rack flew back against the wall. Crocks of butter crashed onto the floor.
“Who do these people think that I am? Their lackey?” John faced Peter who quickly backed out of harm’s way. The workers at the table did the same. “Do they think they can just violate my property?”
Peter took a step toward his friend, “John, perhaps…”
“No.” John stepped away, his arms pulled from Peter’s reach. “This is enough. Gather the men. We will put to rest any idea that I may be ousted and that William will not remain the rightful king once and for all.”
“Perhaps…” Peter paused.
John glared at him, waiting for his answer.
“…you should just see Rowena before we leave? Confirm that what you believe is the truth?”
John glanced toward the ceiling wondering if she was indeed just over his head at that very moment moaning for Arthur. The man would be dead if he went there now.
He considered Peter’s suggestion. Was not knowing even worse than murder? It would be better to know. And the man deserved to be killed. John headed back to the stairs taking them two at a time.
Rowena’s door stood open as he slowly approached it. He was too late to catch them in the act. She was still wearing her bed clothes. Her maid rummaged noisily through her chest of clothes when John stalked into the room.
“Leave us.”
Joan jumped at his voice and cowered as she passed by him.
Rowena turned to look at him. He searched her face. There were no visible signs of the encounter. Her lips were not red or puffy from passionate kisses. There were no marks that he could see on her face or hands. Perhaps beneath her bed gown there would be visible signs. Dare he order her to strip? Even in his rage he knew that would not be proper. He did not want to humiliate her. Why did he care for her feelings when she was playing him for the fool? The answer startled him. Because she was his.
“You return,” Rowena spoke firmly to him, raising his ire at her audacity. Not the response he would have expected from an adulteress with much to hide.
“So it seems.” When she would have turned away from him, he grabbed her arm to still her movement. “How did you sleep?”
Her silver eyes showed confusion at the question. “Well enough.” Dark circles showed she was lying.
“I see.” He was uncertain whether he wanted to pull her up against him and taste her lips once more or shove her cruelly away from him. He let go of her arm. She remained where she was.
“Will you be breaking your fast with me then?” Her eyes looked almost hopeful. Was the puffiness from lack of sleep or crying?
“I am leaving.” He was sure he saw disappointment this time.
“When?” She looked down at the ground. Afraid of the answer?
“Immediately.” He needed to know if he was right with what he thought she was feeling. He had been so wrong about her passions the night before. He was probably wrong now. “Do you wish me to stay?”
Her head snapped up and she seemed to be searching his face. What was she looking for? “Your choice, my lord. Whatever you desire.” She blanched and he supposed it was her choice of words when she turned her reddening face away in embarrassment.
“You are what I desire.” John wished he could take those words back. He did not want her to know how she made him feel, how deeply she affected him.
“You have me.” Her words sounded breathy, her hands gripped tightly at her side.
“It would appear I do not.” He watched for any shift, any acknowledgment that she feared being discovered but he saw none.
“It would appear then that you do not desire me.” She lifted her nose slightly. Defiance.
“I say it was quite apparent that I do, but then you rushed out of the room last night.”
Her eyes rounded as if with pain at the statement.
He did not want to hurt her but he could not say why not. It was certainly what she deserved.
“I was…” She glanced again at the ground. “…shocked at the sight.”
“At my arousal?”
She nodded slightly but did not look at him.
He moved in closer, gently grasping her chin, tipping her head so he could see into her eyes. “You have never seen a man’s arousal before?”
Tears trembled in her lashes and his heart went out to her. She shook her head slowly, a single tear falling down each cheek.”I have not.” Her voice was quiet.
“Then I apologize at offending you with my desire.” He actually believed she was telling him the truth. Then why did she open the door for Arthur so easily? His confusion was complete. He dropped his hand from her face and turned away.
“At the king’s order, I am to survey my lands and make my presence known. I will return when I have completed my duty.”
He slammed the door behind him.
He did not look back.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
As had become her morning habit, Rowena visited the chapel to ask forgiveness for her transgressions and to pray for a peaceful existence with her husband. She did not ask for forgiveness for the deep desire and longing she had for her husband. That was acceptable. God had created her to have those feelings for him. She asked for forgiveness in thinking she had any desire for Arthur. Uncovering her head as she exited the stone building, Rowena was impatient to be on her way and left Joan to catch up with her.
She ambled down the worn path. Three men ahead of her caught her eye. They were shabbily dressed, nearly blocking the road. With sudden alarm she glanced around the area and realized how unwise she had been to go out without a guard. The area was completely secluded. Joan had accompanied her to the chapel but they both knew she was not an adequate defense against the rougher elements. In the past, it had been Arthur who had been their protection. It was so awkward between them now that she preferred to go alone. One man stepped toward her and the others seemed to keep watch up the alley. Covered with a dark hood, the man was not anyone Rowena recognized. Her heart beat loudly in fear.
“Rowena.” His raspy voice whispered her name. There was something familiar about it.
Torn between running away to safety and confronting the hooded man, Rowena chose the latter. She squared her shoulders and spoke with authority. “What is it you want?”
“Do you not recognize your own kin?” He pulled back the hood enough to show his face.
“Cousin!” Her fear was replaced with relief then delight at seeing one of her own family. She embraced him, holding him tight. His strong arms about her seemed to speak of family loyalty and protection, both which were no longer a part of her life.
“I feared all were dead.” Her voice was muffled against his firm shoulder as tears ran unchecked. She released him with great reluctance.
“All but me.” He took her by her fingertips, stretching out her arms. “Our little Rowena has blossomed into a beautiful woman.”
He gently kissed her cheek and embraced her again. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to feel again the protection of family love and acceptance, fleeting as it was.
“Where have you been?” she asked. He settled her hand in the crook of his arm and led her toward the alley where the other two men waited.
He surprised her when he put his finger to his lip. She obeyed.
“Malcolm,” he addressed the taller of the two men, “what say you find us something to eat?” Turning to include the smaller man, a swarthy blonde with a thick white scar down his cheek, he asked. “Roland?”
The two men exchanged glances then accepted the coin Leofrid held up to them. Once they were out of earshot, Rowena repeated her question.
“I have been hiding. There is a price for my capture.”
“I do not believe they think you are still alive.”
He raised one slender brow. “Oh, they know I’m alive. They hunt me like a dog.” He shook his head as if to clear his mind of some unpleasantness. She could only guess at his hardships. Leofrid’s mouth tightened into a grim smile. He tipped his head to one side. “How fare ye?”
He glanced around, assessing the area as his eyes took in everything around him. His wariness sent a chill up her spine. Rowena hesitated, unsure how to answer him but his suddenly probing glance caused her to blush. “I fare well enough.”
“You’ve been bedding the Norman, haven’t you!?” It was more an accusation than a question, and he did seem to find humor in it.
Rowena gasped. “Of course not!”
His eyes widened in surprise.
“Are you not wed to one?”
Her embarrassment deepened when she realized he had been teasing her.
“He has not bedded you yet? Is there something wrong with the man?”
“I cannot say.” Rowena was mortified at discussing these intimate details of her married life with her cousin, no matter how close they had been as children. Leofrid’s instant defensiveness on her behalf warmed her heart.
“Ah, then why would he not gladly and thankfully accept the wonderful gift he received from his king?”
She seriously doubted that John thought of her as any kind of prize and she frowned at him. “I cannot say.”
Leofrid had always been very considerate of her and she could see it now in the way he looked at her. He took her hand and kissed it lightly. “You are a gift, Cousin, and he is very blessed to have you to wife.”
She did not feel wanted when her husband left her untouched but she thought it best not to mention that detail.
“You are very kind.” Smiling, she could almost believe her whole family was alive and well and just waiting around the corner. “I have missed you!”
“And I you.”
Rowena glanced down the alley where the other two men had disappeared. She was concerned for Leofrid as well. “Are those two friends of yours?”
He shook his head, a disgusted look on his face. “A wanted man has no friends. I am thankful I have found men to join forces with so that I am able to survive.”
“It is that bad?”
He raised his eyebrows as if to ask if she was really that naive.
“Is there any way I can be of assistance to you?”
He smirked at her in response. “Not yet but I wanted to talk to you, to see if you were well. And I do see you are well, if a little sad.”
Was she so transparent? Maybe just to her cousin.
“I must be off. I do not want my ‘friends’ to see you with me again. They are ruthless and have been known to take noblewomen in exchange for ransom. I would not want to see that happen to you.” He patted her hand reassuringly. “I am afraid ransom is not all they take from the women. I cannot really control them. They don’t know who I am, and I want to keep it that way. Take care, Rowena. I do not want to see you traveling unaccompanied again.”
He sounded so like her own father, a lump grew in her throat.
Kissing her lightly on each cheek, he smiled, his green eyes sparkling. “Goodbye for now.”
“Goodbye for now.” He headed in the same direction the other two had gone.
She fought back the sadness that threatened to engulf her. Alone again. She quickly went out to where more people milled around, then took the road leading up to the castle. Her cousin looked terrible. She prayed he was not ill. Her heart swelled with the satisfaction of knowing she was not the sole survivor of the Godwin family.
The days dragged by. With each group of men entering through the town gate, she would stand at the window in her room and search for any sign of John. When the Norman men came into the Great Hall, she would stand close by, listening for any word of him as they talked amongst themselves. She could understand their language better than she could speak it, but much of what they said never made sense. She listened just for his name. There was nothing. She was convinced he would not return.
Alone in the garden, the bright sun bleached the scene into colorless drabness. Butterflies flitted by, creating dark shadows against the bushes. Where she had once seen only the peace and beauty of the surrounding, she now saw a vast space of emptiness.
“My lady?”
She startled at the sound, turned and found Arthur standing where the cypress had once been, the dirt around him raw and exposed. With his head uncovered, his thick red hair resting on his shoulder, he looked hopeful. Rowena wondered what news could leave such a happy countenance on the man. The last time she had seen him, she had been contemplating turning against her vows and accepting a long overdue overture of love. She took a deep breath and steeled herself for whatever he was about to say.
“Yes, Arthur?”
“I have come to bid you goodbye.”
Tipping her head, she considered why he would appear so happy about leaving her if he truly was in love with her. Waiting, he offered no additional explanation. She finally broke the heavy silence. “I do not understand.”
“I have orders to head north at once.”
“These orders are from my husband, then?” She didn’t miss his disappointment at her question. He knew how she felt about her husband. Arthur had tried long and hard to distract her from him.
When she let him into her room that morning, she went willingly into his arms and found them lacking. She felt nothing, no passion, no desire. Her desire was for her husband alone, which was shocking to her as well.
The memory of his soft hand caressing her and his lips against her own brought to her again the repulsion she had experienced at Arthur’s touch. He had seen it, too. His face had distorted into a mask of rage when he left her that morning. She had never even seen him angry before that.
“No, my lady.” He spoke through clenched teeth. “They are the king’s orders.”
“I see.” She cast her eyes down to spare him her own feelings of disappointment. Word, any word, from her husband would have been welcome at this time.
“I leave immediately.” He held his head proudly, and Rowena felt great sympathy for him. She had hurt him so badly but had not meant to. She took a step toward him and made to reach out to him, but when he stiffened, she dropped her hand to her side. No, he did not want her touch now. “I am sorry, Arthur.”
He closed his eyes in distress, struggling with himself. His emotions in check, he finally met her gaze. “I came only to bid you goodbye, my lady.”
He turned away from her, strode to the garden gate and was gone.
“Good bye, my friend.” She said the words on a whisper, and the bushes rustled with the breeze in answer.
The sweet smell of the late summer flowers wafted up to her. She took a deep breath, wrapping her arms around herself. Despite attempts to keep busy with the garden, helping in the kitchen, maintaining the stores, and keeping an inventory of her holdings, she knew the loneliness would not be filled. Wallowing would help nothing. If she was to be alone, she needed to be strong. She just did not want to be alone.
To add to her loneliness, the Lady Katherine came to call not long after John’s departure. Her childhood friend came yearly for a visit. She brought news to Rowena of all her womanly accomplishments from her betrothal to one of the only remaining Saxons to the intimate details of married life.
Giles had somehow found favor with the new king and been allowed to keep his titles and his lands. He was a powerful Saxon accepted into the Norman nobility. He also doted on his wife. With each visit Rowena was reminded of how much her life had changed and how many of her dreams would never see fulfillment.
Rowena had hesitated a hair’s breadth at the sight of her extremely pregnant friend before she embraced her. Her voice sounded stilted when she spoke.
“It is so good to see you, my dear. Look at you so big with child.” Rowena’s hand hovered over the belly, wanting to feel for the child that lay hidden inside but afraid she would burst out with the tears that threatened to engulf her.
Katey appeared to notice nothing and placed Rowena’s hand against her side just as the babe gave a powerful lurch. “My sweet that was a kick. He will be strong.”
“He? You believe you carry a son?” How wonderful to have a son. Rowena choked back a cry, determined not to let her dear friend see her own distress. “How happy you must be.”
“I believe it is a boy. Giles believes it also. Oh,” she quickly reached for Rowena’s hand again, “that was an elbow, methinks.” Katey smiled and Rowena tried to be happy at her friend’s total contentment.
The two sat side by side at Katey’s insistence, settling in front of the fire. She held both of Rowena’s hands and spoke as if their lives were so similar.
“We are verily blessed. Giles is just the Saxon I had dreamed of and he is a good—” Katey winked at Rowena, “strong man.”
Katey loved to speak of her husband’s prowess as a lover. The talk made Rowena uncomfortable. She did not want her virgin state to be known. It demonstrated her unwanted status.
Rowena smiled and accepted the wine and cheese brought in by the young kitchen girl, Lydia. She was a favorite helper of Rowena’s, always listening attentively to her stories. Rowena enjoyed telling stories from her childhood as she worked. They were the Saxon stories that had been passed down for hundreds of years. Some were true, some not so true. But the child was a delightful listener, and it helped Rowena pass the time.
“Thank you, Lydia.”
Offering the repast to her friend, Rowena tried to change the subject. “I am glad you are happy. You verily glow.”
Katey’s flawless skin looked like it had been kissed by the sun with the slightest blush at her cheeks. Her thick brown hair was wavier than usual and it shone with health and vitality. Giles entered the Hall and even when he was speaking to some of the Norman men, his eyes scanned the room, resting finally on his wife. He quickly finished with the men and all but bounded toward them. Katey heard him, and when their eyes met, their happiness in each other was apparent. Rowena’s heart lurched at her own desire for such total contentment.
“Greetings, Lady Rowena. How fare ye?” Finally tearing his gaze from his wife, Giles placed a wet kiss on the back of Rowena’s hand.
“I am well, sir. I see you have much to celebrate.” Rowena wiped the wetness from her hand when Giles moved to sit beside his wife, kissing her cheek.
“That we do.” He was beaming as his hand went protectively to the large swell of his wife’s belly. “My wife holds up very well, much to my liking.”
When his hand slipped lower, Rowena looked away in embarrassment. Like many men she saw, Giles was not afraid of crude, familial gestures with his wife in front of others. Their bawdiness did not show a care for the privacy of the intimacies they shared.
“What of you?”
Rowena’s head snapped up at the question. She could not help that her eyes were wide with shock. Was he actually asking if she was to John’s liking?
Giles and Katey burst into laughter, and her face turned hot with embarrassment.
“Be off with you, Giles, stop torturing our host.” Katey pushed her husband affectionately, and he stood beside her at the bench.
“Will your husband be returning anon?” he asked.
Rowena struggled for composure when all she wanted to do was scream at this man. What right did he have to question her about the intimacy of her marriage? Or was he simply asking how she was? Heat flooded her face again, and she stumbled over her answer, “Sir, I am… I am not sure when my husband will complete his duties. I have not… I have not heard.”
Giles and Katey exchanged quick glances.
“I am sorry I will not be here for his return.” Giles kissed his wife. “I beg your leave, my lady. I need to see to the horses and gather the supplies I have brought for your husband. The grape yield this fall was especially good.”
Giles winked at his wife and removed himself. Although disappointed at having missed John, Giles seemed contented just to see the smile on his wife’s face.
“He does love me so.” Katey leaned in closer and added, “He does not seem to be able to get enough of me.”
Rowena’s jaw dropped at the admission. “Even in your condition? Is that safe?”
Katey tilted her head and frowned, all but scolding her. She was going to make an excellent mother. “I will not disappoint my husband, Rowena. I will not have my husband seeking another for his pleasure.”
Duly chastised, Rowena said, “Of course not, Katey.”
The firm set of her lips was unmistakable. Katey was determined to not lose her husband’s attention merely because she was with child. A change of subject was in order.
“Will you be staying for supper then? And overnight perhaps? Can I see to your rooms?”
“That would be lovely. I was so looking forward to meeting your Norman. Will he be back soon?”
Over the years, Rowena had needed to make up stories to explain her missing husband. She did not want it known that he had abandoned her.
The implication of ownership and desire in Katey’s question caused a catch in Rowena’s throat. “I am not privy to that information. He has a lot of land to cover.”
Katey frowned before she answered. “That’s true. The Godwinson’s legacy is not easily managed. We will stay just the one night, I am sorry to say. Giles prefers his own home and does not travel well. To me,” Katey smiled warmly, “this is just like home with all the time I spent here as a child.”
“I treasure the memories, Katey. Things were much simpler then.”
Giles returned to the Hall and begged leave for him and his wife to both rest after their long travels and to prepare for the evening meal. Rowena suspected from their giggling that there was a double meaning to his request for privacy. The whisper into his wife’s ear and the possessive way he wrapped his arm about her waist as the two ascended the stairs seemed to confirm her suspicions. It had been a very trying visit.
With nowhere else to go, Rowena now sat in front of the fire. She glanced at her hand, still able to feel the little foot as it had kicked out from within its mother’s womb. She placed her hand on her own middle and rubbed slightly. At least one of them had the life they’d dreamed of.





CHAPTER TWELVE
John brushed the dirt from his knees as he stood beside the decapitated body. On the hill, his men searched amongst the rest of the fallen villagers for any sign of survivors. There did not appear to be any. The houses stood in dark silhouette against the setting sun, the burned out shells still smoking as the last of the fire died out.
Peter shook his head, his voice raw with emotion. “We will be blamed for this as well.”
“I believe that is the point.” John wiped the soot and sweat from his face. The smoke burned his nostrils. “They were thorough. Not one survivor.”
“So they murder their own? That is insane.”
“This certainly justifies the villager’s total distrust of us.”
For weeks now John and his men had traveled hundreds of miles from village to village with nothing to show for it. The overseers were polite enough, always offering him meat and wine for his men, and fodder for the horses, but the people did not trust them. Instead of engaging with the new lord, the tenants shied away from him, averting their gaze, and only answering questions reluctantly. He soon found out why.
On the road to Buckinghamshire, John and his retinue had stopped at an inn to rest but found it filled with angry men. He’d slipped in unseen. In short order John learned what had the villagers so upset. They believed that at the king’s bidding, the Normans were laying waste the land, murdering the people, burning their villages, and driving off their livestock. When they spotted John, they stopped talking.
Within a few days John had arrived at one of the devastated villages to see the destruction first hand. It was a village north of the castle. And there were more spread far across his lands, but John always arrived too late, never discovered any sign of who they were, and always found total destruction. To a man, the other villagers blamed the Normans.
John did not appreciate being wrongly accused. Nothing he said could convince them, and he needed to find who was doing this. His frustration with their lack of progress grew. How could he win people over that believed him capable of these things? He wanted the situation settled; he wanted to be home. If his travels brought him nearer to the castle, he wanted nothing more than to go to his wife but he knew the destruction needed to be seen to first.
It was all new to him, this idea of home. To be able to sleep protected from the elements; out of the cold, the rain, the wind, these basic desires satisfied a soldier. John now had unsettling dreams of a soft place to sleep, warm meals, comfortable surroundings and well kept grounds. He also had dreams of the feel of Rowena’s hands on him, of her soft voice whispering words of pleasure at his company, and the desire to bear his children. Every morning he awoke with feelings of desolation and longing. He was miserable.
“Here.” The shout came from the far end of the field. A soldier struggled with moving one of the bodies. The Normans all ran toward him.
“He is alive?” Peter’s voice sounded hopeful, but John tried to keep his own emotions in check. They had been wrong before.
“The buggar was buried under tha’ rottin’ carcass.” All looked to see the maggot covered torso of a man. “Heard him moanin’, I did. Gaw, that is disgustin’.” The scraggly-haired man with only one front tooth frantically brushed the squirming vermin off his mud encrusted sleeve.
Peter brought the water skin to the lips of the boy he’d uncovered. He looked to be eleven or twelve. His eyes were wide, hauntingly staring at nothing. “Here, son, have some water.”
Greedily sucking on the skin, the boy’s eyes never focused on them.
“Is he mad?” John whispered to Peter who shrugged uncertainly.
The boy began to shake and the soldiers backed away in fear.
“Remove the bodies,” John ordered, worried the closeness of his dead companions may be affecting the boy’s state of mind. The soldiers set about lifting and dragging away the victims of the brutal attack. The boy’s eyes closed and John reacted with a start, afraid he’d lost his only witness to the atrocities around him.
“I will stay with him,” Peter offered.
Sighing, John walked to where a makeshift grave had been dug, the pile of carcasses accumulating at the bottom of the hole. Senseless death. The smoldering buildings were a good sign. It meant they were getting closer to whoever was doing this. They were perhaps two days too late. At the last decimated village, the vultures were already well into their work.
By moonrise, the boy had taken some broth and seemed to be getting better. His fingers had been chopped clean off but Peter had bandaged his hand as best he could. The boy had not said a word. Camped a short distance from the burned out village, the men were hidden just beyond the tree line in case anyone returned to the area.
John sat propped against a log at the edge of the clearing. It was his watch and he was glad for it. His dreams of Rowena were keeping him from getting a good night’s rest. The stars twinkled in a clear sky and an owl could be heard close by. The night passed peacefully, but John’s mind would not settle.
Seeing Arthur go into her room in the wee hours of the morning could not be explained any other way. John knew that. Yet he struggled to come up with a different explanation. She was a contradiction; one moment the passionate lover and the next the untried virgin. They could not both be true. If she had taken a lover, he would not feel the need to continue as her husband, consummated or not. He could actually be done with her and rightfully take the land that was now his by marriage. The very idea sparked his pulse. He did not want to be separated from her. He wanted her to be his.
Peter joined him, a mug of warm cider in his hand. “Nice night.”
John grunted in response.
“Thinking of her again?”
John turned to his friend. He thought he had been so circumspect. Apparently not so much. “How is the boy?”
“He is sleeping.”
“Has he said aught?”
“He did wake up and asked me who I was.”
A small man came from the woods behind them. “My lord?”
“Yes, Sean?”
“The boy has awakened. He is sitting up and asking questions.”
Peter and John followed the man back toward where the small fire still burned. The drawn faces of the soldiers reflected the eerie firelight, their fear of the boy apparent. Perhaps a soldier’s worst nightmare was to be left for dead on the battlefield. That this boy had survived such an event awed them and frightened them at the same time.
The boy’s eyes went immediately to Peter who smiled at him. John sat beside him. “How fare ye?”
“I am alive. No one will answer me, sir. Are you Normans?”
John met Peter’s level gaze before he answered. “We are. Is there aught you require?” An empty bowl sat in his lap and the boy appeared to understand him.
“Normans are not as bad as they say, methinks.”
John smiled at his frankness. “What is your name?”
“I am called Aldred.”
“Aldred. Do you remember what happened in your village?”
The boy’s pained look said he did. John’s heart quickened in anticipation of finally getting some answers.
“Aye.” The boy looked at the men watching him. “The men…they dressed the same but they didn’t sound like you.”
They were dressed as Normans. It was intentional, then, they were in disguise hoping to have people believe they were indeed Normans. “Do you remember aught else?”
“Yes. They went into the priest’s house first. I heard screaming from Father Anselm and ran to me mum.” Aldred’s eyes overflowed with tears. “They did terrible things to her. They cut my fingers clear off me hand when I came at them.” The boy’s mangled hand waived in the air, he seemed mesmerized by the sight of it.
“I’m sorry about your mum.” John tried to be patient with the boy. He had been through a lot, but John desperately needed answers.
“One man, he had bright red hair, had these blue eyes that pierced right through me.” The boy shivered as if the memory could hurt him. “He looked like a crazed one. He cut the head off of the butcher, he did.”
The headless body must have been the butcher. Perhaps a closer look might give them a better idea what he used to do the deed. He had not seen many red-haired men in the area. One sniffing after his wife was enough.
“Do you remember aught else?”
“They sounded like we do.”
“You think they were from around here?”
“You are not, right?”
John nodded.
“Then I would say they were.”
If this was all the boy knew, then they only had confirmation that their suspicions were correct. They weren’t any closer to finding them, though. One of them had red hair. Taking a chance, John smiled at the boy reassuringly.
“It cannot have been easy to wait them out.”
“No. The sweat poured off me. The butcher is very heavy. When I awoke to them standing over me, I tried not to move. They thought me dead.”
So he had been close enough to hear them talking. He might have heard something that could help them but John did not want to cause him undue pain.
“Were they laughing?”
“Oh no. They were angry. The one man— the red-haired man— yelled at them. He told them they were wretched men and if Leofrid knew they wanted to plunder, he would have their heads.”
John patted the boy’s shoulder and stood up. Peter put his arm around the boy and told him he was a good help. Leofrid. Was it Godwinson? Weren’t they all killed years ago? He ran his hand through his hair. When Peter stood beside him, he saw that he, too, had recognized the name.
“But it cannot be him. He was killed.”
“You are right. It cannot be. If he had lived,” John measured his words carefully, “would he really stay around? I know Harold is dead, as are his brothers.”
“Then where would Leofrid’s allegiance lie?” Peter completed his thought. The two turned toward each other. There was only one man who still lived and still desired to be King of England. Canute. He would take great pleasure, no doubt, in daily annoying the current king.
“I must get word to William.”
“I will go, John. Mayhap you should return to Rowena. The king will receive me. I will leave without delay.”
The thought of Rowena brought turmoil and desire. He couldn’t leave the villages unprotected from men who would kill their own just to lay the blame at his feet. “No. I must see to my people. They are under my protection.”
“As is Rowena. Philip can see to the villagers. Philip.” Peter did not wait for confirmation and John did not gainsay him.
John gave the order. “Break camp at daybreak and see that the villages are protected. Peter travels to the king posthaste.”
“I will send reinforcements for you to have a well-protected area around my lands,” John added, already gathering his few belongings. “Since I don’t know where the local men’s loyalty lies, I will send only our men. Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“The king is two day’s ride from here and he will want to see more men added as well. How will we know who to trust?” Peter’s question held validity.
“Trust only the ones we have known. No one else.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
As John approached the castle, a group of children played beside the water surrounding the stone edifice. A circle of five little girls and one little red-haired boy walked around in a circle as they sang.
“Ring around, ring around.” The little blonde girl sang her heart out, her head tipped back, her mouth gaping open. “Alive-ee live oh.”
An auburn-haired child with a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose broke away from her friends to stand beside the road as he passed. She smiled.
“Good day, my lord.”
He smiled back and tipped his head. He remembered the girl from the first night he had stayed at the Owl and Thistle. She’d left a rose on his pillow before Felicity had hurried her off.
“Thank you again for the rose, Matilda.”
The little blonde girl’s jaw dropped. She said in a loud whisper, “His lordship knows your name?’
John laughed. He was someone of importance now.
John dismounted and called together the men still remaining at the castle to keep them abreast of what was happening. They needed to be forewarned of the trouble they were facing.
“The attacks are laid at our feet, even if we had nothing to do with them.” He looked into each man’s eyes, loyalty and honor etched on their heart. “We need to convince the Saxons we are on their side. And that we don’t condone this type of treatment.”
“My lord, how can we prove it is not us?”
“There is only one way. By looking out for their interests above our own.”
The men’s gazes did not waiver. They understood what he was asking.
“I need twelve men dispatched immediately. Philip will apprise you of what is needed when you arrive at the camp.”
In short order, the men were divided. The remaining thirteen were to remain diligent and especially attentive to any talk around them in case something could be discovered about the attacks.
Entering the Great Hall, John sought out his wife and found her in front of the fire with her head bent over an embroidery frame. As he approached, her quiet humming drifted to him. Stopping a few feet away, he decided to watch her. Her delicate hands nimbly pierced the needlework of green and red vines, carefully working the piece that would one day grace the walls.
Around the hall, on all sides, were similar tapestries, intricately created. He had noticed them before. The skill of the needlepoint was unquestionable. He swelled with pride that his wife was so talented. Her humming stopped abruptly when she tangled her thread, her face becoming intensely focused as she tried to dislodge the knot.
“Damn.” She pierced herself with the needle. Putting her index finger to her mouth, he knew the exact moment she caught sight of him. She seemed to freeze. He willed her to keep her eyes on him as he slowly closed the distance between them. He sat on the bench across from her, choosing to continue his observations of her.
“You look well,” he said.
“I have been better.” She indicated her bleeding finger.
He took her hand. She tensed, yet her face showed no emotion. Blood gathered at the top of her finger, and he put it into his own mouth. Her chest rose as she gasped, her eyes trained on his mouth. He sucked lightly. Her head rose, and her eyes narrowed ever so slightly as if she were resisting what she felt. When he took her finger out of his mouth, her glazed eyes seemed to clear and she stared back at him. Recognizing her desire, he fought the smile tugging at his lips. Undeniable. Her breathing ragged, she started to pull her hand back, but he resisted and turned his focus again to her injury.
Holding the finger at eye level between them, he watched her face from the corner of his eye. The blood again pooled and he looked past it to see her face as he again sucked the blood from her finger. Her chest swelled with her deep, slow breath. He licked the digit in his mouth. Her breathing became more shallow and she fought to keep her eyes focused.
Absolutely indisputable.
Like a bolt of lightning, the reality struck him. He had not been wrong about her. She did desire him. She had lied about finding his odor offensive and him needing a bath. The smile came, and he could not help the satisfaction he felt. She had hidden her desire all along. She saw his smile, and her face scrunched up in confusion. He withdrew her finger slightly.
“I’m afraid you may bleed to death,” he stated simply.
“So you smile?” She sounded more sarcastic than upset. Her eyes darkened.
“That is not why I smile.”
“Then, pray tell, what do you find so enjoyable?”
Debating the best course of action, he glanced around the hall with the many people milling about and realized it was not the best time or place to force his advantage. He could afford to be patient now that he knew her true feelings. He suffered from the same ailment. They could help each other, but not now. Now there was too much between them to be settled. He could afford to wait.
“To be this close to you makes me smile. Is that so bad a thing?” He could see her withdrawal even though she did not move. “There.” He turned her finger toward her, showing the blood had stopped. “I never questioned your ability to survive.”
He pulled her chin to him and kissed her lightly on the lips. He pulled back slightly and looked deeper into her eyes. Slowly closing the distance between them, he held her gaze until his lips moved more forcibly against her own. He tried to convey the hint of passion they would share, to try and wipe away any memories that were not of him, and to imbue it with the promise of what their married life would soon consist of.
He finally drew away. Her lashes fluttered open, silver eyes turned to smoky gray. He smiled again and left the hall. He could certainly wait now that he knew there would be a satisfactory ending to his abstinence. Mayhap this very night.
In the kitchen, he glanced around at the many people working in preparation for the evening meal. It took a minute to find the gray-haired woman he knew to be the cook.
“Ah, Ada, there you are.”
“Yes, my lord? Did you need something?”
“I need information. You know the whereabouts of most of the inhabitants you cook for?”
“I do, my lord. I have to make enough food.”
“Arthur? Can you tell me his whereabouts?”
“He is gone, sir.”
John frowned. Left the castle? “How long has he been gone?”
“He left shortly after you did. Said he had king’s business.”
John knew the king was just returning from Normandy and could not have sent word to Arthur except through him. Arthur had given his allegiance to William right after his crowning. He’d been part of a mass dedication ceremony where even the Scottish King Malcolm, came to swear his fealty. That was when Arthur had been given the commission to look after the territory until William decided to give it to John. Arthur had been here with no one to oversee him.
When John took Rowena to wife, he had given no thought to any change in men. He stayed with the men William put in place. John wasn’t sure what the king saw in the man, if he had done anything to gain his trust. He imagined regular reports were sent to the king since they had not been sent to him.
He wondered how Rowena felt about Arthur’s absence. Turning back toward the door he had just entered, he considered the wisdom of approaching his wife on the subject. Better not to stir up that hornet’s nest right now.
“Thank you for your help, Ada.”
“My pleasure, my lord. Oh—”
John turned toward the woman.
“Felicity was asking for you.”
Perplexed at the name, hearing it out of context, it took him a minute to remember the woman from the inn. “Yes?”
Ada stepped closer and lowered her voice, her eyes intent upon him. “She just sends her greetings.”
He watched the gray-haired woman waddle back to the fire at the far end of the kitchen. John had not the slightest clue as to why Felicity would send a message to him. He snorted at the absurdity of women and continued back into the Great Hall. Rowena’s seat was now empty. He knew she had probably retired to her chamber. His lip curled slightly when he remembered the look of longing in her eyes after his kiss. His conquest gave him great satisfaction until he felt again that raw craving surge through him. It had been a very long time. He hoped he would be able to win her over before he burst with his own desire.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Safe in the privacy of her bedchamber and out of sight of curious eyes, Rowena gave in to her desire to moan as she closed her eyes and felt again the touch of her husband’s lips on her own. Firm and demanding with a hint of something she longed for but could not name. She ran her tongue over her dry lips. What should she do? She knew what her body wanted and those longings came to life every night as she slept alone.
In her dreams, John came to her as naked and stunning as he had looked beside the tub. She was no longer afraid but desperate to have him press himself against her, touch her. Despite the satisfaction she felt in his arms, she would awaken with her body on fire, aching with desire. How could she have these feelings for a man she barely knew? Did he have the same feelings for her?
The clash of swords drew her to the window. In the practice area below, her husband ran through his daily regimen. A disciplined soldier, every plane on his body was rock hard as he slashed at the straw stuffed body hanging from an iron hook. He removed his sweat covered tunic. Her mouth went dry. She leaned her forehead against the cold stone wall, her breath coming quicker as his movements got more forceful. People were gathering in the area to watch the lord of the castle as he practiced with such intensity but Rowena gave them little attention. Her gaze focused on her husband. He lunged and stretched, his muscles glistening with sheer power, bulging with each thrust to the headless sack.
Even from this distance, Rowena could see that John was breathing heavily when he stepped away from the practice dummy. John smiled as a man covered with hay and leather approached him, his sword drawn. Rowena could not hear the words but the crowd that had gathered laughed at John’s comment which caused his opponent to tip down the visor on his heavy helmet. She saw her own Saxon warriors gathering around, admiring John’s ability as well.
John was relentless in his attack. His sparring partner thrust and deflected as sword then bare hands were used against him. Her men were silent, intent on watching the fight. Bulging muscles engulfed the man before being able to free himself from John’s attack. Splaying her fingers around the window sill, she leaned closer. The sweat poured from John’s body causing his skin to glisten in the setting sun. With closed eyes, she would swear she could actually smell him.
She opened her eyes in time to see one last shove, and John had the man beneath him, his arm pressed against the man’s neck. The other man raised his hands in surrender. The crowd cheered at their lord’s prowess. Her own men raised their voices in a heartfelt “Hizzah!”
Rowena took a shaky breath and started to pull back but John turned unexpectedly toward her window. His eyes locked onto hers and she could not move. Time seemed to stand still as she watched his lean body shake with the intensity of his work out. His breathing labored. She could almost feel his breath against her skin.
“My lady?” Rowena jumped and pulled away from the window at the sound of Joan coming through her door. The woman looked taken aback to find her mistress almost hanging out the window and breathing heavily.
Trying to appear nonchalant, Rowena walked unsteadily toward Joan. “Yes?”
“What is amiss?”
“Naught—there is naught amiss.” Rowena responded with irritation. She pushed the hair away from her face and felt the dampness against her neck.
Shaking her head slightly, Joan continued. “I have news for you, my lady.”
“News?” Rowena tried again to focus. “I have a great thirst. Could you see to that first?”
Joan dipped her head in acknowledgement and headed back out the door. Sitting on her bed, Rowena closed her eyes to relive the look on her husband’s face. Desire. She would have been a virgin no more if she had been any closer to him. She knew it in his look. He wanted her right then and there. A ripple of anticipation shot up her body.
By the time Joan returned, Rowena had composed herself adequately. Taking a long draw of the cider, Rowena raised her eyebrows expectantly at her friend. “Yes, Joan? What news have you?”
“It is your husband.”
Rowena’s brows quickly came together at that answer. “What of him?”
“Well, he has a room at the Owl and Thistle.”
Feeling like the air had been knocked out of her, Rowena asked, “Why does he have a room at the inn?”
Joan looked around uncomfortably before she finally met her eyes. “Perhaps he does not feel welcome here?”
Rowena considered what welcome meant and what her friend tried not to say. When she understood her meaning, she felt her own cheeks grow hot. “You mean he has been going there for womanly companionship?”
“It would appear so.”
“You believe he would break his vows so easily?”
Joan’s expression said it all. She not only believed it but expected it. Rowena turned from her friend before the tears filled her eyes. How naïve. To think that the wedding vows they had made would keep him from seeking another’s company. She was probably the only one in the castle who didn’t know of his liaisons. No doubt he’d had many bed partners over the years. He was a virile man with physical needs. It was not unheard of for a man to seek his release outside of his marriage. It was just embarrassing to have him do it with her own people. She believed him to be more caring than that.
“My lady?” Joan laid her hand gently on Rowena’s rounded shoulder. Her compassion made her desolation seem so much worse.
“Leave me.” There was a catch in her throat.
Joan did not question it.”Yes, my lady.” Joan paused at the open door. “I thought you would want to know.”
Rowena kept her back to her friend but nodded. The sob caught in her throat and when she heard the door close, she threw herself on her bed. How could she believe he would not take another to bed? He certainly did not come to her. Desire had clearly been on his face. Yet he was not here.
Rowena sat up on her bed, filling with rage at the injustice. She looked around. “No, he is not here. Then where is he?” She shouted her question to the empty room. Covering her face with her hands, Rowena wept bitterly. First he left her physically alone with the distance of an ocean between them and now he leaves her to find anyone else he can.
Lying on her back, she remembered how he had looked at her when he saw to her pricked finger. His eyes had spoken volumes about his desire. Then why did he not take her? He was seeing to his needs with another.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
John rubbed the towel against his sweaty neck and chest as Mark repeated what he had heard. The harsh reality of his world had come tumbling down when he had been interrupted from his determined trek to his wife’s chamber by the man before him now. John knew the exact minute that Rowena had started watching him. He had actually felt her eyes on him. He had been determined to beat his desire for her out of him by sheer exhaustion but when his eyes had locked onto her, he had known he’d lost this most important of battles. He needed to have his wife beneath him, receiving his need or he would die.
“The men had been bribed, two and three shillings apiece for each village. The victims were not known to the men. Their leader made sure of that.”
“And their leader? Was there a name?”
“Only the description of a tall, red-haired man. I do not believe they knew his name. The men had been selected because of their family size and need. These men did the job so they could provide for their families. It was that simple.”
“That is not simple.”
“No, my lord.” Mark lowered his eyes. “It is cruel to keep men starving and reward them for doing murder for you.
“But where did he get the money?”
Mark looked John in the face. “I have also heard a Godwinson has returned from Ireland.”
John saw again the silver eyes of Rowena’s father. “Ireland? How can that be? They were all killed in battle.”
“Not all. One of the sons, your wife’s cousin, is said to have survived.”
The fighting over the English throne had been intense with four men laying claim to the throne. John knew that only William was the rightful heir. He had been given the claim by Edward himself. True, word of Edward’s choice had been brought to Normandy by Harold Godwin who then claimed the throne for himself at Edward’s death. It was always the same with bastards. Despite William’s right to the throne through his father, as a bastard son, many would gainsay that right until totally false claims to the throne were recognized instead. A bastard never had a chance in this world. John knew that firsthand.
“We must catch these men in the act to prove our case.”
“I have a plan, my lord.”
“Speak freely.”
Mark squatted and drew a crude map of John’s lands in the dirt. “Here are the villages that have been attacked.” The x’s marked the spots and John could smell again the stink of burning bodies, the memory of the total devastation they had encountered. “This is the village that will be next. We need only wait them out there.”
John saw the sense of what the man said. These attackers were not being very crafty. There was a straight line between all the villages. He was right. That would be the next village laid to waste.
“I need to get to Peter and tell him what we have learned.” Standing up, John pulled his tunic on over his head. “See to my horses and gather our men. We ride out tonight.”
“My lord,” John turned back to the man, “perhaps we should wait until morning. If we come across the men in the night, we will have missed our opportunity to catch them in the act.”
Considering this, John’s glance went unbidden to the now empty window of his wife’s chamber. “You are right. But you must get word to Peter this night.”
“I will go myself.”
“Take care, Mark.”
“It will be easier to travel unobserved alone, my lord. Fear not.”
John considered his own filthy condition as he made his way down the hall which led to his wife’s chamber. She had not been present in the Hall and the looks her maidservant gave him would have had a lesser man fearing for his life. He knew he was in no condition to see his wife but he needed her.
The room was warm and smelled of lavender when he opened the door. Rowena lay curled up on her side across the bed and did not move when he entered. Closing the door quietly behind him, John approached his sleeping wife. The tears covering her face gave him pause. Without thinking, he stroked her cheek, wiping the tear away. Rowena did not stir. Slowly he lowered his lips to her cheek and kissed her lightly. Her smell intoxicated—cider and lavender. She moaned lightly in her sleep. He resisted the urge to nuzzle her neck and lean her onto her back with his body. He took a step back, unsure he could resist the urge to caress her to wakefulness and take her as was his desire if he stayed in the room.
John turned to leave. He had not noticed the tub before the fire. She must have intended to take a bath. It took but a moment to decide and he quickly doffed his clothes intending only to submerge himself for a moment. Standing naked in the middle of the room, he turned toward the bed and argued with himself. Rowena was his wife and he desired her. By all rights he could awaken her and see to his needs.
He approached the bed. She looked like an angel, her lips slightly parted and her breath, warm against his face, smelled of brown bread and fresh butter. Just now noticing the food set on the table beside the bed, he realized he’d only had eyes for her. He stepped away from the desirable woman. His original plan to win her over was a good one, not tempting himself with her nearness. He submerged himself in the cold water which helped quench his desire. He rested his head back and closed his eyes. Turning his thoughts towards other things, John considered what would cause men to pillage the villages of their own people. What reward could be so great that a man would turn against his own people? Red-haired man. Could it actually be Arthur? The man had sworn his fealty to William or he would not have been given charge of Rowena’s holdings. If he had Rowena as well…John looked toward the sleeping woman. He knew his mind would not rest until he knew for sure that Rowena had been faithful to her vows.
What a hypocrite he was. Rowena was expected to be faithful to him but he knew he had not been so to her, not entirely. Abigail had really been a thorn in his side. She’d snuck into his room unbidden. Her smug look when he’d awoken said it all. She took great pleasure in convincing him of his desire for her.
Rowena turning over in the bed brought him out of his own thoughts. He enjoyed the view. He longed to slowly caress that bottom and hold her tightly against him. John quickly dunked his head and lathered himself deciding it best to remove himself from temptation.
He had his back to her as he quickly dried himself and began to dress. Her movements were getting harder and harder for him to ignore. Almost finished, the moan that accompanied her thrashing finally drew him to her, his boots still in his hand. It was the moan he remembered so well.
He brushed her hair out of her face. She moaned again and he put his boots down beside the bed. He took her hand in his own resting it on his chest and lay beside her on the bed. Cradling her head against him, he ran his hand along her soft curves.
“Shhh, Rowena. Calm yourself.”
Despite his intent, when she turned her mouth up to him, he could not stop from responding. His kiss quickly deepened and her willing response pushed him along. When she took his hand and brought it to her breast, he realized he was losing the battle. With acute clarity, he remembered everything about her that he had discovered that first day. She was a passionate woman. It had been too long. He was a starving man, desperate to have her. His kisses traveled the sensitive area of her neck, tasting her.
“John, make me your wife now.” Her throaty whisper intoxicated.
He moaned in answer to her willingness. He would have her now.
“Please. I need you,” she said. “Do not go to another.”
Intent on his own desire, it took John a moment to register what she’d said. His kisses stopped suddenly. He withdrew his hand and shook his head.
“Methinks I did not hear you aright.”
She pulled back from him and glancing around, her eyes widened in surprise. “What is amiss?”
He lurched away from the bed. “I do not go to another.”
When it is only you that I want. His breath stopped.
Rowena got off the bed, pulling her bodice back. “What?”
John’s breathing returned in a rush, distracting his thoughts. “You are making accusations against me ‘tis all.”
She tipped her head as if he spoke gibberish. “I was abed, my lord, I did not make any accusations.”
Raking his hand through his hair, he frowned. “I came in here and found you asleep, crying out for me.”
She glanced away, but her flaming cheeks spoke of her belief in what he said.
“Then you told me not to go to another.”
“I cannot defend what I do not remember.”
“And yet you have the look of one that knows of dreams so deeply arousing that you cry out in your sleep.”
She turned away. “Aye, I know those dreams.”
He came up behind her, not daring to touch her again. “And in your dreams do I go to another?”
Rowena inhaled a shaky breath. “That is the way of it, methinks.”
“It is not.” John spun her to face him. “Why would you think so little of me? When have I given you reason to doubt me?”
* * *
Rowena was becoming used to her lust filled dreams. She had not realized why they suddenly felt so real. They were real. It was his hand on her breast, his lips on her mouth. The sincerity in his expression now could not be denied but Rowena knew better.
She looked askance at him. “Husband, you have not been here.” She motioned to the bed.
“Do you think me an animal, rutting about, with no control?
I have not been seeking pleasure elsewhere whilst you pine away for me here.” He pulled his tunic over his head, shifting uncomfortably. “You are my wife. It is you that denied me.”
“Until we knew each other better, yes, but there has been little evidence of you seeking to change that fact.”
He pointed to the bed. “But now you would have me take you when you believe I am unfaithful to you?”
She threw her long hair over her shoulder. “I believe any man would take what I offer.”
“So you believe me to be unfaithful to you?” He shook his head then realized what else she had said. “What man have you made the offer to?”
Rowena seemed stricken by the accusation. “What are you asking?”
John’s hands were gentle on her shoulders as he pulled her against him. He leaned his face into her hair and spoke quietly.
“I do desire you, Rowena.” A shiver worked its way down her spine. “I am bursting with desire for you.” His voice was a whisper against her cheek. “I do not understand what game you are playing at.”
She stilled, exhaling on a puff of air. Games were of no interest to her. Her head dipped in defeat. “Leave me.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The woman in his arms needed him. His wife. She wanted him for who he was. Could he let her turn him out? Should he walk away? His hesitation lasted but a moment. Determination took its place.
“I will not be leaving you alone, Rowena.”
He slid his hands down her sides, feeling the curves he remembered from their fleeting encounter. She shivered. Slowly he turned her to face him, slipping his hand across her flat belly, brushing against her breast. She stiffened but her eyes remained downcast, as if to hide what she felt.
“I will not be leaving.”
Torn between pulling her up against him so she could feel the power of his desire for her or insisting she admit if she’d been unfaithful with Arthur ripped at his insides. The bed loomed behind her, beckoning him to forego any conversations and just take her now and find out for himself.
John moved stiffly to the stool in front of the fire, exhaling deeply before he finally spoke. “We need to talk.”
Her head shot up. “What do we have to talk about?” Rowena’s clenched her jaw. “I am your wife but you have no need of me. It is a man’s prerogative to cast aside his wife.”
He closed his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath, before opening them. “I have not cast you aside.”
“No?” Her eyes narrowed. “I have no better word for it.”
“I think we need to begin anew.”
“Anew? Where you accept me as your wife?”
“I am pleased with you as my wife. I am sorry I have not been here sooner to fulfill my rights.”
She gasped. Her eyes widened. “Your rights? You walked away from any rights and yet I still would willingly accept you, even now, but no…” She gestured at the bed with jerky motions. “Here. Now. But you refuse. If that is not casting me aside then I verily must be daft.”
“Cease this. I did not refuse. I do not wish to play with words.” He stood in front of her, blocking her path. “Hear me.” He cupped her cheek, her jaw tight beneath his hand. “I am very pleased with you but I do not share what is mine.”
Her warm skin was smooth as silk and he traced her lips with his thumb. Those supple lips begged for his kisses. The memory of her passion-filled moan echoed in his mind as if he’d just heard it. He licked his lips and fought against his desires. Would it matter? If she’d been with Arthur? Damn it. Yes! But he would not let her go. He could not. She was everything he wanted.
“You must be truthful with me about what Arthur means to you.”
Her face screwed up into a frown. “Arthur?”
He couldn’t keep his hands off her and caressed her cheek, tracing along her jaw. “Do you have feelings for him?”
“He was my friend.” She eyed him warily.
“Is that all?”
She lowered her head. “He was my protector.”
“That is all?”
She nodded, still not meeting his gaze.
Something was amiss. “He has not touched you?” John dragged his finger down her neck, pausing where her blood pulsed, quickening.
Heat flushed her face.
“Has he taken you into his arms?” John forced himself to continue breathing. He did not want his suspicions to be correct. He wanted her to be his, untouched and pure.
She hesitated. “Yes.”
His nostrils flared but he kept his voice steady. “Has he caressed you here?”
He brushed his hands over her breast, one and then the other. She was exquisite and he wanted to flatten his hand against her, cupping her. He couldn’t give in yet. Not until he knew for sure, but his reasoning was becoming harder and harder to remember.
She opened her eyes and held his gaze. “Not like you touch me.”
The words hung in the air between them. Rowena had been intimate with another. Like a dagger in the gut, John’s entire body froze as he considered the implication of what she was admitting. Arthur had touched her then. He jerked his hand away from her.
“How was it different?” Hearing again the sound of her moan, his longing for his wife burst into full desire. The way she had looked with her eyes closed, her lips parted and the sound of her longing. He would surely die if he didn’t have her now. “Answer me.”
Her eyes did not even blink. “I did not feel this way with him. His touch meant nothing to me.”
His touch meant nothing. God, he wanted her anyway. He needed to be tasting her and caressing her, bringing her passion to full bloom but he needed to hear everything. “How did he touch you?”
“He held me in his arms. He kissed me.” She gripped her hands tightly. “He tried to coax me into desire. I felt nothing.” She sniffled loudly. “He had told me he loved me. When you came back and did not come to me,” she wiped at her nose, “I thought I could love him but I felt nothing for him. His kiss on my lips disgusted me. His touch was wrong.” She picked up her head, imploring him with her eyes. “I am ashamed at my weakness. I have been alone for so long, I wished only to be loved.”
I have been alone for so long.
He understood her pain.

I wished only to be loved.
He knew that longing first hand.
“You have done nothing wrong, my lady.” She was his lady, his wife, and he wanted to fill her desire to be loved. The realization made him feel very vulnerable.
“You did not desire him,” John’s voice was steady, firm. “Your desire is for your husband, as it should be.”
Satisfaction filled his chest and he pulled her in closer, working his fingers beneath her long hair, rubbing little circles against her sensitive neck. He nuzzled against her neck and he was surrounded by her scent. “I desire you as well, my love.”
When he turned her face to him, she resisted slightly, but then he kissed her and she relaxed in his arms. Her lips were soft and yielding, and he teased her with his tongue. She opened her mouth to him. He slid his hand to her breast, its weight fitting so perfectly in his hand. Her nipple responded to his touch, hardening into an eager nub that he longed to suckle. He lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bed, laying her down ever so gently. He lay down beside her without taking his lips from hers.
She was absolutely perfect from the taste of her mouth to the softness of her hair. Her tongue met his and he deepened the kiss. He dragged his hands down her body finally cupping her bottom, pressing her against his firm desire. He shuddered. He wanted her like he’d never wanted anything before.
His breathing was ragged when he broke the kiss. He stared into her eyes. “You do desire this?”
She nodded and closed her eyes, wrapping her arms around his neck and leaning up for his mouth again. He kissed her back but it wasn’t nearly enough. He had to touch her. What he wanted was her naked beneath him, writhing with desire, and begging him to enter her. No. He wanted to be inside her already.
He dragged his hand along her slender calf, pulling the chemise up as he went. Her bare skin his to touch, so soft and inviting. At her hips, he slid his hand along her thighs, grasping her bottom. Arching her back, he suckled her breast, slipping his hand between her legs to her heat. She was wet and warm.
The memory flooded back. He’d wanted her then and he wanted her now. His finger slipped inside and she gasped, bucking slightly.
“Do not be afeard, let me love you.”
He pulled back and looked at her lovely face, her lips parted, her eyes wide and innocent. “I will make up to you all these years of waiting. That is my promise to you.” He whispered the words against her mouth, plundering her with his tongue as his finger did the same.
She responded with soft moans, her hips urging him on.
“That gives you pleasure?”
She nodded, unable to speak. He sped up his movements, holding her tight against him, until she worked into a rhythm that matched his. Her breathing quickened, becoming more labored and he put his mouth near her ear.
“Yes, my love, let me know your pleasure. Let me hear your moan.”
And she did as her hips pitched up one last time, held against him by her climax. Her moan was sweet to his ear and he fought for self control. He breathed, his open mouth, trying to remember how the cold water of the loch felt in winter—anything to keep his mind from letting his body find its release.
She exhaled a shaky breath, her hands still rubbing little circles into his shoulders. He worked the chemise the rest of the way over her head, nearly exploding with his desire at the sight of her nakedness once again. It was bittersweet and his agony seemed like just payment for her abandonment. He tossed her chemise but when he would stretch out beside her, she pulled back.
“This does not seem good to me.”
He’d done something wrong? He couldn’t think of what it was.
“Why am I naked but you are not?”
He sighed in relief and quickly doffed his own clothing then stretched alongside her, taking her into his arms again. Her mouth was eager on his, her hands sliding across his chest and lower. He grabbed her hand.
“Best not to tempt fate.”
“I do not understand. I want to touch you.”
“This may not be the best time.”
“Why?” she glanced at his erection. “I am not afraid.”
That was all he needed to hear and she was under him. His mouth on hers as his hand moved to cup her buttocks, then gripping her thighs and spreading them so that he dipped between her legs, the head of his tarse at the juncture of her wetness. She stilled suddenly.
“Perhaps I am afeared.”
He looked down into her face, a crease marked her forehead and she nibbled at her bottom lip.
“There is only one first time. You do not know what to expect this time, but I tell you it will be more pleasurable than my finger was.”
“But…it is so big. Will it rip me asunder?”
He leaned away so that his ready cock was easily visible. “Touch me then.”
“But I thought you said—”
“Touch me so you see I am not made of wood but of flesh.”
He gasped when her fingers gripped him so hard, so sweet.
His jaw clenched. “Do you see that I am flesh?”
She caressed him gently, squeezing as she pulled, and he nearly exploded in her hand. He placed his hand over hers to still her movements. “If you have enough proof I will not rip you apart, may I please continue?”
She beamed her smile and spread her legs wide. That was his undoing. So wet and ready he quickly entered her. She grabbed at his shoulder and gasped when he broke through her maidenhead. John had never been with a virgin before so he didn’t know for sure how long her pain would last. Sweat broke out on his forehead. His heart seemed to burst through his chest, and his arms trembled where he held himself away from her and still.
“Umm, is there more to it than this?”
John sighed and dropped down on her. He rocked into her gently.
“Oh, that is much better,” she moaned and he moved more insistently.
She arched her hips up to him, and he bit her neck. He couldn’t hold back but he could feel her tight around him milking him in her climax and he let go with hard thrusts, finally spilling his seed into her until he was spent.
Rowena was a virgin no longer.
Her breathing still labored, every movement she made seemed to reverberate through his body but he knew she needed to recover from their first time. She would be sore.
He pulled her up alongside his length, and she snuggled against him, her head resting on his chest. She fit perfectly into the crook of his arm. He kissed the top of her head then grabbed the cover, tucking it securely behind her.
“Is it always like that?”
He smiled. “I take it you found pleasure in it.”
“Oh, yes,” she sighed. Her enthusiasm came through in her voice. It increased his desire.
“No, it’s not always like that.”
“Oh.” Her tone dipped in her disappointment.
“Some people do not suit.” He could smell her. He wanted her again.
“So, for them it is not like that?” She crossed his legs with her own, rubbing against him.
He was already hard. “I would say not.”
“But…for us? It will be like this? We…suit?”
God, he could take her and fill her again and again. He never wanted a woman like he wanted her. He struggled to keep his breathing steady when he answered her. “I would say so.”
She nodded against his chest, her breath warm. How long did he have to wait before taking her again?
“Rest, my love.” He tightened his jaw and tried to think about something else.
After a few moments of quiet, Rowena spoke up, “John, I do not feel tired.”
“No? And how do you feel then?”
She picked her head up. “Hungry.”
He frowned and looked askance at her.
 She smiled. “Like I’ve been given forbidden fruit and I want more.”
His breath caught. Yes, but it wasn’t forbidden.
“I’m certain we need to take some time.” John shuddered with yearning when she rubbed slightly against him, his own leg dipping betweens hers and against her wetness.
“Let me feel again your body inside of mine.” She stroked his face. “Make us one.”
She was under him. Her firm bottom filled his hands as he raised her hips up to receive his thrust, her tightness pulling against him with each withdrawal.
 He bent his head close to her ear. “I believe I’ve found heaven.”
She shuddered. He encouraged her to move against him, showing her what was pleasing to him. She held on tightly at first then moved more willingly with his guidance. Too soon for him, it was over.
He had been a long time practicing abstinence which may explain his insatiable desire but it was more than that. It was her. She fit him like a glove. She was more than willing and her satisfaction became the center of his enjoyment.
Spent, he easily pulled her up to straddle him. With one hand behind his head, he grinned at the sight of her loveliness. Her breasts still heaving as she rolled her shoulders and stretched languorously, her hair disheveled about her. She slowly licked her lip, her eyes hooded.
“You are too enticing by half.”
She reached to smooth her hair and he laughed. Clearly taken aback, she demanded. “Why do you laugh?”
“I say you’re enticing and you fuss about yourself.”
She frowned.
“These…” He slid her closer up his chest and held her soft globes in his calloused hands, “are beautiful breasts.” Her knees were bent and rested at his shoulders. He smiled. “Quite a view I have.”
She sat up straighter, uncertain what she should do. When she started to move away from him, his hand on her back stopped her. “Be still. I enjoy the sight.”
He dragged his hand along her spine and leaned her toward him until his mouth enclosed her breast. Her eyes closed in pleasure, her lips separated. Lightly he nibbled her and her head dipped to her chest. He slid his hands along her bottom, grasping her hot flesh, and he was amazed at his own unbridled passion, his own response to his wife. When he leaned back, she pulled away and opened her eyes to look at him. He turned his head to the side and kissed her inner thigh just above the knee, never breaking the eye contact.
“Is there any pain?”
She shook her head slowly.
“Shall we try this again then? More slowly?”
She smiled with mischievous eyes and nodded.
He began his unhurried exploration of every part of her. With firm strokes, he touched her, encouraging her not to hide her pleasure. He sought to know what she enjoyed. She, too, joined in the exploration, boldly touching and taunting him until he couldn’t hold back any longer. Each release became more satisfying because with each encounter, he knew his wife more intimately.
Every time, her throbbing pleasure resulted in moans that pulled at his manhood for sweet release. When their breathing eased and she lay still against him, he whispered in her ear. “That, my sweet, was your wedding night.” He pulled her against him. “Soon, we will have our honeymoon.”
“I am well pleased with you.” Rowena said quietly just before she dozed off to sleep.
A deep chuckle filled his chest. She was like no woman he’d ever met. He kissed her forehead and was quickly joining her in sleep.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
In the early dawn, Rowena awoke to her husband’s mouth against her neck, nibbling and licking, sending little shivers down her body and stirring her passions again. Never could she have imagined what marriage would be like.
She rubbed against him when he pulled her close, his own arousal nudging firmly against her. Despite her fears, he had fit her perfectly.
“John?”
“Yes?” He nuzzled beneath her ear. His answer rumbled through her.
“Should we not break our fast now?”
He stilled. She waited. Had she said something wrong?
Slowly he slid his hand around to her belly to pull her onto her back, and he looked her in the eye.
“Are you saying you’d rather break your fast than be made love to by your husband? Have you tired of me so soon?”
She giggled and shook her head. “Never would I say that.”
He brushed his nose against her cheek then smiled a big radiant smile. “Ah, that is very pleasing to me.”
“And to me.”
His smile dipped and blossomed again. “You are forthright. That also pleases me.”
He took her lips with great eagerness, as if they hadn’t just made love a few hours earlier. She wrapped her arms about his neck, pulling his hardened body closer to her. His hands were hot on her, his touch firm and demanding.
“Mmm.” She wanted him to understand how she felt. “I do find you quite satisfying.”
His hand stilled where he had been stroking her back. “Do ya now?”
Realizing how silly she sounded, she shrugged as she answered. “Yes.”
His hand resumed. “Mmm.”
They made love slowly, savoring each other.
“Ah, my sweet wife,” John’s voice was barely a whisper. “I find you quite satisfying as well.”
He drifted into a heavy sleep accompanied by loud snoring. Rowena shifted closer, covering them tightly with the heavy blanket and did the same.
Rowena was awakened by the door opening and the gasp of her servant. Sitting up slightly, a finger to her lips, Rowena’s sheet dipped before she could grab it back, exposing her nakedness.
“Shhh, Joan. Do not awaken him.” Her voice sounded loud against the quiet of the room.
John now lay flat on his stomach, his hands spread out. One arm lay across her, holding her to him and the other lay off the side of the bed. How like a little boy he looked with his tousled hair and peaceful expression.
“Well, you do look happy, m’lady.” Joan placed her tray of cheese and cider soundlessly on the table. “I am happy to see it but what of the other women?”
Rowena frowned at her maid. What of the other women? “He said there were none.”
“And you believed him? You didn’t settle that between you before you let him bed you?”
“Shhh, Joan.” Her voice was getting a little louder with her exasperation, and Rowena didn’t want to address the problem Joan was reminding her off. Smiling down at John, she was only slightly startled when his hand slid down her stomach and came up between her legs, settling between her thighs.
“I just think you should have made sure he hadn’t made you a laughing stock before you bedded him is all, m’lady.”
Rowena tensed at what she was saying. Her friend had no idea how she was ruining what had been a very wonderful night. In all her dreams, she could never have imagined the feelings she’d experienced. His total desire to please her was something she would never have expected. He made her want him like she had never wanted anything on this earth. She had yelled out his name more than once, and he had taken her moans of pleasure in his mouth, urging her on to a deeper and deeper satisfaction. No, no one could have told her this was what it was like to be married.
When he had whispered that this was their wedding night, tears had filled her eyes. If only she’d known how she had been made for him and him alone. No one else could make her feel like this. She could trust him with her most intimate being, and he treasured her in the way he held her, the way he sought her pleasure, the way he took his release in her, filling her. When he’d said she had her honeymoon to still look forward to, Rowena had been overjoyed. Now she was feeling uneasy.
“Leave now, Joan.” John’s low voice was firm although muffled by his pillow. “Forthwith.”
Joan’s wide-eyed expression was full of fear. When he made to sit up, she jumped to run to the door, shutting it loudly behind her.
John propped his head on his hand, his face dark with a heavy growth of beard and his forehead creased. “Well?”
Trying to adjust her leg so that his hand was not quite so intimately placed, she hesitated in her answer. What should she say? Hadn’t he answered the night before? His hand refused to be dislodged.
“Is there something you’d like to ask me?” His fingers moved suggestively, grazing that special spot.
“Stop.” He did not listen but then she didn’t sound very forceful.
“Is there something you’d like to ask me about then?”
Her eyes closed. Catching herself, her eyes flew open and she tried to adjust her location on the bed only to find his hand kept her put.
“Is there?” His mouth was hot as he suckled her, making it hard to think.
He pulled her beneath him, cupping her bottom against him. He filled her well. Giving in to her passion, she accepted his advances as he moved in her, his powerful thrust igniting her again and again into that wave of passion, and she was once more moaning his name.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“My lady.” The noonday sun brightened the room around Rowena, causing her to become disoriented. “My sweet lady,” John’s insistent voice pushed through her sleep muddled mind.
“Yes?” Rowena opened her eyes to her husband’s smiling face just a few inches from her own.
“You look well bedded.”
Closing her eyes, she stretched languorously. The heat beside her was subsiding and with a start she realized her husband was no longer in the bed.
She sat up quickly and he tugged the blanket away when she tried to cover herself.
“Why are you up? Where are you going?”
He was dressed for travel but his eyes slowly admired her nakedness. Her heart sank as she remembered Joan’s words from the night before.
“You are done with me?”
His eyes widened in surprise. “Why would you ask such a thing?”
When he moved to fondle her exposed breasts, she pulled away from him, wrapping herself with the blanket as she stood on the opposite side of the bed.
“You appear to be ready to go somewhere.” She tried to stop her voice from sounding harsh but the shift from well satiated to discarded was a quick one.
“I must continue to oversee my property. I came back to be with you.” His dimples came into full bloom with his grin. “I admit I was sidetracked from my mission. Pleasantly so.”
The heat on her cheeks extended down her neck as she searched for the right response. She had none. All she knew was that she fell asleep totally contented and awakened to the fact that the source of her contentment was leaving. “When will you return?” Will you see another while you are gone?
His uncertainty was apparent to her now in the way he rubbed his thumb along his lower lip. Was he uncertain because he was unsure of the answer or because he was making up a lie? “I must complete my mission. The king’s orders, Rowena. You understand?”
The reminder that it was indeed his land now didn’t seem intentional but it had the same effect on her. And what of the other women? Had he made her a laughing stock?
“Will you come back here when you do return?”
“Where else would I go?” He had been making his way toward her slowly and when he reached her, her body leaned into him of its volition. His lips were warm and promising but when she would have pushed more insistently against him, she learned he would not be budged.
“I cannot stay with you yet. When I return, we will spend more time together.” His hand caressed her bare bottom, exposed as it was from the ill-wrapped blanket. “We will learn even more about each other.” His hand worked like magic, making her desire him.
“Please, John,” she spoke against his lips. While he was kissing her goodbye she was wanting much more. “What of my honeymoon?”
“Anticipation will make it even sweeter.” When he pulled away from her, she struggled to find her footing. “Awww, do not disappoint me by pouting.”
Her eyes flew open. “I do not pout.” She could see his surprise, and she stood more firmly on her own, determined to not show how vulnerable she felt.
“I see.” He was searching her face and she hoped her desire was not apparent to him. “Perhaps I will be backer sooner than I had thought.”
“Perhaps you should not leave just yet.” She bit her lip and looked away from him, ashamed for having said what was in her heart.
His groan as he unexpectedly pulled her firmly against him was pleasing to her ear. Pulling the blanket out from between their bodies, he leaned her back onto the bed.
“I believe you are correct. I have time to leave you with a proper memory since you are so willing,” his hand worked its magic again, traveling up her thigh, “so very willing.”
She waited but a second for him to make quick work of his fine clothing and he was again pressed against her, bringing her to that special place she had discovered in his arms. She knew the blessing of God was on their marriage. This was indeed the man she was supposed to be with despite the strange turn of events that had caused their marriage. He was worth waiting for and God willing, they would have many more passionate moments and even a family.
When she would have napped against his chest, he quickly left the bed and prepared to dress again. “You are a temptation I rather enjoy.” He laced his trews as he spoke, his smug look of satisfaction couldn’t be missed.
“I take that as a compliment.”
“As well you should.”
“I rather enjoy you also, my lord.” His face lit up at her comment. Self-conscious, she turned away from him.
Coming to kneel beside her as she sat up in the bed, he gently turned her face toward him. “Do not. Do not ever turn away from me when you share your feelings, Rowena. I want to learn all about you. I want to know all your feelings. I want to know your passion. I promise I will treasure your feelings.”
She wrapped her naked arms around him, pulled him against her, and kissed him passionately. Although he seemed surprised by her reaction, he returned her kiss just as ardently.
“I look forward to your return.” Her eyes were level with his as she spoke.
“I will not be over long.” He strapped his broadsword to his side and kissed her again. Then he was gone. She sat on her haunches. Her heart dropped to her stomach as the door quietly closed.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
“Mark never arrived?” John paced with agitation before the dark-haired man he’d left in charge. “No word at all?”
He knew he should have come himself. His guilt was palpable. Why hadn’t he come himself to warn Philip. That is what he should have done instead of pleasuring himself with his wife. Rowena’s face flashed in his mind, and he felt even guiltier at the feelings those memories caused in him.
In her arms he had found a peace he had never known. All his life, he’d felt the outcast, the bastard, always trying to measure up to standards he could never meet. In her arms he’d found complete acceptance, serenity, and peace. He hoped the cost for this peace was not the life of one of his own men.
“We need to send men out to look for him.”
Philip quickly organized search parties for all possible routes Mark would have taken from the castle.
“Perhaps he is nearby and just missed us when we left camp yesterday,” Philip suggested when he returned.
John ceased his pacing. “I pray you are right.”
Unpacking his bag, John considered the possibilities. Mark could have followed the wrong road and missed their camp, or he could have tracked the camp from their previous night. It was true that there could be many reasons he hadn’t made it to them yet.
“The information he had, my lord?”
“My suspicions were confirmed.”
“Then they are verily Saxons burning their own villagers out?”
“They are.” John told Philip what they had discovered at the castle.
“The red-haired man? Is he your seneschal?”
John was surprised by the accusation. “You heard something?”
“No, my lord. It was more a feeling in my gut.”
John thought about his first impression and realized he had felt animosity from the start. He had later attributed that to Arthur’s interest in Rowena.
“You spoke to him?” John asked.
Philip shifted uncomfortably. “My lord, our first night, do you remember? There was a problem with the horses?”
“I do remember the incident. I was told the Saxons were afraid of our horses.”
“I saw Arthur during the commotion. He was standing off in the shadows just watching. I got the impression he enjoyed the ruckus.”
“Mayhap he found humor in it. He is probably just a strange man.” Despite his attempt to explain what he saw, John took Philip’s impressions very seriously.
“That might have been it except when I saw him later he was with a small boy. He gave him what looked like a gold coin”
“Gold?”
“Yes, my lord. He tousled the boy’s head and told him he’d done a good job.”
“I see. Any sign of what specifically the boy had used to rile the horses?”
Philip shook his head. “He left the barn by the back presumably so he wouldn’t walk in front of us. We were still preparing the horses since the remaining stable hands refused.”
From the first, it seemed, Arthur was working against John not only with his wife but with his soldiers as well. Would he have noticed himself if he hadn’t been so wrapped up in winning his wife?
“I appreciate you sharing this with me.”
“Mayhap I should have done so earlier.” Philip’s own feelings of guilt were apparent.
“No mind. If we are correct in our suspicions, he will be dealt with.” The proof was not conclusive against Arthur. As it was, John would have to wait and hope to catch the man in the act. That old feeling of jealousy reared its ugly head at the thought of confronting the man. It lost its venom, however, when he remembered his time with his wife. Rowena had indeed been a virgin and though obviously new to lovemaking, a very willing pupil. Shaking his head to mentally remove the memory and the longing it created, John focused on the problem at hand.
The people believed that the Normans were despoiling and laying waste their villages. There were a group of Saxon men intentionally misleading the people into believing this. Every village John had visited was full of people afraid for their lives. They didn’t trust the Normans and by association, John. King William had ordered their allegiance by the spring. John’s mission seemed doomed before it had even started. If it was indeed Arthur leading these Saxons, there would be hell to pay.
“When Mark gets here, we will need to head east. We believe that will be the next village attacked. Mark had come here to warn you of that. If we can get to the village by daybreak, we may be able to catch the men in the act.”
Philip offered, “Drink?” John nodded, and the man poured him some mead. “Any word of the king?”
“He was spotted in Portsmouth and Peter should have arrived by now.”
What would the king think when he heard of the disturbances here? He could hardly be pleased. At least John had handled the lesser of his problems. His wife was well and truly bedded. There was much relief in that. He had corrected his wrong from his previous visit and William need be none the wiser. That John felt great satisfaction was the crux. This was satisfaction he could have had from the beginning if he had just given her a chance. The guilt he experienced as her father’s murderer had added to his desire to leave her untouched. She had never mentioned it but he clearly remembered her crying over his body. Mayhap it was something they never had to discuss. So be it.
One by one the men sent out in search of Mark came back with no information. John needed to move on with his plan and hoped that Mark would find them. Traveling at night would be more dangerous. Had Mark not taken proper precautions for his safety? There was no way to know, but they needed to be in Towton by first light.
The orders were given for the men to break camp. Moving cautiously by the slim light of the waxing crescent moon, the men moved like shadows into the surrounding woods. They approached the village soundlessly. Smoke from their many fires hung like a blanket over the village as the inhabitants slept safe and sound. Unknown to them, they were surrounded by a protective army of Normans ready to fight off their own kin who would lay waste to their homes.
John waited somberly for the bloodthirsty group. He was not sure how the perpetrators would react when confronted by his soldiers. His men had their orders to take them alive if possible. If a redhead was among them, they were told to bring him immediately to John to deal with. One way or another, John hoped to have his long awaited confrontation with the man that had taken too many privileges for himself. He hoped to teach him a lesson.
At dawn, when they expected to see movement within the village, the stillness gave John a strong sense of foreboding. The sun made its way into the sky. They still waited silently. No one stirred in the village. The blanket of smoke had long since dissipated. The animals moved restlessly in the few barns and the roosters repeated call went unanswered.
“Something is wrong here.” John signaled for his men to hold back. Pulling himself up slightly, he ran to the closest outbuilding and waited, watching for any sign of movement. There was none. Again hunching low to the ground, he ran to the town well house and found nothing. The closer in he got, the bigger the knot in his stomach grew. At the first house, he pushed the door open and found it empty. The hearth was cold.
In each house, he found the same until he got to the manor of the overseer. The iron knocker indicated the wealth of the occupant. John knocked on the wooden door.
“Show yourself.” He signaled for his men to come down with him. Busting open the locked door, they located the massacre.
“They’ve already been here.” Philip headed in and started pulling at the dead bodies, checking to see if anyone had survived. “Damn.” John was beside himself. How could they have gotten there before them? Who were these men that they traveled like a vapor and disappeared like the fog?
“My lord?” John slowly turned toward Philip, his voice sounded tight. Balling his fists at his side, the sight of Mark’s body thrown among the others that had been left dead pushed him over the edge.
He clenched his jaw. “Can you tell if he was killed with the others.”
“Not for sure but you should take a look.” John fought down his anger as he squatted down beside the man. His shirt had been ripped open, etched across his chest like the scoring of an animal was the word “SCUM”.



CHAPTER TWENTY
“So they seem to know our moves before we make them.” Philip gently pulled the ripped tunic together over Mark’s chest. “They are cold-blooded bastards.”
“And they lay it all at our feet,” John replied
John was at his wits end trying to piece together what had gone wrong. How had they missed the men who did this? How long could it have taken them to bring about such total destruction on a village? Most importantly, when was it that they’d come across Mark? Had they followed him when he left the castle?
Remembering his time at the castle, John closed his eyes. His emotions were in turmoil. His guilt overwhelming; guilt over letting Mark go alone; guilt over the pleasure he’d found with his wife when he should have been with Mark; and guilt over choosing her company and his own desires over his duty. John needed to know for sure that his being with Mark would not have saved his life.
“We need to trace Mark’s steps. Have any of the men returned?” John stepped into the light from the darkened building. Philip followed him to a clearing a short distance away.
“Henry!” Philip called. A bearded man turned at his name, and Philip waved him in. “David and Maurice are helping with the bodies.”
The two watched as the men reverently carried Mark’s body to the grave that was being dug for him. A burial shroud had been brought out from the church and placed on the ground. Philip adjusted the man’s tunic again before wrapping him solemnly in the sacred cloth. Closing his eyes and lowering his head, Philip said a prayer over his body. John bowed in respect but inside he seethed.
This man should not be dead.
John strode to where the horses waited. He dug deep into his bag and retrieved his most treasured possession from his youth, the codex of scriptures he had copied himself. The frail book was wrapped in deer hide and tied with a leather binding. He could again see the brothers hunched over their trestles with their various bottles surrounding their vellum. That would have been his destiny if not for Duke William.
The unsmiling face of Brother James came to mind. “John, the Duke would like you to go with him.”
“Why? I haven’t done anything wrong.”
William knelt beside him. “I would like you to be able to carry that sword. And even learn to fight with it…for me.”
Full of excitement for his new adventure, John had packed his meager belongings and gone on to learn to be a knight. A position with honor and power. It was not turning out the way he had hoped, however.
John closed his eyes to rid his mind of the memory. He carefully opened to the Psalms of King David and read for himself that God would not let his enemies go unpunished.
“O Senior, eripio mihi ex malum populus. Servo mihi ex qui es vehemens, qui consentio malum in suum pectus pectoris quod concito perturbo totus dies porro.”
“O Lord, rescue me from evil people, protect me from those who are violent, 
those who plot evil in their hearts and stir up trouble all day long.”
John took a moment for himself. He struggled to find peace and strengthen his own resolve. After a moment, he walked to Philip and handed him the codex. That he tried to forge an understanding with the people now under his protection was a noble act. That someone else was intentionally misleading those same people so that they would turn against him was intolerable.
Philip held his gaze. “You do not wish to read it for us, my lord?’
John shook his head, unable to speak. He needed to hear the words said out loud and find comfort from those words, a comfort he couldn’t offer himself. Philip’s voice was strong and clear as he read the Latin words. John translated them in his head. He prayed that Mark had indeed found peace.
When the grave was covered with dirt and covered with stones, John turned to Henry.
“Tell me exactly where you went when you looked for Mark. Where you stopped, anyone you met along the way. We need to piece together all that we can and figure out where Mark went and where he was killed.”
John turned back to the house where the bodies had been left and shook his head.
“The people who did this have no sense of right. This is not about the Normans. This is about something evil and greedy and we need to put a stop to it.”
“Yes, my lord,” Henry tipped his head respectfully.
“Let me get the others.” Philip went toward the house now being emptied of the rest of the bodies. As before, there were no survivors. Except for the one boy that they hadn’t realized was alive, there were no witnesses to these attacks.
The boy. He was really their only chance.
“Where is the boy?” John asked Henry who stood beside him, watching Philip approach the rest of the group. Henry looked surprised.
“I don’t know, my lord. He was much improved when I left yesterday. I have not seen him today.”
The men Philip had gathered approached John, their faces showed their upset at this turn of events.
“Philip, where is the boy?”
“He rests at the camp, my lord.”
“Tell me he has not been left unprotected.” The men turned to each other, questioning who would have been left behind for protection. “No one was left to guard him?”
John could not believe they would leave their only witness unguarded. He rewrapped his codex and nestled it safely away. He quickly settled himself atop the big destrier and turned toward the men who had followed him.
“Philip, put together an accounting for me of where these men searched for Mark. Leave out no detail, what roads they took, who they spoke with, anyone they passed on the way. No detail is too small. We need to put together Mark’s last hours so that we can avenge him. It is reprehensible that these Saxons would kill their own and lay the blame on us but when they kill the king’s own men, they go too far.”
The words hit home and John winced at the realization. He was putting his own above the others, above Rowena and her people. No wonder the Saxons hated them.
The fire at their camp lay dying with an ominous trail of thin, gray smoke as John approached. Aside from that, there was no movement.
“Where is the boy?” John asked in a quiet voice, jumping from his horse to look around the desolate area.
Philip led the way. The lean-to was set in the darkest part of the woods. They’d left the boy to rest.
“This way.”
John followed on foot, leading his horse behind him. Snorting restlessly, the beast seemed to sense the tension.
The shadows were growing longer and the primeval forest allowed little light. They crouched at the sound of the heavy wings that preceded the hungry owl, passing close to their heads, in search of his breakfast. Philip whistled the call and they awaited the answer.
“That’s it,” he smiled.
Moving quickly, they found the boy sitting up in the little hut.
“How fare ye, Aldred?” Philip approached the boy first, motioning John inside.
“I am well, sir.” Perhaps sensing the tension, he asked, “Should I not be?”
The resilience of the lad brought shame to John for his own selfish concerns. The young boy had witnessed a massacre but considered he was doing well because he was still alive.
“No one has troubled you then?” John squatted down beside him and handed him his water skin.
“None at all, my lord.” Aldred drank his fill from the skin before returning it.
“You seem in good spirits. I wonder if mayhap we could talk.”
“I can’t remember any more than I told you before, me lord.”
The boy was quickly throwing away childish things and speaking as a man. Who would be there to help him make the transition complete? His mother had been killed. He hadn’t spoken of a father.
“No matter. How does your hand heal?”
He waved what remained of his hand, now covered with a tight leather sack. Aldred smiled sheepishly. “I was always good at ciphering but no one could read what I wrote.”
John was surprised. “For whom did you keep books?”
“Oh, a lot of different people in the village. The butcher…the priest…me mum.” John saw his misting eyes at the mention of his mother.
“That is quite a trade. Where did you learn it?”
“Me dad was part of King Harold, excuse me me lord, Harold Godwinson’s men.” His eyes became distant, as if remembering the battle. “He died in the fighting.”
The reality of all he’d been through in his young life seemed to haunt him. He closed his eyes. John waited for him patiently. The boy was strong. He would survive.
When he looked at John, he snorted in resignation but continued. “When he was alive, he would take me with him to the castle, and I would help with the stores, running accounts, counting items.”
John nodded understanding before he took a sip of water. “Your father had a title?”
“No.”
John’s surprise must have been apparent because the boy explained himself. “There are a lot of people with titles that use others to do what they cannot.”
John knew that to be true. Having been taught in the monastery, he had an education that many of William’s knights did not have. Many couldn’t even read. John could read and write French, English, Latin and Greek, and work numbers. His education was an exception, not the rule.
“Did you enjoy the work?” He smiled with the question, trying to encourage the boy to be honest.
Aldred snorted again. “I did.” He smirked and raised his eyebrow jauntily. “I was a man of importance.”
They exchanged easy smiles.
A boy with his knowledge could be an asset anywhere. “I think I might be able to find a place for you at the castle if that would please you.”
Aldred’s expression quickly went from excitement at the proposition to disappointment. “How can I write then?”
John tipped his head up at his butchered hand. “If you were not very legible with your right hand, mayhap you will do better with your left.”
Aldred considered the offer for a moment, then grinned, his eyes becoming mere slits. “Mayhap you are correct.”
John left the boy to return to Philip. “He is in good spirits.”
“He has recovered very well.”
“Don’t take chances with his life, Philip. If they are watching and know our movements, the boy’s life could be in danger. They don’t know that he can’t remember aught.”
“They may not even know who he is or why he is with us,” Philip offered.
“So we will take a defensive stance anyway.”
“Aye.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
“Any word, Joan?” Rowena smoothed her hands down her kirtle, assuring the ties at her waist were secure. She needed to stop asking about John and get about her life. When her handmaiden rolled her eyes, she was sure of it. She just didn’t care.
Her days were filled with seeing to the keep and maintaining proper stores in both the pantry and the buttery, and all sundry items brought in as payment. She wanted word of her husband. He had been gone nigh on two months and although she knew he was dealing with the trouble in the villages, she had to fight down the nagging feeling that he would not return to her.
“No, my lady, there is no word of your husband’s return. I would tell you if there was. Nay, I would run to tell you if there was. Nay, I would run screaming…”
“Yes, yes, Joan, your point is well taken. Rest assured that I do not doubt you would let me know immediately if you heard aught. Understand that I must ask.”
“What good does it do you to ask me?”
Rowena pondered her answer. Did it help her feel more in control? Yes. Did it give her a way to let out her thoughts that ran around in her head morning, noon and night? Yes. Did it really do her any good to ask? No. “It just does.”
Rowena turned her back to the room, and Joan sat behind, braiding her hair as she spoke. “It does you no good at all to pine away in here either.”
Rowena knew exactly how Joan felt about her wayward husband. “I do not pine away.”
“You spend no time outside, my lady. Look.” Joan held her hand in front of Rowena. A long clump of her hair was clasped in her fingers. “Your hair is falling out, my lady. End this.”
“Joan,” Rowena tried for a stern voice even though she too was concerned at the sight, “you overstep yourself when you speak to me so.”
Immediately contrite, Joan lowered her eyes as she came to stand beside Rowena. “Forgive me, my lady. I am only thinking of your welfare.”
“I know. Mayhap some fresh air will do me good.”
Joan finished her braid without another word on the subject. “Raisins with your oats this morning?” She looked so hopeful that Rowena couldn’t help but smile back and nod enthusiastically. Joan was happy with her answer and closed the door behind her as she went to get the food. Rowena’s smile quickly changed to a grimace at the nauseous feeling she got at the idea of raisins.
Picking up her brush, Rowena could see quite a bit of her hair had come out. What was wrong with her? Her normally thick hair felt thin and scraggly. Was she pining away? She didn’t feel like she was. True, she wished her husband would come back but the time they’d spent together had left her happy. Even cherished. She just wanted him to return to her.
“My lady!” Joan’s voice preceded her flinging open Rowena’s bedchamber door. “My lady!”
“What is amiss?” Rowena held her breath as she stepped toward her. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost!”
On a whisper, Joan found no additional information much to Rowena’s irritation. “My lady!” Shaking her head in disbelief, she stepped out of the door just as a tall woman would have pushed her aside.
“So you’re the wife my lover is saddled with.”
Rowena was unable to exhale the gasp that had been sucked into her belly. Her eyes bulged as she tried to process what the woman had said. She couldn’t possibly have heard her right. Like a tempest, the woman stormed into Rowena’s private chambers as if she’d every right to be there. Her disdainful gaze did not miss a thing as she looked around the room. “I’m a little surprised he has stayed away from me this long.”
Joan’s mouth gaped open in disbelief as she looked from the regal woman with the black hair and green eyes and back to Rowena. The petrified look on her servant’s face finally broke the spell.
“And who are you, pray tell?” Rowena stood a little taller as she addressed the woman who seemed to tower over her.
The woman blinked as if discerning whether Rowena truly had the audacity to speak directly to her.
“No. Better you tell me.” She paused, no doubt for effect, assessing Rowena from head to toe, finally lifting the corner of her lip and raising one eyebrow. “Are you ‘the wife’?”
“Joan, get the guards and remove this woman from my chambers.” She gave the orders through clenched teeth.
Joan fled to do her bidding. Rowena’s pulse quickened and her fury kicked in. Such behavior was totally unacceptable from anyone, but to have a woman claiming to be her husband’s lover invade her bedchamber and speak to her as if she were of no importance at all was outrageous.
Out of nowhere, Rowena was hit with a tremendous wave of nausea. Horrified, she realized this stranger would be a witness to her illness if she remained.
 “Oh, ho, ho. A temper have you?” The woman moved in closer to Rowena, looking down her long nose as she spoke. “Your temper will not match mine, little girl.”
Despite the pretty hair and eyes, the woman reeked of dead fish and flowers which increased Rowena’s nausea. The bile accumulating at the back of her throat made her force her hand.
“How dare you speak to me so.” Swallowing as hard as she could, she continued. “You have come into my room unbidden, and you will leave immediately or the guards will be happy to escort you to the bowels of the castle for your display of disrespect.”
The woman did not back down. Instead, she stared at Rowena as if she had two heads. Rowena tipped her chin up and tried to stare her down but she caught a whiff of the fish again. It was her undoing. Lurching back toward the bed, Rowena barely made it to the chamber pot before vomiting.
Rowena was at her most vulnerable while this stranger looked on. This stranger who said she was John’s lover. This stranger who acted like she owned John. This stranger who acted like Rowena was something that crawled out from under a rock. This was the woman who got to watch as all her stomach contents came gushing up.
Her humiliation grew and the vomiting continued. Just when she believed she was done, she heard Joan return with the guards. Being otherwise occupied, she wished to be anywhere but retching in front of this woman.
“Well, get her out of here!” Joan sounded incredulous. “She came up here without invitation. Remove her!” The guards were clearly intimidated by the woman’s demeanor, imperious as she was, and seemed reluctant to just grab her and drag her out.
The contents of her stomach emptied, Rowena leaned slightly against her table in time to see Joan roll her eyes in disgust at the guards who just stood there. Fighting for enough composure to end her embarrassment, Rowena’s knees wobbled beneath her dressing gown.
“Joan speaks for me.” The guards immediately made to remove the woman who backed away, pulling her arm out of their reach.
“Are you sure you aren’t even a little curious about who I am?” She addressed Rowena but her eyes were on the guards.
Rowena wiped her hand across her mouth. She felt surprisingly better but needed to lie down.
“Not in the least. Remove her.”
Inching her way back to her bed, Rowena was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.
The room was brightly lit when Rowena awoke from her nap later that morning. Lying on her stomach, she assessed how she felt. Much better. The smell of the oatmeal caused her empty stomach to growl in answer. She started to turn onto her back when she noticed the tingling in her breasts. She had noticed they seemed fuller than usual and now they were even sensitive to her touch.
“My lady?” Joan’s voice was very quiet but Rowena decided to face the woman rather than to feign sleep.
“I am awake.”
“Oh, good. My lady, whatever shall we do?” Joan’s face was pinched with worry, her eyes red and puffy. Rowena could not remember why that would be or what they needed to decide about.
“You are so melodramatic.” Sitting up in her bed, she reached toward the bowl which Joan handed to her. Her first bite of oatmeal was warm and sweet with raisins, very good. As she swallowed, a feeling of contentment filled her. That was until she was hit with the memory of the woman. Her eyes flew open.
“Oh, no! Where is she?”
“She took herself out of the castle as if she were the Queen of Sheba!” Joan didn’t try to hide her disgust.
Rowena struggled to remember what the woman had said? The wife her lover was saddled with? In a flurry, she jumped off the bed and pulled her bed clothes off, giving orders all the while.
“My gown, Joan, quickly. Did the guards have to threaten her? When did she arrive here? There was no gossip about a strange woman in the area? Joan, what is taking you so long?” As she tied up the opening of her chemise, she turned to find Joan waiting patiently with her tunic. She dipped her head into the opening and allowed her to follow that with her outer gown. “Do you know where she went?”
“Well, I sent the lad out to follow her. He said she stopped at the inn. The same one that his lordship…”
“Yes, I know.”
Rowena interrupted her story before she heard again that she should have cleared up the misunderstanding with her husband before she allowed him to have his way with her. Of course, Joan couldn’t know that she had also had her way with him. It had been mutually satisfying to say the least.
Joan frowned. “Why are you turning red, my lady? You haven’t done anything wrong.”
Rowena turned her back to Joan so she could pull her long braid out. “Did you get a name?”
“Abigail.”
Biting her lower lip, Rowena tried to remember if John had ever mentioned an Abigail. He hadn’t really said much about his life at all. No, she was sure there had been no mention of an Abigail.
Rowena shook her head with conviction and turned toward the small blonde. “She was a liar. I don’t know who she is, but my husband will explain it when he returns.”
“When will that be?”
She had received no word from John since he’d left. With fall quickly passing, the stores were being stockpiled, the fields had been harvested and turned over, and the preparations for winter were well advanced. If her husband did not return soon, it could be he would not be able to return until the spring. That would be true especially if he had left for Normandy. Her heart sank at the very thought.
“Please,” Joan took her hands as if reading her mind, “do not think the worst. It is not good for you in your condition.”
“To what do you refer? What condition?”
Joan’s voice was quiet in the small room. “You do not know?”
“Know what? Why are you speaking in riddles?” Rowena was quickly losing patience.
“Your queasiness?”
“I think the eel soup was bad last night. Did no one else succumb?”
Joan’s eyebrows were raised in expectation but Rowena had no answer for her.”Verily, my lady? Bad eel soup?”
“Something did not sit well with me.”
Joan shook her head and it irritated Rowena.
“What? Pray tell then, what is my condition?”
“You are with child,” Joan replied.
First disbelief then excitement gripped Rowena. Realizing she had not had her menses since right after her husband’s arrival, it was very possible that she was with child. It had been two months since she’d lain with him. She touched her tender breast. Of course! That was why her breasts were filling out, in preparation for the child that would soon suckle them.
Her complete joy knew no bounds as she imagined her very own child. A child conceived by their long awaited wedding night. The realization that God had blessed their union with a child was almost too much. For so long she had thought God had abandoned her to be alone the rest of her life, and in a short few months her life had changed drastically.
Thank you, Lord, that you are ever faithful even when we lose heart.
She grasped her hands to her chest and smiled. “I think you are right. A child! I have conceived!”
Sitting on the side of the bed, she ran her hand over her abdomen and thought of the babe asleep in there. It was a girl. She knew it was a girl. She would have dark hair like her father and a dimple on her cheek.
“A child.” She whispered the words to see how it sounded. Wonderful.
“We will not allow the woman in again,” Joan spoke with conviction but the reminder dampened Rowena’s happiness.
“That is as it should be, methinks. If John were here, he could prove her for the liar that she is. Since he is not, we do not have to deal with her lies.”
“It is decided then.” Joan’s hands on her hips, she nodded her head with finality.
The woman was insistent. Every day for more than a month, she came to call on Rowena. Each time, Joan intercepted and told the woman she was not welcome. It was becoming tiresome. The vile woman believed she could visit the home of his lordship whenever she chose and be welcomed. Usually, Rowena accepted many visitors at the evening meal but Joan was ever diligent and would not allow the woman entrance.
Still there was no word from John.
Turning her attention from her absent husband to the child they had created gave her a much better outlook. As the winter skies grew gray and the rain came down in droves, Rowena often found herself before the warm fire just holding her needlepoint, staring into the flames imagining her future.
A husband to love. A child to care for.
The morning sickness had subsided but her hair was still ratty and thin. She knew she wasn’t exactly blossoming but she was happy. She did not glow radiantly like her friend Katey had, but she still had several months yet to go, and things would be better when John returned.
The memory of his hands sliding over her belly and cupping her breast slipped through her mind. Would he still desire her? Or would he set her aside? She did not like to think there would be no more intimacy between them. He had said he would not go to another. But like so many other things about John, Rowena didn’t know how he would react to the news or to the woman who hounded her incessantly.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“Soldiers are crossing the bridge!” Joan had all but run to her with the news. “I do not see your husband yet. I will go keep watch.”
Rowena stood and smoothed her skirts, pushed at her hair, and finally started to pace when no one came to join her in the Great Hall. How would John take the news of their impending parenthood? Did he long to be a father as Rowena had to be a mother? Perhaps not but he would surely adjust to the idea and be glad. He would be a doting father, giving their little girl rides on his shoulders and taking her for long walks in the woods. Rowena would teach her about herbs and how to heal ailments like her own mother had taught her. After what seemed an eternity, Joan came slowly back into the room. She was alone.
“I am sorry, my lady. They had come to advise the rest of the men. There has been some trouble not far from here, and your husband wanted to see that you were well protected.”
“They said that? That John wanted me protected?” Her sadness at John not coming was quickly replaced by the reality of his concern for her. He did care.
“Well, not in so many words.”
Turning away to hide the tears that came so easily now, Rowena struggled with her emotions. She wanted to feel glad that she knew John was well and that he was nearby. The bubbling in her belly brought a smile to her face. She placed her hand where she’d felt the movement, but it had stopped. Still she knew that the truth was she would never be alone again.
Rowena turned back to her friend, a genuine smile across her face. “Would you send word to my husband that all is well here?”
Joan tipped her head, a quirk of an eyebrow like a salute to her lady’s resilience, and said, “I will be sure to do that, my lady.”
Joan quickly ran out leaving Rowena standing alone before the fire, fighting the somberness that threatened to engulf her. She knew the moment the unwanted woman had entered the room behind her.
Without turning, Rowena let Abigail hear her disgust in her voice. “So you’ve made it in despite our wanting to keep you out.”
“I am nothing if not clever. And trust me, I am much more.”
Slowly turning to face the woman, Rowena had forgotten just how beautiful she was. Her thick, dark hair swept down her sides, blanketing the cape she wore draped about her shoulders. Her bright eyes showed intelligence, missing nothing as they assessed Rowena. As if peering into her soul, Rowena was acutely uncomfortable with the woman’s sudden frown. It was as if she had figured out her secret. But that couldn’t be. Rowena barely showed at all.
“Abigail, is it?” Rowena did not try to hide her disdain.
Resignation was now etched on the woman’s face as if she had come across an unhappy truth. Rowena waited patiently for her reply.
“I am Abigail of Moulineaux Castle in Normandy.”
Her arrogance at laying claim to John’s estate was galling. “Are you now?”
Abigail raised her nose. Suddenly tired again, Rowena sat next to the fire before her legs gave way beneath her. Debating whether she should order the woman to leave or finally give her a chance to say what it was she had to say, Rowena preferred the former.
“If I ask you to leave?”
“You will have to make me leave.”
“It can be done.”
Smiling indulgently, the woman answered her, “I believe you will not do that…not again.”
“So speak your mind and be gone.” Rowena tried to sound uninterested but the light in her nemesis’ eyes spoke volumes about her failure.
“Yes, I would like to sit. Thank you.” Sweeping her long black cape around the bench in front of Rowena, Abigail sat down as if she were royalty. How long ago was it that John had sat in that same spot causing havoc to Rowena’s senses, causing her to desire him above everything else. It seemed so very long ago.
“Thinking of him, are you?” Abigail said.
Shocked that she was so transparent to this woman, Rowena sat up straighter. “What is it that you want?”
“That is simple. I have come for John. I’m sure he has missed me and our son as much as we have him.”
Cut to the quick, Rowena wished that it didn’t feel like she’d been punched in the gut. She knew the rumor the woman was spreading, that she was indeed John’s mistress and she had come to see that he had not taken ill. Abigail claimed that he had assured her he would return to her by fall. That she and John had a son was something Rowena had not heard before.
“My husband is not here. He is seeing to his property.”
“So I’ve heard. Weren’t able to keep him with you for very long were you? I’d venture to say he had no interest in you at all.” Her perfectly red lips stretched into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
Rowena reconsidered and decided the woman was actually very ugly. For her to think she could come and arrogantly make comments regarding John’s feelings showed how ugly she was inside. Her heart was probably made of stone.
Unable to hide the pain the words caused, Rowena was relieved to see Joan stomping toward them from the kitchen.
“What are you doing in here?” Joan said, her voice resonating authority. Rowena was very glad she was an ally.
“She was just leaving.” Rowena held Abigail’s gaze as she spoke. “She has said her peace, and now she will go without any problem. Isn’t that right, Abigail?” Despite her weariness, Rowena rose when Joan came to stand beside her, her friend’s presence bolstering her sagging confidence. “Thank you for your visit but you need not return. You are not welcome here.”
Taking Joan’s arm for support, Rowena left the woman behind her as she headed back to her room.
“My lady, you look ill,” Joan whispered as they ascended the stairs.
“Is she gone yet?”
Joan glanced behind and nodded. “Young Peter is showing her out now.”
“Please help me to bed. I have a tightness in my gut that does not seem right.”
Rowena stretched on the bed. When Joan started to cover her with the blankets, Rowena was startled by her gasp. “My lady…” looking down at her clothing, she, too could see the spreading crimson stain.
Joan placed a wadded cloth tight against her, trying to staunch the bleeding.
“Fetch the midwife,” Rowena said.
“I will bring her to you right away.”
Alone in the room, the shadows fell as the time ticked by and she waited to see if her baby would live or die. The shadows looked like ugly monsters that seemed to leer at Rowena, laughing at her weakness. The wind whipping against the glass sounded like crying children and her cramping seemed to increase with every cry.
She awoke once to find Claire, the midwife, clucking and checking, rambling on but it made no sense. There was so much blood and then she was forcing something bitter into her mouth. Rowena retreated back to her sleep. When next she awoke, John was beside her. His kind brown eyes were full of concern for her, his hand gently stroking her cheek, and his lips warm against her forehead.
“Sleep, my love.” His words echoed in her head. That he would call her his love made her feel safe and wanted. Yes, my love, I will sleep now.
The bright daylight shone through the window that Joan had just opened, causing Rowena to squint her eyes in pain. “Where is John?”
Joan clutched her hands to her chest, and she came to stand beside the bed. “What do you mean?”
“He was here. Where has he gone?”
Joan put her hand to Rowena’s forehead but she pulled back in annoyance. “I am not fevered. Where is John? I haven’t had a chance to tell him about the baby.”
“My lady, he is not here.”
“He left without speaking to me?” Rowena started to sit up and was shocked by the pain stabbing in her abdomen. “Get him.” Tears filled her eyes as she slipped back on to the pillow.
“I cannot, my lady. He is not here. He hasn’t been here.”
Searching her face, Rowena could see that Joan believed she was speaking the truth. The memory of his lips on her forehead made her instinctively reach to touch the spot. “He was here with me.” Her voice was quiet.
Joan shook her head, barely able to suppress the concern that revelation was having on her. “You are wrong. Your husband has not been here. You need to rest.”
“The baby?”
“Claire said you may still lose the child unless you stay in bed.” Tucking her blankets tightly around her as if to physically keep her from moving, Joan smiled and patted Rowena’s hand before she left the room.
Rowena’s initial relief at finding her baby had not been lost was quickly replaced by worry over John. She looked around, searching for any sign of what she knew had happened. John had come to her and told her to rest. She could still see the way he had looked, hair all tousled, his tunic caked with the mud of his travels. What did that mean? If it wasn’t John…what was it then? His ghost? Is that why he has not returned? He is dead? Slowly shaking her head in disbelief, the tears quickly grew into a torrent and Rowena buried herself up to her chin in the blankets until she cried herself into a fitful sleep.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“Oh, my lady.” Joan dropped the stack of blankets she carried onto the floor, catching Rowena’s arm just as she started to stand beside the bed. “Are you sure you should be out of bed?”
Her hand pressed on her temple, her eyes closed in pain, Rowena wondered the same thing.
“I believe I am getting my strength back. I only wanted to look at the snowfall.”
Joan smiled slightly at her answer.
“Foolish, yes?”
Joan helped her to settle back down without a word. Rowena slid her legs back beneath the blankets.
“It is just white. No more. Just white.”
“Do not try to humor me.” Rowena frowned at her maid once her dizziness subsided. “Snow is not something we see every day. Do not tell me you did not run through it this very morning!”
Joan looked away in embarrassment.
“I noticed your wet hem,” Rowena explained.
“It was soft and cold!” Joan’s excitement was quite apparent.
Years had gone by with not a speck of snow and now to have several inches accumulating! This was an event.
“But you should stay abed,” Joan said. Her concern was evident, and Rowena felt shame at her childish desire.
“You are right.” She ran her hand across her swelling abdomen. “Some things are even more important, aren’t they?”
Speaking more to her unborn child, Rowena looked sheepishly up at Joan.
“I was just getting bored.”
“My lady, I am sorry I took so long to return.” Collecting the items she dropped, Joan continued, “There was news of the men.”
Instantly alert, her child responded with a slight kick, bring a smile to her lips.
“Is there more movement?” Joan had her hand out to feel what could not yet be seen. The babe kicked in answer. “Strong! That is very good.”
Rowena rubbed gently, soothingly. “Well? News?”
She asked more out of habit than in expectation of receiving any information. It had been so many months now without a word from her husband. In all honesty, she was convinced he had returned to Normandy and left his men to see to the troubles in the area. The only thing that didn’t make sense was the continued presence of Abigail in the village. She had taken up permanent residency at the Owl and Thistle, relentlessly plaguing Rowena with her presence.
“There seems to be a settling down among the villages in the area.”
“But settling of what? You never did learn what the problem was.” Her irritation was hard to hide. All this time, something was going on but no one found it necessary to tell her. If Arthur had been here, he would have been sure to come and tell her. He always kept her abreast of local developments. “Is it even something we should be concerned about?” She shook her head to her own question.
“Patience, please.” Joan patted the hand that rested on top of the blanket. “News will come soon.”
Remembering the feel of his lips on her forehead, Rowena tried to feel contented that when she was at her worst, when the death of their unborn child had seemed imminent, John had returned and strengthened them both by his presence. Even returning the child to health, although Rowena was no longer able to get out of bed for very long, it was a small price to pay for the babe. “You are right.”
“If the bleeding does not return, Claire assured me you could leave the bed safely.”
“That would be a blessing to me. Sitting here is very tiring.”
Joan placed one of the blankets in front of Rowena in answer. Its ragged hem prominently displayed.
“Mending?” Rowena whined childishly.
Joan settled herself on the stool close to the bed. She smiled as she started her own darning.
“It needs to be done as well you know.”
Sitting up slightly, Rowena found the start of the tear and quickly had her wooden needle bringing the two sides into a neat row. The time passed and Rowena was surprised when Joan stood and stretched her back.
Glancing at the window, the bright light was no longer a subdued gray. Rowena’s stomach growled in answer. She rubbed her stiff fingers.
“I am famished!”
“You were so involved that you didn’t even notice the time,” Joan scolded her like a child. “In your condition, you need to eat more. I can fetch you a tray from the kitchen when we are finished here.”
“You’re right but go now. I will finish this last one by the time you return.”
Joan took longer than Rowena had expected, so she piled the blankets on the stool. She leaned back to stretch then closed her eyes. She resorted to rubbing her swollen belly and thinking about her little girl. In her mind’s eye she pictured her with John’s dark hair and kind, brown eyes. Certainly she would have a precocious smile and win over everyone’s heart. She would have a lilting voice and learn to sing with Cedric. Rowena sighed. She missed the entertainment from the hall. There had been no visitors since her confinement. Perhaps she should ask to have some visitors. She yawned and rubbed her eyes. Mending was so tiring.
When she stretched toward the side table to put her needle down, Rowena noticed the brown leaf. Beside her candle, a brown twig was partially obscured. Retrieving it, she recognized it as a lady slipper well past its prime. Strange that it should be there. John’s concerned face immediately came to mind. Tenderly she brought it to her cheek. John had been here and he’d brought her this flower.
She turned onto her side and placed the brown plant in the spot where John’s head should be resting in his sleep. Her arm reached out to the cold spot where he should be lying and cried in earnest. Sleep came quickly.
* * *
The snowfall was a godsend. Not knowing how long it would last, the men doubled their efforts to find any sign of the murderers. They spread out through the dense forest that ran between the villages north of the last victims. This was the only way they could have retreated without being caught. John and his men had surrounded them on all sides but believing they were coming from the south, they had not adequately covered this area. John cursed himself again for not anticipating the latest massacre.
A hawk passed overhead casting its shadow across them as it flew. An omen. The bright sun would quickly melt the thin blanket of snow. They needed to cover as much ground as possible. There had to be some sign. Snorting, John closed his eyes and offered up a quick prayer for help.
The shrill whistle of an imaginary bird penetrated the dark forest. It was Peter’s signal. The trees muffled the sound of the men as they quickly headed toward its source.
John stepped through the group of men to see what Peter pointed to. These tracks were half covered by the snow while others were clearly seen. They must have traveled through here just as the snow had started. They had four hours head start.
“How many men?” John asked.
“Looks like one, two…” Peter pointed as he spotted the now obvious signs, “…three…”
“Four!” Philip called from their left, pointing down as well. “Five, six.”
Only six? That didn’t seem right. There were at least two riders unaccounted for.
“Search more closely but do it quickly.” John’s irritation was rising. If the group had split up then they may realize they were being followed.
“These men are ruthless,” Peter stated the obvious and shook his head in disgust. “At what will they stop?”
“My lord!” Henry called to John. He was at the forest’s edge where the sun was already blurring the outline of the destrier’s hoof. “It looks as if other riders are headed back east.”
John’s heart lurched. The castle was to the east. Rowena was to the east. Why would they go there? Looking to Peter, he saw that he was concerned as well.
“What harm could come to the castle? They are well protected there,” Peter said reassuringly.
“We have taken away their only protection for this search. I left only a few loyal men behind.”
“Loyalty is certainly the issue.”
“We don’t know who can be trusted at the castle.”
Peter shook his head slowly, his mouth a thin line.
“We can’t leave the castle undefended if an attack seems imminent.” How many of the Saxons would follow him if there was an attack?
“This may be our only chance of catching these murderers,” Peter gestured to the miraculous tracks they’d been able to find because of the snow.
“We need every man we have here.”
“You need to go,” Peter said.
“I need to be leading the men.”
“John, you need to go back. Take Philip so that you will not walk into a trap or be caught unprepared. You two are the only ones who have a chance of getting back to the castle before these men.” Peter gestured to the tracks headed due east. “If these men are as devious as we believe, they may be friends of the castle men who would let them in without a second thought. Who knows what would happen once they are inside?”
John’s mind went unbidden to Rowena. Something could happen to her. If these men were after money, and they knew they were being hunted, they may very well abduct her for the costly ransom she would bring. Abducted women were not well treated. The idea of any man laying hands on his wife turned his blood cold.
“You’re right. See to the men, Peter.”
Without a backward glance, John and Philip urged their horses back to the castle. If they found nothing amiss, they could prepare the castle’s defense.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Rowena slowly walked in the barren garden, her cloak and mantle held tightly against the frigid cold. She was exhilarated. She had spent too much time inside. The cold felt wonderful against her face and her breath puffed ahead of her as she laughed. It was good to be alive. The babe kicked in agreement. Now heavy with child, she tired quickly but was so glad to be getting up and around.
“My lady?” Joan added another blanket around her shoulders as she spoke. “Do not stay over long. Remember Claire said in small amounts.”
“Nag, nag, nag,” Rowena gave her an indulgent smile.
She was tired of being treated as if she were sick. The force of the baby’s movements within told her the child was fine. There had been no more bleeding. She would have a healthy baby girl. And she would look like her father. The melancholy came out of nowhere, and she turned away from her observant friend before Joan could see her tears.
“I only want to keep you safe.” Resting her hand on Rowena’s shoulder, she squeezed comfortingly and went back inside where it was warm.
Rowena exhaled in resignation. There was no help for it. What bliss if John were to return to her. Since he had not yet done that, she needed to just keep going. Perhaps her melancholy was just natural. She felt strong in spirit most of the time. Her dreams at night were vivid. She could actually feel her husband’s hand caressing her as he made love to her once again.
The cough startled her from her reminiscences. Turning toward the sound, Rowena took a moment to get over the shock of seeing the red-haired man standing in the same place she’d last seen him.
“Arthur? Arthur!” She flew into his arms and hugged him to her. “How wonderful to see you.” Unexpectedly, the tears began to flow again.
Arthur cleared his throat and she pulled back. He pulled off his gloves and tucked them behind his scabbard, fingers out. His cheeks looked sunken in, his clothes were filthy.
“Are you ill?” she asked.
He tenderly wiped the tear from her cheek. His hand was rough against her skin. “Do you cry for me, my lady?” Arthur’s voice was unusually raspy.
“I am happy to see you, my dear friend.”
A gray cloud blocked the late winter sun and Rowena shivered involuntarily. She stepped back, suddenly awkward with him.
“How have you been?” she asked.
Rubbing his scalp, he ran his fingers through hair so dirty it was almost brown. He grimaced, seeming to ponder the proper answer. “I am well. I have been greatly concerned for you.” His breathing rattled in his chest.
Her eyes filled again. She put her arm on his leather armband. “I appreciate your concern.”
His eyes brightened. He took a step toward her, closing the small distance and she fought down the urge to retreat.
“I have always been concerned for you,” he said.
He took the hand that rested on his arm and brought it slowly to his mouth where he kissed it tenderly, his eyes never leaving her face. “I would do aught for you.”
Rowena knew it was true. He had always said as much to her. Now it appeared she was alone again and he had come to her rescue.
“Shall we sit?” She used the opportunity to put distance between them and led him to the garden bench. The baby lurched inside her and she gasped lightly.
“Are you well?” Arthur still held her hand when he sat beside her. His frown deepened. She smiled reassuringly and nodded. “How have you fared these winter months?”
“Well enough although I have been lonely,” she said.
“Ah, is that why you sit out here in the garden? You are overcome with loneliness?”
“I needed fresh air.” The isolation of the space suddenly made her uneasy, and she wondered how she could move their conversation inside. It seemed silly to not feel safe with Arthur. “Perhaps we should move inside.”
When she started to stand, he held her hand fast, forcing her to remain seated. His grip was overly firm. Her uneasiness grew.
“Let us talk first,” he said.
Relenting, Rowena settled down again. His eyes were cold, unreadable.
“Do you have news?”
“I would not have you be here alone,” Arthur said.
“This is my home. Where else would I be?”
“Do you fear you have been abandoned?”
The frankness of his question surprised her. He appeared to be holding something back.
“Have you news? I know there has been unrest in the area but I have not heard what the cause was.”
Arthur shook his head in disgust. “It is always the same trouble. The Normans push the Saxons around and we fight back.”
He spoke as if distracted. Rowena waited for him to say more. He did not.
“It is just the same fighting then?”
“Did I not just say as much?” His voice rose in irritation. Rowena never knew Arthur to speak so to anyone and especially not to her.
“Arthur.” She reached her other hand out from her cape, exposing her swollen abdomen underneath. “Tell me what you know.”
Arthur seemed mesmerized by the sight of her body. Rowena resisted the urge to pull the ends of her cape back together. She was not indecent. She was just pregnant. When his eyes met hers, she would swear she saw tears.
“What is amiss?” Quickly the look was gone. “Has something happened to John? Tell me, please. I need to know.”
Arthur stood suddenly, and he let her hand drop abruptly onto the bench. He walked a short distance away before turning toward her again. His face was red, his jaw clenched while he looked to be struggling with what to say. “I am afraid you are correct. John has been injured.”
Rowena’s body tensed in response. She stood and reached out to Arthur. Stepping away from her reach, he continued. “I have come to bring you to him right away.”
“What? Why did you not tell me immediately? I must tell Joan…”
“No!” Arthur’s grasp hurt where he pulled her arm unexpectedly.
“We must leave now. I told Joan when I saw her. There is no time to wait.”
Rowena frowned, uncertain what to do. It did not feel right to just leave. She wanted to tell someone. “But…”
“There is no time! We must leave! Now!” His harsh voice broke through her befuddlement, and she allowed him to lead her roughly through the outer bailey.
“Please. You are hurting me.” She pulled against him but he didn’t seem to notice. Thoughts of John maimed and dying caused havoc to her senses. “How far must we travel?”
Arthur was pushing her up onto his horse. “It is not far. We will do better traveling together.”
“Are you sure? My horse is…”
“I am sure!” The force of his command startled her. He didn’t seem to notice as he settled behind her and took the reins, effectively imprisoning her where she sat. “Keep silent and we will arrive shortly.”
She sat stiffly and tried not to lean against him. The fear she felt was as much for her as for John. Arthur’s behavior was strange. The baby lurched in response, and she rubbed it soothingly. Arthur roughly pulled her hand away and wrapped it around his side.
“Hold on so you don’t fall.”
She had no choice but to lean against him. His woolen tunic stunk; its roughness chafed her cheek as she was jerked against it by the speed of the horse. “I’m concerned for my child. Do we need to travel this fast?”
“I don’t want John to die before you get there.”
The reality that John was near death overwhelmed her. She turned her face against Arthur’s shirt and cried. No, John could not die. He had a child and didn’t even know about it. He couldn’t die on her. She wanted him to raise their child with her. He may not be a Saxon but he was the man she wanted. Her sobs racked her body, and she clung tighter to Arthur, trembling against him. She had always felt such comfort from him. She realized with some trepidation that his hands remained holding the reins. Then she noticed how stiffly he held himself. He wasn’t offering her any comfort. He appeared angry.
“What is amiss?” She pulled back to ask the question. His face was a mask of rage.
“Shut up.”
Fear cut through her like a knife and she gasped at his words. “What have I done that you would speak to me so? How have I wronged you?”
The eyes that finally met hers were dark with his fury. “You are a good for nothing whore.” He pulled the reins sharply to a stop. The horse reared slightly. Quickly jumping down, Arthur grabbed her off the horse none too gently before she could dismount on the other side. “Look at you!” He yanked her cape open and pointed accusingly at her unborn child. “Just look at you!” He spit his words at her as he paced. “Why couldn’t you wait for me? I would never have left you there for long.”
Rowena shook her head, shivering in fear. When she opened her mouth to answer, he slapped her, hard. Her hand flew to her face in reflex. She tasted blood when her tongue ran along her numbing lip. Arthur was a madman. Fear gripped her tightly. Her heart raced in her chest. There was no way to know what he would do next.
“That Norman bastard should never have touched what was not his!” Arthur shouted the words at her. His face twisted in a snarling rage of disgust.
“I am his wife.” Rowena tried to speak calmly, tried to cover the fear twisting in her gut.
“You are a Saxon. He had no right to take you!” Tears sprang to his eyes, and he added as if to himself, “They have taken enough.” His mouth twisted into a pout as if he would cry. Despite her fear, Rowena felt compassion for his obvious pain. He finally looked her in the eye, his voice a mere whisper. “How could you let him have you, Rowena?” His words were spoken so tenderly. “You are mine.”
She wiped the blood that slipped down her chin. He made no sense. Where was John? Glancing around, she realized she had no idea where she was.
“Where is he?”
“Who?” Fear gripped her heart. Arthur seemed incoherent.
“John.” She spoke slowly, as if to a child.
His face showed only contempt as his eyes raked her body. He shook his head as if finding her lacking.
“Arthur? Is John hurt? Can you take me to him?”
He pulled the blanket off her shoulder, pulling her off balance in the effort. “Whore!” The mantle and cape came off next. She struggled to remain standing against each yank of material.
Disbelief spread through her. He was going to strip her naked.
“Please, Arthur, it is so cold.” Was there any part of the compassionate man she once knew still within him? “I need to stay covered.”
Rolling the heavy material into a ball before throwing it on the ground, Arthur’s face was tight with anger, his nostrils flared. “You have no idea what you’ve done, do you?” He dug his fingers into her hair and cruelly pulled her up against him. Nose to nose, he spat his words at her through gritted teeth. “I tried to protect you.”
The madness in his eyes was so apparent to her now. How could she have missed that gleam? He snickered as he continued with his taunts. “You never deserved my protection, did you? You made me beg. Me! A Saxon.” Grabbing a fistful of her gown, his breath was hot against her face. She turned, pulling back as far as she could. “I won’t beg anymore.”
Already off balance, the force of his shove knocked her to the ground. She didn’t have time to catch her breath before he was pulling up her skirts, his filthy hands grabbing at her. She kicked at him, her sobs nearly choking her. His eyes bulged in his outrage. He slapped her hard. Her head jerked back with the force, to slam against the ground.
On her back, the weight of the baby was heavy. Then Arthur’s face was looming over her, leering down. His hands were hot touching exposed skin. The sensitive area between her legs burned where he rubbed himself against her. Flattening himself on top of her as best he could, she closed her eyes. Let my child survive this unharmed. Arthur paid the child no heed until the situation became impossible for him to complete his task. On his knees between her spread legs, he roughly tried to flip her over. She resisted, grabbing his arm, desperate to stop him.
“No, Arthur!” Determinedly she pulled against his tunic, sitting up with difficulty. She implored him with her eyes, pushing against him. “Don’t do this. Please.”
The force of the baby’s kick seemed to break Arthur from his madness. Looking at her swelling abdomen, he quickly pulled himself to standing. He acted as if he’d been burned. She tucked her legs beneath her skirts. Shivering in the cold air, her body began to shake uncontrollably. Her teeth chattered loudly in the silence. Arthur continued to stare at her belly. The hot wetness between her legs was spreading beneath her. She didn’t know if she was bleeding or if it was something else. The shooting pain across her abdomen doubled her into a ball.
The movement seemed to break through his obsession with the baby. His eyes searched her face. “Please,” she said. Her voice was tight with pain. “Help me.”
Scooping her up into his arms, he held her against him as he walked toward the open field. With each step she bit her lip to hold back her cry of pain. If he dropped her, the child would not survive. The smell of mold and rot surrounded them as he carried her feet first between abandoned hay piles, riddled with debris and vermin, through a small opening. The pain lessened as his movements slowed. The opening could easily have gone unnoticed, overgrown with brush as it was.
Arthur kicked at the twigs along the ground revealing a much larger entrance to an underground room. A dungeon! The stone steps that led into the darkened cave were moist and the air was hot. He stood her gently against the far side of the cavern. She trembled, backing up against the damp wall. The pain shot through her again and her knees buckled beneath her. She crumbled to the ground. Her eyes tightly closed, she held her breath against the excruciating pain. All her insides seemed to tighten against the all encompassing pain.
Breathing heavily when it finally passed, she opened her eyes to Arthur coming down the same stone steps, her cape in his hands. She touched the sticky wetness on her gown. It wasn’t blood. The baby was coming.
Arthur loomed over her, his face an unreadable mask. Sweat trickled down her neck as her body slowly returned to normal. She was already exhausted. “Please, Arthur. Help me.” The baby was coming. She was desperate for his assistance. Her words were barely above a whisper. “I need you. I can’t do this alone.”
He squatted beside her. She resisted the strong urge to pull away from him when he smoothed her hair out of her face. She had spoken the truth. She was totally at his mercy.
“Oh, my lady.” His voice sounded like the old Arthur, and when he smiled, her breath caught in her throat. “It should be our child you’re having.”
Her gasp of disbelief hung in the air between them. Could she really have ever cared for this man? What had happened to turn him into such a monster?
Afraid to anger him, she tried to keep the fear out of her voice. “I’m sorry.”
Tipping his head as if a thought had just occurred to him, he smiled reassuringly at her. “Did he force himself on you then?” There was such hope in his eyes.
“Yes.” She lied easily. Aught for her child.
He nodded understandingly and she found herself nodding with him.
“The Norman bastard.” His voice was low and menacing. He searched her face, for what? She didn’t know. Finally, he stood and straightened his tunic. “He will pay for this. Rest for now. I will return.”
Panicked, she reached for him. The pain overwhelmed her again. He clucked and turned around to leave her there. She looked to the opening and the light on the stairs he had just ascended. Hope that she could make it to the steps on her own was all she had but her body tightened beyond endurance and somewhere in her mind, she saw the light go out.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
As soon as John broke through the trees, he saw the guard in the tower. Relieved, he loosened his hold on the reins and allowed the horse to pick up speed as he crossed the open field. He wasn’t sure what he would find when he finally made it to the castle. There had been signs along the way of one man on horseback not far ahead. He looked to be riding a Norman destrier but John knew it was no Norman. It was Arthur.
John jumped from his horse before it had completely stopped, and the stable boy grabbed the reins to still the animal.
“Has Arthur been here?” The young boy shook his head. John grimaced and quickly assessed the area. “Is the Lady Rowena about?”
His pulse quickened at the thought of seeing her again.
“In the garden, my lord.”
Why would she be in the garden? The bitter cold made it a miserable day to be outside. He pulled his gloves off as he headed through the garden gate. There was no sign of Rowena. A strong sense of foreboding spread up his spine when he noticed her needlework fluttering in the breeze on the bench. Picking it up, he wondered why she would just leave her handiwork. As he headed toward the kitchen, he stopped short at the sight on the path. A well-worn riding glove lay there. Someone left in a hurry. Retrieving it, he looked more closely at the man’s glove. Disbelief strangled him. He let the glove drop to the ground and headed in through the kitchen.
“My lord!” Joan’s eyes widened in surprise at seeing him, and she looked behind him, expectantly. She frowned. “Where’s the Lady Rowena?”
Joan strode past him, catching the door before he could close it. She turned back to him after looking into the garden. “Did you not pass her?”
John brusquely handed her the needlework. “She is not out there.”
“What?” Her voice trembled. She grabbed the shawl from the hook alongside the door. “My lady?” Joan called out as she headed into the garden.
John heard the fear in her voice. He was coming to his own conclusions. He was too late. Arthur had come and now Rowena was gone.
“When did you last see her?” he asked when Joan returned. Regardless of how his wife felt about his enemy, he needed to track the man down.
“It was just a short while ago. Where would she go?”
“Was anyone with her?” He cursed himself for the spark of hope that question caused him.
Joan shook her head. “She was alone.”
She did not look directly at him. A lead weight settled in his chest. She was lying. The weight twisted and threatened to cut off his air. He realized he didn’t want to know why she would lie. He already knew. Striding past her, John found several men sitting at a table in the Great Hall. They were Saxon soldiers. They stopped speaking as soon as they saw him. John had to make a decision. Did he treat them as his own men, which by rights they were, or did he continue to let them stay apart from him, treating him like the enemy? They looked him up and down, assessing him. Perhaps they were as unsure as he was. They visibly stiffened as he approached. He resisted the urge to do the same.
“Do you know about the trouble with the villagers?” He swallowed hard to ease the tension in his own voice.
The men exchanged questioning glances. John needed to know if he could trust these men so he waited. Finally, the tall man with the dark wavy hair and full beard nodded slowly. “We know there’s been trouble about.”
“What do you make of it?” John asked, calmly pouring himself a drink from the pitcher that sat on the table while inside his gut tensed.
A thin man with dirty blonde hair spoke up excitedly, almost tripping over his own words. “I know what they want us to think.”
“Enough, Rolf.” The dark-haired man spoke sharply but barely moved, quieting the excited man.
John drank his cider slowly.
The man’s eyes were on him as he sized him up. “There are rumors.” He finally added in explanation.
Placing his cup on the table, John stood tall when he turned toward the man. “What kind of rumors?”
“That the Normans are trying to kill all the Saxons.” The big man sat up a little straighter, intently focused on John.
This man would be a worthy opponent. He recognized him as one of the men who had watched him in the practice yard so many months ago now.
“What do you think?” John met his level gaze. He held his breath. A strong winter wind whipped against the narrow windows causing the candles on the walls behind the men to sputter slightly.
“I think—why? Even if you don’t like us, we are of more use to you alive than dead.”
“So you don’t believe the rumors?” John asked.
The man’s eyes never wavered from John’s face as he slowly shook his head.
“Then who is doing the killing?” John’s question hung in the air. The other men shifted uncomfortably, avoiding each other’s eyes.
“Someone who stands to gain from the continued unrest, I’d venture.”
“Would that be a Norman or a Saxon?”
“You’re the only Norman here.” The man’s statement sounded like a threat. John tipped his head, as if to more clearly understand the man. The man finally looked uneasy.
“Speak clear, if you would.” John’s words were congenial enough but the man didn’t miss his icy tone.
“My lord, I do not believe you would wish us harm.” Turning back to John, the man slowly and deliberately raised his hand and offered it to John. Hesitating but a second, John accepted the gesture and clasped his arm. “My name is Robert.”
“Nor I, my lord,” Rolf spoke up next. “Well, you know my name.”
Rolf looked down sheepishly. The others around him muttered their agreement. John looked at their faces. They could be Normans or Saxons. They were men first. They had as much to lose as he did, perhaps more, if these massacres continued. John made his decision.
“The fact is the men attacking the villages are here, at least one of them. I followed his trail back from Towton.”
“Towton?” Robert asked. “That’s just the next village over.”
“Aye. I think they are planning to attack us here.”
The men muttered in surprise at this news.
“But we are a protected castle, my lord.” Robert spoke for all the men. “Surely that would be foolish on their part.”
“Unless they believe you will move against me,” John replied.
Robert grunted, disgust written all over his face. “So they kill our kin so that we will rise up against you? How dumb do they believe we are that we can’t tell a Saxon slaughter over a Norman one?”
John was taken aback by this statement but schooled his features. What did they know of Norman slaughters? The question disturbed him. He’d fought a battle in Normandy years ago. He’d been told they fought against marauders. William had said as much. They had slaughtered helpless villagers, mainly women and children. The carnage was much like he’d seen here. How would these Saxons have any experience with that?
“What would you have us do, my lord?” It was Rolf, his eyes intent on John.
“We need to prepare against a possible attack.” John looked each man in the eye. Their sincerity was intense. “It may be that the attack will come from inside.”
“Someone we already know?” Robert asked.
John nodded. It could even be one of them but no, they had all been in here. They couldn’t be the man he’d been following. “Prepare yourselves and keep your eyes and ears open.”
“You think there will be someone coming in that we may know?” Rolf asked, his eyes were big with uncertainty.
“Someone like Arthur,” one of the men said and the group laughed as if at a private joke. John was filled with the overwhelming sense that someone was walking over his grave.
“What about Arthur?” He held his breath. Like a wolf, he had his prey in his sight.
“He’s a strange one, is all.” Robert seemed embarrassed by their inside humor.
“How so?”
“He never seemed to like to practice. The king wanted a fighting force ready even in your absence, my lord. Arthur was always reluctant to keep us fit and ready,” Robert explained.
Rolf picked up the story. “Robert here would ride us out to the open field, up by the Roman ruins, so we could practice. We had to do it without Arthur knowing about it. We’re nothing but soldiers, my lord.”
“Yah, we’re lousy farmers,” an older man with salt and pepper hair spoke out. The rest of the men smiled and nodded their agreement.
“Hate farming,” Rolf spoke under his breath. “Boring as hell.”
John frowned. “How did Arthur expect you to be ready?”
They looked blankly at him. Robert finally shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know. He seemed more interested in chasing after the Lady Rowena…begging your pardon, my lord.” Robert looked down as if embarrassed by his loose tongue.
John had thought the same thing. So Arthur didn’t want these men ready if William called them into service. Was it to make John look bad or William? “Then, Robert, I suggest you take your men out into the yard for a long overdue practice.”
“What about Arthur?” Rolf asked.
“Have you seen him?” John’s jaw tensed.
“Just a short while before you came, my lord. I saw him headed toward the garden,” the older man said.
“But then he left the garden with the Lady Rowena,” Rolf added, looking at the older man.
Damn. Feeling like he’d been punched in the gut, John struggled to breathe normally. His suspicions were confirmed. He had been right not to trust Rowena. She had gone off with Arthur as soon as he came for her. Was she in on the plotting against him as well?
“Practicing may need to become real sooner than you think, Robert,” John took the man’s hand in a firm grip, “I am glad you have been so diligent.”
“My lord, when you were wed to our little Rowena and left her alone, we doubted your intentions were honorable. When we see you with her now and how happy she is, we admit we’ve had second thoughts about you. The area has been in sore need of a fair man for a long while now. Let us know whatever we can do for you.” Robert led his men out of the hall to prepare for battle.
John didn’t show the surprise he felt at the man’s candid words. Rowena was happy? She had seemed so to him as well but the fact that she was gone said it all.
Heading up the stairs to her room, John had no idea what to expect. He paused before the wooden door. Why was he here? He pushed the door open and burst into the empty room. The fire was banked and the curtains were drawn. The darkened space was hushed like a sick room. With no forethought, he picked up the nightgown that lay across the bed and held it to his face. It smelled of lavender and Rowena. A tightness he hadn’t experienced for a very long time spread slowly across his chest. His breathing seemed to just stop. He sat by the stool in front of the glowing embers.
He rubbed the material against his face, and he could feel her body against him, hear her moan of pleasure. The tears came silently, sliding down his cheeks. He was not worthy of love. He could have sworn he’d finally found that elusive gift in Rowena’s arms. At least for a little while, the aching in his heart had subsided. He’d filled it with hopes for a future, a family, a loving wife—none of these things were intended for him.
So be it. He tossed the nightgown into the fireplace and strode out of the room without looking back.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
John strode past Joan as he headed out to the practice area. She was waving her arms around with her story as she spoke with a somber faced Perceval. John felt the man’s eyes on him as he walked past.
“It wouldn’t be like her.” Joan’s voice trembled with emotion.
John shook his head in disgust. His lady was quite good at disguising her intentions even to the ones closest to her. She had probably only stayed in the castle this long to wait for Arthur. He came and she left with him.
“My lord,” Perceval’s deep voice rumbled toward John as the man came up behind him. Hesitating but a moment, John continued toward the barn.
“What is it now?” John called over his shoulder without breaking his stride. The older man was forced to trot up to him if he wanted to be heard.
“Decided have you?” The man was elderly but didn’t appear winded as he kept up John’s quick pace.
“What are you talking about?” John didn’t hide his impatience. Why didn’t the man just leave him alone?
“You’ve decided you should never have trusted her.”
John stopped in his tracks. How could this man know that was how John felt? 
“I don’t know what you’re going on about. I’ve a horse to saddle. There is trouble brewing.”
“There’s been trouble for awhile, my lord. I tried to tell you that.”
John squinted as he looked the man up and down. “So you did. You just weren’t very forthcoming in what you knew.”
“I was interrupted.”
“Out with it then. I’ve matters of my own to see to.”
“These are matters of yours as well.” Perceval’s face was set in a stubborn grimace, his hands on his hips.
John crossed his arms about his chest and waited. This man had had many opportunities to broach whatever concerns he had before now. What had held him back? John was tired of the uncertainty game. He needed action. Coming to the end of his patience, John raised his eyebrows, waiting for compliance with his command.
“She didn’t leave of her own will.”
The crease between John’s eyes deepened. Was that possible?
“What do you know?” John stepped close to the man, intimidating him with his size. “You tell me now or I will have the information beaten out of you.”
Perceval seemed unimpressed. “My lord, your lady wife was taken against her will.”
“How do you know that?” John bellowed the question. The blood rushed in John’s ears. Could Rowena be in trouble at this very moment? There had been no sign of a struggle.
“Arthur came and took her.”
John spit on the ground in disgust. “Would Arthur need to take her? Or would she just go willingly?”
“She would go willingly…” John pushed past the man as his words hit home “…if she believed you were grievously injured.”
John stopped again, turning back. “Arthur told her I was hurt?”
Perceval dipped his head, acknowledging the statement as fact. “That is what I believe.”
John shook his head. Uncertainty churned in the pit of his stomach. It was so easy for him to believe Rowena didn’t really care for him. It was easy for him to believe she would just walk away and go off with someone else at the first opportunity.
The memories of their parting assaulted him, weakening his resolve to believe the worst of her. She had pretended to be strong in saying goodbye to him. He could see she didn’t want him to leave but she had kept her head up and wished him well. She had said she was pleased with him for a husband. Surely that wouldn’t be necessary to say if she had plans to be away with Arthur.
“I see you struggle with what I’m telling you. Let me assure, my lord, it is the truth.”
The memories persisted. Rowena grabbing him against her to kiss him goodbye, the feel of her sweet lips on his. His eyes closed in defeat. He wanted her to be the woman he believed she was. He wanted her to care about him and only him.
John opened his eyes and shifted uncomfortably. Finally searching the older man’s weathered face and clear eyes, he decided to take a chance. “If I believe what you say, I must rescue her.”
“It is not just her you must rescue.” Perceval’s eyes pierced into his own. “It is also your child that you must rescue.”
“What?” Unsure of what the man had just said, John fought to keep his emotions in check until he was sure of his meaning.
“She was happily carrying your child, my lord.”
John’s breathing quickened. She had conceived? So soon? He was to be a father? A grin broke across his face. “There is no doubt?”
Perceval tipped his head to one side, a look of deep thought on his face. “She was fairly large.”
“We must find her.” His joy was quickly overtaken by fear for her and their unborn child.
“Wait!” Perceval grabbed John’s arm before he could put action to his words. “You need to know where they are.”
“Do you know?”
“I know Arthur’s story. His family lands were located near the Roman ruins of a stone fort, north of Crowhurst.”
“Would he take her there?” Why go to such a desolate place?
“It was his family home.”
“But would he take her there? So far?”
“I do not believe there would be anywhere else he would rather take her.” The older man shook his head slowly, his eyes rounding in sympathy as he spoke. “He wanted her to wife. That was his plan before…before William brought you here.”
All the pieces finally clicked into place. To have it said aloud made it so much clearer. Arthur couldn’t have Rowena so he took her.
“Do you think he would mistreat her?” Fear for his wife became a tangible thing, working its way into the darkest recesses of his heart.
Perceval avoided looking directly at him as he answered. “I believe Arthur is stricken with grief at having lost his last chance to regain all his father had lost. He is desperate.”
“Then show me where you believe he has taken her. Quick man!”
They headed to the barn and prepared two strong horses. Traveling at a steady pace, Perceval led the way to Arthur’s family home. John was struck with a feeling of familiarity about the place. He finally realized it was where he had been based with William after they’d first come ashore from Normandy so many years ago. The entire location was beyond desolate. The woods were burned to the ground. Even after all this time had passed. It was as if nothing dare grow there ever again.
“Here.” Perceval quickened his horse to the edge of the small crofter’s garden, the remnants of the building a crumbling shell. A stone wall pushed out of the ground where it had settled steadily over the hundreds of years since its original use. He jumped to the hard packed ground and pulled the branches away from the small opening.
“How did you know about this place?” John was amazed, joining him to look down the darkened stairs that led below ground.
Perceval seemed insulted by the question. “I have lived here my entire life.”
John drew his dagger at the sound of the moaning from within the darkened area. He cautiously led the way down the steps. The little bit of light coming in from the opening cast strange slats of light on the stairs ahead of them. The enclosed area smelled of rotted timbers, sickness...and lavender.
“Rowena?” John’s call was a raspy whisper. “Are you here?”
The moan that came back to him was from someone in deep pain.
“I can’t find you.” He moved toward the sound, stubbing his toe as he tripped over something on the ground. “Rowena?”
The moaning ceased abruptly. John moved more quickly toward where he’d heard the last sound. His foot slipped in something but then his eyes became adjusted to the darkness. He squatted down beside her where she lay on the ground, against the far wall. She was shivering but no longer moaning.
He propped her slightly against his leg, rubbing her arm as he spoke.”Rowena?”
John brushed the hair away from her face, her eyes were tightly closed, her body stiff with pain. Perceval had stopped halfway down the steps.
“Where is Arthur?” Perceval whispered the question, his own dagger at his side. “He can’t have gone far.”
Rowena’s eyes fluttered open and she struggled to sit up.
“Are you hurt?” John felt her body tense then and she fell back against his thigh, pulling her legs up tight as she moaned. She was in great pain. “What has Arthur done to you?”
Perceval came to squat beside the two of them. “I don’t think it was Arthur.”
She shook her head with her moan, deepening until its sound reverberated against the cold stone walls.
“What then?” John was totally helpless at his wife’s distress.
Perceval turned toward John, gripping his arm firmly. “The baby’s coming.”
“What? No! That can’t be. It is too early.”
Rowena’s head rolled back in exhaustion when the pain ceased. She finally saw John. “Are you really here this time?” Her voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper. “Or are you just a dream?”
“I am here,” John answered and helped her to a sitting position, his arm firm under her own. The movement caused her to again tense and moan in pain. “What can I do?”
“You can’t do anything, man. We need to stop the baby from coming. Cramp bark would do the trick.” Perceval headed out the small opening, quickly returning with a branch with shiny red berries.
John grimaced. “She can’t eat those. They’ll make her sicker.”
Perceval was using his dagger to strip the bark from the plant. “It’s not the berries. It’s the bark. Here.” He handed John a small wad of bark. “Try to get her to chew on this.”
John sniffed it, suspicious about something he had no firsthand experience of. Cocking his eye at the older man, and Perceval gave a stiff nod and headed back up the stairs.
Rowena was in so much pain, her face was contorted.
“My love, this may help.” John slipped it between her teeth. “Bite down on it.”
She gagged when it went into her mouth. “This would do better as tea.”
“We’re doing the best we can.” He rubbed her back.
She sniffled then put it back into her mouth. Her face still filled with disgust.
Perceval came bounding down the stairs, twigs and leaves fell from his armload of wood, a dented pot sloshed water on the ground where it hung from his wrist. In no time, he had managed to build a small fire, setting the iron pot close by.
“I’ve dropped some bark in the water. It works best when drunk.”
“So I’ve heard,” John answered.
Perceval stood silhouetted against the dimming light drifting down the stairs. “I will go and get help.”
“Do you know of anyone here abouts?”
“I will do what I can as quickly as possible.” The man went up the stairs two at a time.
Rowena’s face was pinched in pain. She seemed to be holding her breath, the cramp bark clamped tightly between her teeth. John had never seen a woman in labor before. She still had ahold of his arm and pulled against him. He was surprised by her strength. Her face turned dark with the effort. Pushing herself against the wall, a low growling noise came from deep inside her.
“What can I do?” She seemed focused on something behind him but he saw nothing there. Where was Arthur? Was she waiting for him to come back?
“I am here now. I will help you.” He hid his own self-doubt.
Suddenly exhaling, her efforts ceased and she sucked in the air with her exertion, coughing the bark out. “John. You have come back at a most inopportune time.” He smiled at her attempt at humor. “I wanted to tell you I was pregnant when you came home before, but everyone said you had not really been there.”
The last time he’d seen her was when this child had been created. Perhaps she was fevered. Her brow was cool to his touch. He quickly counted how long it had been since then and realized the baby could not live if it was born now. She did not seem to recognize that fact as she continued.
“I believe we will have a girl. She will have dark...”
Gripping his arm, she bent her head to her chest as the pain assaulted her again. Her body tensed and she pulled her knees up tight. It was apparent even to John that this child was coming. He tried to prepare her and saw the top of the babe’s tiny head pushing its way out. His breath held when he saw the size. It was barely bigger than the palm of his hand. His eyes misted.
He gently caressed her leg as her hand continued its death grip. “Shhhh, Rowena. Try not to push.”
Rowena growled an answer that sounded like a word he would not have expected from her.
“The need to push does not come from me. I cannot stop.” She finally answered. Leaning against the wall in exhaustion, the baby’s head retreated. Her pain gone, she tried to ease her breathing.
“The child will not survive if it is born now.” He spoke quietly to her, his eyes again full of tears.
When she finally looked at him, her expression said it all. She already knew. Still she shook her head in firm denial, her face wet with tears.
“Please, John, save our baby.” Her anguished request made his tears fall heavier.
He kissed her forehead and went to the small fire for the pot. “We can try this.”
She nodded, accepting the warmed pot of cramp bark tea. “It may work.”
After a few sips, John was relieved when she slumped against his side. Thinking her asleep, he gently rubbed her side. Her swell bulged against his hand. He jumped at the sudden kick.
“That is a good sign.” Rowena’s voice was quiet but she started to rub the baby gently in her womb. “She has not moved in quite awhile.”
“Strong. Like her mother, I’d say.” John was assaulted with how little he actually knew about this woman. But strong, yes, he knew she was that. She had stood up to him. She had kept her home and tolerated treatment he could never have imagined.
“I am from strong stock.” The weak sound of her voice contradicted the statement.
“And so is our daughter.”
“My father had wanted sons. I was a great disappointment.”
“I don’t know who my father was.” Surprised at the admission, John’s breath became unexpectedly shallow. Why would he tell her that? He waited for her reply. She snuggled closer to him. The tea was doing its work. The cramps had subsided.
“I am sorry for you then. Even though I was not what my father had wanted, I know that he loved me. His love ended too soon.”
John saw again the blood dripping from her father’s mouth, his eyes glazing over. What a thing to have to live with.
“I’m sorry.” It just didn’t seem enough. He waited again for her response. Her gentle snoring soothed his anxiety. He held her tighter to his side.
It was the ungodly moan that ripped him from his sleep. The smell of death was in his nostrils, and he realized it was coming from Rowena. His own leg was stiff from the cold and dampness around him. Her body stiffened beside him again. John closed his eyes, his heart heavy with regret. Her labor had returned.
Gently pushing her back against the wall when the pain gripped her again, he prepared himself to accept the baby. Rowena fought against the urge to push. It was all for naught. The perfect little body slipped into his hand with little effort. She gasped. Her wide-eyed look of horror seemed frozen on her face, afraid to look down. “Is it a girl?”
He lifted the baby up for her to see. It fit in one hand. Ten fingers. Ten toes. A beautiful face with little bow lips. His tears dropped onto the still body of his daughter. Rowena sat forward and finally looked at her child. She shook her head as she carefully took the baby. Holding it to her breast, long sobs racked her body. “No. No.” She resisted the truth as she gently held the lifeless body.
John wrapped his arm around his two girls. Rowena leaned heavily against him. Her body shook with her heart-wrenching sobs. As if in a nightmare he couldn’t wake up from, John looked into his daughter’s beautiful face, memorizing every detail. His first fatherly instinct ripped through his body when he realized with absolute clarity that he would lay down his life without the slightest hesitation if his daughter could just have lived.
He would have gladly saved Rowena yet more pain. She had been through enough. Alas, this he could not do. He could not bring his daughter back to life. He could, however, avenge their pain and loss and hunt down that bastard Arthur, treating him to a slow, painful death. For now and with great restraint, he would try to comfort Rowena over the loss.
Rowena’s sobbing finally subsided. Her voice was dead when she finally spoke. “I knew it would be a girl.”
“She is beautiful.”
Rowena stroked the little cheek with the tip of her finger. The baby’s lips were tinged with blue. “I think she had your dimples.”
John didn’t realize he had dimples. “My lady love, she is as beautiful as you.” Kissing her cheek softly, they leaned their heads together and mourned together the loss of their first child.
It was midday when Perceval finally arrived with Claire and Joan in tow. Stiff from sitting on the cold, hard floor, John knew that Rowena was much worse off. Claire gently took the child from Rowena’s arms and Joan came to replace John at her side.
Suddenly feeling awkward and helpless, John stood a few feet from the scene. It sickened him to think that Arthur had somehow brought all of this about. Ah, revenge gave him a purpose. Something to do. He didn’t want to bother his wife with the details, but he needed to know.
“How did you get here?” His voice sounded loud in the small cavern against the quieter reassuring womanly words being exchanged.
Rowena’s eyes bore into him but there were no tears when she answered. “Arthur.” Joan was seeing to her needs, and John knew he should desist. There was so much blood everywhere. He had gone through the whole night without asking what was most on his mind. How had she come to be with Arthur…here? When she spoke again, he was surprised by the loathing in her voice. “He called me a whore.”
Joan’s gasp reflected what all present felt. “Did he take you from the garden, my lady?”
Rowena nodded slowly. The anger closed in on Rowena, and John’s rage only deepened. “What did he say?” He forced his voice to sound calm. He did not need to upset her any further. He didn’t dare breathe as he waited for her answer.
“He told me you were near death.” Perceval had been correct. Arthur had coerced her into leaving willingly with him. “He lied. He called me a whore and hit me. I fell to the ground from the blow.” Her voice was dead. “I fell too hard for the baby to stay inside.”
Many woman survived childbirth by sheer determination. He prayed she had that.
Perceval came down the stairs again with a litter to lay Rowena on. Claire packed her up to staunch the bleeding. Joan tucked Rowena in with her cape once she was laid out on the makeshift bed. Tousled around as they moved her, Rowena did not open her eyes once.
“Will you see to her safety?” John’s voice was low so the women could not hear.
“What are you going to do?” Perceval was clearly concerned for John.
“I will take care of Arthur.”
Understanding, Perceval nodded. Each took an end and brought Rowena, no longer with child, up into the sunlight.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Rowena awoke from a deep sleep to an intense burning sensation between her legs. She settled deeper into her bed, rocking gently. She watched the eerie shadows cast on the walls about her room while the wood crackled in the fire. Joan was the first to notice she was awake. She stooped close and talked softly to Rowena.
“How fare ye?” Her wide eyes were full of concern.
Rowena gently cupped her blurring friend’s cheek. “Will I survive?”
Joan nodded slowly. “But your beautiful daughter…she did not. I am so sorry, my lady.”
Tears slipped down her face and into Rowena’s hair but she tried to smile. “I know. She was beautiful, wasn’t she?”
“Oh, yes. I have never seen such a perfect little baby.” Joan sniffled loudly and Rowena took her into her arms.
“Shhh.” Rowena’s body shook with her sobbing as they clung to each other in their sadness. “I am overcome with my grief, Joan.”
“I know. I know.” Joan’s voice was muffled in her hair.
Having spent her tears for the moment, Rowena’s exhaustion quickly took hold. Her entire body ached.
Claire interrupted them.
“How do you feel? Is there any pain?” the midwife asked as she poured freshly warmed water into the basin on the table.
“Yes. Here.” Rowena indicated the afflicted area then slid her hand along her stomach. The flatness felt strange, the precious swell no longer there. The gentle pressure no longer pushed against her hand. Her heart ached at the emptiness. “My belly has pain. Is it the loss of the child?”
Claire pulled down the covers to inspect Rowena. “Does this hurt?” Claire pressed gently against her womb. Rowena winced in answer. “That may not be good.”
Standing behind the older woman, Joan wrung her hands helplessly. “Is there anything I can do?”
“That green bottle…” Claire pointed to her basket, “…yes, mix it with some warm water for her to drink.” She turned back to her patient. “It doesn’t taste overly bad but it will help with your pain.”
Rowena moved as if in a dream. She watched Joan glide across the room and wondered why they both spoke so slowly. Claire’s voice sounded as if she were very far away. “I feel dizzy.” Rowena couldn’t remember speaking yet she heard her own thoughts coming back to her. The world spun violently just before it ceased to exist.
* * *
The leaves on the trees hung heavy, soaked from the constant drizzle. John stared straight ahead as he rode back along the path to their camp. At least he knew the men he’d left in charge would protect the castle if he wasn’t able to stop Arthur himself. They were good Saxon men and there was certainly some satisfaction in that knowledge. Rowena had loyal people around her but they were afraid to show any sign of it, afraid there would be repercussions.
The horse jerked suddenly, nearly unseating John. He shook his head to clear his mind and was relieved to see his men coming toward him. How could he not have heard them coming? They were not very quiet.
“Hail, my lord.” Philip spoke first. “We have brought news.”
The young boy came up on the smallest of the palfreys, pushing his way ahead to stop beside John. He smiled at the boy before turning back to Philip.
“What news?”
“The enemy camp has been located. We have seen five men present. They seem to be waiting for something or someone.”
John’s lips curled with contempt. Arthur. So he hasn’t made it back to them. “Anything else?”
Philip looked to the young boy, who seemed suddenly shy, unable to look John in the face. “Speak plain. Don’t be afraid.”
“It’s the red-haired man, me lord. He’d said he’d get his family land back, one way or another. I didn’t understand what he meant until I heard your men talking.”
“What is it he meant then?”
“He must have been Arthur the Red’s son. The Normans slaughtered him and burned his lands. It was worse than anywhere else. He had fought against the Normans. He wouldn’t pay homage.”
John’s mind went unbidden to the early days of their landing when William had looked for supporters among the villagers against King Harold. Those who went against William were treated cruelly. None survived those early days. William slaughtered them all. Surprised by his own contempt for the behavior, John wondered why he had just gone along with such horrendous acts.
Philip interrupted his thoughts. “Arthur had every reason to want to keep the fight against us going. He wanted his land back.”
Every man there knew William’s code for surrender—swear fealty to him and survive—fight against him and lose everything.
“It must not have been enough for our greedy friend.”
John tried to piece together the events that would have led to William giving Arthur the demesne. It didn’t make sense. Why would William trust someone who had every reason to hate him?
“My lord, we believe we know where Arthur and his men have gone.”
Philip and John looked at each other. “Their family lands,” John stated.
* * *
It didn’t take long to pick up Arthur’s trail when they knew where he would be heading. The Roman ruins had been at the very farthest corner of his family lands. They had been extremely wealthy with many men at their disposal. John learned from Aldred that Arthur had sided with Tostig Godwinson over his more powerful brother. Arthur the elder and his son had traveled to the north to fight with him. Backed by the Danish Canute, they were sure that they would win. Instead, they were quickly beaten back. It was a setback for Arthur’s future hopes for himself and his son. The news that William of Normandy was making his way across the channel had set them all at a run back to protect their homes.
Passing by the burned out shell of what was once Arthur’s family home, John saw the proof of Arthur’s loss. The once well-maintained lands were overrun with tall, wild grass, brown from the miserable drought. The castle’s only source of water, the stone well, had been smashed to pieces, the strewn rocks now interspersed with tall clumps of weeds. The wooden bucket hung forlornly from the winch, its wooden support nearly rotted in two.
John could imagine why Arthur would choose this place to finally face him. Here, Arthur had been someone of importance. Here, Arthur could finally stop running, surrounded by all that he had lost. Perhaps even putting an end to the guilt that probably plagued him ever since his father’s death. Today Arthur would be present to defend his family home against the Norman usurpers, John, and take back what was his or die in the battle.
The unnatural silence sent a cold shiver of anticipation through John’s body. Arthur was close by. He sensed it. Slowly approaching the fallow fields, little tufts of tall grass had taken over the once well-maintained path. The lingering death and destruction after all this time gave John a glimpse of what Arthur had lost when William had laid claim to the area.
John’s horse snorted but kept its head low. No imminent danger. His hands ached where they clenched the reins, the persistent cold drizzle saturating his leather gloves. The branches from the surrounding woods creaked sharply in the breeze. John scanned the distant tree line. He heard their horses before he saw their approach through the fog.
Arthur had four men with him, so this would be an easy fight. No, this was just a necessary fight. The memory of Rowena’s ashen face flashed in John’s mind. She would be avenged. Arthur had to die. John’s two men followed directly behind him, closing the distance across the uneven fields. The horses’ approach was muffled by the damp earth. Each side stopped. Their breathing vaporized in the mist. At the sight of Arthur’s smirking face, John’s jaw clenched. He squared his shoulders. “Ready to end this?”
“You arrogant bastard!” Arthur shook his head, his nose crinkled in disgust. “She never had any use for you.”
Refusing to take the bait, John waited. His horse shifted impatiently beneath him. John released his tight hold of the reins. The weight of his mace rested comfortably against his thigh. He caressed the worn handle of the formidable weapon. He would enjoy smashing this man’s brains in. He smiled at Arthur.
Arthur sneered back, struggling to control his skittish mount. “I have to say though…” He lifted his chin in defiance. “She wasn’t really worth waiting for. Disappointing even.”
John reached for the heavy mace at the same time his knees squeezed his battle-ready horse beneath him. It reared slightly in anticipation of its target. Arthur did not hesitate as he, too, advanced his horse, closing the distance between them. As if on cue, Peter and Philip cut Arthur’s men away from their leader. Their horses unequal to the task of warfare quickly turned tail and ran. They were easily chased into the dense forest.
Arthur continued toward John at full speed. He leaned forward, his spear at the ready. John’s eagerness increased as the distance closed between them. Arthur’s horse unexpectedly broke the advance and made a wide arc around him. John snorted in frustration. With satisfaction, he heard his opponent’s muffled curses at the animal’s lack of training.
John laughed, bringing his horse around with ease to face his opponent. “You can pretend to be Norman but you…and your mount… verily fall short!”
Arthur pulled up sharply on the reins, his animal reared in distress. His face was a mask of fury. He pushed his horse forward. John smirked. He remained motionless. The horse would not come close. He was right. Arthur nearly unseated himself, his raised spear unable to make contact.
Turning his horse back around, Arthur faced him, huffing in his outrage. John crossed his arms, leaned against the mace in front of him, and gave him a menacing smile. “Would you like to see how it is actually done?”
Arthur’s nostrils flared in anger. John spurred his horse forward, hunched low for speed. His body protected by his shield; his other arm honed into the rhythmic arc of his mace. He focused on Arthur’s skull. Jerked at the reckless pace, Arthur’s horse whinnied in distress. With a firm pull on the reins, John cut off their retreat. The weighted mace swung in a downward arc. His heels pushed into the stirrups. He prepared for the impact.
Arthur’s skull was cracked under the impact. Unseated, he dropped to the ground. The shaft of his spear snapped loudly beneath him. Arthur lay motionless, face down in the mud.
John dismounted. The jolt of the ground ran up his body. The weight of the mace pulled at his arm. Exhaustion. Blood matted Arthur’s hair to his head. John approached cautiously. Moaning, Arthur shifted his arms. Thrashing would begin soon if it had indeed been a death blow. John waited. Thick drops of rain started. It pounded against his helmet, against his throbbing head. His mace rested head down against the ground. He leaned slightly against its shaft. Arthur moaned again. There was little movement. Wiping the rain that dripped down his nose, John was caught off guard by the sudden movement. The mace flew away from his grasp. He struggled to remain standing. In one movement, Arthur swung the spear handle as he planted himself before John.
Unarmed, John was pressed backward by Arthur’s quick advance. His broken spear shaft whipped by, hissing near John’s ear. Arthur’s speed and accuracy surprised John, and he stumbled, unable to move fast enough. The ground beneath his feet turned to muck and oozed around him. He staggered back with one foot sucked into the mud, costing him precious seconds and Arthur was on him. He swung the shaft again. Contact.
The pain shot across John’s upper body. Arthur’s smug smile spurred John to react. His foot now free, he charged at his body, just missing Arthur’s swinging shaft, grabbing his chest. The rain pelted down on them. They fell to the ground. Arthur’s soaked hauberk slipped easily through John’s frozen fingers.
Air whooshed from John’s lungs, Arthur’s knees squeezing as he straddled his body. Arthur steadily pushed the shaft across John’s chest, closer and closer to his neck. The slivers pierced John’s hand where he strained against the downward motion. Arthur’s strength was far superior. John’s injured arm dipped first. Fear shot through him like a hot iron. If he died here, Rowena would be forced into marrying this man. If he died here, this devil’s spawn would rally the Saxons against the Normans. If he died here, the rest of Rowena’s people would be caught up in a bloodbath not of their doing. No. That is not the way of it.
A sudden surge burst through his arm and the shaft came up unexpectedly cracking against Arthur’s face. Blood dripped from his nose as he pulled back in pain. John pushed and tumbled Arthur onto his back, John’s elbow against his neck. Arthur’s eyes were wide with fear. With his free hand, John grabbed the spear head and jabbed it into the unprotected inner thigh of his nemesis. His life’s blood gushed onto the ground. John pushed the spear in deeper until the man struggled no more.
Arthur’s heavy body relaxed against John’s hand. Dead. The cold ground numbed John’s body when he pulled away from the corpse. The rain puddled around him. As if in a dream, John’s friends emerged from the mist, his own horse in tow. Hanging back, they gave him time. John knew they had taken care of the other men. He didn’t need to ask how. They had been Arthur’s lackeys. What now? There was no satisfaction. A threat had been dealt with. No more. No less.
John shook off his heavy helmet, the rain cool against his sweaty head. His deep breath was cut off by the shot of pain across his throbbing chest. It would take time to recover, in body and spirit. His arms were dead weights, and he peeled the bloodied glove from his hand. Arthur’s blood. The rain washed it clean. John sighed in resignation. Returning to the present, he stood to face his friends. He silently mounted. They headed back across the barren land.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Rowena could smell the dampness, the blood… her blood, and feel the cold floor beneath her uncovered legs.
“No, Arthur. Do not slake your anger on me.” Her plea made no impression on the contorted face of her former confidant. “Why?” The whisper penetrated into her ear when she spoke the word aloud, forcing her to awaken from the nightmare. Sweat dripped down her neck as she propped herself to sit in the bed.
The room was empty. All had left her to sleep or perhaps die? Rowena placed her hand on her empty womb. Many women died at childbirth. Some before the baby was even born. Many after. Some during the birthing, killing the child as well.
Closing her eyes, she again saw her husband’s haggard expression, his tears slipping down his face to fall on little Beatrice’s cold face.
Where was John now?
He had told her he was a bastard and didn’t know who his father was. It pained him to share that. She remembered his face, almost a look of surprise at his own admission. Why would he bare that inner shame, holding her all night long and rubbing her arms to keep the chill away, and sobbing with her at their shared grief?
Rowena opened her eyes. She brought her hand to her mouth, a slow smile spreading across her face. She was loved by him.
He had said he would not go to another. It was her choice to believe him and even trust him. He could be the very man she had always wanted as a husband. Most importantly, his love could help her through this loss. She no longer had to suffer alone. She was not alone.
Turning to her side, Rowena stroked the pillow beside her. He would return to her. She wanted him now, beside her. She needed his arms around her. If she died now, he would never know that she had loved him. The very idea felt like a stab to her heart. She pressed her lips in a determined line. She best not die now.
* * *
The heavy black material of mourning was draped across the gate as John approached the castle. Peter followed not far behind but passed on to stop abreast of him.
“Your people share your loss, my lord,” Peter said.
There had been other signs along the way; boughs of dried flowers and thistle, a cairn already as high as his horse’s flank, and the deafening stillness. In their own way the villagers mourned their lord and lady’s loss.
“Out of love for their lady no doubt,” John answered.
The sight of Rowena huddled with the women sewing flashed in his mind. A smile on her lips.
“Ah, you underestimate your own worth.”
John had seen the villagers, their heads dipped with downcast eyes in solemn respect as he’d traveled the well-worn path to the castle door.
“And you have rid them of an omnipresent evil when you killed Arthur. They will not forget that.” Peter continued on into the stable.
Their return trip had been one of silence. All appeared as if through a fog to John’s mind. Perhaps now that the death of his child and the abuse of his wife had been avenged, the pain of the loss was making itself known. He was tired. His hands stiff where he gripped the reins.
“Lord John!” It took several more steps for his numbed mind to register the voice and a few more after that before he pulled back on the reins and stopped his horse. Peter continued on ahead to the castle on foot. The saddle was hard beneath John and when he turned to look behind, pain shot through his side.
“Damn,” he cursed beneath his breath, his irritation growing. “What is it?”
Perceval took a step away. John’s deadened senses stirred. He was being cruel to one who had been his helper.
“Forgive me, Perceval. Please.” John gestured for him to continue.
John felt removed from his own surroundings, as if watching his own movements. Fatigue was setting it. Suddenly filled with an urge to laugh, John coughed into his hand, trying to focus. The man’s mouth tightened into a grimace and his eyes were cold. More bad news.
John held his hand up to stop Perceval’s story. “I cannot hear you now, man.”
He impatiently gestured the man aside and proceeded on his horse into the stable yard. Why would the man think he should approach John now? Exhausted. He needed sleep. Tilting forward in his saddle, he was able to catch himself before he tumbled out. A stable boy quickly grabbed the reins.
“Good man,” John mumbled as he came down off the horse, jarring his tired body. A twinge shot up his back, and he bit back a groan. He exhaled slowly.
“Is Lady Rowena within?” he asked.
The young lad shook his mop of hair, stroking the horse’s snout. “My lord?”
John wanted to scream to leave him alone but the boy’s face was grave.
“Yes?” he patiently asked the boy.
“I am sorry for your loss, yours and Lady Rowena. I hope you will have many healthy children still.” Such hopeful words. The boy gave a small smile. John nodded in response but his thoughts were of his wife.
Rowena knew the truth now. His stomach lurched at the realization. He had talked far too much in the wee hours while their child’s death had been imminent, baring his very soul to her.
What madness drove him to tell her of his own childhood? Open himself up to any woman’s scrutiny? John shook his head.
John questioned why he had been allowed to live many times. In a different land, unwanted infants were left out in the elements to die alone. So why was he allowed to live? There was no answer.
During those hours in the cave, Rowena’s eyes had been closed for much of the time. He had been trying to distract her, ease her burden. In the process, he probably lost the only good thing he’d ever found.
“Damn fool,” John muttered to himself and headed away from the stairs and Rowena, toward the darkened room off the Great Hall. The dank smell of wet wood and parchment was heavy in the air and he shut the door, entombing himself within. The quiet of the room was interrupted by the scurrying of the unseen varmints scattering away at his approach.
Plopping heavily into a chair, John was amazed at how comfortable a simple cushion felt. Wine and cup sat like sentinels on the trestle, and John did not hesitate to pour himself a liberal amount. How could he face her after his revelations?
John tossed back the bitter wine and poured himself more. Even the lees of the cask for the bastard lord. The room shifted around him. John closed his eyes. The floor dropped from beneath him. He draped his arms across the heavy wooden table and laid his forehead flat against the cold wood.
Nothing ever went well for him. He’d learned that early enough. Most of his childhood had been spent on his arse looking up into the nasty grimace of Bruce the stone cutter. Bruce had been a moose of a man. Working stone had made him an extremely strong bully who liked nothing better than to beat his mouse-like wife and the unwanted lad left under his control.
The door opened. His lids were heavy, and his body refused to move. It didn’t seem to matter if he roused himself enough to see who stood on either side of him. The room shifted again. The overpowering scent of flowers assaulted his nostrils, stirring a memory just out of reach. Its cloying smell caused his mouth to water. A surge of warning wormed its way up his chest. His mind was unable to grasp it…but surely whatever it was would wait until after he rested.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
“My lady?” Joan’s concerned voice seeped into Rowena’s dream until it made sense that the horse she shared with John as she snuggled against him would suddenly find a voice.
Waiting for the pain to start behind her eyes, Rowena was relieved to find it gone. “Joan?”
“Yes, my lady?”
“The pain seems to have subsided.” Rowena slowly opened her eyes to the dawn pouring into her chamber. “Yes…” questioningly Rowena rubbed her face,”…I do believe the pain may really be gone.”
Relief surged through her and the bright light of day was like honey dripping from the comb. With great care, Rowena pulled herself to sitting. It was going to be a good day. Although her heart was still heavy from her loss, her future with John assured her there would be many more births.
Rowena turned to her friend. “I can see your deep frown, my dear. What concerns you so on such a beautiful morning as this?”
“My lady…Lord John cannot be found.”
“I don’t get your meaning? How can he not be found?” Who was looking for him and where exactly had they looked that he was not found?
“My lady,” Joan’s urgent tone cut into Rowena like a knife. “Your husband has left.”
“What are you prattling about?”
How quickly the unease grew despite the earlier self-assurances of how John felt. Where had he gone to? Why did Joan need to make it sound as if he’d abandoned her?
The naysayer slowly shook her head. Rowena felt the twist of the knife in her heart. The blonde’s eyes were wide with the fear. Or was it dread?
“He has left the castle,” Joan said.
“When had he returned to the castle?” Her tone was hard but she didn’t care.
“I was told he had returned last night. It was very late.”
Rowena searched for some memory of his presence. He had been in the castle and hadn’t come to see her? Wouldn’t he be interested in how she fared?
“Mayhap they were wrong. Who was it that saw him?”
“Sean.”
Her sense of urgency grew. Like a physical thing, it seemed to push her to slide her legs to the edge of the bed.
“We must find him then.”
“No, please, my lady. You are still too weak to stand.” Joan was at her side the instant her feet touched the cold, stone floor.
“Rest assured, Joan, I will be getting up and now.”
Rowena was startled at the sound of her own strong convictions. But she did indeed have something to fight for…her marriage…her husband…her people, even. They should not live in constant fear of these Norman invaders. She should not live in fear of these invaders.
“Call my guards, please,” Rowena said. The cold from the floor seeped into her limbs. “Help me to cover myself.”
Joan turned abruptly to the chest at the foot of the bed. She pulled a thick, woolen robe from the chest. “Allow me to assist you.”
She helped Rowena guide her tired arms in through the sleeve. Rowena took a deep breath to steady her trembling muscles. “I fear it has been a long time since I have been out of this bed.”
“It has been two weeks since you lost the babe.” Joan pulled the thick material together in front to hide Rowena’s nightgown. “Sit back down and I will fetch the guards.”
Having spent her small reserve on her initial surge, Rowena felt suddenly tired and overwhelmed. “My thanks.”
Joan helped her to slide her legs back under the heavy bed coverings.
“I will return.” Joan dashed through the door, leaving Rowena.
How could John just be gone? Perhaps she slept right through his visit. Without forethought, she turned to the undisturbed film of ash covering the table beside. No lady slippers or dying flowers, no sign at all of a missed encounter.
He wouldn’t have left without seeing her. The time in the cave had changed everything for her—for them. The dread he had been unable to hide was too real. He had admitted his deepest fears to her—abandonment. He’d never belonged anywhere.
“I have no one to call my own. When I was born, I was quickly discarded, of little importance. Do you see why marriage is…was…not for me?”
The heavy weight of his head leaning against her own in his sadness tugged at Rowena’s heart. She realized he did not know his own true worth. He was not just a knight or a conqueror; he was a good man, a decent man.
“You are a good man, John of Normandy.” The words echoed back to her from the chamber walls. “I will believe in you even when no one else does.”
The door was thrown against the wall as Joan entered with three soldiers.
“Sean, come quickly,” Rowena demanded, leaning forward in her determination. She refused to acknowledge the look of pity that passed over her servant’s face. “Tell me when it was that you saw John.”
“It was very late, m’lady. He was well worn, near exhaustion. I had seen the stable boy catch him when he all but fell off his horse.”
John was exhausted. Pride and gratitude swelled within her breast when she realized he must have gone to avenge her.
“Arthur is dead.” Rowena’s voice was a whisper but she knew that it was true.
“M’lady?” Sean’s brow creased in question.
Rowena pushed on with new orders. “Sean, see if his horse is in the stable. If it is, you must search the castle and beyond. Some terrible fate has befallen my husband.”
He averted her gaze and shifted uneasily before her. His voice was quiet when he finally spoke. “M’lady, many of the soldiers believe he has returned to Normandy.”
Pain tightened her heart and all sound seemed to stop. Joan’s expectant face showed concern. The similar look of pity on the other men’s faces caused Rowena to pause but only for one small second. No! She would not be taken in by this. John would not abandon her. He had gone and avenged her mistreatment. Rowena held her head high.
“You overstep your ground, sir. You will do as I bid.” Just beyond him, the other soldiers straightened at her tone. “You two, help him search. Perhaps in his exhaustion, he has had an accident.” She turned back to Sean who had stepped away. With a stern tone Rowena spoke her mind knowing the message would be carried to the other soldiers. “My husband would not abandon me.” Pausing for emphasis she searched their faces for any contradiction. Seeing none, she continued. “My husband loves me. Since he is not here beside me, clearly something terrible has befallen him. Go…find him!”
The soldiers moved quickly to do her bidding.
Joan, her rounded shoulders speaking volumes, stepped closer to the Rowena. “Are you cert—”
“Enough, Joan!” Rowena’s tone brooked no further discussion. “You are of no help to me if I must convince you of what I already know in my heart. I spoke the truth to my men. Either you are with me and believe John loves me, or you are against me and of no further use. Please send Evelyn to assist me.” Rowena sat up straighter in the bed. The pain in her friend’s eyes needed to be ignored. Her loyalties shifted. She loved him, and she chose to believe all that he’d said. “Now.”
* * *
The pungent odor assaulted John’s senses, creating a terrible taste at the back of his throat. He lay flat on his stomach with his arms trussed up behind him. Pulling at the bindings on his wrists, John’s eyes flew open when he recognized the odor.
“Abigail.”
“Oh, my love, you have awakened.” Her bright green eyes came into full view as she kneeled beside him. “You look so surprised.”
“You expected a different response? Then why am I tied up? Except that you knew I would wring your pretty neck if my hands had been free!” His voice had gotten louder with every word and she backed away at his display of anger. Closing his eyes, John took a steadying breath. He had no idea what was going on but he needed to stay calm. He needed to get his hands free.
Searching the small area he saw from his location, he spotted her a few feet away. Aw, her smugness. How could he have forgotten her true reaction to his constant irritation with her?
“Well?” His voice now under control, he waited for her to show her true intention. If he had acquired nothing else of value to his character, he did have great patience.
He shifted his legs slightly to find they were not tied down. Knowing now that he did indeed have a means in which to acquire the upper hand and stand over a cowering Abigail rather than be the mouse which she chose to play with, his patience increased.
“My love, I thought you would be happy to see me again. I have missed you.” Her syrupy voice grated his nerves. As she returned to squatting by the bed, John took in her full attire. The laces at the bodice of her gown were loosened enough to reveal a good amount of bosom and her real purpose for being there. When she dropped her hand to his face and traced her finger down his arm, he did not lurch in revulsion.
“Why would I be happy to see you again? You have again disobeyed my orders.”
Her eyes widened in mock innocence. “Orders? What orders would you give me?” She dragged her fingers down his side, drawing circles along his back.
Raising his eyebrows as he compressed his lips, he paused before he answered. “Abigail? What did I say to you when last we parted?”
She tipped her head coyly and avoided looking at him. “You were not yourself. I knew you didn’t mean it.” She leaned in closer to his face. Her breath hot against his cheek, a mere whisper meant to entice him. “You can’t have meant to never see me again.”
“My intent was not for you to reason.” His voice did not reveal his boiling anger at the situation. He rolled onto his side. “My orders were to be followed. I am not moved by disobedience.”
“My lord, forgive my disobedience. It was my desire for your company that has brought me to you.”
John closed his eyes.”Will you untie me?”
She paused, then moved in closer. “Do you forgive me?” Her voice was low and sultry. Her hands roamed over his body.
“Do you deserve to be forgiven?” He opened his eyes and watched her struggle to hide her fear at the anger she must have seen there.
“I have missed you immensely.” Her hands were moving more boldly along his body.”I have been very lonely.”
“You were lonely long before I sailed for England.”
“I have missed you so.” She tucked herself in close at his neck. “Do you not desire my presence at all?”
“How would I ever desire you when you tie me up like a spring hen?” His voice remained steady. “Untie me and I will see to your loneliness.” He turned to her, pressing his lips against hers. “Do it now, Abigail.”
His words spoken against her lips were getting the desired results. Her body melted against him. She reached behind him and pulled on the rope at his hands when he heard a loud bang, as the door was thrown open behind him.
Abigail drew back, her eyes round in fear at the sight behind him.
“Yah are such a whore!” A man’s voice boomed in the small room. John was kicked from behind to fall flat on his stomach again. “He was not left here merely for your pleasure.”
The man who finally came into John’s view was no one he’d ever seen before. The hairy man grabbed at Abigail and shoved her past the bed, out of sight. The door slammed shut. John waited but there was no one left in the room.
His initial reaction was that Abigail was playing some sort of cat and mouse game with him although he did wonder how she’d gotten him here. The fear on her face had been real. Perhaps the only real emotion he’d ever seen her have. So who was the man that she was so afraid of? What was this all about?
John rolled back onto his bound hands and worked at the rope with his fingers. The binding was not so tight that he was unable to shift the rope up and down, loosening the knots. The hammers against his skull were causing havoc to his thinking. The wine had tasted bad. John should have realized it was poisoned. Only the best wine was served to the lord of the manor. He had always been treated with respect there. How Abigail treated him was another story.
The woman cared little for others, and thought only of her own welfare. She would not have left his manor in Normandy unless a better offer presented itself. In Normandy, no one would gainsay her authority, and she would have been left to her own pleasure. The gain by coming here must have been great indeed.
Who was the man she’d been so frightened of? He’d called her a whore and the feel of his foot pushing John down spoke of a large, powerful man. Perhaps even a trained soldier. A Saxon then? John dismissed that notion despite the strange accent. He was safe here among Rowena’s people. They were his people now. And he would do whatever he needed to see them protected from harm.
It must be a stranger. If John had been here these past few months, news of a stranger would have come to him and he’d have been prepared. As it was, he had no such warning.
The ropes slipped over his hands just as the door burst open. John stayed his hands.
Let him believe I am still trussed up.
A blonde man with a grimace distorting his face stood in the doorway.
“What do you want with me?” John spoke in forceful, demanding tones.
The man’s long white scar stretched down his face and tugged at the smile the man wore making him look like a man with only half a face.
“Who tah hell do yah think yah are asking me questions? Yah’re not lord of the manor here.”
John rested against his hands and tensed his legs, ready to push himself up but kept his face blank. “So you do know who I am?”
The man stepped closer to John, stopping just short of his face to spit out, “Aye, and I don’t care.”
John sprang from the bed, gripped the man’s chin, and pushed it up as he backed him against the wall. He grabbed the pathetic little dagger from the man’s belt. “Speak quick. Tell me what you are about before I break your neck.”
His would be abductor’s eyes bulged and gurgling came from his mouth as he tried to speak. John squeezed his throat.
“Quick now or I may find no mercy for one such as you.”
“Not me, m’lord.”
John released the pressure. “What are you saying?”
“It’s not me. I was hired tah grab yah.”
“Who hired you?”
“Leofrid.”
John shoved the man away from him. He landed flat on his arse and smacked his head against the wall.
“Explain yourself.”
The man’s wide-eyed expression convinced John he’d been telling the truth. “Leofrid wanted yah taken. He was going tah offer you as ransom tah the king.”
John searched his memory. The name was familiar, a Godwinson. Surely they were all dead. All but Rowena’s cousin.
“When were you to hand me over to him?”
A noise behind alerted John to someone else in the room but it was the odor of flowers that gave Abigail away. He stepped and grabbed her in a single motion, the dagger tight against her throat but she offered no resistance. “What have you to do with this?”
She shook her head.
The blonde tightened his cheeks with disgust. “Yah frecking whore. Tell him yahr part. Yah’re the worst part of the whole damn plan.”
John put the point of the dagger against her cheek. “I suggest you listen to him.”
“No, John. He is a liar. I came only for you.”
He shoved her toward the other man, who propelled her away when she would have fallen against him.
“So tell me. When does Leofrid arrive?”
His adversary pressed himself against the wall, standing as he spoke. “No, we’re tah bring yah tah him.”
“And?”
“That is all I know.”
“When?”
“By eventide.”
John glanced at Abigail’s drawn face.
“What was her part?”
Scar face grunted his dislike. “Her? She hired me.” Abigail did not look up. “She’s the one with all the gold.”
“And yet you call her a whore? And manhandle her? Methinks something is amiss.”
The man shook his head, his disdain for her evident. “She had all the answers. Finding me. Hiring me.”
“Well, Abigail?” John was near the end of his patience. Either she spoke or he got his answers another way.
Abigail took a deep breath. “I need you to return with me.” She finally picked up her head, tears glistened in her eyes.
John’s eye s widened. “Do you believe you can move me by your tears?”
Scar face canted a grin toward her before facing John. “I’ll tell yah what I can do for yah. It was a red-haired man I saw her with—”
Abigail’s movement was small but the ghastly sound the man made urged John to lurch toward them. Crimson color spread across the other man’s belly. John grabbed the woman’s hand to find the blood-stained dagger in her grip.
“Drop it.” He pushed her hand above her head while the man slid to the ground.
John squeezed her wrist. Abigail tried to yank away but he held her fast. “Release it. Now!”
She opened her hand and the weapon dropped to the floor. She breathed heavily, her eyes now wary as she looked at him.
“I thought you were working with this man.”
“He was a whoreson. Raped me last night while we waited for your return.”
John took a closer look and found the man was no longer breathing.
“So now you’re a murderer, too?”
She spat on the corpse and turned her face away. John took her chin in his hand and forced her to look at him. “A red-haired man? Would that be Arthur?”
Abigail pressed her lips into a thin line.
“You didn’t come here on your own. Arthur somehow found out about you and brought you here.” The black of her eye widened. “Ah, yes, I could always read you like a book. Will you give me your defense?”
She shook her head.
“As you wish.” Using the rope still on the bed, John tied her hands behind her. She gave little resistance. “I’ll oblige your request to be with me by placing you in a cell and under watch so that no more mischief can come from you.”
He was beside himself as he ushered her out the door, his head banging miserably as they made their way through the town. Her disheveled state had many villagers stopping and staring as they made their way toward the castle.
Damn.
The door at the Owl and Thistle burst open as they passed. Almost as if they’d been spotted through the tavern window. The jingle of bells made John’s jaw clench.
“My lord.” The high pitched call was from Mort, William’s spy.
John stopped and took a deep breath before facing the man. “Yes?”
Mort’s surprised look said it all. He gestured to the woman, his hand dropping and raising to bring it all to the forefront. “What is amiss, my lord? It is unseemly for you to be traipsing through the town with this woman in tow.” Shaking his head, Mort guided them back to the door he’d just exited. “Please, my lord, come inside, away from prying eyes.”
The absurdity of the situation did not pass by unnoticed by John. Felicity stopped in the hall and glanced at the commotion as the three stood just inside the closed door. She approached slowly, a frown on her face.
“What is this?” she asked, absently drying her hands on a towel as she spoke.
Mort glanced toward her, his nostrils flared, “I asked the same.”
As one they turned toward John. He tightened his jaw. “This woman is a murderer.”
He opted not to mention the abduction knowing all would be reported to the king.
“Who has she murdered?”
John hesitated before answering, deciding to bluff his play. “A good for nothing seeking to gain power from the king, and she was his accomplice until she sliced his gut open.”
Abigail’s eyes widened in surprise. He had hit the mark. What other use would Leofrid have for abducting him and demanding the king’s attention. He must have been seeking some sort of recompense, probably land, for John’s return.
Felicity blanched. “My lord, this is the same woman that has been harassing your lady for months now.”
John jerked Abigail to face him. “What have you done to Lady Rowena?”
Abigail smiled. “Nothing, John.”
“Do not address our lord with such little respect.” Felicity was in her face as she barked the orders at her.
Abigail pulled back slightly, turning her head away.
John’s heart beat faster with anger at the possibility of anyone hurting Rowena. “What have you done?”
Mort settled his hand on John’s where he clenched Abigail’s arm. “My lord, we can see to this here rather than bring it to the castle. The soldiers there have been on high alert searching for you these past hours.”
John turned on the man. “They know I have returned?”
Mort nodded. “And they know that you are missing.”
“’Twas the Lady Rowena,” Felicity piped in, a slight smile on her face. “She insisted you would not leave on your own and that something must be wrong or you would have come to her.”
His sweet Rowena. He wanted to find her and tell her Arthur would trouble her no more. He turned again to the woman held in his grip. “You sought to cause trouble? Methinks you were unsuccessful at that as well.”
Her eyes rounded at the pain his words caused her. “Out of love.”
“Then out of love tell me where you were to meet Leofrid?”
She glanced away, seeming to measure her options. Finally, she squared her shoulders and faced him. “He expects us to bring you to him at moonrise by the Clouden ruins.”
Relief flooded through him. “I thank you for that.”
When he started to turn away, she grabbed at his arm. “But I do love you, ‘tis true.”
“You wouldn’t know love if it slapped you in the face,” John replied.
Mort pulled away with a look of utter disbelief, shaking his head.
“Well, my lord, clearly she needs to be punished for what she attempted as well.”
That’s right. Mort had the king’s ear. It would not be long before John would be called to answer for the way he botched up his orders.
They must swear their fealty to me by spring next.
His deadline was upon him. The clock was ticking but perhaps with Rowena’s help, he could win the villagers over and fulfill his duty.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Rowena stilled her fidgety hands. John would be found. She had to believe it was true. Glancing across the Great Hall, she averted her gaze when she caught sight of Joan. The woman’s stubbornness would try a saint.
John did not abandon me.
Would screaming it in her face prove it to be true? No. John being located with a good explanation for his absence is the only thing that could do that.
“My lady.” Young Sean dipped his head and handed the folded parchment to Rowena. Her heart stopped beating.
“From where did you get this?”
The boy shrugged. “It was lying on the trestle by the door.” He pointed to the symbol visible on the outside. The seal. “It is marked for you, my lady.”
Rowena breathed in relief. “I appreciate you delivering it to me.” She smiled and ruffled his hair. “Now, why don’t you see if the cook has any sweets for you? Tell her I sent you so you don’t get your ears boxed for showing up at such a busy time.”
He grinned from ear to ear and skipped off toward the kitchen.
Rowena looked down at the seal of the House of Godwin. It had to be from her cousin. How brazen he was to use the family crest on a missive that anyone might have found. She glanced toward the door and around the room. No one seemed unfamiliar. She was happy to find Abigail was not among the guests this evening. The meal would be served soon and she was not up for a battle at this time.
Peter entered and looked around, his eyes finally settling on Rowena. Peter veered toward her with purpose in every step. He had news. She swallowed the lump in her throat.
Standing beside the bench she’d occupied, she took in a slow, deep breath, preparing herself for the worst.
“Peter.”
He moved toward her and accepted her hand, bowing low in respect over it. “My lady. Is there any word of our lord?”
Her shoulders slumped. “There is not. I had hoped you brought news.”
“The only news I have is that when we parted at the gate, he continued on to the stables while I continued on with your men to their village.”
“My men?”
It had been a long time since a Norman referred to them that way. They had once been her men, her parent’s men, ready to rise and do battle at a word but not for many years now.
“My lady, they are your men. Yours and Lord John’s. They have stood by your husband as their lord. It is only a matter of time before they will swear fealty to the king.”
That was an important step toward peace and Rowena knew it. It was also the only reason John had come here in the first place if what his soldiers spoke of was true.
“That is good news indeed.”
“News that will make your husband a very happy man.” Peter scratched at his head revealing his own distress. “I am beside myself. I do not know what has befallen him. I needs be off to look for him although I have nowhere else to search.”
His response sent a chill through her body. “I fear the worst has befallen him.”
John’s dear friend searched her face with great intensity. “My lady, I did not wish to worry you. Forgive my glib words. He will be found. Rest assured.”
Tears welled and she dipped her head, not wanting him to see her weakness. “I pray you are correct.”
Peter took her hand again. “If you would sit with me for a moment?”
She sat at the edge of the bench, her knees turned away from Peter. She tried to catch the tear before it fell down her cheek.
“Oh, you are under great duress.”
“I’m sorry for my lack of control.”
Peter smiled, tipped her chin up and looked into her eyes. “I’m sure it is an endearing quality to your husband.”
Her eyes widened. He spoke of John as if feelings were involved. “Perhaps not so endearing.”
“Aw, I believe he finds all about you endearing.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Speak of me often do you?”
“I listen only. I believe the man values you above all else.”
Her breath caught. Perhaps it would not be long before John did realize he could and did love her. “Above all else?”
Peter’s face hardened. “The love of a woman has been the downfall of many men.”
“And you think it will be so with John?”
He shook his head slowly. “No, I do not believe it is so with you.” He measured each word carefully. “You are of noble blood and hold honor above rewards. That is what John needs now. He needs to know that he can be counted as deserving by the one who holds his heart in her hands.”
Rowena’s family had been destroyed by these Normans. To hear this knight speak of them as they deserve to be spoken of filled her with joy. The Godwins were a noble line. To be defeated by a stronger force did not take that away from them. Peter’s respectful manner warmed her heart. She wanted to show her intent with the Normans was sincere as well.
She tilted her head, the last tear sliding off her chin. “Peter, I find nothing lacking in my husband. I wish only to have a peaceful life for us all, Norman and Saxon.”
He stood and brushed his lips across her knuckle before releasing her hand. “Then Lady Rowena, I will bring your lord back to you.”
She stood as well, tipping her head in agreement. He strode to the door without looking back. The room filled in anticipation of the evening repast but neither Saxon nor Norman soldiers were present. They searched for John.
Suddenly exhausted, Rowena’s first instinct was to look for her handmaiden but stopped herself. She would make her way to her room alone. A rest was what she needed now so that when John returned, she could greet him as he deserved.
* * *
John came in through the garden beside the cooking area to avoid detection. The smells reminded him that he hadn’t eaten for more than a day.
“Oh! ‘Tis you!” Ada gasped, dropping the armful of bread on the table and ran to him.
He held his finger to his lips causing her to look around. She took his arm, pulled him close to her face, and whispered. “Are you hurt anywhere?”
John wanted to laugh at the motherly concern. “No, well, yes, but I will be fine.”
“Nay!” She declared and pulled back, not releasing the firm grip she had of his arm. Grabbing a pitcher from the table, she poured a good amount of mead. “You look ready to collapse.”
John knew if he chose this moment to collapse, this woman would keep him standing upright by her determined hold. “I am fine.”
He started to protest but quickly downed the mead that had been brought. It soothed his parched throat, easing the tension in his head. He smiled. “My thanks.”
“My lord, is your return to be kept secret?”
He quickly swallowed the second cup and accepted the bread she offered. “Yes. Can you do that for me?”
“I will, my lord, and you—Tsk. Tsk. You need to look like you’ve not lived through hell when you see my lady. She’d pass out at the sight of you.”
The image of Rowena, wide-eyed with fright caught him by surprise. He choked on the bread and followed it with a third cup of mead.
 “My thanks again.” He disengaged her hand from his arm. “I need to find Lady Rowena.”
“She’s just gone to her room,” a young lass offered. It was the serving girl Sarah.
They hadn’t heard her come up to them. John hunkered down in front of her. “Thank you, Sarah.”
“She’s missed you something awful, my lord.” The girl reddened at her own outburst. “Forgive me, my lord.”
If only Rowena had missed him as he’d missed her. He’d rushed home as quickly as his tired mount would allow once Arthur was dead. Damn Leofrid for delaying his return even more.
He smiled at the little girl. “No need. You spoke your mind in a respectful manner but I need to ask a boon?” She nodded. “Don’t let anyone know that I am here.”
The girl screwed her face up in apparent confusion. “No? But you will see Lady Rowena?”
John tussled her hair. “Aye, I’m off to see her just now.”
“Then I’ll be sure to tell no one I’ve seen you.”
He headed to the stairs, keeping to the shadows, and took the steps two at a time. At her chamber door, he paused, his hand poised above the handle. Should he knock or just walk in?
He chided himself for the mistrust he’d shown her. Convincing her of his trust now may be a tough battle. Perhaps persuading her to give him a chance to be her husband in all things would be an even bigger obstacle since she knew the truth about him. He tapped on the door.
“I will be down anon. I require rest now.” Rowena’s voice was faint, laced with irritation. He opened the door to find her lying across her bed, her arm covering her eyes. “I said anon.” She sat up, her eyes widened with surprise.
“My lady, I have returned.”
John fought down the many fears that crowded his mind of what she could be thinking. She slowly stood beside the bed as if afraid any sudden movement would cause him to disappear into thin air. A smile blossomed across her face that rivaled the most beautiful sunset. “I see that you have, my lord.” She dipped into a curtsy. And went to him, taking him by the hand, leading him to the stool.
He’d have none of it and took her into his arms. Her warmth radiated through the length of him, and he sighed. “Ah, this is where you belong.”
She pressed tightly against him before meeting his eyes. “You look near to exhaustion.”
He sat down heavily pulling her onto his lap. The exhaustion she mentioned became overwhelming. “Methinks you are right.”
Scrambling off his lap, she knelt beside him with a smile and began to remove his boots. “I will order you a bath.” The smile left her face. “Not that you stink, my lord. No. Just so you will be more comfortable.”
She dropped the second boot and went to the door to call for a bath to be brought up. The smell of lavender jerked John awake and he realize he must have dozed off. The mead was having a strong effect on him. He opened his eyes to find Rowena’s concerned face before him. “Are you not well?”
“I have been better.” He tried to smile. She did seem happy to see him. He sighed in relief. “I have missed you sorely.”
John took her hand in his, stilling her from the busy work of stoking the fire. She looked down at him, her eyes still wide. “And I have missed you.”
When he would have pulled her onto his lap again, a knock at the door announced the arrival of the tub. John was surprised to see it carried by a woman whose name he did not know. It was quickly filled with hot steamy water and every ache in John’s body suddenly throbbed.
Rowena stood beside him, helping him to remove his tunic. At the sight of his wound, she gasped. “John, what has happened?”
He snorted. “Your friend did not go quietly.”
Too late he’d wished he hadn’t mentioned Arthur. A shadow passed over her face. “He was no friend.”
“That is true enough. Do you know what all he was about? Besides trying to turn you against me and win you for himself?”
“I have heard. I was taken in by him.” She turned away, the pain of her loss still visible.
 “Oh my sweet lady,” John turned her face toward him, “You have had much to contend with whilst I have been gone.”
She stood taller. “I have seen to my duties when I was able to leave my bed.”
“How long were you abed?”
She shook her head. “It was not long. I had a fever.” She shrugged as if to make light of it but wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I was afeared for my life.”
He stroked her cheek with his fingertip. “Forgive me for not being here for you.”
Rowena smiled. “It was all for naught. I would not die now—not when I have what I have wanted.”
She took her position as lady of the manor very seriously. In the short walk through to her chambers, the tremendous improvements in the smells and cleanliness were apparent. There also seemed to be an orderliness in the kitchen.
“You have done your duties well with all that I’ve seen.”
“And now I must care for your wound.” She picked up his arm and prodded at the skin.
“Methinks it is a little late to do aught else with it. I cleansed it as best I could.” John peaked under his arm as well. “How fares it?”
“It is healing well.” She tugged at the sleeve of his tunic, his arm dropping out, and smiled at him. She carefully peeled the crusted material away from his chest and removed his soiled shirt. When he stood, she hesitated.
“Would you allow me to attend you? Or should I get another?”
John swayed slightly where he stood. The smell of Rowena drifted to him. “Oh, no my lady, would that you could attend me, wife.”
She eased off his chausses and hesitated only slightly at his braies, then helped him climb into the tub. He settled into the warm water and sighed.
Her glance slid down his chest to take in every inch of him. Despite his tiredness, blood rushed to his manhood. He took a deep breath, exhaling it slowly, and leaned back against the side of the tub.
Rowena took the soapy cloth and dragged it down his arms, working the lather between his fingers. He watched her intently, refusing to take his eyes off her. Assisting in a bath was not unheard off. It was a common courtesy offered to guests but as a high ranking lady, she would oversee the duty not administer it herself. Her breathing grew quicker.
The wound was below the water, red and puffy, but clearly visible. She was careful to not damage the healing skin. He gasped under her ministrations anyway.
She pulled away, her eyes meeting his. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to cause you more pain.”
He closed his eyes and exhaled, taking her hand and holding it to his chest. “Here, you will not cause me pain.”
Her hand was hot on his chest, and she worked the circles as she washed him. The water was soon clouded, hiding all that lay beneath the surface. She jumped when he took the cloth from her hand and placed it in the water.
“You have taken great care of me, my lady. I believe you have worked my body to a sparkling cleanliness.” A smile played on his lips as he spoke. “Now, I would have a taste...”
His finger under her chin stilled her head when she began to turn and reach for the bread behind her. He urged her closer, her lips parting to receive his kiss. Her lips were firm and demanding, parting slightly as she leaned into him.
“Mmm, I have missed you,” she said, her dark gray eyes sparked with desire.
“Do you speak the truth or wish to flatter me that a woman so lovely as you could even notice my absence?”
“I did more than notice your absence. I had dreams of you every night.”
“Ah, dreaming about me.”
She blushed prettily. “Yes. You know what they can be like.”
He placed a gentle kiss on her cheek. “I do. I find them much to my liking, as is everything about you.”
He kissed her again then leaned back in the tub with closed eyes.
“Dear husband, you are verily spent.” Scooping the water, she began to rinse his body. “Can you rest before you see to your duty.”
He opened one eye. “But that I could do more. Mayhap just a little reprieve with my wife in my arms?”
“I will be most obliging.” She took the cloth and stood beside him as he stepped outside the tub.
There was a loud commotion in the hall and a rapid knock on the door.
John frowned at the intrusion, quickly wrapping the cloth around his waist. “Who is there?” he called.
“John? Is that you?”
“Yes.” John rolled his eyes. Rowena smiled. “Enter if you must.”
Peter burst in with a rush, his gaze intently perusing John up and down.
“Well?” John asked. “Is it me?”
“Damn it, John. We thought you were dead,” Peter snarled. “If I hadn’t found our little spy, I would still be looking for you now.”
John motioned for him to close the door. “My apologies. I was in no way wanting to spend more time separated from my wife.”
Rowena seemed to stand a little taller.
“I would like to know what transpired.”
“As would I.” Her concern quite visible.
When his stomach growled, she stomped to the door, jerked it open, and ordered that food and drink be brought immediately.
Peter raised an eyebrow at her commanding tone. John felt a surge of pride at her desire to see to his needs. She came to stand between them, coming only up to his chest.
John studied her a moment and then began his story. “I was drugged upon my return and abducted.”
Both dropped their jaws.
“From within the castle?” Rowena asked.
“I was in the room off the hall, the wine was on the table and I drank it. I awoke to the stench of flowers.”
Peter and Rowena spoke as one. “Abigail.”
Peter added.”But she couldn’t have abducted you alone.”
A knock at the door took Rowena away.
“You are correct. She had help. One man with a scar down the side of his face—”
Rowena gasped where she stood carrying a heavy tray covered with an assortment of foods.
“Do you know the man?” John asked her.
She placed the tray on the table, poured the wine into a glass and brought it to him. He took the cup and studied her face.
“I have seen him near the chapel. There have been many here whom I no longer recognize. He appeared quite menacing.”
Peter snorted. “It seems your assessment was correct.”
Settling herself on the stool, Rowena placed her hands demurely on her lap, her eyes averting his. Something was amiss.
“Did the man approach you?”
“No. He did not.” She still refused to look at him and a growing uneasiness spread through him.
“Is there more you can offer, Rowena?”
Peter glanced at her and frowned.
“Would you be so kind as to give me time with my wife alone?”
“As you wish, my lord.”
Peter closed the door behind him. Rowena darted a look toward John.
“You appear to have much on your mind.”
“You have no idea.” She rounded her eyes as she spoke, with another cloth she began to dab at his shoulders, patting him dry.
“I would like to have an idea.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. Her ministrations were getting a bit rough. “Methinks I would fare better if you tell me.”
The cloth splashed when she dropped it and stood beside the tub. “My lord, I am unsure what to do with something.”
She went to the table beside her bed and returned a rolled parchment. Holding it so he could see the seal, John frowned. “The House of Godwin?”
“I was given this by a young lad this very evening. I do not know what it is about.”
It was unopened. “Have you any idea who would send this to you.”
“I do have one idea.”
She searched his expression he knew not for what. Nibbling at her lip, John waited patiently. When no further details were forthcoming, he asked. “Do you have something to tell me?”
“My lord, I was approached by my cousin Leofrid.”
John felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “And you didn’t feel you should share that with me? That your cousin was alive?”
“It was earlier. In the fall. You had only just arrived.”
“Rowena, he is the enemy.”
“Am I as well?”
John frowned at her obtuseness. “You tell me.”
“No.” Her annoyance was apparent in her slanted brows. “But he is my cousin. I was glad my family was not all dead.”
He’d jumped to the wrong conclusion before and did not want to do that again. More information was what he needed. He took her hand in his.
“What did he want from you?”
“He said he wanted me to know he was alive.” She shrugged her small shoulders. “And I verily was glad to know I was not the lone survivor.”
Her sudden blush made him question her answer. “Clearly he said something that upset you. I think you should tell me.”
She closed her eyes as if for fortitude before answering. “He asked if I’d been bedding a Norman.” Her blush deepened, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip.
“And what did you say?”
“I said of course not.”
It must have been before their marriage was consummated. That would be embarrassing no doubt.
He nodded slowly. “And yet you were married to me. My apologies for putting you in that situation.”
“Not for lack of trying on your part, my lord.”
He took her hand to his mouth, kissing it lightly. “And yet you left me wanting but no more.”
Still holding her hand in his, he filled his empty glass one handed and led her to the bed. He sat down then pushed himself back to lean against the wall, bringing her to settle upon his lap.
Offering her the cup, he nuzzled his nose into her hair. Shifting it to the side, he kissed her neck and was rewarded by a shiver she couldn’t hide.
“So tell me, my lady. What do you think your cousin was doing here?”
She tipped her head to one side, giving him better access. He didn’t need to be asked twice. Putting his wine on the table, he pulled the edge of her gown down for better access and nibbled at the back of her neck.
“Umm, I don’t know why he was here. Perhaps he felt safe here?” She shook her head as if to clear her mind. “No, he knew he wasn’t safe.”
John pulled back. “Why do you say that?”
“He said he had to make alliances wherever he could find them. That’s where I saw the man with the scar.”
“With Leofrid?”
“Yes. He told me not to trust that man and to stay away from him.” She shifted to face him better. “I was just so glad he was still alive. I didn’t see him as a threat. I am sorry.”
John put his hand to the back of her neck, pulling her closer, pressing her lips to his. They were soft and warm. “Hmm, I have missed you so.”
Rowena wrapped her arm around his bare back. “And I you.”
“We will have time for this soon.”
She tipped her head. “Yes. Soon.”
“But for now we must see what message your cousin has sent.”
She handed him the scroll without hesitation. “I don’t even know if the message is for me. Young Sean found it and brought it to me.”
John broke the seal and unrolled the short parchment.
 “Dearest Ro.” He frowned at her. “Ro?”
“Yes. That is what he calls me. And he was always Leo.”
He returned to the letter. “I am very glad yours was not a marriage for love. We are ready to move against the king. Stay closed up in the castle. I will return for you.”
Not a marriage for love. The words stung and yet he knew they were true.
Had Rowena told Leofrid that it was not a marriage for love? How did she feel now?
“I am sorry to have your feelings so blatantly discussed.” John didn’t know what else to say. He did love her but clearly she did not feel the same.
He got up from the bed and began dressing. “We need to move quickly to catch him unawares. If he hears I have escaped his bonds, he will not be found again.”
Rowena reached for his arm but he evaded her touch. “John, wait.”
He needed to locate Peter and make plans. Why was he wasting his time in here with baths? And his wife?
“Please, John.” Rowena placed her hand over his where he held the grip of his sword.
Lifting his eyes to her, he could see she was confused. She would have to learn to adjust. “Rowena, I must see to my duty.”
“But, John, his words are not true.”
He stopped at the door and turned to face her. “What does it matter?”
“It matters to me.”
“It shouldn’t. We were never meant to be as one. This would never work. Someone has to be in control. It needs to be the Normans.”
“And with us?”
“I need to do what is best for all.”
The pain in her eyes could not be acknowledged. “Then I will abide by your wishes.”
Peter waited in the hall and John bid him to enter. “How would you have me proceed?”
John needed to catch Leofrid and knowing where he was to meet Abigail for the exchange gave him the upper hand.
“I was short-sighted...on many fronts... not realizing the consequences of returning here and being seen.” John shifted.
“Who else knows that you are here?”
“I came through the kitchen—”
“Everyone. They have all seen him. The boys that came in with the tub, the maid that came to the door with the food...” Rowena stood, her voice raised higher with her concern. “Does it mean you are not safe here?”
John and Peter exchanged glances. “My lord?”
John shook his head. He saw his friend’s considering gaze. “Rowena?”
“Yes, my lord?”
“Would your people keep my whereabouts secret to protect me?”
“I believe that they will.”
“Then much has changed in my absence?”
“Yes, my lord, much has indeed changed.”
Peter raised his eyebrows in question.”Then I will secure the castle, bring in the men who are still searching for you, but give no details.”
“We leave anon to confront the bastard.”
Rowena’s head shot up, her eyes wide. Peter nodded and left, closing the door behind him.
“You must leave so soon?”
“Aye. My abductor thinks he will be taking charge of me tonight. I do not wish to disappoint.”
“But you have just returned. Surely another can go in your stead?” She worried her hands. “Forgive me, my lord. It is not for me to say how you complete your duties. I trust you to do what is best for us all but I would have you know one thing. Ours was not a marriage for love.”
His body stiffened. The words were true enough but not what he now felt in his heart. He had wanted her to love him back.
“Had I known you as the man that you verily are, not the Norman soldier that others see, I would have willingly come to you in the chapel and spoken my vows to you. I would have willingly taken you as my husband. I will be here when you return.”
John searched her face and saw the longing there. She longed for his company. He was torn between his duty and his own desires. He wanted her as his wife as well. He leaned forward, taking her hand to his lips and kissing it lightly. “I do not wish to leave again. If I could stay now, I would. You may trust in that.”
He kissed the palm of her hand then placed it against his cheek. She held his gaze and nodded. “I will trust in that.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
The dark enveloped John and his soldiers as they moved soundlessly, spreading out around the remains of the former abbey. The flapping of an owl’s wings rushed past them as John hunkered down beside a crumbling wall to await moonrise and the encounter with the last Godwinson who remained his enemy. Unbidden, Leofwine’s silver eyes flashed through his mind. Would his nephew have those same eyes?
The night sounds continued, echoing through the trees around them. Peter waited to his left, unseen. The rest of the soldiers hid a short distance away, but not close enough to be spotted by Leofrid. John had time to think. Time to remember.
Will you yield?
 His own words came to him from some unknown place where dark fears hide.
I will trust in that.
Rowena had offered her acceptance of him. How would she feel if she knew the truth about her father? Happiness was not something John had looked for in his life. Rowena had been an unexpected treasure, but one he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold.
I will be here when you return.
That was the real reason he had believed she would leave with Arthur. John feared he could not hold onto her. He didn’t deserve her. It was better to believe she would leave him if given a chance. But he had been wrong about her. She’d all but professed her love to him. How could he tell her the truth? How could he keep the truth from her?
The darkness beneath the trees shifted ever so slightly when the moon began its ascent.
I would have willingly taken you as my husband.
Rowena, forgive me. I tried to save him but he would not listen.
A twig snapped to his left, near the road to the village. All sounds ceased.
The light filtered through the trees and the dark silhouette of a tall man paced along the tree line. Leofrid. As planned, the soldiers would be shifting in closer, cutting off his escape path. John awaited the signal.
Can you love me, Rowena? When I have your father’s blood on my hands?
One low whistle pierced the darkness. John stood and closed the distance between him and Leofrid. Coming upon him unawares, it was the sound of John’s sword being unsheathed that Leofrid finally heard.
“What?” The man stumbled away, grabbing at his own sword but John was quicker, grabbing his hand before it found the hilt.
“Stay your hand, Leofrid.”
The man shook his head, clearly confused. Ten well armed soldiers closed in around him. The fool had come alone.
“What goes on here? Who are you? Who is Leofrid?” The man stumbled over his words, his hands raised in a defensive stance. “Do you mean to rob me? I have nothing of value.”
Peter reached out and took his sword, then felt around his waist for the gold that was promised. His hand stilled.
“Then what have we here?” Peter asked.
With one firm tug, the sack of gold dropped to the ground.
Leofrid stiffened. “Take it, but leave me with my life.”
John moved in closer and saw the man did indeed have the same silver eyes as his wife. His heart lurched at her loss if this man died as well.
“What have you come here for in the dark of night?”
The moonlight twinkled in his eyes, making them dark one minute and bright with fear the next. He refused to answer.
“Leofrid, let us talk as men.”
“Why would we talk at all? You have my gold, now leave me.”
“You come here alone to take me as your prisoner?”
Leofrid’s shoulders dropped. He ran his hands through his hair, feigning submission but John was ready when he ducked to make a break for it beneath the soldiers’ arms. John tackled him to the ground before he’d moved five feet.
John forced him to his back, his arms held above him as he struggled for release. “Enough, Leofrid.”
“No. It will never be enough. You take what is rightfully ours. You cannot be allowed to stay in power.”
Leofrid spat in his face. Peter stilled any further movements with the tip of his sword to his neck.
“Cease your struggles or I will gladly run you through.”
John got up and brushed the dirt from his clothes. “The exchange you had planned will not take place. Peter, secure him in the dungeon until I have decided what to do with him.”
The other soldiers moved in to help Peter tie him up. John walked back to his horse, sheathing his sword. Rowena’s cousin still lived but how could he remain so if he refused to back down? He would be a constant threat to all that King William had accomplished. How could John again be the source of more pain to his wife?



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The ride to Westminster had taken longer than usual. The spring rains had made even the most traveled roads nearly impassable. Though Rowena had protested the conveyance, she was happy to not be on a horse in this weather. She’d not seen much of John since he led the party, Peter at his right. And each night they stayed at inns along the way, the men and women separated.
Rowena was not looking forward to this encounter. The king had asked specifically if she would be attending William FitzOsbern’s daughter’s nuptials. It was no one she knew but John had assured her she had always treated him well and he didn’t want to miss the celebration since her own father had now passed.
The vaulted ceilings of the building were a marvel to Rowena and she had to consciously close her mouth with every new sight she found. She’d been here as a child but much had changed with the Norman invasion, the expansion being just one of the things she noticed were different.
“My lady, Lady Emma has sent me to see if I can be of assistance to you. My name is Bridget.”
Rowena’s face heated. “Yes, I could use the help, Bridget.”
After adjusting the girdle of the simple blue gown, the woman took great care with Rowena’s hair creating braided loops that adorned either side of her head and dipping so low they nearly touched her shoulders.
“You look lovely, my lady.”
“My thanks to your capable hands.”
She dipped her head in appreciation. “If you are ready now, Lady Emma is verily anxious to meet you.”
“Please.” Rowena motioned the woman to lead the way.
Butterflies fluttered in her stomach at the idea of meeting another of the king’s wards. This one however, was the daughter of his best friend and sure to be treated better than Rowena had been.
An elegantly dressed woman greeted her with a big smile and open arms. “Lady Rowena. I am so happy to meet the woman who has stolen Sir John’s heart.”
Enveloped in her arms, Rowena was glad Emma could not see the shock she felt was surely on her face. Peter had implied something similar.
“Come.” Emma took Rowena by the hand and led her to the window seat beside the huge four poster bed. “Tell me everything. The king claims responsibility for John’s happiness for it was him that put the two of you together.”
Rowena’s jaw dropped. “Does the king verily speak of us thus?”
Her dark eyes widened, and she moved in closer as if in secret alliance. “Well, not in so many words but he does accept praise when things go well, not so much the responsibility when things turn sour.”
Rowena could not hold back the laugh and Emma joined right in.
“You are so brave to say such things.”
John took that moment to enter the chamber through the open door. “Ah, the two of you whispering and laughing in conspiratorial tones bodes well for no one...especially me.”
“Oh. John.” Emma waved her hand in dismissal. “You cannot believe you would be the topic of our conversation.”
He raised one brow at Emma and then Rowena. Heat flooded her face and she bit her cheek to keep from smiling.
“Unlike you, dear Emma, my lady wife does not hide her emotions well. I can see that I have interrupted your discourse just in the nick of time.”
Emma gasped. “Ah, dear John, she does show every emotion! How easy could it have been for her to hide her true feelings of love from you?”
Rowena’s breath caught. Her shoulders pulsed from the lack of oxygen and time stopped. She held the lady’s gaze and was graced by the look of sudden understanding that passed over her face.
“My apologies.” Emma grabbed her cold hands. “My sincerest apologies. He doesn’t know?”
John came to stand beside Rowena, concern etched in his forehead. “Are you not well, Rowena? You look pale.”
Rowena glanced toward John. “I am a bit overwhelmed.”
“Maria.” Emma strode toward the open door, calling out. “Maria? Ah, please bring refreshments for my guests...and a good strong whisky from the king’s private stock.”
John held Rowena’s gaze, dropping to his knee beside her. “Do you wish to leave? Perhaps you need some time to rest?”
His hand was comforting were it rested on her thigh. “I am fine, John. Thank you for your concern.”
He lightly brushed his lips against her forehead. “You will let me know if you wish to leave?”
She nodded. Emma came to stand behind him. “You two certainly are adorable.”
John rolled his eyes and stood to face the bride to be.
“You missed your chance at me.”
Rowena sat up straighter.
“Aye, I believe I did.” Emma’s voice sounded wistful, Rowena felt her ire begin to rise.
“I tried hard enough to win you over.”
“And failed.” The sudden flatness of her voice and the comical tilt of her lips made Rowena realize they were teasing. The woman’s wink gave her confirmation.
“That was long ago.” John took Rowena’s hand and kissed it lightly. “I am happy to say the loss was a blessing in disguise.”
Emma scrunched her face in mock distress.”What say you then? You have no depth of feeling still lingering for me?”
John bent to kiss his wife full on the lips. He pulled back and smiled at her. Rowena’s heart lightened considerably at his look of love.
“Aye. Not a bit,” John answered, still facing her.
“Well, is that not always the way of it?”
Refreshments were brought and Emma quickly dispensed some whisky and gave it to Rowena. “It will help you relax before you meet the king.”
Rowena’s stomach tightened. “So soon?”
John pulled a bench up beside her. “He does not have much patience.”
“But we’ve just arrived. Are you sure it is me he wants to meet? Now?”
“He has said as much.” John’s eyes darkened. “I will make excuses if you are not ready.” His eyes took in all of her. “But you do look lovely.”
“My thanks.”
“No married couple can really be this sweet on each other.”
Emma’s voice sliced through the comfort John’s closeness and kind words were building within her.
John turned to face the other woman. “Have a care, Emma. Rowena does not know the king. Your joking manner is new to her as well.”
Emma’s eyes rounded in sympathy. “My apologies, Lady Rowena. I did not consider your fear. Please, try the whisky.”
Rowena took a small sip, then another. The peaty scent floated about her and she took another sip. “Aye. ‘Tis very good. I thank you.”
Emma’s smile broadened and with a smug look she turned on John. “See? I can do something right.”
“Aye. That you can.” John’s smile slipped. “And who is this man the king has given you to?”
She tipped her hand, palm up. “Someone he has decided will be beneficial to his plans for me. Ralph de Gael. He is an older man.”
Rowena suddenly saw through the sarcastic facade when tears sprang to Emma’s eyes, balancing on her lashes.
John took the woman into a comforting embrace. “Fear not, Emma. He would not marry you to one that would not have been acceptable to his dearest friend.”
“I know but William FitzOsbern did not always make the best decisions.”
“You have the right of it.” John patted her back, glancing at Rowena. “You are strong like your father. Do not forget that.”
Emma pulled out of his arms and sniffled. “I will be strong. How were you able to be wed to one so sweet and lovely and I am wed off to some old lord with land the king covets?”
Rowena looked down, wishing the heat in her face would lessen.
“I was blessed. I know not why.”
His words echoed in her heart. He considered her a blessing. She glanced up to find them both looking at her. She took another sip but the heat seemed to makes its way into her belly with the whisky.
“I’ve never been called a blessing before except perhaps by my father and that was a very long time ago.” The kind smile of her father could lighten any situation. She missed him so much.
* * *
Her words pierced his heart. John would never be able to win Rowena over fully once she knew he’d killed her father. He glanced toward Emma. They had spoken earlier and she knew his dilemma. Emma glanced away unable to hold his gaze, confirming what he now knew.
“Come, my lady, let me present you to the king. It will not become easier with waiting.” And John knew the truth of his words.
Rowena glanced at the hand he stretched toward her then to his face. With a small smile, she accepted the gesture hand, demonstrating her trust in him. But John knew it would not last.
“Remember what we discussed, Rowena. Do not be intimidated by his bluster. He avoids responsibility like every man.” Emma reminded her.
John dropped his jaw in mocked outrage.
“Well, maybe not every man,” she continued.
John smiled. This woman could cut out a heart with her tongue or bring comfort to a dying man with her smile. She was someone he held in the very highest esteem. He had once fancied himself in love with her, even asking for her hand from the king. The man had been fit to be tied. Although he had been kind to him, the king did not consider him family as he did Emma. Her kind words regarding him and Rowena, however, had moved him deeply.
When the two of them reached the Great Hall, Rowena’s hands turned cold. The look on her face spoke of her inward struggle to face this man.
“I will be at your side, my love. Do not fret.”
Her sudden look sent chills down his spine. He had no idea what he’d said but he was reminded of the way she’d looked when they were wed. They joined the long line awaiting the king’s attention. It would be awhile before she would have to meet him. He feared she’d be sick on the floor before then. She nibbled at her lip, her eyes taking in all about her.
“Look at me.” He tried to coax her. “You look verily lovely, Rowena.” He touched the braids that surrounded her face. “And your dark hair is like a halo around your sweet face.”
Perhaps his words of endearment would help her to calm herself. He was shocked to see her eyes fill with tears.
“What have I said that brings you to tears?”
“I cannot believe that you would speak such tender words to me here, in front of at least fifty other people.”
“Why not?”
“How can I respond to you the way that I want to? How can I pull you close and return those tender words, whispering them in your ear as your heart beats close to mine?”
John swallowed the lump in his throat. “I would have you do just that anyway, no matter where we are. Your tender words to me would be a boon to my spirit.”
She pulled him close, closing her eyes perhaps to shut out those that turned toward them. No doubt she could still hear their gasps and mumbled words of censure as he did.
“I love you, John, more than you will ever know.” Her whispered words were spoken with conviction. Her scent surrounded him and he wanted nothing more than to crush her to him but he could not.
“Oh, my sweet lady, I love you more every day that I am with you.” His whisper turned hoarse with his emotion. “Let me love you for the rest of my days, let me show the intensity of my love in everything that I do.”
“Everything.” She echoed his words then found his lips, pulling him to her as she had promised. Lost in the embrace it was the sudden burst of applause by one set of hands, followed by the roar of the people around them following suit that broke them apart and brought John back to the reality of the situation.
He smiled, stretched his neck slightly, and turned his bride to face the king that had come to stand beside them. He was still clapping.
“Bravo, my dear ones. What a display of emotion.”
John bowed at the waist and Rowena curtsied in a deep fashion but the king pulled at her arm. “Come my lovely lady, let us speak in private.”
Rowena’s eyes were wide with shock when she met John’s gaze. She could not refuse the king and followed him, or rather was led by him, through the doors to the left that John knew led to the king’s private chambers.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Beside himself with angst, John paced Emma’s chamber.
“Be calm. The king would certainly not abuse your wife.”
John stopped to glare at his friend. “Think you he cares whose wife she is?”
“Ah!” Emma slapped at his arm, a small smile playing on her lips. “John, you are being ridiculous. William would never be so cruel.”
“She is a Saxon.” Finally voicing his concerns aloud, John was hit with an overwhelming wave of fear for Rowena. William did not value the Saxons. “I have to go to her.”
The woman rounded her eyes. She pulled at his arm. “Do not take leave of your senses! The king will have you flogged if you burst in there like this.”
John wrenched his arm away, turning toward her. “Do you think I do not realize what the king will do?” His voice boomed but he couldn’t help himself. “That is my greatest fear.”
He jerked the door open and came up against two of Williams’ own guards about to knock on the wooden door.
“Oh, Sir John, we have come to take you to the king.”
John glanced beyond them. “Where is my wife?”
“John.” Emma’s warning tone cut through John’s fear.
Taking a steadying breath, he dipped his head in acquiescence. “Then lead the way.”
With every step John’s body tensed but he fought his panic. He could do nothing to protect Rowena if he was thrown into William’s dungeon. How could he have been so foolish? He had to obey the king’s summons but he should have come up with a plan to avoid being separated from her. He prayed she was safe.
“Ah, John.” The king stood just inside the empty room, the door open as he apparently awaited John’s arrival.
“My lord.” John bowed respectively and clenched his jaw shut. He needed to be careful with what he said.
The king motioned for the guards to close the door, but one remained stationed inside. His hand not far from his sword. Did the king anticipate trouble?
“Please, sit.” William indicated a chair to the right of the one he’d taken. “It has been a long time since last we’ve seen each other. How fare you? Or more specifically, how fares your lovely wife?”
John breathed slowly through his nose and carefully unclenched his teeth. “I am well as was my wife the last time I saw her.”
Damn. The king raised a quizzical brow.
Answer only what is asked.
“Then I would say you fare very well. She is a lovely Saxon.”
The title bristled him. He dare not speak of it.
“Have you won her over as she claims?”
Rowena said that?
“We have come to an understanding.”
“Aye, as I knew you would.” William poured him a drink from the gold pitcher on the table at his elbow. He offered it to John. “And what does she know of her cousin?”
Accepting the cup, John fought to give no indication of what he was thinking. “My lord?”
“Come, John,” William threw back his drink in one swallow. “Surely, you’ve heard the rumors?”
John frowned in feigned concentration.
“Her cousin Leofrid?”
“Ah, yes. Her cousin. She had many cousins.”
Damn, William’s eyes narrowed slightly. John’s heart beat faster.
“Yes, John, but only one of them is still rumored to be alive.” William raised one eyebrow in clear indication of his irritation.
“There have always been rumors. I do not believe there is any truth in them.” He swallowed his drink and took a chance. “Did you not wish to hear about Arthur?”
William tipped his head up, then nodded. “Yes, Arthur. Quite a disappointment, that one.”
“How so?” A sinking feeling made its way into his gut. Could the king have had something to do with the brutality Arthur inflicted?
“He swore his loyalty but fell short of his duty.” The king’s eyes pierced John’s. “I would not like to say the same of you, my son.”
“I have been right alongside you, fighting every battle as my own. How could you compare me with that man?”
“Have you been accepted by your wife’s people?”
They are my people. John dare not voice the thought. “Yes.”
The big man breathed a sigh of relief and slumped in his seat. “Good. I knew I could trust you. Your loyalty comes from good stock.”
All sound ceased.
“I do not understand.”
William’s eyes rounded slightly, then he glanced away. “Oh just the ramblings of an old man.”
John searched his face. Did this man know who his sire was? Who his mother was?
Sitting forward suddenly, William cleared his throat. “So John, I need you to stay ready in case the rumors are correct. If Leofrid is still alive, he needs to be killed. Do you understand?”
“You want me to kill my wife’s cousin?”
The king seemed taken aback by the question. “Of course, John. They’re only Saxons. Their family loyalty does not run as deep as yours and mine.”
He inclined his head.
William stood and John followed him to the door.
“Fare thee well, John. Enjoy your little wife.”
John stood outside the closed door, facing the still crowded Great Hall. The king had taken time away from his duty to question him and Rowena. He must know that Leofrid was indeed alive. It would kill Rowena to lose her cousin. John could not kill the man in cold blood. He headed back to Emma’s chamber, going up the stairs two at a time.
“John.” Rowena turned to him as he was bade entry. She came into his arms, her body shaking slightly.
“Are you not well? Were you hurt?” John’s need to defend his lady cut to the core of his being.
“Oh, no, John. I am fine.” She turned back toward Emma who stood beside the window seat she’d just vacated. “We have been discussing the king and perhaps why he wanted our attendance at this wedding.”
“Please, John, do not feel you must stay.” Emma stepped closer, her hand on his arm. “It has been a most trying time for the both of you. The king will not notice your absence. I assure you.”
“Then we shall leave as soon as Rowena is ready.”
“I am ready now.” Rowena’s enthusiasm for the long trip surprised John.
“Are you certain?”
“I wish to be home. All this pomp and circumstance makes me sad for old times. I do not wish to dwell on the past. I wish to start anew with you.”
Emma beamed her agreement in the smile she bestowed. “Yes, John, take your lady wife home and care for her.”
“Aye. We will leave anon.”
* * *
The roads were dark when they came to the first inn along the road. Creatures of the night offered their greeting as John helped Rowena dismount.
“We will not be kept apart this night.”
Rowena shivered at his whispered words.
There had been no time for them to be together in such a long time. She just wished to be held and cherished by this man she loved.
The only room available was gladly passed up by the rest of the group. They willingly chose other accommodations as if sensing the need for their lord and lady to have some time alone.
“John, did the king speak ill of me?”
The courage required to ask the question vanished as soon as the words were spoken. Why did she need to hear the answer? Better not to know for certain.
John took her in his arms, holding her head against his shoulder. “My love, any ill spoken of you would be answered at the end of my sword.”
Rowena pulled back to look up at him. His eyes twinkled with the mischief of his words. “My lord, I prefer you alive. No words can touch me if you do not lose faith in me.”
A dark cloud seemed to pass over his features and he released his hold. He stood by the small window overlooking the woods surrounding the small inn. He looked to have the weight of the world on his shoulders. Rowena suddenly feared what he might say.
“John, I—”
“No, Rowena, you must let me speak.” John interrupted her, but did not turn toward her.
Her heart sank. After his words of love in the Hall, there had been no time for questions. She had been swept away for a private audience. Did he wish to take back his words?
“I have something I must tell you that may change your feelings toward me.”
Nothing could stop her from loving this man. He was everything to her and with him by her side, she would be able to move forward in this land they now called England.
“I was at the battle where your uncle and father were killed.”
John faced her. There was a darkness in his eyes she’d never seen before. As if he was revisiting the carnage again. She looked away. She did not want to relive that day. Her nightmares had been made up of those memories for so long. She just wanted happy memories now.
“Please, John—”
“I would not speak of it if it did not need to be said.”
Rowena took a deep, fortifying breath. “As you wish.”
“No, it is not my wish. It was never my wish. I had seen enough death in those days to haunt me for the rest of my life.” He looked off into the distance.
A shiver of fear ran down Rowena’s spine and she knew she did not want to hear his words.
“I had ordered my men to take as many of the Saxons alive as they could. I saw no reason to murder when they had clearly lost the day. Most of the soldiers continued to fight, pressing forward into crowds of my soldiers even though they knew they could not survive. They came willingly to die.”
Tears filled Rowena’s eyes at the picture his words created in her mind.
“Your father was just as proud.”
Her breath caught. He had seen her father killed?
“I begged him to yield.”
He had spoken to him before he died.
“I repeated myself.” John’s voice got louder. “I begged him to put down his sword, Rowena.”
No, no, don’t continue. She covered her ears and looked away.
John’s hands were warm on her arms as he gently pulled her hands away from her head.
“My love, I wanted to give him leniency, have William work out...something so that the man could survive. He had fought so hard. He was an amazing soldier as was your entire family. I have never been up against anyone that I had feared as much as them. I wanted him to live.”
The tears coursed down her cheeks, her face pinched with the pain of his memories.
“He refused to yield.” His brown eyes were wide. “He advanced on me and tripped, and his body fell.” A tear slipped down John’s cheek. “My love, I couldn’t move my sword in time. He died on my sword.”
John gripped her arms, a look of imploring forgiveness on his face. She couldn’t breathe. His pain was so acute that she felt it in her own heart. He had held this inside all this time, knowing that he had been the cause of her father’s death—no, it was his unrelenting stubbornness that had caused his death.
Rowena looked down, closing her eyes. Would forgiving this man for his part in the loss of her people cause anyone else pain? Was there anyone that could profit from her withholding absolution when all she wanted to do was ease his guilt? Was she a terrible daughter to know that war kills people, makes them throw away all that they have, disregarding all that they value, just to win the battle?
Lifting her head, she wiped the tears from her face, and faced her husband. Slowly, she wiped the tear off his cheek and moved in to kiss him where it had been.
“My love, my father is dead. I have mourned that loss for too long. I wish only to move on with you. You are my life now. You are what I treasure more than anything. If it is forgiveness you seek, you have it. Let us never talk of this again.”
John’s arm tightened around her, near to crushing her with the intensity of his emotions. She rubbed her lips against his neck.
“My love, I have missed you immensely.”
He moaned into her ear and lifted her into his arms. The small bed groaned under their weight as he put her down and covered her body with his own.
He caressed her cheek and neck, sending ripples of anticipation where he touched. “My love, you are more than I could ever desire as a wife.”
His lips were warm against her, becoming more insistent, and she opened her mouth to him. His tongue dipped inside, teasing her. His warm hands slid down her side, stopping to cup her breast that ached for his mouth.
“Make love to me,” she said.
In the close quarters there was no room for secrets. Each breath was shared, each touch uniting, in every way he made love to her with not just his body but with the way he worshipped her.
When he brought her to the pinnacle, he placed his hands on either side of her body. She opened her eyes.
“Let me see your pleasure.”
She wet her lips, fighting to keep her eyes on him as he drove her further and harder than he had ever done before. Pleasure quivered through her in waves. With purpose he thrust into her, prolonging her ecstasy, his eyes still on her face.
“You are my life, Rowena. I will love you until there are no more days left for me on this earth.”
Tears of happiness slipped down her cheeks at his words.
“I love you,” Rowena whispered.
John dipped his head and she crested with him as he drove home, surely touching her womb. He shuddered and dropped beside her.
She settled against his chest and sighed.
“May a child be conceived this night.”
A child for them to share. The loss of their daughter was still heavy but the hope for a new life gave her strength.
“Aye.” She covered her abdomen with her hand. “It must be so.”
He kissed the top of her head, caressing her back, and she snuggled into his chest.
Thoughts crowded in her mind, demanding her attention, and she tried to dismiss them to focus on the feel of his hand as he caressed her arms. It was all for naught.
“My love, let me ask you one thing.”
“Only one?” Her voice was contented and sleepy. “Are your thoughts racing as well?”
“Well, I wondered what it was William actually talked to you about.”
“He could only go on and on about what a great catch you are, and how lucky I am to be married to good Norman stock.”
John paused mid-stroke but remained silent. So, she continued, “He spoke of the pride of the Normans and how you come from a long line of good fighters and fertile men.” She sensed the tension in him but knew she had to ask. “Do you have other children?”
“No. Why would you ask that?”
“Abigail had said as much.”
John sighed loudly with his frustration. “That woman knows naught but to serve her own purposes.” He kissed Rowena’s forehead with great reverence. “I am sorry that she bothered you in my absence.”
Rowena’s relief was complete. “So you have no ties to her or great love for her?”
“No. I thought to never see her again when I left Normandy.”
“Was she your mistress?”
“Not the word I would choose and not for lack of trying on her part, even sneaking into my bed to get what she wanted.” He ducked his head. “I’m sorry to admit she was occasionally successful. No, I barely knew her but allowed her to stay at my home because I had pity for her. She had nowhere else to go.”
“Then the king’s comments perplex me. Does he not know your situation?”
“Aye, he knows it well enough.”
“Do you think he knows more than he has said?”
“It would not be the first time.”
“Oh.” She tipped her head back to better see his face. “He asked me about Leofrid.”
“He asked me about him as well.”
“Forgive me, John, but I did not tell him what had transpired.”
She nibbled on her lip when he didn’t answer immediately. Would he be mad that she did not tell the king everything she knew?
“I am glad you did not tell him. I’ve come to a decision.”
There was a sudden tightness in her gut. She loved her cousin but he could not be allowed to hurt John. Perhaps if she talked to Leofrid directly, he would see that. No. He was a Godwinson. There would be no talking to him.
“I’ve decided it would be best to ship Leofrid to Ireland.”
She gasped, sitting up more, the bed creaking with her movement. “My thanks, John, for sparing his life.”
“But he must agree to leave willingly, although under guard, and never to return. That is the price for his freedom. Oh, and he must take Abigail with him.”
She narrowed her eyes. “You would saddle him with a woman like that?”
“I believe it is a just punishment. That way she can cause no further problems here.”
Rowena frowned as if deep in thought, smiled down at him before kissing him, and said, “That is a sound decision. I will look to you to make these decisions...and then I will let you know what I think of them.”
His eyebrows shot up, and she struggled not to laugh at the comical look of surprise. “Oh, is that the way of it then?”
“That is the way of it.”
THE END
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GLOSSARY
A guide to the Old English, *Old Norman and ***Old Norse words used in this story.
Angelcynn—England
burh—walled, fortified community or walled fortress
burhfolc or burhmann—the peasant class belonging to a burh
búrlands—land occupied by peasants, including ceorls [freemen]
burnstów—a bathing chamber
Cantware Burh—Canterbury, Kent
ceorl—a freeman, and member of the peasant class who owned and worked his own land, but owed a percentage of his crops/earnings to the nobleman who protected him
Ceteham—Chatham, Kent [as named in the Domesday Book]
cifesboren—Saxon oath
Cilterne—Chiltern Hills
cladersticca—a baby rattle
Cymry—Wales
cyrtel—female undergarment, loose, floor and wrist length
deorling—an endearment; dear one; darling
dish-thegn—a steward/under-steward to a lord; one in charge of running a noble household and administering slaves/servants
Eastseaxe—Essex
eorl—the approximate of the title ‘earl’ in later years
gástes—ghosts or spirits of the dead
hadseax—a short knife, usu. around seven to nine inches long; used as an eating knife or as a hand weapon by men-at-arms; among the nobility, often artfully crafted of steel, silver and gems; noblemen generally kept the blade in a boot sheath, while noblewomen carried it in a sheath attached to their girdle, along with the keys to the household
hearth companion—Old English: ‘gesitha’; a nobleman’s household troops, loyal to him for life; hearth companions were men-at-arms, but often performed many other tasks for the nobleman, including certain household duties, and that of policing his burh and búrlands in times of peace; a nobleman might hire men-at-arms or soliders on a temporary basis who were not hearth companions; king’s thegns were hearth companions to the royal household
hylsung—a Saxon drum with a deep reverberation; none today know its size, shape or how it was played
ieldramodor—grandmother
king’s thegn—the highest level of thegn, holding office in the royal household; in authority, subject only to the king himself; holds his land directly from the king or, may inherit them
langseax—a long knife or short sword, usu. around twenty to twenty-four inches long
léasere—Saxon oath
nefa—grandson
nefene—granddaughter
Santlache—Senlac Ridge, two leagues [six miles] outside of Hastings, England, the site where William the Conqueror defeated the English King Harold Godwineson on October 14, 1066
scop—minstral
Sea of Germania—North Sea
seax—general term for a single-edged Saxon blade
syrce—female over-garment, knee and elbow length, voluminous, gathered at the waist and secured by a girdle or rope
thegn—a high ranking member of the landed aristocracy, usu. wealthy; a nobleman or lord; (thegns were of the title of eorl or higher); after the Conquest, this title was phased out, to be replaced by ‘baron’; by the time of this story, only a few Saxon thegns still held title, and these were of families who had supported William the Conqueror’s claim to the English throne
Walha—Welshmen (who named themselves Brythoniaid, Brythons/Britons)
Wulfsingas—”people of Wulfsin” [imaginary family]; the wealthy, noble Wulfsingas family traces its origins back more than 150 years, to the days of King Æthelstan, the Glorious (AD 924-939)
“…ingas”—suffix meaning “people of”
Wulfsinraed—home of Ysane Wulfsingas (meaning “wisdom of Wulfsin”)
*seven-day—a week
*twelvemonth—a year
**”Dex Aie”—”God aid us” (Old Norman); Norman battle cry heard at the great battle of Hastings in 1066
**eschecs—the game of chess
**Nourmaundie—Normandy, France (Old Norman)
**Sanguelac—”Blood Lake” (Old Norman); the name given to Senlac Ridge after the great battle
***björr (Old Norse); a strong Viking liquor



CHAPTER ONE
Waltham Forest, Northeast Eastseaxe, a few leagues west of the Sea of Germania, Angelcynn [a remote corner of the kingdom]
Wulfsinraed Burh
1078 - The Month of Digging, Raking and Sowing - Early Spring
In the shadowed hour before dawn, Ysane Wulfsingas waited for execution upon the parapet atop the wall surrounding her home. Fire blistered along her veins, though she shivered with icy tremors. Her cyrtel clung to her, the undergarment’s damp folds sticking to her chilled skin. ‘Twas an irritant worse than the abrasions of her bindings. She shuffled from one foot to the other to ease the cramps that stabbed her lower limbs. ‘Twas painful to stand after three days chained to the wall in the holding pit.
Fog drifted among the dark trees in the middle distance. It swirled above the winter grasses and around the knees of the ceorls, eerily silent, who gathered in the clearing across from her to observe the final moments of her life. Below her feet, the dark, cold waters in the river channel rushed swift and deep on their ceaseless journey to the sea.
How placidly the river flowed in summer—sweet memory!—with the verdant green of lily pads clustered here and there along the banks. But this day, in the burgeoning spring, its banks nigh overflowed with runoff from early rains and melting snows. Soft mists of powdery gray rose above the rapid current. Filled with debris, it rushed and gurgled merrily along, as if in mockery of her demise.
Fool. Inanimate things cannot mock.
She shuddered. The thought of her body, caught up in that roiling flood, nigh sent her to her knees. Her foot slipped to one side as she sought to maintain her balance.
Her executioner, his grip bruising, snatched her upper arm. A hearth companion of her husband, he hovered so close she could brush the hardened leather of his jerkin with her fingers. He raised his short, single-edged hadseax in his other hand, the gesture one of menace. “Here now, lady, ‘tis too late to try to run. Naught can stop justice from taking its course.”
She made no answer. There was no need. Justice had already been served where ‘twas due, and by her own hand. She watched for the movement from Sir Ruald that would signal the moment her life would cease. By his decree, her death was not to be mourned. This was her punishment, for she had murdered her husband.
The sun was nigh to rising. Thick clouds hung low, the air bitter and moisture-laden. First light was shadowy, drear and gray, like her heart.
Fear should rule the haze of my thoughts, for death wins me at last. But that endless flow, a numb and dark unknown, yawns as a sweet release.
Ah, how hushed is the morn, almost as if creation itself awaits the end.
She inhaled, to savor the salt tang of the sea that drifted in faint counterpoint to the more earthy scent of the river. Her gaze roamed one last time over the land of her birth, to the slight incline that touched the toes of the distant chalk ridges of the Cilterne and the indentations of small meadows that opened, unlooked for, in the vastness of the forest. A little hiccup of sorrow escaped her lips. Never again would she see the sunlight turn the woods to emerald and bring to vivid life the meadows overrun with wildflowers of varied hues. She wanted to weep, but the heartache ran too deep.
She glanced toward the village that straddled the river downstream. One last, lone man jogged through the village gate and up the road to join the spectators waiting for the sunrise. Among them, her hearth companions stood fettered. Her soul cried at their bleeding, battered forms. For their loyalty, they also were sentenced to die this day, tossed into the violent flood to be smashed by debris until the black water stole the breath of life from their lungs.
Oh, I cannot bear it! They deserve this not.
Her eyelids drifted shut. Images, hard and fleeting chased across their shadowed landscape.
Cynric, why have you abandoned me to meet my fate alone? I mourn your loss. Walk you still in this mortal plain, or have you too, been deprived of life? Angelet, what evil fortune decreed your doom? How I miss you.
Oh, that monstrous night. Has it truly been but three days since life crashed round me in ragged shards, ripping bloody strips from my soul? ‘Tis as if I have lived a lifetime of pain. Would those last moments before Renouf’s assault could be relived, how differently would I have behaved. Yet, what is done, cannot be undone. At least in death there is peace.
She opened her eyes to meet the glee in Leda’s expression. The slave, at least rejoiced.
Domnall, held by two burly hearth companions at river’s edge, met her gaze. Even bound as he was, they feared his strength. He regarded her through eyes dark with a plea for forgiveness. She found the strength to smile. ‘Twas all she could give to ease his remorse, for he was not to blame for this fiasco. His jaw tightened and his bloodied lips pursed, but he nodded.
At the back of the crowd, a motion caught her notice. Her brows furrowed as she sought to make sense of what she saw, for the movements were furtive, and hauntingly familiar. But the mists swirled and the movement was lost.
Ruald stepped forward, garbed in full mail as if for battle.
The great fool! He postures a stance before the gathered ceorls as imperious as a king.
In the growing light, his eyes glittered. His mouth curved in triumph.
A breeze heralded the sun’s rebirth. It soughed through the trees, stirred the ends of her hair and teased the hem of her cyrtel, its caress a final, precious sensation of farewell. Its fingers shifted the fog. A single beam of light broke through the clouds. With it came the signal. ‘Twas time. Ruald’s fisted hand lifted high, held for a space of three stuttering heartbeats, and sliced downward to his side.
She stiffened as her executioner stepped close behind her.
I am about to die. Now. How will it feel? Will it hurt? How long before the blackness comes? I thought myself beyond fear, but I am afraid. I am so afraid. Oh, please, let it be quick!
She gritted her teeth.
Ruald will break me not!
The soldier grasped a hank of hair at the base of her skull and yanked, exposing her throat. She yelped at the sting and felt herself quiver, as would ale in a moving cask. Through her peripheral vision, she saw the blade of his hadseax lift, its razor-honed edge catching the light. A shaft of pure terror hitched her breath in her throat and she started to pant. She felt suffocated.
I cannot breathe! I cannot breathe!
Desperate to hold at bay the fear, to behold with her last sight a thing of beauty, she riveted her vision on a lone seagull as it winged through the brightening blue expanse overhead, its mournful cry piercing the hush and echoing the grief in her heart.



CHAPTER TWO
Three days earlier, the middle of the night
“She did what?”
Captain Fallard D’Auvrecher barely remembered to moderate his query to a growled whisper. He and his men sheltered in the bottom of a ravine in the forest, a league north of Wulfsinraed burh, the island fortress they planned to attack, but in the clear, quiet night, sound would carry. Their presence must remain secret for a short while longer.
“’Tis truth, Captain.” The messenger was insistent. “The news was all the villagers spoke of this day. ‘Tis said the lady murdered her husband, Thegn Sebfeld. Now his brother, Sir Ruald has cast her into a holding pit and ordered her execution for dawn, three days hence. Her loyal hearth companions die with her. Sir Ruald announces himself the new lord.”
“This is a tale of much intrigue, Captain. Methinks it may change our plans,” said Trifine, his First.
Fallard agreed. “He risks much with this action. Tell the rest. Why did the Lady Ysane do this thing?”
“’Tis said Sir Renouf killed her babe in a sotted rage, before her eyes. She slew him then, with his own sword.”
Fallard detected in the messenger’s tone both admiration at her audacity, and shock that a mere woman dared raise her hand in violence against her husband. He concurred with the admiration, for he had first hand knowledge of the lady’s character. Known for her gentleness and goodness, only the greatest of provocations would drive her to murder.
Across from him Jehan, his Second, snorted his disgust. “The man is a greater fool than his brother does he think to hold Wulfsinraed for himself and escape censure.”
“Does he accomplish his intent,” Trifine said, “William will offer more than censure. Most like, his insolence will cost his head.”
Fallard’s brow puckered. “I cannot allow the lady to be executed. I have plans for her, an objective supported by the king. We must hope she succumbs not to the injurious conditions in the pit before Sir Ruald can follow through with his plan.”
Though preserving her life was of no great import to their primary task, Fallard wanted the Lady Ysane to live, for he wished to take her to wife. When he had first arrived in the area with his troops some nine days earlier, he had spied on the burh with Trifine. During their surveillance, the lady came forth from the hall, a basket on her arm, to walk to the village with her cousin, Lady Roana. The reports of her beauty and grace were not exaggerated. Dainty and petite as elven-kin, she wore a cyrtel of white linen, and overtop it, a voluminous syrce of green velvet gathered, in the Saxon manner, by a corded belt at her waist. A white headrail with a gold circlet framed her face and encompassed her upper torso in its soft folds. She reminded him of the white roses in his mother’s garden, heady and refined. His body had responded predictably to idle thoughts of her in his bed, but he curbed the distraction of misplaced lust. He had waited all his warrior’s life to wed such a woman. He could wait a few days longer to slake his desire.
The headrail hid her hair from his prying eyes, but Trifine, who possessed a rare talent for ferreting out information both useful and obscure, informed him ‘twas waist-length, soft as a hare’s belly fur and much the same flaxen color of said fur. Fallard had no wish to learn how his First gained this information.
Scudding clouds played hide and seek with the moon then fled to the west, flooding the ravine with light.
“Captain?”
Fallard started at Trifine’s quiet hail. Preoccupation had not been a personal shortcoming until the day he had laid eyes on the Lady Ysane. He masked his disgruntlement. “We will speak of this later. We need more information, but will continue the discussion of strategy with what we know, and adjust it as needful.”
Mirth, underlain by his customary blasé mien, sparked in Trifine’s voice. “Think you, you will have need of my special skill?”
The corners of Fallard’s eyes crinkled in answering amusement. “Mayhap, you should tighten your bowstring, in case.”
Knights disdained to use a bow, a mere footsoldier’s weapon. But his First was a longbow archer of unsurpassed skill, a true artist who learned from his father, who was taught by the wild Walha of Cymry. He had never been bested in any competition, a fact that startled, and betimes angered, his competitors. It amused him others scorned him for his expertise. In Trifine’s view of the world, mastery of any weapon was a worthy goal for a knight. Fallard had reason to appreciate Trifine’s ability, and over the twelvemonths of their association, it had become something of a jest between them. But if this new information they had received was accurate, Fallard might well need his First’s exceptional prowess at dawn in three days.
“I had thought not to enjoy this task,” Trifine mused, “but daily it grows of greater interest. But a pox on Ruald for his delay of our attack. I had thought to be in the arms of the fair Roana by the morrow’s eve.”
This time Fallard’s amusement reached his lips. His First had emitted a long, low whistle beneath his breath and declared himself in love, on first sight, with Lady Ysane’s beautiful cousin.
“Know you, she will not have you,” Jehan said.
Low chuckles from the men around them accompanied the comment.
Trifine’s silver hair glinted in the moonlight as he angled his head. “So say you, my friend. But I say ‘twill be with her as it is with me. ‘Tis said she is a widow, and thus have her desires been fired. She has learned of pleasure, and will wish for a man’s intimate embrace. I will have her, willing, within a seven-day of our victory.”
“We must first achieve that victory,” Fallard said, before any could take up the wager. He dropped his chin onto his chest, pulled his shoulders back in a hard stretch to relieve weary muscles, then rotated the left shoulder. “As you say, Trifine, this news changes more than our plan to attack on the morrow. It changes the manner, as well, for ‘tis my thought we must now revert to greater stealth.”
“You believe Ruald will kill her if we launch a direct assault, as planned?”
“Aye, and her hearth companions, to prevent the possibility they may gain their freedom and fight against him. ‘Tis my wish that each of those men pledge their loyalty to me. If we set them free and rescue their lady, and take the burh from Sir Ruald, who is held in dislike by ceorls and soldiers alike, mayhap those pledges will come willingly. You are our tactician, Trifine. What say you?”
The muted sounds of night seemed to grow louder as Trifine mused. A nightjar called. The evening breeze soughed softly, and the men shuffled as they took the moment to resettle themselves.
Fallard absently scratched an inconveniently located itch and considered events. The king had sent him to Wulfsinraed with orders to take the burh from its wealthy lord, Baron Renouf of Sebfeld, whose family was among the members of Saxon nobility that had actively supported William’s claim to the throne in opposition to Harold Godwineson. But the foolish baron had enraged the king, and more severely than Wulfsinraed’s former lord, Eorl Kenrick Wulfsingas, whom William had banished three twelvemonths earlier for his role in the revolt led by Ralf, Eorl of East Anglia, and Roger, Eorl of Hereford. William gained proof of Kenrick’s treason through a betrayal by Renouf. William then rewarded Renouf with the barony of Wulfsinraed through marriage to the younger Wulfsingas daughter. But William’s recent discovery that the man he had placed in power at Wulfsinraed to serve him was in fact, as disloyal as Eorl Kenrick had made him determined to place a trusted Norman as lord of the burh.
With a personal force of fifteen mounted knights, and seven times that many of William’s foot soldiers, Fallard had a small army with which to carry out his sovereign’s command. His spies, posing as Saxon merchants, learned the lay of the land and the particulars he needed. ‘Twas determined the fortress could be taken, and swiftly, for Renouf spent much of his time half-sotted, a state apparently aided and abetted by his brother, and his rule was more lax than was wise. No one checked those who passed through the gates into the courtyard.
Renouf’s negligent arrogance was Fallard’s good fortune. The original plan called for a number of his men to enter the burh one at a time, wearing the clothing of merchants and ceorls. At a prearranged signal, they would attack from within, securing the double gates even as the bulk of troops launched their assault from without.
Howbeit, Fallard now feared that should something go wrong, if the alarm went up before the men inside could secure the gates, the rest of the troops would be shut out. Ruald, like his brother Renouf, had a reputation for hasty, unpleasant decisions regarding the life and death of others. He would torture and kill Fallard’s men and eliminate any others who might turn against him, including the Lady of Wulfsinraed and her warriors. There would be naught Fallard could do to prevent it.
But if they waited until morn three days hence and attacked while the imminent executions captured every man’s focus, those at risk would be out in the open and much easier to defend. The factor of surprise would also be that much greater.
“What is your assessment, Trifine?”
“Three days, Captain. We wait.”
“For what?”
“On the third morn from now, we move into place. We stop the executions. We take the burh.”
“I see. So easily achieved.”
“Aye. I’ll give you more when I know more.”
“I like this plan. ‘Tis simple, and straightforward. I could not have thought of it myself.” Fallard bothered not to hide his sarcasm.
The gleam of his First’s teeth in the moonlight displayed his appreciation for the jest. “Aye, it is simple, and simple oft succeeds best.”
Fallard ordered those men not on watch to get some rest. The small group dispersed. Jehan went off to make his rounds of the guards.
Nearby, Fallard’s squire, Roul, and Fauques, squire to Trifine, lay curled in sleep.
Trifine laid out his bedroll and stretched out. “Fauques dreams of glory in battle. Ah, but I envy the ease of his sleep. Fallard?”
“Mmmm?”
“You continue to hold out on me, my friend.”
“You still wish to know how the ripe plum of Wulfsinraed came to be dropped into my undeserving hands.”
“Mayhap, not so undeserving, but there were others who expected the king’s choice to fall on them.”
“True enough.” Fallard watched as a small shadow floated overhead, blinking out starlight as it flew. A nighthawk, mayhap. “You will say next you will not sleep, do I fail to explain.”
A chuckle floated from the darkness. “Aye, I might say that, but ‘twould be not truth. I am merely curious. ‘Tis not like you to keep matters so close, at least not with me. Yet, I would not trespass. Do but tell me to mind my own counsel, and I will ask not again.”
“’Tis no great secret. I had in my possession that which swayed William’s decision.” He pillowed his head with his hands. “There is a debt of honor I owe the lady of Wulfsinraed through her father, Eorl Kenrick Wulfsingas, with whom I once spent much time. To discharge that debt, I approached our sovereign to request the right to lead this venture.
“Never before have I presumed to set price upon duty. But I admit I covet the gift of becoming honorial lord to Wulfsinraed, as I covet its mistress. I considered the asking worth the risk of aggravating William’s temper. He demanded my reason. I spoke eloquently of the matter.” His muffled snort was rueful. “He was not pleased. He meant to offer the demesne to another, but my debt was not small and he was caught between two horns, his own personal code of knightly honor, and his expectation that his knights abide by the same code. Imagine, if you will, our liege-lord, reclined in his chair, left eyebrow cocked and unamused speculation in his glance.”
“Phew. Methinks mayhap, you sweated beneath that regard, Fallard.”
Fallard grunted. “Aye, I squirmed upon his hook, and let him see. I know not how long he regarded me in silence, but methinks my discomforture helped to ease his ire. I have been with him since I gained my spurs at Sanguelac, and have since fought with him, side by side, in many battles. He knows the mettle of my loyalty in this time when allegiance comes with a cost. Still, it strained his composure mightily to have his options whittled to but one. Half a dozen expressions crossed his face, none of them reassuring to my eyes, and the last a scowl worthy of Grendel. But then he sighed, and consented.”
Fallard felt again the swell of accomplishment. “Soon the burh, its wealth, and its woman will be mine. I anticipate it with much pleasure.”
Silence hung over the ravine, then Trifine wriggled, seeking a more comfortable position. “And I count the hours until I have a thick, downy pallet upon which to lay my weary flesh.”
His captain’s answer was a soft snore.



CHAPTER THREE
At noontide the following day Fallard, dressed in a black cloak with a cowl pulled low to shield his distinctively shaven head, entered the village with one of the spies. Gossip was rife, and while publicly, all decried the lady’s evil deed and upheld the sentence of death, the whispered conversations overheard led Fallard to believe Thegn Sebfeld had earned his fate and none were sorry for his passing. It seemed the rumors of his character were true. He had been a man both mean and malicious, and a violent drunkard. He had abused the trust of his people and his lady wife.
His companion led Fallard to the alehouse, a long, low structure built in typical Saxon style with a deeply slanted thatch roof. They entered through a painted door of faded blue hue. Smoke joined the smell of various brews to swirl around the room before drifting through the smoke-hole in the ceiling. They settled with their backs to the wall at a battered wooden table in a corner nook.
A tired serving girl with a broom in one hand stared at them in wary curiosity. “We have bread, cheese, roast boar and venison stew. The stew is hot and fresh. The boar is not.”
Fallard exchanged a wry glance with his companion. “We will have stew and small beers.”
‘Twas quiet in the house, the kind of surly hush that accompanied fear and rancor. The only patrons were burh craftsmen who hurried to finish their meals. The tenor of their conversations was low-keyed and burned with suppressed ire.
A man at the table next to them, clearly the worse for drink even at the early hour, leaned forward, his rough voice barely above a whisper. “By what right, I ask, does Sir Ruald hold trial for the Lady Ysane and sentence her to death? ‘Tis the true crime, that. The lady is a gentle soul, and already carried a burden of sorrow before that brigand Renouf killed her sweet babe. I say, did there must be a trial, she should have been sent to the shire court. They would have meted true justice, aye, a fine of wergild mayhap, though Thegn Renouf was worth naught. Bah! ‘Tis a mockery.”
His face crumpled. Fallard thought he might weep, but he lifted his tankard, took several chugs and mumbled to the remaining contents.
Fallard understood his confusion. Why would Ruald risk ordering her death when as the wife of a nobleman, she should have been sent to William? The knight held no title and little authority. ‘Twas a situation, he mused, when the old maxim came to mind—the weak must suffer the domination of the strong. Ruald’s warriors had overwhelmed those of the burh’s first marshal. He now had complete control. Had Fallard not been sent to deal with Renouf—and Ruald as well, did the man but know it—the king would never have known the truth of these events. ‘Twas even possible William might have granted Ruald the barony.
The serving maid returned, this time without the broom, and slapped their bowls and tankards in front of them. Fallard listened to what could be heard of the conversations around him as he ate.
“The burhfolc hate both the Sebfeld brothers,” said the man at his side.
Fallard nodded. “Aye, and ‘twould seem Sir Ruald wasted no time proclaiming himself their new lord. Heard you the comments about the lady?”
“That he seeks vengeance against her more because she spurned his suit to wed her, than as a punishment for his brother’s death? It seems a petty action.”
“He is a petty man. For too long, the people have borne the contempt and vicious backlash of both men’s foul tempers. ‘Tis time it stopped.” He set his tankard down. “We are finished here.”
He dropped coin on the table, nodded to the barman and wended his way through the sullen crowd toward the door. He tensed, his hand settling on the hilt of his sword beneath the cloak, as the portal swung open to admit several of Ruald’s warriors. Conversation ceased and tension rose. Head down, cowl lowered to hide his face, he slid to the side and waited. But the soldiers were interested in naught but getting warm and drunk by the fire. They gave notice to none.
A short while later, Fallard met Trifine inside the dense cover of a copse bordering the burh. His First had more news. “Captain, one of the spies has befriended a young woman, the daughter of a ceorl. The maid spoke freely. Her family has a strong dislike of the Sebfeld brothers. Even better for us, her family is in debt to the Lady Ysane for the life of one of the children. They bear her much respect and affection.”
“’Tis truth, she won the devotion of her people long ago, which may prove useful.”
“You have further thoughts to flesh out the plan?”
“Aye, but they are not without risk. Ruald may be a brutal leader, but there is no great love for Normans among these people. Will they accept our rule? ‘Tis a question yet to be answered.”
He went silent, his thoughts considering all angles, then decision made, he met Trifine’s expectant gaze. He uttered a soft snort. He and Trifine had fought together too long. His First already knew what he would say, but he said it, anyway. “Order the spy to approach the girl. I wish to know if the burhfolc will refuse to take up arms against us when we launch our attack. Let it be known I offer my oath to try to save the Lady Ysane, to be a fair and careful lord, and if all goes as planned, offer respect and an honorable marriage to the lady.”
“And if the people can be convinced?”
“Then warn the village elders of what is to come and explain the role they are to play.”
“Exactly what I was thinking.”
Fallard’s derisive grunt floated over his shoulder as he headed back to camp.
* * *
Back at the ravine the following eve, Fallard met with Trifine and Jehan to finalize plans. Roul brought them bread, cheese, and a skin of ale. “Your mail and weapons are cleaned and oiled for the morrow, sir, and your bedroll laid out.”
“Well and good, Roul, but there will be little sleep for any this night. Go now. Find your own bedroll and get what rest you can.”
“Aye, sir. Think you there will be a great battle?” Roul sounded as if he hoped for naught less than Armaggeddon.
Jehan cuffed the back of his head, knocking him to his knees. “A bloodthirsty beggar you are, lad. Have you not yet learned ‘tis better to avoid battle if it may be prevented? Would it please you did the river run red from our play?”
Grinning, Roul clambered to his feet. “I would be pleased for a fight, sir, but mayhap, without so much blood.”
“Go to bed, Roul.” Fallard said. “’Tis my thought your wish may be granted, but I suggest you think on the merits of peace as you seek sleep.”
As the squire moved off, Jehan looked at Fallard. “The elders agreed, but dare we trust their word?”
“Methinks much depends on their devotion to the lady,” Trifine mumbled through a mouthful of bread, “and their willingness to lay aside whatever hatred and distrust they may harbor toward a Norman lord. I say we chance it. Mayhap, if we show confidence in their decision, ‘twill work further to our advantage.”
Fallard made a face and spit. “This cheese is too far past its prime. One might as well chew twigs. I agree, Trifine. ‘Tis worth the risk. Jehan, what more have you heard?”
“The executions are expected to take no more than a short span of the morn. With the exception of a few sentries on the north wall, the people have been ordered to assemble in the clearing opposite the gates ere dawn. Not even the children are excused. ‘Twould seem Sir Ruald suspects no interference. He appears confident that with all the burhfolc under the eyes of his hearth companions, there is no reason to secure the gates. I believe the surprise will be complete.”
Fallard swallowed the last of his ale. “I have learned ‘tis unlikely Ruald is aware of the king’s knowledge of his treachery. For this reason, I expect he will issue no special security orders. The burh will be all but defenseless, but timing will be critical, especially for you, Trifine.”
“I know it. My bow is ready, as is my arm, but one last thought. What if the fog is too heavy? I cannot hit what I cannot see.”
Fallard stared as the first star of the even blinked into view in the deepening dusk. “’Tis of no import. Ruald’s action in forcing all to witness these events speaks to a wish to intimidate, and to reinforce his authority. If needful, he will wait till the sun’s rising banishes the mist. We move at mid-watch. Silent passage. Pass the word.”
* * *
“’Tis truly a plum full ripened, and ready to be picked,” Fallard murmured. He stood concealed with his men at the edge of the forest north of Wulfsinraed, watching the unfolding of the dawn. Beneath his helm, his face was stiff with pre-battle tension. The lady’s execution was to be the first, and was set for sunrise. ‘Twas nigh that, now.
“Captain?” Roul peered up at him.
On Fallard’s other side Varin, his company blacksmith and best hand-to-hand fighter, spoke in a rumble that seemed to rise from deep beneath the earth into his chest. “’Tis naught, lad. Your captain merely clears his throat.”
Fallard felt his tension ease. His sword hilt rested, solid and comforting in his hand. All was in place and his men were ready. They would not fail.
Awaiting Trifine’s unmistakable signal, he focused his gaze on the soldier, backlit by torches, stationed behind Lady Ysane. Here lay a minute element of risk. In order to sight the guard with his bow, Trifine’s sharp eyes must penetrate the misty shadows that lingered in these last moments ere the clouded sunrise. If his shot went wide or fell short, the lady’s life would be forfeit.
Fallard shook off the possibility. Trifine never missed.
Once the executioner was down, the village elders would join the ceorls in a ‘panic’ designed to create as much chaos as possible. Under cover of that confusion, the assault would begin with his archers dealing with the sentries on the wall.
At the same time, Fallard and his men would split. Most of them, led by Jehan, would attack the armed men in the clearing while Fallard led the smaller group through the tunnel between the open gates to take control of the burh. At all costs, they must prevent Ruald from reaching the courtyard and closing those gates. The corners of his eyes crinkled. If the plan proved successful, Roul would get his wish. Wulfsinraed Burh would be taken quickly, and with but a little bloodshed.
“Soon, now,” Varin said. Dawn was breaking even as he spoke.
Fallard flexed gauntleted fists and slid his sword from its fleece-lined sheath, the silent action repeated by a hundred arms to either side of him. Tension spiraled in a subtle escalation.
Movement at the rear of the motionless crowd in the clearing drew his attention. Hidden in clear sight among those who were gathered, Trifine threw back the edge of his cloak. In the space of little more than an eye’s blink, he raised his great bow, notched an arrow and sighted.
There came a discernible lightening of the gray skies. One bright ray of sunlight pierced the gloom. Ruald’s hand lifted and dropped.
The faint twang of Trifine’s bow sounded twice in rapid succession. Fallard’s gaze flicked back to the wall. From his position, he could not see if Trifine’s arrow reached its mark, but seconds later, the liquid splash of the soldier’s body plunging into the river was drowned by his battle cry. His men echoed the yell as they swarmed from the trees. The bloodcurdling screams of “Dex Aie” froze the response of Sir Ruald and his troops for those critical first seconds that gave Fallard and his men immediate advantage.
The onslaught of arrows against the handful of soldiers manning the walls wiped out that opposition. Pandemonium reigned. Wails of terror filled the air as burhfolc scattered. Warriors shouted in rage as they leapt to the defense. Agonized cries mingled with the clash of swords. Spears and axes punched through chain mail to rend the vulnerable flesh beneath. The fighting was intense, for the hearth companions were well trained, but the surprise was shockingly complete and the skirmish brief. Sir Ruald’s troops were overwhelmed. Some dropped their swords and surrendered, suing for mercy.
Fallard’s group poured through the tunnel into the courtyard, but as expected, found no one to fight except a handful of Sir Ruald’s men who broke away from the fracas outside and followed them through the gate.
Jehan’s contingent overpowered the last of the soldiers in the clearing, taking Sir Ruald prisoner even as the soles of his boots thudded on the wooden planking of the bridge.
The clamor of battle ceased as abruptly as it had begun.
Fallard’s gaze swept the courtyard, seeking hidden opponents. There were none. His men took up position at the gates.
Shortly after, Trifine was at his side, shadowed by his squire, Fauques. “We have a number of wounded, but none severely, and no dead among our people. There are three and twenty dead among the burh guard. Wulfsinraed is secure, Captain.”
“It went well,” Fallard replied, surveying the bodies littering the courtyard. “The plan was sound.”
“Aye, Captain.” The blue ice of Trifine’s eyes glittered. This was his victory as well.
Fallard clasped his First’s shoulder and squeezed. “See to the clean up and check on the burhfolc. Make certain the surviving soldiers who fought us are shaved.”
“What of the rest?”
“Nay. They chose not to take weapon against us. I will not dishonor their decision with humiliation.”
As Trifine moved away, Fallard removed his helm and gauntlets and handed them, with his sword to Roul. Turning, he looked up, his eyes searching for and quickly finding the diminutive figure of the Lady of Wulfsinraed. He strode toward the stone steps leading to the top of the wall. ‘Twas time to claim his most precious prize.



CHAPTER FOUR
The seagull soared from Ysane’s line of sight. Her eyelids dropped. Her bound hands clenched as she waited for the cold death-kiss of the blade.
For what does he wait? Oh faith, be done with it!
A sound, as of a barely perceived whisper, sighed past her head. Her executioner released his grip on her hair with a howl. She heard his hadseax clatter against the stone of the parapet as he staggered away. Her eyes shot open and she watched his hand grasp at the arrow lodged at an odd upward angle through the flesh of his shoulder. She struggled to make sense of the sight even as a second brief pfft heralded a soft but solid thud. The guard grunted and bent forward as both hands grabbed at the shaft protruding from his midsection.
Sluggish recognition came then. That baffling, furtive movement she had seen earlier at the back of the crowd of burfolc was a man throwing aside the edge of his cloak to bend a longbow.
The entire tableau seemed to freeze as the guard stared at the blood seeping between his fingers. Then he gaped at her, the astonished knowledge of his own death clouding his brown eyes. He collapsed like a drained wineskin and toppled over the edge into the river below.
Hope burst upon her from fathomless inner depths, as brilliant light would illumine dark halls. Mayhap, she was not to die this day, though how or why that might be, she knew not. She had believed she longed for death’s final caress. Instead, came springing a surge of joy and relief that she might not feel upon her spirit that black and endless touch.
She started as the still peace of the morn exploded in noise and mayhem. Fierce cries mingled with shrieks of pain and shock. She cocked her head to gaze upon the scene, slow to comprehend the sight of warriors battling to the death. Doubt floated in her tangled thoughts.
‘Tis the tumult of battle, but it cannot be real. We have seen no war since ere my birth. Nay! ‘Tis truly happening. My home is attacked, yet by it I may be saved. Strange that my executioner has suffered the fate meant for me. But I must move from this place or I may follow him. Would that be not the ultimate irony?
Bound feet shuffling, she managed a half turn away from the dangerous edge, but the movement unbalanced her. Shivering uncontrollably, she swayed toward the gulf below as a man with hair like deepest shadow and shoulders broad as the hills appeared on the wall. He raced in her direction.
She beheld him as if in a dream, a tall man garbed in black from head to toe, even to the blackened chain metal of his hauberk. Naught broke the unrelieved pitch save a scarlet sash around his waist. Within its folds, she glimpsed twin gold lions passant, the insignia of the House of Normandy.
Little shocks pulsed through her frame, vying with the bedeviling shivers.
Norman! He is Norman. The enemy is come. A dark knight sprints toward me. How very odd that he…oh! I am falling!
Her knees buckled, but determined intent blazed from the knight’s eyes. He vaulted onto the parapet.
* * *
Fallard swept his arms around the Lady of Wulfsinraed and drew close her slight, quivering form. His jaw tightened.
Saint’s teeth! That was too close. But a moment longer and I would have lost her to the river.
He cradled her to his chest, startled at the intense heat that radiated from beneath her tattered cyrtel. He raked her features with his eyes. Dusted beneath a gaze unnaturally bright were dark smudges. A large bruise marred the left side of her face, and more ringed her slender throat. Her face was drawn and flushed.
She is afire, aye, blazing with fever. Will she understand my words?
“My lady, surrender. I have won you fairly, and with honor.”
He awaited her response. She blinked, a languid movement of the lids over eyes the color of the emerald moss that grew beneath the forest canopy. She inhaled, slowly, deeply of the cool air of the freshening morn.
* * *
His voice was deep as the realms of the sea-gods. In that moment, in the feverish imagining that ruled her thoughts, he seemed a fantasy emerging from a vision of mists, destined to rescue her from death. Handsome as the gods, he was a lover who held her with an embrace both powerful and gentle. He appeared the epitome of all of her youthful, maidenly reveries, so ruthlessly crushed by her husband.
He was but a fancy, naught more than imagination. Could she not say what she would to a dream-warrior, and ‘twould make no difference? She burned as her look met his, and whispered her answer. “My lord, I surrender in truth. Do with me as you will.”
His smile was triumphant and altogether male. “Aye, lady,” he said. “That is how it will be.”
* * *
Fallard doubted the lady knew whereof she spoke, yet the words were said. He would not allow her to recall them later.
He turned to take in the scene in the courtyard below as a misty rain, its touch soft on his face, cooled the fierce battle heat from his body. Trifine oversaw the incarceration of Ruald of Sebfeld and the surviving rebels to the upper floor of the gatehouse. They would be interrogated before transport on the morrow to London for trial. William’s footsoldiers would provide escort, while Sir Gyffard, their commander, would carry to the king any particulars pertinent to William’s battle strategies against the rebels.
Except for his men, none but a few retainers of Wulfsinraed Hall remained in the courtyard. As planned, the villagers had fled to their homes once the attack began. As he regarded each countenance staring up at him, he spoke loudly, in the Saxon dialect, that all might hear and understand. “I am Fallard D’Auvrecher, Baron of Wulfsinraed! In the name of William, King of England, who has granted to me honorial rights, I claim Wulfsinraed Burh and all its fiefs and burhfolc. I grant mercy to all who foreswear to take up arms against me, and offer their oath of fealty to me and to the rightful king. Oppose me, and you will explain your reasons to William. Oppose me not and you will learn I am a fair man, and will protect and provide for you well.”
He waited. A breathless silence descended. No one moved.
He set Ysane on her feet. Bracing her sagging figure upright against him with one arm about her waist, he pulled his boot dagger to slice through the bonds securing her hands and feet. He gently massaged her strained shoulders and bruised, chafed wrists. The pain of returning circulation brought forth from her a low moan.
“Easy, my lady.” His words reached only her. “’Twill ache for but a moment.”
He returned his look to those who watched his actions. Reflected in their eyes he discerned apprehension, relief and uncertainty…all at once. He understood, but he could show no weakness, no hesitation in his intent. They must choose, and now, this very moment. His eyes narrowed as if he still peered through the visor of his helm. He hardened his voice to brisk command.
“Answer me! What say you? Will you have me as lord, or must I impose upon you all a journey to King William? Before you decide, know this—you will find him not so forgiving as I.”
A lone man, a nondescript elder of average height and build stepped forward. A shock of thick white hair hung below his shoulders. His pale, lined face was furrowed with the same anxiety as the rest. “I am Ethelmar, my lord, dish-thegn of Wulfsinraed.”
He swallowed visibly and glanced around at his companions, who bobbed their heads. He took a breath, faced Fallard, straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin. His voice was firm and carried clearly. “My lord, we accept.”
* * *
Ysane felt her dream man shift his hold, and a sudden slackness came to his grasp, though his support faltered not.
He relaxes. Ethelmar’s words must hearten him. I must remember to commend my dish-thegn.
She leaned more fully into the dark knight’s embrace, enthralled by his power and strength. He lifted her once again into his arms. She sighed.
He is Norman, my enemy, and the conqueror of my home, as his king conquered my people, yet in his arms I feel safe, as I have not felt in too long. He will rule here. I know him not, nor aught of him. If there is softness or indulgence in him, it shows not. All know that Normans are barbarians and love most to hurt and humiliate those they enslave. Yet, this one offers tolerance, and his judgments seem honorable. How can this be?
‘Twas a strangely difficult thing to do—her strength seemed to have deserted her—but she raised a trembling hand toward his face. He glanced down. She laid her palm upon his cheek and stared into eyes as darkly blue as the midnight sky, and imagined she found in their depths an unexpected tenderness.
She smiled.
What a wonderfully pleasant dream this is. I hope never to wake.
The last thought that slipped through her mind ere the fever fully claimed her was regret this could be only fantasy, for strange as may be, she sensed she and her people would have been secure in this illusory enemy’s care.



CHAPTER FIVE
Fallard’s knights were busy with the tasks he had set them. A chosen few, scattered strategically about the courtyard and the wall, remained alert against renewed violence. Pride in his men swelled. Handpicked, they were the best a captain could hope for, no matter the task.
At the lady’s sweet smile and gentle hand upon his cheek, he felt an unusual hitch in the region of his heart. He ignored it. He had no time for sentiment, even his own. Still, he descended the steps with great care, for he now bore a burden beyond price and the stone was grown slick from the misty rain.
He called for a healer. Through the skill of Trifine and his own timely intervention, the lady had escaped execution, but in her fragile state, she was not out of danger. He had seen fever ravage the bodies of stout warriors until there was no strength left to fight a slow descent into death.
He reached the bottom and found himself besieged by folk from the hall.
“My thegn, how is the Lady Ysane?”
“Is the lady ill, my lord?”
“Please, my thegn, let us help our lady.”
Fallard tried to push through, but there were too many. His men observed the scene uneasily and pressed close, fearing treachery, for he was vulnerable with Ysane in his arms. But he discerned only concern on the faces of the retainers, though one and all they seemed unaware they hindered his efforts at progress towards the warm, dry conditions their lady required.
“Here now, give way, give way!” The shout came from nearby, behind and to his right. “What are you thinking, then? Give the man room to move. Return to your duties, all of you. I will send word of the lady when there is aught to be known. Go on now!”
The crowd around Fallard dispersed, scrambling rather as ants when a stone was dropped on their anthill. Flanked by two of his knights, a tall, solidly built man, mayhap of five and forty twelvemonths and garbed in the armor of a hearth companion, strode into his range of vision. His face showed evidence of a brutal beating and though he held himself in pride, his gait was stiff and he limped. But beneath the bruises was a body still strong and capable.
Fallard eyed his approach. Faded hair of a once fiery hue, shoulder length in the Saxon style, was streaked with silver. Several days’ growth of beard concealed his jaw. Craggy lines around his eyes and mouth bespoke of a temperament prone to joviality. He stopped in front of Fallard, hands on hips. His laughing hazel eyes twinkled with lively curiosity as he took Fallard’s measure.
Fallard returned the frank perusal, liking what he saw, instinctively recognizing the man’s honor and worth. He remembered the fettered hearth companions in the clearing, their expressions mirroring frustrated anger and honest grief. This man had been among them. During the brief fighting in the courtyard, ere he lost track of him in the melee, the big warrior had been cornered against the wall, battling two of Ruald’s men.
Offering Fallard a bow before accompanying him across the courtyard, he said, “My lord D’Auvrecher, I am Sir Domnall of Cullanis, First Marshal of Wulfsinraed. Happy am I at the events of this day.” He pounded Fallard’s shoulder. “’Twas a pure pleasure to see the likes of your lads as they burst from the forest. ‘Twas worth every gentle bruise offered by Ruald’s men to see their faces in that moment.” He threw back his head and laughed in hearty appreciation of his own jest. “Aye, and had I not seen with my own eyes that archer of yours take out the guard about to slit my lady’s throat—in shadow and mist, that be, and from such a distance—I would have believed not the tale.” His voice carried awed admiration. “What a shot! Wurth, our scop, will write the story and ‘twill be remembered for generations to come.”
He stopped. One large hand settled on Fallard’s forearm as his voice lowered and the mirth fled his gaze. “’Twas a very close thing, my lord, aye, ‘twas. Me and my fine lads, we are grateful for our lives, and for that of our lady. Do you accept, I will be the first to kneel to swear my oath, and my men right behind.”
“That is acceptable, Sir Domnall,” Fallard said, a little taken aback by his enthusiasm. “I will wish to speak much with you, but now I would have you work with my men to restore order. Report to Trifine, my First. He is the archer whose aim we all admire.” Domnall nodded and turned away. “Oh, and Sir Domnall. A full inventory must be taken to update the king’s records, and mine, as well. I want a list of the names of every person who speaks the Norman tongue, and every one who can read or write.”
“Aye, I will see to it, though they number but few. You will wish to speak with Tenney, the burh hoarder and Aldfrid, our reeve.” He paused. “My lord, you understand I must ask, will my lady be well?”
His glance touched on Ysane.
“She is fevered, and weak, but my hope is high she will survive her ordeal.”
Domnall saluted and walked away, apparently reassured, calling to his men to accompany him. He began to whistle a rousing ballad as he headed in Trifine’s direction.
The two who had escorted Domnall looked a question at Fallard.
“Watch him, and his men for now, but otherwise leave them be to get on with their duties.”
He started again for the hall, almost reaching the steps when he spotted his Second hovering. “Jehan? Take five and ten men and retrieve the horses and supplies from the forest.”
“Aye, Captain.”
‘Twas now raining steadily if not hard, and Fallard bent his shoulders over Ysane as he climbed the steps leading to the oaken doors of the hall. Knights stood guard on either side of the great portals, which were carved with a pattern of roses, vines and leaping stags and painted in colors of earth and sky. Waiting at the threshold were three women and the under-steward, Ethelmar. Their eyes were locked upon their lady.
Ethelmar tore his gaze from Ysane. “If you will follow, my lord, I will direct you to my lady’s bower.”
They passed into what would have been, in long days past, a large, rectangular mead-hall. As they proceeded toward an open arch at the far right corner, the steward gestured towards the eldest of the three who accompanied him, a short, rotund female with thin, straggly gray hair.
“This is Luilda, my lord. She is our healer, and highly skilled.”
Fallard glanced curiously at Luilda. Her hair was the only thin thing about her, for she was so round she rolled when she walked like a sailor new come to land. Her full face shone as if waxed. She carried a large reed basket covered with a linen cloth. She threw him a brief, sour glance and nodded.
“This,” and now Ethelmar pointed to a very comely younger woman, the same lady Trifine coveted, “is the Lady Roana. She is youngest daughter to my lady’s mother’s sister. She is widowed. Her family is dead and she now resides at Wulfsinraed.”
Lady Roana offered him a graceful bow without pausing. “My lord.”
Fallard thought her older than Ysane, mayhap by five or six twelvemonths.
“The maid,” Ethelmar continued, nodding to the last of the women, a timid-appearing girl and very young, “is Lynnet, my lady’s handmaiden. She will help you with aught my lady might need.”
The girl’s hands were knotted against her abdomen and she kept her head bent so low Fallard hoped she would walk not into a wall. She wore no headrail and her hair was shorn, indicating her slave status and explaining her servile posture.
He observed in passing the wary expressions of others who loitered, but he heeded more the luxury of the room they traversed. He had been told Wulfsinraed was a wealthy demesne, but if the hall was indication, Fallard had won for himself not only a title, but a greater wealth to match than he had imagined.
Whitewashed walls of stone rose two stories to a cross-timbered ceiling, black with age and the smoke of countless fires. Four columns carved and painted in the same rose and stag design as decorated the exterior doors, supported the roof. Tapestries of vibrant colors lined the walls between curtained sleeping alcoves. Three circular fire pits were centrally arranged in a triangular formation. Bright gold and blue flames leaped and writhed within, dispelling the chill, the smoke spiraling out through vent holes in the ceiling. Set within their midst were cross-legged chairs and carved benches.
Against the back wall behind the pits was what appeared to be a newly constructed platform raising the long family table above the others. An iron candleholder hung suspended above each end, fat beeswax candles perched on their frames. Flanking the platform and the fire pits were rows of mead-tables. All were set as if for a feast.
A heavy scowl darkened his features. Sir Ruald had intended to follow the morn’s grim work with a lavish celebration to break the fast. For the space of several breaths, Fallard heartily wished he had killed the man.
They approached the arched doorway. Through it was a small antechamber. Inside was a door that opened to what was clearly a burnstów, or bathing chamber. Beyond it ran a corridor. Fallard could not see around the curving wall to where it led, but realized they were entering the hall’s southwest tower. To his right was a straight staircase.
Reading his glance, Ethelmar said. “This is the lord’s tower. Those stairs lead to the hoarding room above the kitchen. The left corridor takes you to the guest bowers and the back garden. ‘Ware the steps, my lord.”
The under-steward’s warning was needful as they ascended the staircase that curved between the tower’s inner and outer walls. ‘Twas so narrow Fallard had to turn sideways and press his back to the inner wall so as not to scrape the lady’s feet. Open shutters in the regularly spaced window embrasures shed light into the cramped space.
They arrived at the landing of a bower, beyond which the stairwell continued winding to the tower’s third level. Ethelmar entered the comfortable chamber. Fallard followed and stepped toward the bed, a huge affair enclosed at the top and on three sides by a solid, carved wood frame. Lady Roana dragged aside a richly embroidered coverlet.
Fallard leaned through the green velvet bed draperies, looped back to each side of the bedframe, to lay his burden upon a thick pallet. He moved away, halting against the opposite wall nigh a warmly glowing brazier. Roana and Lynnet set to work removing Ysane’s filthy cyrtel while Luilda laid out her supplies.
“My lord?” Ethelmar spoke quietly at his elbow. “I assure you Lady Ysane will receive the best of care. If you will come with me, I will pour for you a mug of our finest ale.”
Fallard turned to stare at him. Understanding dawned. The corners of his eyes crinkled as his respect for the man increased. The plucky steward had risked dismissal—or worse—to offer his new lord a not-so-subtle reminder that ‘twas not his place to be present while the women cared for their mistress.
His humor faded as he turned back to Luilda. “Will she live?”
The healer threw him an indecipherable glance. “I will do all I can, but the outcome will be in the hands of our Lord.”
Fallard nodded and followed the steward from the room. They pressed against the inner wall to allow two serving girls carrying water, bathing linens, and other supplies to pass them. Both girls, eyes wide, seemed to be trying to burrow into the wall to avoid him. He decided not to reassure them. ‘Twas no bad thing to have one’s subjects fear one at the onset of one’s rule.
He stepped into the hall as the great doors opened to admit Trifine. His First’s glance found him and he hurried forward.
“Captain, Sir Ruald and his men are secure.” He grinned. “I fear our guests are not happy with their new accommodations, nay, not at all. They are rather vocal about it, in fact.”
Trifine sounded as if naught in a long time had pleased him more.
“Has Jehan returned?” Fallard asked. He suppressed a groan of appreciation as he savored the drink supplied him by Ethelmar. Not even the king had ale so fine.
“Aye, he rode into the courtyard but moments ago. Captain, the stablemaster is a queer one, but the horseflesh is prime.”
“I begin to appreciate how superb everything is at Wulfsinraed.” Fallard finished the ale in two gulps, complimented the steward on its excellence, and stepped outside with Trifine, pausing at the top of the steps. The rain had slowed to a fine drizzle.
“I will hold the ceremony for the Oath of Fealty in the hall after noontide. See that all attend, unless too ill or infirm. I want the name of any who refuses, or is accounted missing. Oh, and forget not to make one final offer to Sir Ruald’s men. Explain their life may well be forfeit do they refuse. In the meantime, find a place to house our men.”
“Aye, Captain.”
The First Marshal came out the door to the gatehouse. Seeing Fallard, he called out. “My lord, how fares my lady?”
“The lady fares as well as can be, Domnall. If you are finished with your tasks, I would have you accompany me on a preliminary tour of the burh.”
“Certainly. Where would you begin?”
“On the wall. I wish to see the full layout from above.”
Domnall turned and spoke to a hearth companion behind him. The man nodded and hurried toward the tunnel.
Over the next hour, Fallard walked the circumference of the wall with Domnall.
“The fortress is old,” the first marshall said. “Eorl Wulfsin of Cuthendun, King’s Thegn, also known as Wulfsin the Wanderer, kept extensive records of the work. The scrolls can still be read. They are held in the hoarding room. Wulfsin was granted these lands by Æthelstan, called ‘Glorious’.”
Fallard started in surprise. “Æthelstan! But that was nigh on to....”
“Aye,” Domnall interrupted, chuckling. “Fifty and one hundred twelvemonths. According to Wulfsin’s records, he became a mariner in his youth and traveled much, even so far as the lands of the Romans and the Greeks. He saw there great stone structures that had survived for centuries. He determined to build for himself the same, for wooden burhs were too easily burned, their people enslaved or scattered. He wished for greater protection for his legacy. He found this island and recognized in its configuration a natural defensive formation. His sons, hearth companions and many ceorls labored nigh seven twelvemonths to build the wall.”
Fallard admired forward thinking men, and Wulfsin of Cuthendun had been one such. To hold this small fortress of stone in a land of wooden burhs was a mighty accolade.
Though not large, Wulfsinraed Burh was truly an island fortification. To the west, the river forked as it coursed around the base of a solid promontory vaguely resembling the bow of a ship. As the two branches split, they bent away from each other to curve in a lazy, irregular oval, then curled back again to meet in a gentle churning of waters downriver, forming in their midst the narrow islet upon which the stronghold was built. An ancient road, paved by hands centuries in the grave, wove its way west–to–east alongside the river, through the village and on toward the sea.
The design of the burh was efficient in its simplicity. There was but one entrance, facing north. To breach it, an enemy must cross a dangerously exposed wooden bridge, penetrate a fortified outer gate, traverse a short, arched tunnel beneath the north guard tower, and finally, advance through the heavy inner gate. The wall, wide enough for two men to walk abreast alongside the parapet, meandered to closely follow the contours of the island. The parapet, chest high, was unbroken, in contrast to its commonly crenellated counterparts in Nourmaundie.
Four squat guard towers jutted up, one at each compass point to overlook the land.
Inside the wall, the practice field, where the hearth companions spent many hours rehearsing the art of war, took up much of the open area on the eastern side. The hall, with its round, three-level towers at each corner, sat roughly at the island’s center. An orchard comprised much of the western side.
Nigh the practice field, butting up against the southeast section of the wall, was a large structure Domnall said was the barracks for the burh’s military garrison. A number of smaller structures, partially underground, rested snug along the hall’s east wall, between the curves of the towers.
Fallard pointed to them. “Those are the holding pits?”
“Aye. That far one yonder is the isolation pit where my Lady Ysane was imprisoned these past three days, though my men and I were locked in the gatehouse.”
A shudder of commiseration vibrated through Fallard. He had once been imprisoned for several seven-days in an underground cell without light. He still harbored a horror of such places.
“The gatehouse is a far more comfortable lodging than yon underground cells.” Domnall said. He paused. “Mayhap, you would like Sir Ruald moved to the cell where he kept my lady?”
An unholy light of hope shone from the first marshal’s hazel eyes.
“Nay, Domnall. ‘Tis my preference to keep them all together for the nonce. But your suggestion carries much merit in my mind. Were I not sending the rebels to the king on the morrow, I would heed it.” He pointed to a large structure east of the gatehouse. Jehan and several other men were exiting the building. “That is the stable?”
“Aye, and you will find none finer. The stable-master is Tuck, called ‘Cross-eyed’.” Domnall grinned. ‘Tis a wonder the man can even walk without falling over himself. Still, ‘tis possible Tuck is the best man with horses in all of this land.”
Fallard looked north and east, upon the lands now his. Out in the búrlands—the far-flung fields that awaited spring planting, and the farmhouses that dotted them—ceorls were beginning to plow. Behind the sturdy wooden wall surrounding the village were well-kept thatch-roofed cottages, a bake house and the alehouse he had visited while reconnoitering. Narrow daub and wattle fences between the cottages enclosed small gardens.
Even in the soaking drizzle, the scene was colorful. Doors, and the plaster on the walls were painted a gay, if winter-faded, rainbow of hues. The first vibrant blooms of spring paraded beneath windows covered by flaps of scraped and oiled hide. The only jarring note to the otherwise bucolic scene was the gallows set to the north of the village gate, which at the time of his arrival at the burh had been occupied by a newly hung corpse—an outlaw guilty of theft and murder, according to Trifine.
At the far end of the village, river water churned white down the millrace beneath the millwheel. Burhfolc, dressed in woolen clothing as colorful as their homes, crossed back and forth over the bridge and hurried along the footpaths beside the river. They went about their daily business as if naught had changed. It occurred to him that mayhap, for them, it had not. One master or another made little difference to the grind of survival, though these folk seemed much better off than most.
He felt a vast peace grow within his soul. Wulfsinraed was more than he had envisioned, and he had dreamed much.
Domnall cleared his throat, then pointed beyond the village.
“Follow the road some few leagues further and you will come to the shores of the Sea of Germania.”
“’Tis so close? I had not thought.”
They rounded the eastern curve of the wall, and after a rambling walk, came to a halt just beyond the south guard tower.
“These are unlike aught I have seen,” Fallard said, stopping at the head of a cross passage to the third level of the lord’s tower. The upper level of both this tower, and the northwest tower on the opposite side of the hall, were connected with the top of the wall by buttresses of arched stone, which supported slender crosswalks of wood.
“They were added by Thegn Vane, based on drawings left by Wulfsin.”
“They are a fine innovation, a military advantage worthy of passing on to others who build their holdings across this land.” He pointed to a walled-in area filled with plantings behind the hall. “I was told there is a garden. I assume this is it?”
“In truth, there are two, my lord, a herb garden over there, outside the kitchen and this one. To hear her tell it, my lady grows the finest roses in all Angelcynn. I know not, of course. Save for their colors, all flowers are alike to me. Yet, I am willing to take her word for it, for she should know. She is much like her roses, strong and hardy, blooming through storm or shine.”
“You are willing to take her word for most things, are you not, Domnall of Cullanis?”
“Aye. That I am. Lady Ysane is the gentlest and most honorable of woman. Forgive plain speaking, my lord, but Lord Renouf was unworthy of her. He gave her naught but contempt and strove to break her spirit.” Hazel eyes suddenly hard, Domnall looked into the distance, his jaw tight. “Lady Ysane is strong, but when he murdered Angelet, her wee babe, we feared he might have succeeded.”
“’Tis certain then, Renouf killed the babe?”
“Oh, aye. The lady would never have taken the man’s own sword to his sorry hide had he not.”
“How old was the babe?”
“Barely come into her third month of life.”
Fallard cursed. “How was it done, this murder?”
Domnall shrugged, but the movement ill disguised his anger. “Lord Renouf was sotted. ‘Twas naught unusual. He was a brute, but the drink made him worse and then ‘twould be but a wee thing to set him to use his fists against my lady.
“That night, we heard him scream at her to stop the babe’s weeping, but she could not, for the babe was ill. I slipped up the stairs to be close should I be needed. I had interrupted before to keep the blackguard from killing her. He never remembered when he woke afterwards.
“My lady begged the lord to let her take Angelet away, so her fretfulness would not disturb him. But the lord refused, and my lady knew better than to disobey.” Domnall shook his head. “’Tis still unclear exactly what happened. We think the lord grabbed the babe from her mother’s arms and threw her against the wall so hard it broke her poor wee skull.”
Domnall stopped his report at a growled imprecation from Fallard, who had turned away from him.
“My lord?”
Fallard faced the first marshal. Domnall stepped back, his look abruptly wary.
Fallard spoke through gritted teeth. “So the lout murdered his own babe, and brutally used a vulnerable woman.”
He understood discipline and the use of force. Founded upon violence, his profession was one of savage and bloody action. But he despised cowards, and ‘twas his belief a man who used his greater strength to brutalize the helpless and innocent was the worst of all that ilk. ‘Twas not his way to raise his hand against such, nor would he allow it of his men, though ‘twas not uncommon behavior among warriors. But for the sake of the Lady Ysane, the rage that swept through him at Domnall’s words sent a red haze spiraling through his vision, making him long for an enemy to fight, nay, many enemies at once. He wanted to kill someone. Specifically, he wanted to kill Renouf of Sebfeld, slowly, with his own hands.
But Ysane, lady of Wulfsinraed and by all accounts a most gentle soul, had already done the deed, avenging her babe’s death. He felt not a moment’s need to punish her for the act. A fierce desire—mystifying in its intensity, for he had never experienced its like—to protect her from further violence consumed him.
He mastered his rage. “Tell me the rest.”
Domnall relaxed. “Well now, the lady began to scream like as if she faced all the demons of hell. Two of my men came, for her cries were worse than ever before, and then they ceased. We feared for her life. We broke through the door, but Sir Ruald appeared and shouldered his way past. We found the lady standing over her lord, who lay on his face. His sword was plunged fair deep in his back, my lady’s fair hands still enwrapped about the hilt. Methinks rage and grief must have gifted her with strength beyond her norm, for ‘twas known she could bare lift Lord Renouf’s blade. Of course, the lord was so thoroughly sotted he could protect not himself.”
Fallard humphed.
Domnall’s last comment was thick with satisfaction. His sympathies lie entirely with the Lady Ysane. Good. His instincts are correct. Does he prove trustworthy, he will make a fine addition to my command.
“What happened then?”
“My lady stood as silent as death. Her gown was ripped, and red marks ringed her neck. Methinks when he killed the babe she attacked him, and he tried to strangle her. In their struggle, he fell. ‘Tis my thought that is when she stabbed him.
“Sir Ruald grabbed her. He cursed her and screamed she had murdered his brother. He hit her. I was too far away to stop him. She fell like a stone dropped from a tower. She never spoke another word, not from that night to this morn, at least none that I heard, but I had little chance to hear much of aught, after that.
“Sir Ruald ordered the ‘mess’ by the wall cleaned up, as if the poor, broken babe was no more than a bowl of spilt stew. He ordered the lady taken to the pits to await the trial he would hold the following morn. I tried to convince him to lock her in the gatehouse, where ‘twas at least dry and warm. He refused. I fear those of us still loyal to the Lady Ysane got into a wee bit of a scrap with Sir Ruald and the lord’s men. ‘Tis unfortunate there were more of them than of us, but we gave a good accounting of ourselves, that we did. Still, it ended with the lot of us locked up, and awaiting Sir Ruald’s trial.”
Domnall sighed and leaned against the parapet, his eyes focused inward. “The next morn the oaf held court as if he were king. He sat in the lord’s chair, and declared since he was his brother’s only kin, Renouf’s death made him the new lord. I was brought in as oath-keeper for my lady, but was allowed no word in her defense. I was forced to listen while his brother’s hearth companions lied, saying as how the lady had killed her babe by dropping the lass on her head. They testified she was so afeard she would be blamed she picked up her husband’s sword and murdered him while he was too sotted to defend himself, to make it look like he had done the deed. Then Ruald explained how I led my men to rebel against their new lord, meaning himself, and argued that since both murder and rebellion were offences deserving of death, we were to be executed by drowning in three days.
“Through it all, my lady never moved nor spoke. Not that he gave her chance, nor did we ever hear her weep. She sat staring into naught. You know the rest. Oh, one last thing. None knows where the babe was buried.”
Astonished, Fallard stared at him. “Ruald denied the babe a Christian burial and interred not her body in the crypts? A pox on the man!”
“He ordered a hearth companion to bury her in the forest where none would ever find the grave. He commanded it that way, as you may know, to bring further hurt to the Lady Ysane. I have not heard that the companion ever told where he laid the lass ere he was killed in the fight for the burh.”
Fallard cursed again. If she survived, Ysane would not even be able to mourn her babe at the child’s grave.
“By this eve, I want you, and anyone else who can testify regarding what happened to relate to Tenney all you know so he may transcribe it. The document will go to King William when Sir Ruald and his men are taken to London, and this time, the trial that is held will be official. I will request that William himself officiate.”
“I would be pleased to see to that small chore.”
The telling of the tale had brought them around to the western guard tower. Domnall stopped and pointed into the distance.
“Follow the road that direction and two leagues beyond lies the Crossroads of Fallewydde. The river runs through it. There is a bridge and further down, in summer, a ferry.”
Fallard nodded. “I know the place, but we skirted it as we came. ‘Twas necessary to stay clear of the roads so as to travel unmarked until we arrived here, though at this time of year we noted few travelers.”
“’Twas my thought you must have done so, for no whisper of your presence came to us. Still, the force you brought is large. ‘Tis difficult to understand how you came so far with none the wiser.”
Fallard allowed his expression to speak for him.
The slight frown on Domnall’s face cleared. “Ah. I understand. Those who came upon you lived not to tell of it. Well, that is the way of things in war.”
“We took care to insure there were not so many. Those unlucky few we did encounter were outlaws, and unwisely chose to fight.”
Domnall nodded and inclined his head in the direction of Fallewydde.
“In summer, the site becomes a merry place where merchants stop for a time to set up booths to sell their wares. Many needful things—and many things of strange nature—may be had from the market at Fallewydde that cannot be found elsewhere. By grant of the king, faires are held every summer, and many sorts of travelers from nigh and far come to enjoy themselves with food and drink, and with dance and song.” Wistfulness flickered briefly in Domnall’s eyes. “In my younger days, the king himself would come, and then the merry-making would be especially boisterous, and the lasses, ah, but they were fine! Did he find a willing lass to occupy his time with lively pursuits, a man might spend a seven-day at the faire and leave having seen little of it.” A shade of regret crept into his voice. “The faires have been not the same since the coming of King William. Too many have been lost in the fighting, and the roads are not so safe for travel as they once were.”
Fallard glanced at him. “William works to improve that situation.”
“Aye, I know it. My words were meant not as criticism, only a statement of fact.”
Fallard pointed with his chin to an edifice abutting the wall below them. Beyond it, filling most of the space in the western side of the island, were the orchards. “What building is that? It looks like a chapel.”
“’Tis, but ‘tis rarely used since Lord Renouf came.” Domnall eyed him. “My lord, there is a door in the back of the nave that leads into the crypts.”
The crypts were another half-buried structure that stretched along the southwest wall. They were similar to the holding pits, but more extensive.
“There is an underground corridor, then, between the chapel and the crypts?”
“Aye, a short one. ‘Tis a secret of which but a handful know. Both entrances are concealed. You must ask Father Gregory to show you the door on the chapel side. Lord Renouf was not a religious man. He forced Father Gregory to give up his post, when the man had been priest for nigh onto twenty twelvemonths and thought to live out his life here. For Lord’s Day services once a month, and weddings and such, the priest over at Ashbyrn Hall presided. He was not a good father, being a man who would do aught he was asked—for a price.”
“Hmmm. I believe that situation is one I will rectify. When Father Gregory left, where did he go?”
“Not far. He has a cottage in the forest behind the mill.”
“If he wishes to return, see he is restored to his service at once. Where is Ashbyrn Hall?”
“Ashbyrn is one of Wulfsinraed’s fiefs. It lies but seven leagues to the northwest.”
“What about the other fiefs, how far are they from Wulfsinraed?”
“All lie within a seven-day’s travel, my laird, even Blackbridge burh which sits on the outskirts of London. Most of Wulfsinraed’s revenues for wool production come from Blackbridge. Those revenues are profitable.”
“I am aware. That is all for now. I thank you, Sir Domnall. Return to your duties.”



CHAPTER SIX
Fallard left the wall through the west guard tower. He hurried back toward the hall along the cobbled stone of an old road that wound through the trees of the orchard. He needed to see Ysane again, to hear from Luilda some hope she might live. He crossed the courtyard with swinging strides, nodding to those he passed and sending a brown hen that got in his way squawking in panic. As he reached the steps to the hall, there came a trumpet blast and shout from the main guard tower announcing the arrival of friendly travelers.
“Thegn D’Auvrecher!”
He tamped down frustration at the delay and acknowledged the guard, one of Domnall’s men. “Who comes?”
“A small party from the west, my thegn. The pennons proclaim Thegn Randel from Randel Hall.”
Trifine was suddenly at Fallard’s elbow. “’Tis likely he knows naught of the changes made here this day, Fallard.”
Fallard, his eyes searching for Domnall, found the first marshal already hurrying toward him.
“Sir Domnall, what will be the likely response of this party to today’s events?”
The three men moved as one up the steps. Fallard wanted to meet the incoming party with the advantage of high ground. He swept the wall and courtyard with a rapid glance. His men were already in place.
Domnall took note. “You stand ready for battle, my lord. You are aware Randel Hall is one of your fiefs?”
Fallard nodded. “Tell me, quickly, of Thegn Randel.”
“He is a fair man. He will hear you out and most likely, approve of you despite the unfortunate fact you are Norman.”
Fallard threw him a glance and he chuckled. “Lord Randel and Lord Kenrick were friends, though their beliefs differed greatly on English response to Norman rule. He believes naught can reverse the past and counsels acceptance of William’s rule. He held no liking and less respect for Lord Renouf and Sir Ruald, though he dared not show it, but I knew. Methinks you need worry not for swordplay.”
“My thegn,” the guard called again. “Thegn Randel has his lady with him. He requests entrance.”
“Admit them.”
Fallard hid his relief at the lady’s presence. He wanted no more trouble and ‘twas less likely the man would start any with his wife by his side.
He waited, expression impassive, as the group crossed the bridge into the tunnel. But ere the first of the horses entered the courtyard, their leader—Thegn Randel, Fallard assumed—lifted his hand and the entire party came to an abrupt halt. Randel had seen Fallard and Trifine in their Norman mail flanking Domnall. Randel’s hand gripped his sword hilt, though he drew it not. His men urged their horses into a protective stance around the lady, who looked more startled than frightened.
The rain had started up again. Droplets slid down Fallard’s forehead into his eyes. He blinked them away. Water dripping into a barrel beside the steps breached the tense silence as Fallard waited for Randel’s next move.
The man facing him was nigh his own age, tall and lean, his coloring fair. Garbed only in light mail, he still looked every inch the capable warrior. His beard was shaved close to his skin and his hair was shoulder length. Fallard saw naught of the hatred in Randel’s eyes he had too oft encountered. Instead, those eyes rapidly assessed the situation. Fallard recognized the exact moment Randel realized his small troupe was in a dangerous pass, one from which he would be unable to fight his way clear.
Fallard took the initiative. His voice rang out. “Well come, Thegn Randel, to Wulfsinraed. I am Fallard D’Auvrecher, the new lord. Please hasten to bring your fair lady out of this unpleasant weather and into the warm comfort of the hall.”
Randel’s questioning look fastened on Domnall, and from the corner of his eye, Fallard saw the first marshal answer with a slight nod. Randel’s gaze returned to Fallard, then he turned in the saddle and spoke to his knights. His hand moved from his sword, but his wariness remained unabated as he slowly led the way into the courtyard.
Young lads from the stable came running as Randel dismounted and aided his wife from her palfrey. Setting her hand on his arm, he approached the steps, his warriors grouped closely behind.
Domnall opened the hall doors and stepped back to allow Fallard to enter, followed by Randel, his lady and his guard. Trifine and Domnall then entered with more of Fallard’s men following behind, two of whom stationed themselves either side of the doors.
Fallard waited while servants took the couple’s mantles and hung them on pegs. He stepped to meet Randel, his hand outstretched. He wished not to fight again this day. Indeed, he wished not to fight this man at all. ‘Twas his thought, did Thegn Randel’s trust be won, he would become an ally.
Randel clasped Fallard’s wrist, his grip firm, his regard steady. “My lord D’Auvrecher, as you have clearly been told, I am Randel of Randel Hall.” Turning his head to indicate the trim woman by his side, he said, “I would have you meet my wife, the Lady Lewena.”
“Well met, lady,” Fallard said, bowing. Randel’s wife was tall, and very beautiful, as dark as her lord was fair, and of an age nigh to that of Fallard and her lord. It pleased Fallard to see caution and curiosity, but no fear in her eyes. Aye. These two might indeed become worthy friends.
“I would offer repast to you and your lady, Thegn Randel, do you wish it.”
“My thanks, but nay. We broke our fast ere leaving camp this morn. But I would covet a cup of something warm, as would my wife.”
Fallard caught the eye of Ethelmar, who nodded and hurried through a wide door into the kitchen.
Leading the way to the cozy seating in the space between the blazing fire pits, Fallard waited for the lady to be made comfortable before seating himself. Roul appeared with the servants to bring warm mulled wine in a silver carafe, the scent of which warmed the bones by smell alone.
The various knights and hearth companions seated themselves at the mead-tables, still set to await the feast that would never come. Randel’s men placed themselves facing their lord and lady. The pewter tankards before them were quickly filled with ale. They spoke not, but seemed glad enough to wrap their hands around the heat emanating from the metal.
Randel shifted in his chair, removed his riding gloves and accepted the chased silver chalice a serving maid offered. As did his men, he encircled its welcome warmth with his hands. He gulped half its contents, releasing a little sigh of relish, ere turning to Fallard.
His apprehension well hidden, he said, “I find myself at a disadvantage, my Lord D’Auvrecher. We received a message from Sir Ruald but three days past. My wife and I journeyed to Wulfsinraed expecting to offer condolences to Lady Ysane and Sir Ruald on the death of Thegn Sebfeld. Instead, we find Norman knights holding court in their place. You will understand our…hesitation when we arrived.”
Roul passed a fragrant chalice to Fallard and stationed himself at his left elbow. Fallard stretched his legs toward the warmth of the fire, noting as he did so the chalice in his hand was solid silver, not plate. The astonishing wealth of Wulfsinraed was evident at every turn.
He made Randel wait as he savored the wine, then said, “Much has changed here since that message was sent. Tell me, what word received you concerning the death of Thegn Sebfeld?”
He wanted to give naught away, to allow Randel to yield information, though ‘twas clear from the Lady Lewena’s presence Ruald’s message offered little of the true story.
“Only that Thegn Sebfeld had received unfortunate injuries resulting in his death,” Randel said. “The message requested we attend Sir Ruald, who declared himself the new lord, but also asked we arrive not until the morrow. Howbeit, we made excellent time, better than expected. When last eve the weather turned foul I decided, for my wife’s sake, to continue on to the hall. Under the circumstances, ‘twas my thought Ruald would find no fault with an appearance somewhat earlier than requested.” He paused to take a swallow of the wine. “If I may presume to ask, my lord D’Auvrecher, what has happened to Sir Ruald, and where is the Lady Ysane? I pray no harm has befallen them?”
Though his soft words were a question, there was no mistaking the challenge in his tone. Fallard met and held his scrutiny, but said naught. The silence deepened.
“Please, my lord, how fares the Lady Ysane?” For the first time, Lady Lewena spoke. Her voice was deeper than that of most women, but as gentle as a summer breeze, and grave with concern.
“The Lady Ysane lies in her bower, gravely ill,” Fallard said, then added hastily, as they both tensed and glared at him, “though not by my hand. Please, be at ease. I will tell you what I know.”
He signaled to the servants to bring more wine, then related recent events. As the story progressed, Randel’s expression grew ever more wrathful, while that of his lady was stunned with horror. When Fallard told of the murder of the babe, of Lady Ysane’s imprisonment and the intent to execute her at first light this very morn, his account was interrupted by a sharp cry from Lady Lewena. Her face had gone white, the blood leached from even her lips. Distress shone deep in her beautiful dark eyes.
Randel clasped his wife’s hand. He barely waited for Fallard to finish ere he spoke, his tones limned with outrage. “Renouf! That worthless scum! Ever did he act the coward and the knave, and now his brother, no better. It seems clear now he wished us not to arrive until his villainous deeds were accomplished. But what fool is he that he thought to set himself up as the new lord, when he knows only King William may appoint him thus?”
“Sir Ruald is well thought of at court. ‘Tis my thought he believed that did he become the sitting lord by the time news of Renouf’s death reached the king, William would appoint him. Ruald concocted a tissue of lies regarding all that occurred, and with none to speak the wiser, he must have assumed William would grant his request. ‘Tis unfortunate for Ruald both he and Renouf were unaware—and to my knowledge, Ruald remains yet unaware—the king knew of their involvement with the Saxon insurrections in this part of the land. That is why I am here.”
Randel’s eyes narrowed. “I feared as much. King William has kept his word to leave to themselves those who honor their oath to him. He would have sent not his knights to Wulfsinraed without certain knowledge of treason.” He gazed into the fire for a long moment, then sighed. “I suspected the brothers were behind the rebellion in this region, but could gain no proof. I warned Renouf once he would be punished beyond bearing were William to learn he was involved. He but laughed and said even if there was aught to learn, the king would never be able to prove it.” He glanced at Fallard, the intelligence in his eyes sharp. “Does Sir Ruald yet live?”
“Aye. I hold him and his men for transport to London.” Fallard held Randel’s clear gaze and decided some measure of trust would go not awry. “He will face trial for his part in the rebellion, and for the attempted murder of Lady Ysane and those hearth companions loyal to her. He usurped William’s authority in these matters, rendering his actions treason. His execution is all but certain.”
Randel winced. “Aye, ‘tis the usual penalty, though not the only one. Yet, with the attempted murder of the wife of a noble added to the charge, he will be fortunate to suffer the quicker death of beheading. I understand not the false wisdom of continuing the rebellion. In the twelvemonths since Santlache, it has become a matter of certitude that naught can stop the advance of Norman rule over England. William rules with a fist of steel and has too thoroughly consolidated his control. I believe his throne is now unassailable.” He looked at Fallard. “I am as loyal to my country as any man. I fought with King Harold at the ridge of Santlache, that you call in your tongue Sanguelac, and even for a time after William’s coronation. But I am no fool, and only lackwits fight a battle already long lost. Mayhap, were it only myself, I might have considered it, but I would risk not my beloved wife and children on what I know to be a dullard’s folly.”
“It pleases me to hear your thoughts on this matter, Thegn Randel.”
Lady Lewena’s quiet voice interrupted. “My lord, the Lady Ysane is a dear friend. Might I attend to her?”
Fallard motioned to the steward, hovering out of earshot. “Ethelmar, escort Lady Lewena to the bower of Lady Ysane…and Ethelmar, I would have a report of how the lady fares.” He watched as the steward disappeared up the tower stairs with his guest, then turned his attention back to Randel who, with his wife absent, spoke more openly now of his concern.
“May I ask your intentions, Lord D’Auvrecher, now you are lord? What plan you for my wife and my men?”
“I am neither Renouf nor Ruald, Thegn Randel. ‘Tis my intent to rule Wulfsinraed and its fiefs with honor, offering fair treatment to my people. You and your party are free to come and go as you please.”
Briefly, the two men shared a solemn gaze, then Randel smiled, his features relaxing for the first time since his arrival. “I would be honored to call you ‘friend’, my Lord D’Auvrecher, if you are satisfied I am worthy of your trust.”
“Aye, Randel, and my name is Fallard. ‘Twould please me did you use it.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Within the confines of Wulfsinraed’s gatehouse Sir Ruald of Sebfeld huddled, shivering, a scratchy woolen blanket wrapped close. The covering was too flimsy to provide true warmth, but ‘twas better than naught. ‘Twas truth, he would not have been so generous had the Normans been in his place. Around him were the most loyal of his men, stretched out on the hard wood of the floor, their backs to the wall. Ruald was uncomfortable and hungry despite the stale bread and ale he had been served, but he was not unhappy. He could be languishing in the miserable conditions of the holding pits, and indeed, was surprised he was not.
Also, as he had hoped—and aye, counted on—the Foolish One had contrived to be among those bringing their meal, such as ‘twas. He had used the Foolish One, as he had oft times used her in other, more pleasant ways, to pass a message to another who remained free outside the wall, whose loyalty was given to him.
In the dancing shadows formed by the single flickering tallow candle in its sconce by the oaken door, Ruald smiled. The jealousy of the Foolish One would be her undoing, but she was no longer his concern. His use for her was over for the nonce, and he cared little how she fared. All that mattered now was that his message was received.
Together with Renouf, he had planned for this eventuality. If all went well, in but a brace of days he would again be a free man. Then the hated Normans, usurpers, one and all, would feel the razor’s edge of his vengeance. Soon, very soon, the woman who had humiliated and scorned him would be dead, as he had meant her to die that morn. Wulfsinraed and its riches would still be his. He had but to be patient for a short while longer.
* * *
‘Twas very late. Fallard, his breath congealing in foggy puffs, stood alone on the south wall, looking out upon the ebon smudge that marked the thick growth of forest. In but a few hours, the new dawn would break. The previous day’s clouds had dispersed and the night was cold, clear and very still. Below him, the river burbled to itself like a contented babe. To the southwest, the contours of a lake broke the ragged silhouette of the trees, its waters glistening darkly beneath the pallid moonlight.
How lonely is this place, and how empty this land, so far from every place I deem civilized. Not a single pinpoint of light glimmers in all the far-flung landscape that stretches like a silent, static ocean before my eyes. One could nigh be tempted to believe not another human lives in all the land. Even the brilliance of the stars seems muted, as if their very distance is increased from the earth. Aye, the lives of those who dwell here would be closely intertwined, else the isolation would weigh too heavily.
Fallard leaned against the cold stone of the parapet, and placed his gloved palm against its solid, level top. No Norman battlement this, with the familiar crenellated configuration, but a solid defense, nonetheless. He inhaled deeply of the pure night air, washed clean of dust by the rain and smelling of wet earth, and drew his cloak closer around his shoulders.
From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of barely perceived movement in the sky across from his position. Keen eyes searching, he found the source, a shadow deeper than the darkness in which it moved. ‘Twas a large bird, a hunter, possibly an owl. The creature swept another circle through the air above the clearing on the far side of the river, then abruptly dove into the shadows above the ground. It hesitated briefly, then leapt skyward, its powerful wings carrying it aloft once more. There was not enough light to discern if it had made a kill. It winged into the darkness and he saw it not again.
Pulling away from the chill of the wall, he saw the warmth of his gloved hand had melted a clear print in the frost that rimmed the parapet. By morn, the print would be filled in again. Absently, he rubbed his left shoulder. The old wound was bothersome this night.
His mind returned to his contemplation of all that had transpired in recent days. Who could have foreseen his good fortune? Events could have worked no better to his advantage had he planned them all himself. He thought of the nigh miraculous ease with which he had taken the fortress, and of the timely—and for him, exceptionally convenient—death of his enemy, Renouf of Sebfeld. He had once heard a Saxon scop sing of ‘advantageous happenstance’, and had wondered exactly what it meant. Now, he thought he knew. If the events leading to the burh’s fall were not advantageous happenings, he could think not what might be.
He rejoiced that Wulfsinraed needed no rebuilding. Most of the burhs and manors granted to William’s new barons were constructed of wood. Though sturdy enough, the king’s standing order required them all to be rebuilt of stone. ‘Twould be many, many twelvemonths ere that work was finished. But Wulfsinraed’s stone hall and wall had been well maintained, and the few places he had noted that needed repair were of a minor nature and easily restored.
He delighted in the oaths of fealty sworn to him earlier this day by the men and women who were now his people, on his land, to lead and defend. Those oaths had been tendered first by Thegn Randel and Domnall of Cullanis, both men whom he believed would become good and trustworthy friends. Most of the rebels locked with Sir Ruald in the gatehouse had also chosen to swear fealty, though for the nonce, they would be watched, their true loyalty in question until they proved themselves.
Come the morn, I must remember to have messengers sent to the fiefs. I will that their stewards, both Saxon and Norman, appear before me to swear their oaths. I will insist the wives and eldest sons make their appearance, as well. A man is less likely to be difficult, does he come accompanied by his family.
Fallard had re-affirmed his earlier decision that those who chose to remain with Sir Ruald—though truly, there were now less than two score—would set out for London early this morrow, escorted by the majority of William’s foot soldiers. The rest of William’s men, along with Fallard’s own knights, would remain at Wulfsinraed until the loyalty of the burh troops could be determined.
William will be pleased. The common body of an insurrection rarely survives when its noble head is removed, as has now happened with Renouf dead and Ruald a prisoner. My actions here this day will insure one less trouble for my king.
Abruptly, he laughed, the sound startlingly loud in the crystal night air. Glancing around, he saw several sentries turn to look his way, and his smile broadened. Did they think him a lackwit, or mayhap he had drunk too much ale with his sup? But he was jubilant, for now within his hand lay all his heart had ever desired.
Though the wealth of Wulfsinraed pleased him, ‘twas merely an unexpected benefit to an already overflowing bounty. His inheritance from his godmother had supplied him with all the wealth he needed. Now, he had enough not only for himself, but for all who were his responsibility.
As if so much were not enough, he was now a baron. Would that not swell the pride of his father’s heart? Though as clearly as if she stood before him, he heard his mother remind him what God had given, so He could take away and he must take heed not to become vainglorious. Aye, she was wise, his mother. He must pen a missive to his family, apprising them of his good fortune, and the hopes he held in his heart for Wulfsinraed and the Lady Ysane.
Ah…the Lady Ysane, his beautiful white rose. As it had since the moment he first saw her, Fallard’s body quickened at thought of the lovely mistress of Wulfsinraed. She still lived, though she fought through the darkness and flame of a raging fever. Attended to by the women of her bower and Lady Lewena, she seemed too delicate a flower to survive the harsh treatment life had chosen to bestow. Yet still she lived! She was a fighter, his rose, and he would do all he could to aid her in her battle.
An errant breeze stirred the hem of his cloak, and with it came the sense of a presence behind him. He whirled, his sword ready in his hand ere he completed the turn. He relaxed. Trifine ‘twas who approached him on silent feet, moonlight glinting off his close-cropped silver hair.
His First came alongside him as he sheathed his blade. “The hearth companions have begun to call you ‘Black Ghost’,” he said, so quietly none but Fallard would hear. “They wonder what kind of lord would stand in solitude on the wall and laugh aloud in the darkest hours of the night. They fear you daft, or mayhap fey, Fallard.”
“And what think you, my friend?”
The white of his teeth showed clearly as Trifine grinned. “I know you are daft, but I have long since ceased to be concerned.”
He set his gaze upon the dark forest before them. The two stood in companionable silence, the ease of long association between them.
Trifine shifted his feet. “All went well today.”
“Aye, far better than expected.”
“Domnall of Cullanis and Thegn Randel will be dependable allies, mayhap even friends.”
“That is also my thought.”
“Lady Roana sends word Lady Ysane is resting. The fever seems to have abated somewhat for the night, though Luilda can say not what the morrow will bring.”
“That is well.”
“The Lady Roana is very fair of face and figure, and soft of voice.”
“That she is.”
“I am told that like her cousin, she is good and gentle of manner.”
“So I have also heard.”
“She has no kin but the Lady Ysane, and no home but Wulfsinraed, and ‘twould seem, no prospects for a home and family of her own, as women are wont to desire.”
Fallard waited, the crinkling at the corners of his eyes the only sign of his amusement. He had been expecting this since he had seen the look on Trifine’s face the moment his First laid eyes on the fair Roana.
“Methinks Wulfsinraed is a good place for a man weary of wandering and warfare to put down roots,” Trifine ventured.
“I will argue not with that.”
“You would give your blessing to a betrothal between us?”
“If the lady is willing, aye.”
Silence descended again. Then…”When plan you to wed the Lady Ysane?”
“As soon as she is well enough to stand.”
Trifine nodded. “I believe that will be as long as my betrothal to Lady Roana will last, before we marry.”
This time, Fallard hid neither his grin nor his laughter. He placed a hand on Trifine’s shoulder. “That is agreeable,” he said simply.
Trifine lifted his face to a star-bejeweled sky and inhaled sharply, his chest puffing out. He patted his lean ribs with his palms. “’Tis a fine clear night, my captain, but methinks I am for bed.”
“I shall retire with you, my friend. I have stared at the dark long enough.”
Together they traversed the crosswalk back to the comfort of the hall.
* * *
Despite the lateness, or mayhap earliness, of the hour he had sought his bed the night before, Fallard was in the courtyard shortly after dawn to see to the dispatching of the prisoners with William’s troops. The courtyard bustled with activity as men made ready for the long journey. The rebels were gathered together in a line in front of the gatehouse. A length of rope tethered each man’s ankles, and each was bound at his wrists by another length to the waist of the man in front of him. Ruald of Sebfeld was fettered at the center of them all.
Trifine met Fallard on the steps. “You take no chances, Captain.”
“’Tis truth. I wish William’s prize to arrive in London in one piece. I have given orders to Sir Gyffard that at no time, and under no circumstances except death are the prisoners to be released from their bonds. They are to march, eat, sleep and even relieve themselves as one man. There are to be no exceptions, and they are to remain surrounded at all times by the king’s men.”
“Sir Gyffard believes your precautions excessive.” Trifine’s quiet voice held amusement. He mimicked the young commander’s disgruntled tone. “The force guarding the prisoners is no piddling handful, sir, but a small army of battle-hardened warriors. ‘Tis believed the rebels have no force in this region capable of successfully attacking such superior numbers.”
“Normally I would agree,” Fallard said, “but though I can name no certain cause for it, I am uneasy. Renouf of Sebfeld was a powerful and influential man. Though not a trained knight, as is Ruald, the tactics he employed against our forces were both cunning and militarily sound, and cannot be discounted.”
“Aye, and together, Renouf and Ruald commanded the allegiance of hundreds of Saxon rebels, all of whom followed their leaders without question.”
“Also true. By now, word of Renouf’s death and Ruald’s intent to take his place and lead the fight will have spread far. Within but a few more days, word will have raced through the land like a wind-swept fire that Ruald is taken prisoner and on his way to face William. The rebel forces will be anxious to free him ere he arrives. On foot, a large force such as the king’s men, moving slowly with bound and shuffling prisoners, will likely travel for at least two seven-days, and mayhap, three if the weather turns bad, ere arriving in London. That amount of time will offer the rebels nigh unlimited possibilities for rescue attempts.”
“But?”
“But still and all, the greater source of my apprehension lies not with the rebels, but Ruald himself. Though he sought to conceal it, he could hide not the look in his eyes as he was brought from the gatehouse to take his place among his men. ‘Tis as if he is aware of that to which no one else is privy. He is too sure of himself. He is up to some secret mischief, and whatever ‘tis will bode ill for Norman lives.”
“How could he have schemed while in his cell, Fallard? He was closely guarded by our own knights.”
“Tis possible he and Renouf laid plans in advance for this contingency. A person, or persons unknown may have already put them into effect. But mayhap, I worry for naught. Sir Gyffard may think my orders excessive, but I am assured all possible precautions will be taken. He is young, but ambitious and experienced, and he will obey. He will be not complacent.” Fallard sighed. “I only hope ‘twill be enough.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
After Sir Gyffard’s troops had followed the ancient Roman road west to be swallowed up by the forest, Fallard decided to explore the holding pits. Jehan had already explained their layout and he was eager to see for himself. He walked around the circular wall of the northeast tower and briefly inspected the sparsely furnished pit guardroom. He turned to the structures sunk deep in the earth alongside the hall. One entered down a short flight of stone steps and through a stout wooden door.
There were five pits in all, the middle one, the interrogation pit, twice the size of the others. He unlocked the door to peer inside, but even with the entry open ‘twas too dark to see clearly.
“My lord!” Roul rushed across the courtyard, carrying a lit torch. A grin stretched his freckled face. “Sir Domnall said you might have need of this.”
“You will give Sir Domnall my thanks.”
His eyes straying to the cell door, Roul asked, his tone hopeful, “Might you be needing aught else first, Captain?”
Fallard took in his squire’s eager expression. He could well remember his own fascination with prisons as a young boy. Roul wanted badly to see inside one of these, but ‘twas not his place to ask.
There is a lesson to be learned here for the boy.
“Hold the torch then,” he said, “and follow me, but not too closely. I would prefer not to become a second source of light.”
Roul’s eyes flashed and he fairly danced. A sharply curtailed giggle was his only vocal response.
Fallard entered the chamber, his head barely clearing the ceiling. Instruments of torture flashed in the light, entirely too well maintained for his liking. Here too was a fire pit, but ‘twas attached to the back wall and its purpose was not for providing warmth.
He circled the room, noting several sets of manacles affixed both high on the wall and close to the floor so a man might be fettered either standing or sitting. The metal on the inner surfaces were left rough to abrade the skin as the prisoner moved. Various knives, brands, sharpened iron hooks, and stakes designed for applying the maximum amount of pain lay neatly arranged on a long table, including one instrument Fallard recognized as the razor sharp, crescent shaped blade required to perform the ancient Norse execution known as a ‘blood eagle’.
He turned away, needing to see no more. He had been told that during Renouf’s tenure, more than one hapless man had disappeared into this chamber, never to be seen alive again, and many claimed to have heard muffled cries arising from the depths at such times. Whether the stories were true remained a matter for conjecture, but ‘twas his intent most of the instruments in the room would be removed and put to other, more productive use.
The manacles and corded leather whip would stay, for he approved of their use. A slave or other malefactor punished by moderate whipping usually recovered, and was soon able to return to his or her duties. As a discipline, proper whipping was proven successful in insuring loyalty and obedience without incurring hatred. But he would order the inner surfaces of the manacles rasped. He saw no good purpose in ripping the skin of a man’s wrists and ankles when his back was already lashed.
As he prepared to leave the chamber, he glanced at Roul. The squire’s face was sickly green in the torchlight, his eyes nigh bulging as he stared at the instruments scattered about the room. He caught Fallard watching him, and swallowed hard.
“Shall I explain the uses of these items?” The sweep of Fallard’s hand indicated the implements. He already knew the answer.
Roul’s ‘nay’ was high-pitched and he tried valiantly to hide the gulps betraying his nausea.
The boy’s response pleased Fallard. When confronted with the reality of what lay here, the youngster found the prospect of torture not so exciting as he had expected. Aye, ‘twas a good lesson, one the lad would never forget, and mayhap ‘twould one day temper the nature of the man he would become.
They climbed from the chamber and Fallard took the torch. “Return to Sir Domnall. Remember to give him thanks for the light. Make yourself available for any duties for which he has need until the nooning meal, then return to me in the hall.”
“Aye, my lord.” Roul gulped one final time. His freckles popped out with stark clarity. He needed no persuasion to leave. The corners of Fallard’s eyes crinkled as he watched his squire try to maintain his dignity by walking away very fast instead of running, as he clearly wished.
Fallard tromped to the farthest cell—the one designated the isolation pit by Domnall, the cell where Ysane had been kept—and went inside. The unexpected stench hit him first. When he reached the bottom, he could stand not upright, for the roof of this cell was considerably lower than the others. Here, the darkness and damp reigned supreme.
Anger at Ruald tore through him anew. ‘Twas a cramped space, much of it taken up by the steps. The walls and floor were icy and covered with filthy, rotting matting. Moisture dripped from the ceiling and skimmed down the walls to pool under the straw. A set of manacles dangled from the wall of the narrow cleft created by the steps. There was naught else in the cell, not even a bower pot. Ruald had not even left her that.
He now understood how Ysane had become ill. Domnall told him Ruald had allowed her but one thin blanket, and no light. The guards had fed her once a day, but of that, she had eaten naught. When he thought of all that was done to her, Fallard marveled again she still lived, but he wondered if her mind remained intact.
A shadow darkened the sunlight streaming through the door and a serving boy peeked hesitantly into the cell.
“Thegn D’Auvrecher, be ye here?”
“I am here.” Fallard moved close to the steps where he could be seen.
“My thegn, ye must come, and quickly. ‘Tis the Lady Ysane. Ethelmar says she breathes her last!”
Moments later Fallard arrived in the lord’s bower to find its inhabitants weeping and wailing, and he thought the lady already dead. A strange hurt pierced him and squeezed like a fist around the region of his heart. It unsettled him. He had expected regret if she died, but no pang of sorrow. He knew not the lady. How then could there be any touch of grief at her death?
He moved to the bed, and bent more closely over Ysane’s still, recumbent form. A sudden fluttering of her bodice caused him to jerk upright.
By the saints, she still breathed! Not yet was she beyond the reach of the living. But when he touched her forehead, he groaned. She burned alive. His eyes met those of the healer, who shook her head. He straightened and stared at the weeping women, noting with disgust that even Ethelmar was teary-eyed.
Well, by the teeth of the saints, he would not yet consign her to oblivion. Until Ysane ceased to draw breath once and for all, he would fight to keep her alive.
A memory surfaced then of one of the innumerable battles Fallard had fought in his youth. A knight, not one he knew well, but a comrade in arms, had received a minor wound. The wound festered, and the man became so fevered no amount of poultices, decoctions or laving with cool water had any effect.
Their captain ordered the man stripped and carried to a nearby stream, where he was submerged in the shallows nigh the bank. ‘Twas the fall of the year, and the fevered man screamed like a crazed thing at the painful touch of the icy water. He fought to heave himself out, but by the simple expediency of wading out and sitting on him, one of his comrades held him there. After a remarkably short time, the fever cooled and the man was dried, wrapped in blankets and laid nigh a crackling fire. At mid-morn the next day, he awakened, weak and weary, but hungry and in his right mind. From that day, his strength returned and his wound quickly healed. Would the same work to help Ysane?
He turned to Ethelmar. “Cease this caterwauling! Go to the burnstów! I want the bath filled with cold water immediately. Has the hall a cellar where ice is kept?”
“Aye, my lord. The larder lies within the buttery, and ice is kept there throughout most of the twelvemonth.”
“Then have ice brought to the burnstów and added to the bath.”
“My lord?” Ethelmar stared at Fallard as if he had lost his mind.
“Do it man, at once!”
“A-aye, my lord, at once.” The under-steward ran from the room calling for every serving boy in the hall.
Lady Lewena came to stand before him. Hope cleared her tears. “My lord, what do you do? Have you somewhat in mind?”
“I also would know,” Luilda said.
Roana pressed forward. “And I!”
Lynnet ceased her sniffling and stared at him with the same expectancy.
Briefly, Fallard told them of the experience with the wounded soldier. Almost ere he could finish the tale, Lady Lewena was pushing him from the room while Luilda and Lady Roana moved to the bed with a renewed sense of purpose.
Moments later Lady Lewena recalled him. “She is ready.”
He lifted Ysane, wrapped in a blanket, and carried her below to the burnstów. Under the direction of Ethelmar the serving boys dumped ice into the round wooden tub and poured water over it.
“That is enough ice,” Fallard instructed. “’Tis not the plan to freeze her, but to quench the fire that claims her.”
Lady Lewena cleared the room of all but herself, Roana and Luilda. They removed the blanket and Fallard lowered Ysane into the tub. As had the knight, she immediately cried out and began to fight, but Fallard easily held her. Leaning close to her ear, he talked, putting all the authority he could muster into his words. He looked up at the hopeful faces around him.
“We shall see.”



CHAPTER NINE
Ysane burned in a furnace of fiery heat. She writhed to escape the flames, but unseen bonds held her fast. Murmurings wove like wraiths in and out of her consciousness and voices called to her, but she could make no sense of their meaning. Nightmares of horror followed as she sought to flee the terrible heat, figures of blood that mocked her pain and screamed in demented laughter. Pain slashed at her very soul.
Despair overcame her. There was nowhere in her tormented dreams to run from the flames, no hiding place to shelter from the pain except endless night. She was so weary. The night called, but though she feared it, she felt herself succumb, for she had no strength left to fight. Closer the darkness came. It beckoned, cool and silent, offering the only hope of escape. The fetters that bound her slipped. ‘Twould be so easy to cease her struggles and slide into that blessed peace. All she had to do was let go.
“Ysane, hear me! I know you understand. You will cease not your struggle. Obey me! Do not yield. Come, little rose, heed my voice. Fight.”
From beyond the heat and darkness came the voice. This one was unlike the others, so filled with sadness and despair. ‘Twas quiet and deep, and possessed of calm authority. It coaxed and commanded with relentless power, and called her back into the flame, but she could not bear the heat. Desperate, she tried to block it and keep moving toward the cool and empty darkness, but the voice would not be denied.
“A coward you are not, Ysane. You must fight. I know you are weary and in pain. I know you desire to yield. But I am here, and here I will stay until you overcome. I will fight with you, and I will fight for you. Stay with me! I give you freely of my strength, and I have plenty to spare. Only hear, and obey. Draw away from the night. Fight!”
Insistent, the voice droned on. It drew her, offering no quarter, no surcease. Deep within herself, she sighed, resigned. She could fight neither the authority of the voice, nor the flame, but the voice was by far the stronger. Slowly, reluctantly, she turned from the cool blackness. She knew as she turned the darkness would not be offered again. She would burn forever.
“Aye, that is good. Return from the darkness, little rose. You are not alone.”
As the heat again enveloped her, she did as the voice bade and drew from it strength. Suddenly, from nowhere and everywhere, coolness cocooned her. It swathed her in blessed relief.
The flames subsided. The nightmares fled away. Blistering heat yielded to mere warmth, and the pain eased to bearable levels. She relaxed. Weary beyond words, she slipped into the familiar darkness of sleep.
* * *
Kneeling beside the tub where Ysane lay immersed, Fallard inhaled, the ragged sound surprising him. In his life as a warrior, he had watched helplessly as many had slipped away into eternity. While he grieved for those he called friends, and regretted the loss of others, he never truly mourned for those who were no more to him than comrades-in-arms. In battle, death was inevitable, and most oft it came when least expected. ‘Twas the way of things, and one accepted it.
But the struggle for life waged by this one small woman touched him as no other had done. Rarely had he felt himself so grateful for a reprieve from death, and the relief was enormous when beneath his hands, Ysane’s skin cooled as the deadly fever eased. Only when her restless struggles calmed had the fear—aye, and it had been fear, he realized in wonder—within his own soul quieted, as well. He had no time to examine this unprecedented reaction, but he wondered at its portent. Why should the life of this woman matter to him more than that of any other?
Oh, aye, he wanted her, and still hoped to make her his wife. She would be a fine asset to his new life, a possession of great worth. But he had wanted many women, and enjoyed some of them, yet when desire was satisfied, and passion’s need slaked, he had walked away, forgetting them, and felt no regrets. He had expected this one to be no different beyond that she would be privileged to bear his name and bring forth the fruit of his seed. Never had any woman gained a hold on him beyond the moment. Yet, with no effort of her own, this woman had already roused a flood of powerful feelings within him over which he had little control.
The fine planes of his face gathered into a frown as he stared at her in wonder and not a little pique. He was unaccustomed to such loss of control, and disliked it intensely. To a warrior, aught out of the ordinary reeked of danger. He must ponder this, and decide how best to rid himself of the menace. He wanted no such complications in his life. Mayhap, he would wed her not after all, but send her to William. The king would quickly find a knight worthy of her lineage. He would wait until he found a less disturbing woman to wed.
Even as he thought it, he was honest enough to admit he deceived himself. He would send her not away. He wanted her too much. But he was alert now to the danger she presented. He had but to guard against it, and had no expectations of difficulty in that purpose.
She slept now, unaware of the turmoil she engendered within him. He glanced at the women on the other side of the tub, all of them weeping openly again, this time in relief. His tone was uncharacteristically harsh as he spoke.
“Cease the tears. She has survived the crisis. She will live.”
He drew off her sopping cyrtel and dropped it on the burnstów floor. He lifted her from the tub, waited while Luilda lovingly tucked the blanket around her, and then carried her back to her bed, giving her into the hands of the women.
* * *
Over the next several days, the folk of Wulfsinraed moved on tiptoe as they made the transition to a new lord. Some made tentative gestures of amity towards Fallard and his men, and no overt incidents of antagonism were reported.
Fallard considered their wariness understandable, especially when he learned that with the exception of a handful of the hearth companions, none of them had ever met a Norman, though all of them had heard tales of the barbarism of their enemy. They knew not what to expect. Fallard kept his promise to treat them well and fairly. As a result, their acceptance of his tolerant lordship came as easily as he had once dared hope.
Only two, the healer Luilda and a beautiful and voluptuous young slave whose cropped auburn locks were still luxuriously thick, regarded him with aught less than a cautious welcome. The healer hid not her antagonism, but the slave, when she knew he observed, smiled and postured. Yet, he caught her more than once assessing him with hatred in her amber eyes. Her name was Leda, and ‘twas his thought she would bear watching.
“Have you noticed the lovely Leda, Fallard?” Beside him one eve at sup, Trifine posed the question.
“’Tis difficult not to notice a female so striking.”
“Know you she was Ruald’s mistress?”
Fallard’s hand halted midway to his mouth. He swiveled his head to stare at his First. “I knew this not, but it surprises me not. She is easily the most beautiful of the slaves. A man like Ruald would use her before all others.” His eyes narrowed as he sought the girl out where she flitted among his soldiers, flirting more than serving. “Was she among the women who supplied food to the prisoners?”
“Aye.”
Fallard uttered a mild oath. He watched her in silence as he finished his meal, then said, “’Tis possible she is responsible for that triumphant gleam in Ruald’s eye. She could have carried a message for him to someone outside the wall. I want a watch set upon her at once.”
“I anticipated your wish. ‘Tis already done.”
Fallard grunted. At that moment, the woman under discussion looked up from where she bent over Jehan. She met Fallard’s eyes as she whispered something that had his Second bursting into laughter. Her look was one of deliberate challenge. She straightened, and holding his gaze, she ran the tip of her tongue over lush lips in a blatant come-hither action. Fallard chose to allow a hint of interest to show in his expression, all the while he hoped Sir Gyffard was keeping more than a wary eye out.
* * *
“I know not what will come of this action, but it seems things can be no worse than they were before, and Randel says mayhap, it will be better.”
“But he is Norman, Lady Randel. All know they are but savages and heathens.”
“Savage, mayhap, Luilda, but not heathen. They are Christian, after all.”
“Bah! You endow them with kindness they deserve not, Roana. ‘Tis no part of Christianity to invade another’s homeland and enslave its people.”
“None of which is of any account, Luilda. They are here, and there is none strong enough to remove them. My lord D’Auvrecher and Sir Trifine are warriors strong and of much shrewdness. Their men are well trained and powerful. ‘Tis certain we cannot fight them, and I fear for those who try.”
“Why should we? Randel likes him, and I believe he even begins to trust him. Lord D’Auvrecher’s behavior has been that of a man fair and honorable. His care for Ysane has certainly been naught like that of Renouf or Ruald. I say he should be offered chance to prove himself capable of decent lordship.”
“Think you him capable of decency, my lady? He is Norman!”
“Luilda, think! Renouf, a Saxon lord, beat our lady without mercy, murdered the sweet Angelet in a sotted fury and mistreated our people. Ruald, a Saxon knight, was but moments from executing our lady and our faithful hearth companions in a manner both cruel and demeaning, and for naught but their loyalty to Ysane and the House of Wulfsinraed. His brutality was thwarted by a Norman troop. Were Lord D’Auvrecher as they, think you he would have done any less to Ruald and his men when they took up arms against him? Nay! In truth, as king’s thegn over Wulfsinraed, ‘twas within his right to execute them all, and were he an unprincipled savage, he would have. Instead, he offered them chance to swear fealty to him and those who did were given their freedom. The others he sent to King William, ‘tis true, but only after they refused to yield. Lewena is right. Lord D’Auvrecher is a better man than either of the Sebfeld brothers, and I for one prefer his lordship to theirs, regardless his Norman blood.”
“But Roana, how know we not this Norman lord merely bides his time, and when we have lowered our guard, he will strike?”
“To what purpose, Luilda? Your words make no sense, my dear.”
“Aye, they do not, and Randel will concur. Come, let us agree, as leaders of our people, to make not this new lord’s responsibilities more difficult by failing to offer support. If, in future, he shows himself unworthy of our confidence, we may speak of this again. Roana, what say you?”
“I will agree.”
“Luilda?”
“I must think on it.”
“Would you rather a rule by one such as Ruald or Renouf? Randel says….”
“I care not what says Thegn Randel! I would rather a Saxon with honor.” Silence. A heavy sigh. “I will accept this Norman be there no other choice, but think not I will trust him as easily as the two of you seem wont.”
“’Tis not a matter of trust, but rather of watching as events play out. Luilda, surely you must admit.…”
Ysane lay quiet beneath her bedcovers as the quarrel raged between three of the women she loved most. But when had the lady of Randel Hall come to call? She remembered not her arrival. She opened her eyes, surprised by the effort it required, and took stock of her surroundings. She lay in her own bed. The light of day sifted through cracks in the bed draperies. Why was she abed? Who was this ‘Lord D’Auvrecher’ of whom they spoke, and what was he doing in her home so that her friends argued of him so fiercely? She stirred, wanting answers. With arms that trembled with weakness, she pushed the covers away. The voices came to an abrupt halt, then fabric rustled as the bed draperies were pulled back and Lewena’s face appeared, followed in quick succession by that of Luilda, Roana and the quiet Lynnet.
“My dear! How wonderful that you awaken.” Lewena’s joy bubbled through her gentle voice like honey through good mead.
“Aye, ‘tis very good,” Roana said, smiling. “How feel you?”
“How think you she feels, Roana?” Luilda’s gruff tones softened. “Weak as a newborn babe, I vow. ‘Tis about time you woke, my lady. I began to think even my impressive healing skills would help you not.”
Ysane smiled at Luilda’s nonsense as she met each happy gaze, but the amusement quickly melted away. “I understand not this grave concern I hear in your voices. What has happened? Why am I abed in the day hours?”
A subtle tension passed over Lewena’s face before her expression went still. The same hush washed over the others. Ysane felt as if a door had closed. Lewena smiled, but Ysane thought it forced.
Her friend leaned closer. “You remember naught of that which has gone before this day?”
A sensation of chill touched Ysane and she shivered. Immediately, Luilda’s hand reached to rest upon her forehead. “You are no longer fevered. Mayhap, the breeze is too chill. Roana, close the shutters, please.”
“Nay!” Ysane fought to rise but the weakness defeated her. “Leave the shutters be. I prefer the light.”
“Very well. Tell us what you remember.”
Ysane focused on obeying Lewena’s request. A memory surfaced, and another. Her hands clenched upon the covers. A deluge of remembrance came. Pain jagged, but she thrust it away, fearing she would lose her very self in the resulting storm. She recalled the death of Angelet, the murder of her husband, Cynric’s abandonment and the moment nigh her execution. She would have wept, but sweeping above the granite visions of pain came the image of eyes the color of the midnight sky, filled with tenderness, and the strength of gentle arms raising her into their embrace and carrying her to safety.
A gasp escaped her and Lynnet’s fingers gripped her own in a sympathetic clasp. She closed her hand upon them.
“I died not!” She heard the wonder in her own voice.
Relieved laughter broke from the four women watching her.
Roana’s eyes were moist. “Oh aye, Ysane, you most definitely are not dead.”
“I remember a battle, a skirmish waged here, at Wulfsinraed. Was that real?”
“Aye. ‘Twas a Norman troop, come to remove Renouf from power.”
“Normans. Aye. They won. They stopped the executions. There was a knight, tall and strong. He saved me. Was that also real?”
“’Twas,” Lewena said. “He rules Wulfsinraed now. He is Fallard D’Auvrecher, king’s man. He asks often after you. Methinks he is already smitten with you, though he knows it not.”
Heat coursed into Ysane’s cheeks. “Is my memory correct in thinking him handsome?”
“Methinks her memory has fully returned,” Luilda declared to the room at large, her eyes rolled to the ceiling.
“He is Norman,” Ysane said.
“Methinks it matters not,” Lewena said. “Wulfsinraed is his now, granted to him by King William. We have seen the king’s honorial proclamation, signed by his own hand and witnessed, among others, by his brother Odo. We will have him as our lord, will we or nill we. But ‘tis my thought this may be a good thing for all. He is certainly no Renouf, and I believe he will be a fine and just protector. Our nation needs many such as he in this unsettled time.”
Ysane’s eyelids grew heavy. The voices of her friends began to recede and her memory of their words faded.
“She is still very weak.” Luilda reached to pull the covers to her chin. “She will sleep much these next days.”
“Then let us leave her to it,” Lewena said. “’Twill do her naught but good.”
The bed draperies dropped back into place, returning Ysane to the dark, cozy sanctuary in which she sheltered. One last thought drifted through her mind before sleep claimed her.
Mercy! He was real!



CHAPTER TEN
Ysane awakened the third morn after her double brush with death and grew stronger with each passing day. Fallard refrained from seeing her, visiting her chamber but once a day, and only when she slept, which was most of the time. He chose to wait to confront her until certain she was well and strong. She must come to terms with the knowledge that after barely surviving one marriage, she was to be thrust immediately into another, and this time, with a total stranger considered an enemy.
He thought it no surprise Lady Lewena, rather than Lady Roana, kept him informed of her progress. Roana was now rarely to be seen without Trifine either by her side or somewhere close by. Trifine had won his bet. The two were already deeply enamored. Trifine wore his heart on his sleeve and made no effort to hide it. He bore with a forbearing grin the good-natured and oft ribald ribbing of his fellow knights. Fallard heard their comments and determined none would ever have similar opportunity to ridicule him in such a way, amiably or otherwise. His desire for Ysane had little to do with emotion, and everything to do with his pride and his lust.
While the lady recovered, he spent his time building his friendship with Thegn Randel and learning of his new home and responsibilities, while trying not to think overmuch on the woman who was to be his wife. ‘Twas most bothersome he had so little success with the latter. No woman had ever so thoroughly occupied his thoughts against his will. Even worse was the ridiculous tendency of his feet to wander in the direction of her bower when he wished to go elsewhere.
During this quiet period of settling in, Fallard hunted and hawked with Randel and rode the far limits of his lands with Domnall or Second Marshal Harold. He set up new training courses on the practice field for the burh’s hearth companions and gave the task of the training to Domnall and Jehan, though he oft times joined in the practice and critiqued the men’s efforts himself.
One day, he questioned Ethelmar about the hall’s northeast tower, which had a separate exterior door that opened onto the practice field.
“’Tis the former barracks, my lord. After the old wood-framed mead hall was torn down and rebuilt in stone, and the towers added, that particular tower became the quarters for the burh’s military garrison. But by the time the hall was altered from community use to the private home of the thegn, the complement had grown so large they were moved to rooms adjacent to the east wall, which are much larger.”
“Aye, I saw them.”
“The northeast tower now houses only Domnall and a few other hearth companions of higher rank.”
“It is musty and damp,” Fallard said. “I want it aired out and new shutters added. From now until I say otherwise, it shall house only Domnall, my knights and our squires. Second Marshal Harold shall be quartered with his men.”
“As you say, my lord.”
“Is there yet enough room in the garrison to house more troops?”
“Aye. The structure is little more than half utilized.”
“See to my orders then, Ethelmar.”
The under-steward bowed and hurried away.
Fallard allowed himself a moment of sheer exultation. ‘Twas his intent to raise the number of knights loyal to him to five and twenty, and to bring in two score more hearth companions to replace those who were lost. There would be plenty of room to house them all.
One even after sup, he consulted with Tenney the hoarder, a man who stuttered when nervous, and who had only in the past twelvemonth bought his freedom from slavery. Aldfrid, the burh reeve was with them.
They met in the hoarding room, a warm, spacious chamber above the kitchen filled with chests and stacks of scrolls, parchments and ledgers. A locked shelf filled with books stood in one corner. Fallard had already explored the precious manuscripts and chosen a treatise on ancient warfare to read.
Tenney cleared his throat. “W-w-word has come from the thegns and barons of all of the f-f-fiefs except B-Blackbridge, my lord.” He sipped his ale as daintily as a maid, then blushed and choked when he caught Fallard’s amused gaze upon him. “T-t-they will ar-r-rive within the s-s-seven-d-day to offer their oaths of l-l-loyalty.”
Fallard stretched his lips into a smile to reassure the man, but the hoarder blanched, took another sip and choked harder. He dropped his gaze to stare at the ledger.
Tenney fears me, though Ethelmar is certain he is a faithful and honest hoarder. I will review his records to be sure, but in the meantime, I must find a way to ease his mind. His fear increases his speech difficulty. But mayhap, ‘twill but take time for him to learn I am not an ogre about to eat him and throw his bones on the midden heap.
“And what of Blackbridge? My steward there is half Norman, is he not?”
Aldfrid answered for Tenney, who still recovered from his choking fit. “Aye. Lord du Theil’s father was once a counselor to King William, but long ago when the king was but a duke. Blackbridge is the furthest away of your fiefs. It will take some time to receive the baron’s response to your message.”
They sat for several hours at a long, narrow, heavy table with tally sticks and the current rent ledgers for each fief before them, discussing burh matters.
Finally, Fallard stretched and yawned. “Well and good. Is there aught else of special consequence I should know before we retire?”
“Th-there is one thing, m-my lord.” Tenney found his breath and his courage and raised his eyes to Fallard. “’Tis not a c-certainty, and I w-w-wish not to s-s-speak of it beyond making m-mention of it, but ‘tis possible t-t-two of the stewards may be inv-v-volved in some f-felonious activity. As of yet, I c-c-cannot determine its n-nature.”
“How soon before you are certain?”
“I will w-wish to speak with b-both men when they ar-r-rive.”
“They are not likely to tell you if they are stealing from me, Tenney.”
For once, complete confidence erased nigh all trace of stammering from Tenney’s words. “Nay, b-but still I will know. Then I will inform you immediately of what I l-learn.”
Fallard mused over the hoarder’s peculiar infirmity. “Well and good. I accept your assurance.”
Tenney’s eyes lit up. He bobbed his head and for the first time in his lord’s presence, he smiled. “Th-thank you, my lord.”
At morn two days later, though by now he held confidence Ethelmar had preparations well in hand, Fallard inspected the guest bowers. He appreciated the unexpected cleanliness he found. As one who had chosen constant warfare as his way of life, he had discovered early on that a warrior had two choices. He either learned to live with the stench of blood, gore and death upon one’s person, or he searched for ways to be clean. He preferred the latter.
As he finished his exploration, he stepped into the narrow passage outside the bowers. A stealthy movement at the far end raised the fine hairs on the back of his neck. He swiveled, all senses alert. In the muted light glowing through the arched windows that lined the corridor and overlooked Ysane’s garden, an elfin shape, fully veiled and garbed all in black came into view. It sidled from a bower and headed for the stairs.
He started to call out, but the figure stopped before he could speak and turned to face him. Small hands with slender fingers lifted the veil. Large eyes of faded green, yet which sparkled still with humor and wit, peered at him through the patchwork of light and shadow. Very old the woman was, and in appearance very frail. There was that about her that seemed familiar, though Fallard could say not why. She offered him a gamin smile.
With a voice that crackled softly like baked oatcakes between the teeth, she said, “The new thegn you are. I know of you. Marlee has told me all. Good fortune smiles upon my nefene.”
Then she was gone, moving with surprising speed and agility for one so aged. Fallard raced after her, but she was already out of sight by the time he reached the base of the stairs. He shook himself. Had she really been there? Who was she, and why had he never seen her before? Every person who belonged to the burh was supposed to have come before him to swear fealty.
Spotting the steward crossing the hall, he called out. “Ethelmar, who was that woman?”
The under-steward’s expression blanked. “Woman, my lord?”
Fallard reined in his impatience. “Aye, the old one in black who came down the stairs ahead of me. Who is she?”
Understanding dawned, replacing the bafflement on Ethelmar’s face. He crossed to stand before Fallard. “You must refer to Lady Hildeth. She is the old Thegn Kenrick’s mother. Her bower lies in the top two levels of the northwest tower, above that of the Lady Roana, though she rarely leaves it. Her maid is Marlee, who is almost as old as the lady herself, and has been the Lady Hildeth’s personal companion since childhood.” Ethelmar drew himself up as if about to declare a matter of importance. “You should know, my lord, the Lady Hildeth is not always right in her mind. Some days, she seems as rational as I, but others, she is childlike, remembering only that which happened long ago. She is harmless, but during such times she is easily confused, and believes the Lady Ysane is her dead daughter-by-law, Edeva, and that the old lord, her son, still lives.”
“I see.”
Ysane’s grandmother…so that is why she looked familiar.
Fallard suppressed a scowl. Why was he not told of this before? He liked not surprises. They could get a man killed. But his ignorance of the Lady Hildeth was not entirely the steward’s fault. Fallard had never asked for information about Lady Ysane’s relatives. He rectified that error.
“Has the lady other kin living in the hall?”
“Nay, my lord, none at Wulfsinraed. But she has an elder sister, the Lady Gemma, wed to Arnulf du Theil, thegn of Blackbridge Burh, your fief north of London.”
Fallard blinked. “The thegn of Blackbridge is Lady Ysane’s brother-by-law?”
He had known the man’s name, but not his relation to Ysane.
“Aye, and a fine man he is. His father, though Norman, was close friend to Thegn Kenrick. Gemma and Arnulf were betrothed as children through that friendship. Their children are Sigan, Alma and Kinna. Lady Ysane also has another nephew, Faucon. He is the son of her brother, Kennard, and his wife, Meldred. My lady loves the boy deeply. Kennard is dead. He was killed some twelvemonths ago during a stag hunt. Meldred and Faucon live with Arnulf and Gemma at Blackbridge. My lady has other, more distant kin, but apart from Lady Roana, none of them live close and she sees them but rarely.”
“Is there anyone else living in the burh who has not yet offered their oath or been brought to my attention?”
“Nay, my lord.”
Fallard nodded and started to turn away when Ethelmar called him back.
“Umm, my lord, I had almost forgotten. There is another of whom you should know. He is Cynric Master Carver.”
Head cocked to the side, Fallard regarded the under-steward. “And why is it the master carver has yet to come before me to swear fealty?” His voice carried a soft but distinct edge. “Has he some special reason for his disobedience?”
Ethelmar coughed and looked away, but answered readily enough.
“Nay, ‘tis naught of that. Cynric is…well, a solitary man, not one to take well with being around other folk. He lives alone in a cottage in the woods some distance south of the burh, and rarely makes an appearance here.”
“If he is the master carver, why then does he not live inside the burh, or at least in the village, like the other craftsmen?”
“’Twas part of his agreement with Thegn Kenrick, my lord. Cynric refused the position of master carver if he was allowed not to live where he wished. Thegn Renouf changed not their pact. When carving was needed, a message was sent to Cynric’s cottage, giving detailed instructions. When the master carver finished the work, he brought it to the clearing and left it.”
“Is this Cynric a ceorl, a freeholder, then?”
“Nay. He is…he belongs at Wulfsinraed.”
Unblinking, Fallard stared at the under-steward. Something here was wrong, and all his instincts clamored. If the man belonged to the burh, he had no right to deny his lord’s command. Who was he that first Kenrick, and then Renouf, would allow it?
He waited until Ethelmar’s gaze dropped and the man began to fidget, then his questions came hard and fast, offering no quarter. “Why then did Thegn Kenrick agree to such a pact? Why allow this Cynric to live in the forest at his leisure? Why did he not discipline the man and put him to work? I understand this not, Ethelmar, and I distrust what I do not understand. I want this man Cynric brought to me immediately. He will swear fealty or he will be locked into the gatehouse until he does.”
Unmistakable alarm blazed from Ethelmar’s eyes. He stammered a reply in a language Fallard recognized not, then seemed to catch himself. He took several quick, deep breaths, and tried again, even as the nape of Fallard’s neck tickled. What was going on here?
“My lord D’Auvrecher, I beg you to understand, ‘tis not as it seems. Cynric means no disrespect. ‘Tis that he…he is a strange one. ‘Tis believed he is the eldest son of Thegn Kenrick, but not of Lady Edeva, if you take my meaning. Cynric was brought here as a boy of four twelvemonths and presented to Thegn Kenrick to be taught a trade, but none knows from whence he came. He lived in the village for many twelvemonths as apprentice to the miller. At first, many remarked on his resemblance to Thegn Kenrick, but the lord never made claim to him and eventually the talk died down.”
Ethelmar grew quiet, clearly not wanting to remark further, but Fallard was determined to learn the truth. “Go on. I want the right of this. What happened?”
“Well, my lord, no one rightly knows, exactly. The miller is a fair man, but hard, and ‘tis certain the boy was unhappy in his life and took to heart the rumors about his possible relation to the old lord. Late one eve, when Cynric was one and ten summers, he appeared in the hall demanding the truth of his paternity. All thought Thegn Kenrick would set the boy in his place but instead, he put everyone else out of the hall, even the Lady Edeva.
“What was said between them was never told, but ‘tis known there followed a terrible argument, for their angry voices could be heard clear to the wall. Suddenly, the doors crashed open and the boy dashed out, his face red, they say, with wrath. He ran out the gates, followed by the old lord who yelled at him to come back, and disappeared into the forest.
“’Twas grown dark by that time and the lord could follow not. But he took horse and went out after the boy the very next morn. He was gone for all of one day and most of the next, but when he returned, he had the lad with him.”
Ethelmar’s voice took on a shade of pity and regret as he continued. “Something happened out there in the forest. None knows for sure, but ‘tis said Cynric was savaged by an animal, mayhap a boar or a wolf. He had a terrible wound on his face, below his right ear and stretching almost to his mouth. He lay fevered and nigh death for days, but survived. Once well enough to leave his bed, he and the lord held another long talk, and at the end of it, Cynric walked back into the forest.
“Thegn Kenrick sent men to help him build a cottage, and after that, made sure the boy had food and other needful things. The boy became…solitary. Time passed and most forgot him, for he came never to the burh or the village, and none from the village sought him out. I can say not how he survived, but most likely, the thegn quietly took care of it.
“Then one day Cynric saved the life of the Lady Ysane, when she was but a wee one of four summers. She wandered away from her parents while they were, umm…together while enjoying a meal in a forest meadow. They thought she slept. Cynric heard the shouts of those who searched for her and used his woodman’s skills to track her. With his bow, he killed a starving wolf about to attack the child. After that, Thegn Kenrick announced Cynric as the new master carver, but the young man would remain in his cottage in the forest and work would be sent to him there.
“There is naught much else to tell of him, my lord, except that with Thegn Kenrick and Sir Kennard he fought on the fields at Santlache. Thegn Kenrick came home and told how he would have died in the battle had not the lad been with him, so ‘tis apparent Cynric in some way saved the thegn’s life.
“’Tis also known he and the Lady Ysane became close, some say, as brother and sister, though he is her elder by many twelvemonths. ‘Tis no secret she loves him dearly, though ‘tis believed she knows not he may be her brother. But after her wedding to Lord Renouf, when word came of Thegn Kenrick’s death in the land of Normandy, Cynric disappeared. ‘Tis said he has been glimpsed, in the forest, but once or twice since then, and the last time was nigh to a twelvemonth ago.
“Many believe he died in some far off place, though none would say so much to Lady Ysane. It nigh broke her heart when he left, without so much as a word. Methinks she has seen him not in these past three twelvemonths. But ‘tis my belief that were Cynric nigh, he would never have allowed either Lord Renouf or Sir Ruald to hurt my lady, for he loves her and named himself her protector. His absence, more than aught tells me he is far away, if not dead.”
“I thank you, Ethelmar. You are correct. This is information I had need to know.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
As the under-steward went on about his business, Fallard strode into the anteroom leading to the lord’s bower, reflecting on all he had learned. Almost, his wayward feet carried him to the second floor chamber, where Ysane lay sequestered. He caught himself in time. Muttering under his breath, he followed the curving corridor instead and reached the windowed hall that fronted the lower level guest bowers, and came to the door that opened onto Ysane’s garden.
He had seen everything of his new holding but the crypts and the chapel. It had been his intent to wait to visit the latter until Father Gregory arrived, but now he had a notion to go there alone. He wanted to think about this Cynric. The possibility had occurred to him as Ethelmar spoke that the man might be the missing link between Ruald and the rebels. ‘Twould certainly fit the facts as he now knew them, especially the timing. If Cynric were in truth nigh to the burh, but keeping well out of sight, he could easily spy for the rebels. None who saw him would remark him. He could literally come and go as he pleased and raise no suspicions.
He stepped out into the garden. ‘Twas a private space, completely enclosed by high stone fences that stretched on either side from the hall to the wall. One of these formed the base for the soaring arch supporting the south crosswalk. Winding pathways of crushed shell meandered through orderly flowerbeds with their winter-dormant plants, leading to east and west gates. He followed one path to the west door.
Renouf had wanted no one in the garden except those he allowed, and he had ordered the gates locked at all times. He, alone, had kept the only keys. Fallard had them, now. He chose the proper one and went through, re-locking the portal behind him. A few yards outside, the path was intersected at right angles by another walkway that passed through another gate set in a waist-wall, which joined the smokehouse and the buttery with the kitchen, creating within its confines a protected area where a vegetable and herb garden was laid out for the kitchen’s use.
Fallard continued beyond that second path and came to the cobbled roadway through the orchard. A brisk walk under bright spring sunlight brought him to the chapel. To his left, close to the underground structure housing the crypts, he saw Roul and Fauques stalking through the trees, intent on some youthful adventure to enliven their many duties. The corners of his eyes crinkled. As always, his irrepressible, mischievous squire led the way, the more cautious, serious-minded Fauques trailing behind. The two were nigh inseparable.
Willow trees, their naked limbs lifted high in graceful arcs like waterfalls of slender rope, lined the waist wall of the chapel, the branches of one hoary old grandfather draped over the gate. Stone-slab benches were positioned here and there between the trunks, offering rest to weary feet. Halfway to the doors the shell path split to encircle a round flowerbed. In the midst of the bed lay a primitive grinding stone.
Here, as everywhere else in the burh, the mortared walls, shutters and doors were carved and painted. The dry vine of ivy crept up the face of the walls, waiting for springtime ere shedding its facade of death and returning to green, vibrant life. In summer, this courtyard would become a place of serene tranquility, a retreat, well come, from the harsh realities of daily life.
He winced when the iron hinges on the chapel door screeched from disuse. ‘Twas very dark inside, and after the soft light without, it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. Stretched before him was the central aisle of the nave, lined by columns of stone that supported the vaulted ceiling. Shutters, closed for the winter, flanked triangular windows. Empty candle sconces hung on the walls between them. Dust lay over everything and the musty smell of neglect filled his nostrils. Fallard opened several of the shutters to allow light and fresh air inside.
The wall behind the altar was graced with a high round window with more of the thick glazing he’d seen in the hall. In a deep alcove below it stood a life-size Madonna. Carved from some hard wood, the icon was painted in rich, vivid colors that were beginning to fade with time. Fallard approached the altar and knelt in genuflection, then rose to admire the chalice of gold and a silver crucifix upon the faded blue altar cloth.
Starting there, he sought the door opening to the crypt. He found it not.
An anteroom on the right led to the priest’s bower. The chamber, sparsely furnished with a narrow bed with a chest at its foot and a small stand with a bowl and ewer, was empty. Here too, dust covered everything, and though Fallard poked and prodded, pushed and pulled, he found naught that suggested a hidden opening.
Back in the chapel, he sneezed his way through an investigation of the floors and the walls throughout, but still he found no sign of a door. He was about to give up and return to the hall when a quiet voice startled him, once again, into almost pulling his sword.
“May I be of service, my son?” Then, ere Fallard could answer, “You need not your weapon in this holy place. Of a certainty, I am no threat.”
The white-haired man standing in the door of the chapel, back-lit by sunlight, wore the vestments common to priests. His face was in shadow. Though he appeared elderly, his movements were that of a younger man as he moved into the building.
The priest approached him, a warm smile on his lined, sun-browned face. His eyes, the color of dark ale, were kind and alight with humor.
Fallard did not smile. “Father Gregory, I presume?”
“Aye, and you would be Thegn D’Auvrecher, the new lord. I believe I have you to thank for returning me to my flock.”
“By restoring your service, I but did what was right. I was aware not you had returned. When did you come?”
“But this moment. I visited in the village this morn, and arrived at the hall a short time ago. I saw you come this way, and followed.”
Fallard gestured to the priest’s bower. “I checked your quarters. You will have needs. Bring them to Ethelmar and I will see they are supplied.” He glanced around, then continued. “I can find not the door that leads to the crypts. Show me where ‘tis.”
Father Gregory grinned. “Certainly. None who know of it have ever found the door without aid. ‘Twas meant to be difficult to find, so you should feel not badly.”
Fallard, uncomfortable with the priest’s teasing manner, replied more brusquely than was his wont. “I do not. I wish merely to know where ‘tis.”
“Of course. Forgive me.”
He led Fallard behind the altar to stop in front of the Madonna, then pressed the tip of his index finger against an almost invisible seam in the wooden folds of cloth that covered the right upper arm. The area depressed and he tugged on the arm at the same time. The entire statue moved with a slight grating sound, bringing with it a puff of dead, damp air. Behind it yawned a dark aperture.
The priest’s eyes danced as he looked at Fallard, the lines of his face emphasized by his smile. “I would say, ‘After you, my lord’, but neither of us has a torch. When next you come, I will have a light available and we will explore together.”
“Mayhap. The door on the far side, ‘tis also hidden?”
“Aye. The corridor that links the chapel to the crypts runs nigh to the burh wall. ‘Twas originally meant as a hiding place, a shelter for the family should the burh be overrun. ‘Tis not wide, but there are recesses, alcoves where supplies may be kept, and a number of shallow sleeping niches are carved directly into the wall.” He hesitated for a moment, staring intently at Fallard, all amusement quelled. “At this end of the corridor there is an access tunnel that bisects the base of the wall. It ends in a secret door, a small postern gate. On the outside, the gate is cleverly disguised. Even one who knows where ‘tis would be unable to guess its exact location merely by looking. Once one passes through the gate, one must immediately climb down a rocky abutment to the water. The river’s verge is narrow there, a mere grassy ledge not much more than a toehold, as ‘tis all round the island. ‘Tis not a dangerous climb or crossing at most times, but when there has been much rain in the mountains, or as now, when the snow is melting, the ford can be treacherous.
“I count on one hand the number of those who know of the existence of the corridor and gate. Myself, Domnall of Cullanis, the Lady Ysane, her sister Gemma and Gemma’s husband, Lord du Theil. Oh, and one more, Lady Hildeth. You have met her?”
“Not to speak to.”
“Ah, I understand. ‘Tis possible in her lucid moments she still remembers, for she once knew. Now you know.”
“Add Trifine, my First, and Jehan, my Second to that list.”
“As you wish, my lord. Renouf of Sebfeld knew not of it, nor his brother, Sir Ruald. ‘Twas the Lady Ysane’s ruling to keep the knowledge from them.”
“I would call that decision wise. Has the corridor ever been used for the purpose it was designed?”
“Nay. The burh has never been overrun. The corridor does, howbeit, have a tragic history.”
Fallard, who had been standing at the opening to the hole, staring down into the darkness and wishing for a light, turned back to the priest, his curiosity piqued.
“Why?”
“It seems that long ago, in the days of Marcel, the third thegn, the lord’s two young sons went missing. An extensive search was made for the children, but they were never found. ‘Twas believed at the time they were abducted, though no ransom was ever demanded. The lord and his wife were devastated, for the boys were their only offspring. Some twelvemonths later, the lady gave birth to a third child, a boy, Vane, but ‘tis said they never ceased grieving for the two little ones.
“Many twelvemonths later, after the death of Marcel and his wife, Thegn Vane read of the corridor in his father’s papers and sought for it. When he made his way inside, he found the remains of his young brothers, wrapped in each other’s arms. To this day, none knows how the boys learned of the corridor or how they made their way inside, but ‘twas clear once they were in, they could learn no way out.
“No search of the corridor seems to have been made at the time of their disappearance. ‘Twould seem none who knew of it thought it even possible they might have gone there. Lord Marcel had never explored it, nor spoken of it to any but his marshal, for he harbored an intense dislike for underground places and deemed it necessary only to be aware it existed.”
Fallard stared. “I offer my gratitude for that most enlightening bit of Wulfsinraed history.”
Father Gregory’s lips twitched, and he pushed the Madonna back into place. With a nigh indiscernible click, the door was once more locked.
Fallard turned away. “I must return to the hall. One thing further. Tell me what you know of Cynric Master Carver.”
“Very little, my lord. He is said to be the illegitimate son of Thegn Kenrick, but none knows, for certain. He saved the life of the Lady Ysane on two occasions that are known, and the two grew extremely close. But he has been missing these past three twelvemonths.”
“On two occasions ‘that are known’?”
“Aye. There may be more. She was ever a curious, adventurous child, and oft in some difficulty of her own making. Early on, the lad assumed the role of her protector, mayhap, because he knows she is truly his sister. ‘Tis certain he has great love for her, and she for him.”
“Is it possible he may be in league with the rebels, and fighting with them?”
Father Gregory started, as if the thought had never occurred to him. “Why, I…I suppose it could be possible, my lord, but I must say I can hardly think why. Cynric dislikes Normans, but no more so than any other Saxon.” He shook his head. “Nay, ‘twould be most unlikely, to my thought.”
“Know you where he is, or have you heard aught of him since he disappeared?”
“I know not where he is. I have heard he returned on occasion and met with Thegn Renouf, but he could have stayed not long. Nor does it seem he met with any other, or sought out my lady, which was a shame. He would have helped her against Lord Renouf, had he known what was happening.”
“Well and good, but do you hear aught of him, aught at all, you will inform me.”
“Certainly. My lord, about Lady Ysane…?”
“Aye?”
“Ere following you here, I visited the lady. She is…fragile, my lord. She has yet to fully grieve for the loss of her daughter, or to come to terms with the killing of Lord Renouf. ‘Tis my understanding you intend to wed her as soon as she is well?”
“That is correct. Does this present a difficulty for you, Father?”
“Nay, not at all. From our time together this morn and all I have heard, methinks you will make a good husband for our lady. ‘Tis that she is a very special woman. She is the rose of Wulfsinraed. I have known her all her life, and she is both honorable and good. But she was brutalized by her former husband, her gentleness abused, and ‘twould…displease me, and many others, were she to be hurt again.”
Fallard’s eyes narrowed and his voice softened to a bare whisper. His hand moved again to the hilt of his sword. “I take not well to threats, not even from priests.”
“Nay, not a threat but mayhap, a…suggestion.”
“Then note I take not kindly to threats or suggestions, be they offered from friends, enemies or clergy. But I will take into account the love and concern you bear for Lady Ysane, and instead of banishing you again, I will state the lady has naught to fear from me. No more will be said on the subject. Is that understood?”
The good priest, apparently not at all discomfited by Fallard’s less than subtle warning, looked deep into his baron’s eyes and replied with blithe serenity, “I believe we understand one another quite well, my lord. Good day.”
He nodded and went into his bower, leaving Fallard staring after him, thinking mayhap he had found yet another who might become a loyal friend. The corners of his eyes crinkled. One could never have too many.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Late afternoon sunshine beamed, with the delicate softness of early spring, through the deep window embrasure of the sitting room above the lord’s chamber. ‘Twas that languid time of year when a confused nature could not decide to awaken fully or drift back into slumber. A handful of trees had burst into flower nigh overnight, though most remained budded. Here and there, daffodils pushed up sword-like leaves. An industrious robin hopped among the drooping snowdrops, searching for early worms.
The warmth radiating through the open shutters enfolded Ysane. It felt so good, so healing, as if the blanket wrapped round her had been heated before a roaring fire. She had been so afraid, and so cold inside herself, for so long, as one already in the grave. She had almost forgotten what it was to be safe, and cozy and…safe. At least, Roana and Lewena assured her she was, despite that man. Who, merciful heavens, was real. She wished she could remember more of what she had said to him, but ‘twas all so very hazy, as if it had been only a dream.
Wiggling her bottom, she settled herself more comfortably on the thick cushion on which she curled inside the embrasure. The splayed opening had been her favorite perch for embroidering and daydreaming as a child, though it had been forbidden, given her mother had been in horror of finding one of her children in a broken heap on the ground three levels below.
She shrugged off the folds of the blanket and mounded it round her hips and legs, leaving her upper body exposed to the sun. She closed her eyes and rested her head against the wall. The light bathed her arms and lay softly upon her face and throat, its warmth seeping through her cyrtel as if seeking a way to her heart as well as her skin.
She lay basking in peace for some time, until a sprite of cool air cavorted through the window, reminding her the spring day was but a forerunner of summer. Once the sun had set, winter’s chill would return.
Her eyelids lifted and she watched with lazy fascination the dust motes dancing within the light. They sparked like the mysterious fireflies of late summer eves. She sighed, inhaling deeply and long. Summer was her favorite time of year, but she had come to believe winter would never end. It had been so bitterly cold, more so than she could ever remember. But mayhap, that was only because of the horror her life had become.
As yet, no one had spoken to her of all that had happened. Her women tended her, waited upon her, even coddled and cosseted her. But they refused to speak to her of aught except to tell her all was well, and she must rest and not worry, though she confided it troubled her more they would give her no news than if they did. The women gossiped and chattered of the everyday goings-on of the hall, but naught more.
She recalled Angelet was dead. A bout of anguished weeping had overcome her unawares one morn, and she wept until it seemed all the tears reserved for a lengthy lifetime were shed in those handful of moments. She supposed such occasions would plague her until time drew over her its merciful veil. There had been no opportunity to fully grieve the daughter who had been so brutally robbed of her tiny life. For now, both the knowledge and the pain were imprisoned, even as she herself had been, buried deep beneath the tight control she held on her soul. One day, when she was sure it would not consume her, she would allow the grief to slip fully free of its bonds. That time was not yet. Until then, her heart would remain as empty as her arms.
She knew too, Renouf was dead. She remembered killing him, recalled how that act of rage and grief had felt to her hands, and the shock to her arms and shoulders when his own sword had pierced his body. With what ease it had cleaved his hateful flesh, slipping between his ribs into his heart, as if it rejoiced in the task.
That she felt not the slightest remorse for her act of murder should have bothered her. Father Gregory would say vengeance was not hers to take, being the province of the Almighty. Her mother would have been horrified, would have told her no lady would ever take up a weapon in such a way, especially not against her own husband, no matter the provocation. Her father and Kennard would have argued ‘twas their responsibility, not hers to punish Renouf for his evil deed. Only Cynric would have understood, would not have faulted her, but he, like so many she loved, was gone.
She knew Domnall and her loyal hearth companions had escaped the terrible fate Ruald had planned for them. Oft, as she lay upon her bed, their voices, including Domnall’s familiar and well-loved tones had carried audibly to her from out on the wall.
She had also recognized his voice. The one she had thought naught but a dream. A powerful knight he was, a dark savior. The authority of his commands had called her back from the endless void. She owed him a life-debt for that, too.
A shout from far below floated up to her window, demanding her attention. ‘Twas Domnall. From her position, she could see across the western length of the island to the wood shake roof of the chapel.
Among the trees of the orchard, about halfway between chapel and hall, her first marshal approached a man all in black. Abruptly she sat forward and leaned deeper into the embrasure, striving to see the other man more clearly.
As the two met, her heart seemed to skip a beat. Her hand found her throat. ‘Twas him, the man of her dreams. She sank against the wall, heart pounding. Vague visions of the fighting in her courtyard arose, spawning an uneasy tremor that wove its tickling way from her nape to the base of her spine. The enemy warriors had fought like mad men, easily overcoming Ruald’s hearth companions, and this man was their leader. A Norman knight! Until now, she had never encountered one of the fabled warriors, but he certainly fit the fierce descriptions. The enemy he was, yet, Domnall hailed him as a well-met friend. Unabashed curiosity drove her to spy.
The men spoke together and walked toward the hall, the dark knight’s swinging strides carrying him so swiftly along that Domnall, tall as he was, had perforce to hurry to keep up. The man moved with the confidence of a conqueror. Oh, that she were a robin, flittering above them in the trees, listening to their speech!
They reached the end of the orchard and started toward the courtyard, Domnall gesturing as he spoke. They were close enough now she could hear their voices, but could make out none of their words. Domnall must have been recounting an amusing tale because the dark knight abruptly threw back his head and laughed aloud. As he did so, his lifted eyes caught sight of her there in the embrasure, eagerly spying upon him.
He stopped dead, held her gaze for several heartbeats, and then his eyes flickered leisurely over her, taking in her unbound hair, bare arms and the soft curves beneath her thin shift. His smile deepened. Within the dark depths of his gaze lay a wealth of male possession and desire, and a glint of something else she could name not.
Embarrassment, and a thrill of unnamed longing mingled with fear, flashed from her head to her toes. If ‘twere possible to explode in flame from the fire of a blush, she would have burned to a cinder in moments. Mortified at being caught watching, and worse, wearing naught but her cyrtel, she flung herself out of the embrasure and from his sight. Nigh tripping over the blanket swathing her lower limbs, she tore it loose and ran to the pitcher that stood on the small table beside her loom. She splashed cool water on her face, surprised it did not sizzle.
Closing her eyes, she stood waiting for her breath to calm. Who was he, this dark knight, that he dared look upon her so boldly, and why, oh why, did Domnall allow it? The marshal should have drawn his sword and run the knave through for his haughty presumption, yet Domnall had but grinned in male collusion! ‘Twas madness!
Whirling, she headed for the door, intent on returning to her bower. She would dress and go to the hall to confront the blackguard, regardless of what her women would say.
She never made it.
The beaten iron latch lifted even as her fingertips touched it, the portal slowly opening. She knew who ‘twas even ere she saw him. He must have run the whole way to reach her sitting room so quickly, yet her breathing was far more ragged than his.
The chamber seemed to come alive with his entrance, even the air seeming to spark, as if he brought with him the invisible energy of a storm. She backed away, the movement involuntary as he stepped into the bower, shutting the door to close them in—alone. She dashed for the blanket she had let fall to the floor, and wrapped it round herself like a shield ere turning back to face him.
Faith, but he was big! The top of her head would fall well short of his chin. He had to duck to miss hitting the lintel, and the chain mail covering his massive shoulders scraped the doorframe on either side. Solidly built, his weight would be at least twice that of hers. Beneath his black tunic and braies, there would be naught but hard muscle.
His forehead was high, his features cleanly sculptured. A firm, squared chin jutted. Even in this early hour of the nooning ‘twas already darkened by the shadow of his beard. Above a straight nose, night dark eyes that carried a hint of deep blue regarded her steadily from beneath black hair. The back of his head must have been completely shaven at one time, for the hair on his pate and above his ears was much longer than the fuzz on the rest of his head. To her Saxon eyes, accustomed to men with facial hair and shoulder length locks, ‘twas a strange sight, but not unattractive. It did, howbeit, increase the sense of covert menace and leashed power that clung to him as a cape.
He stared at her as she stared back. She was amazed to discover he did not truly frighten her. Most odd, that was, especially after Renouf, and besides, all lived in fear of the Normans. The stories of their arrogant, conquering ways were rampant, even in this distant corner of the kingdom. This mighty knight in particular should inspire terror in her heart. But she had survived Renouf’s worst, and she would not cower. She did as her father would expect and asked the first question that came to her mind. Then she wondered belatedly if her imperious attitude would anger him, for there was naught obsequious in her tone.
Foolishly, mayhap, she spoke as the Lady of Wulfsinraed, her words a brittle challenge. “This is my home. Who are you, and what do you here?”
No change came over his expression, though amusement glinted in his eyes. He answered her not, but padded slowly toward her. She stiffened, taut as the strings of her dulcimer. As he passed through the sunlight projected across the bower from the window embrasure, the beam struck glints of the same blue fire from his tousled hair that glowed in the depths of his eyes. Except for his skin, the hue of old oak, he seemed black from the short spikes on his head to his dusty leather boots. The word ‘predator’ flashed through her mind.
Unwilling to offer him excuse to touch her, she waited, still as a leaf on a windless day, as he circled her slowly, exuding raw, virile power. Her breath stuttered through scarcely parted lips, but her chin lifted as he halted directly in front of her, the fabric of his tunic bare inches from her nose. ‘Twas disconcerting to discover how far back she had to bend her head to peer into his eyes.
His voice a basso rumble, he said, in perfect, if accented English, “It pleases me to find you well.”
He reached to caress her cheek but she was not yet ready for the touch of a man’s hand, and despite herself, flinched away. While he alarmed her not as she had feared Renouf, the sheer, towering bulk of him intimidated. A dark brow lifted a fraction, but he allowed his hand to drop.
She swallowed, grateful the predator seemed more intrigued than hungry.
Does he know how breathtakingly handsome he is? The ancient heathen god Adonis would slink away in shame beside this Norman.
She mentally shook her head at the irrelevant thought. Gathering her courage, she straightened her spine and glared at him. “I asked a question. Will you answer, my lord?”
* * *
Fallard, for his part, perused the lovely planes of Ysane’s face, his gaze lingering on clear green eyes grown wide with uncertainty ere it fastened on full, sweetly curved lips. Adorable—and enticing—she was, with her sun-kissed hair curling about her beautiful face, defying him in little more than a blanket. He badly wanted to kiss her.
But he was unwilling to rush her. She faced him with the courage of an ancient warrior-maiden, but looked as if even his gentlest touch might splinter her as a hammer shattered ice. Aye, the good father was right. She was still fragile. Too well, he remembered the discolorations and scars of misuse that flawed the lissome curves of her body during her immersion in the ice water bath. Still, it pleased him mightily she cowered not from him, though she waited, taut as the strings of the dulcimer nigh the door. She was such a tiny thing, his white rose. He could easily lift her—or break her, did he so choose—with one hand. He had half expected to find her weeping in a corner after what she had endured with that whoreson Renouf. In truth, he would have blamed her not.
He gave her one last, intent look from the corners of his eyes ere he turned away. She blinked rapidly and swallowed, as a quiver seemed to start at her crown and shiver all the way to her bare feet. He sensed the slackening of tautly held muscles. He moved with silent tread around the chamber, his curiosity high. Upon being informed by Ethelmar this chamber was a haven for her because Renouf had disliked it and rarely intruded, he had chosen to wait to explore it until she was present.
‘Twas a comfortable space. A half-finished tapestry on the loom awaited the return of its lady’s fingers, an oak skein winder with multiple arms resting on the floor beside it. On the wall behind the loom, wooden pegs held brilliantly colored skeins of yarn. Below the skeins was propped the spindle. Piles of clothing and bedding needing mending lay on the table against the far wall. Unfinished embroidery in hoops draped off the stools where their owners had left them. Beside the dulcimer was a bench upon which lay a vellum manuscript. He bent to scan it and chuckled beneath his breath. ‘Twas a humorous tune concerning a very confused unicorn.
He stopped at a small table. Before him lay a prize of great worth, a rare and magnificent copy of the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, penned by Bede. He recognized both the book and its value, and reverently fingered the edges.
He heard Ysane’s breath catch. The glance he threw over his shoulder revealed alarm on her face. He understood why, but decided to allow her to fret for a time. She must learn to trust him, and now was a good time to begin. At his look, her expression blanked. Considering what he knew of Renouf of Sebfeld, that, too, made sense.
He bent to study the open pages, admiring the rich silver of the beautifully illumined first letters, then turned his head again to peek at his soon-to-be bride. She nibbled her lower lip, but looked disinterestedly around the room.
“From where came this treasure?”
She started. Her eyes jerked to his, then darted away again. “That dusty old tome? It belonged to my father.”
Nonchalance dripped from every syllable.
“’Dusty old tome’, you say? Then, the book has no importance to you?”
“Oh, well, I…I said not that, exactly.”
“No indeed, and I am quite certain you meant it not, exactly. Never lie to me, Ysane. Learn that now, and we will do well together.” He perused the book again. “You are aware of what you have here, are you not?”
“Aye.”
“Then tell me of it.” He carefully turned a page.
She huffed a little sigh. “’Tis a copy, a gift to my father from Stigand, who was then Archbishop of Cantware Burh. Father counted it his greatest prize.”
“’Tis a very fine copy. I wish to read it.”
“You are lettered?” He slanted her another look. Her astonishment was a reaction to which he was accustomed, for in truth, ‘twas a most unusual accomplishment, but he had found it a useful, and pleasurable, skill.
“Aye. I can read, and write, in four languages.”
“Four! Why, even the monks at Bedhalh Abbey are not lettered in so many.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do you jest with me?”
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Nay.” He gestured to the book. “Shall I read a portion of this to you?”
“I read it some twelvemonths ago.”
Now he was the one startled. He looked full at her. “Who taught you?”
“My Ieldramodor and my father. Oh, and Father Gregory, who taught me Latin.”
“I am impressed, my lady. I know of only two other females who have the skill to read, or to speak any language other than their own.”
“In my family, only Ieldramodor, myself and my sister, Gemma, are learned in this way, and Father was, of course. Methinks it amused him we wished to learn. I also speak and read somewhat of your language, as does Gemma, for her husband is Norman.”
“I must remember that.” Aye, he would have to take care with his words if she was nigh when he conversed with his men. “Tell me more of this book.”
“As I said, it belonged to my father. It had been—put away—for a while, and I was examining it for signs of damage. You answered not my questions.”
“Put away where?”
“In a safe place. One leaves not an item of value lying around for anyone to steal.”
“A safe place where?”
“’Tis of no importance now.”
“Ysane, I play not with words. You have a hidden coffer to hold items of great value. I would know where it is.”
She glared at him, but he did not even blink. She glanced away. “There is a secret niche in the burnstów wall.”
“You will show it to me on the morrow. You are not, at the present moment, involved in reading this book?”
She swallowed. “Nay.”
“That is well. Then you will mind not if I take it? It has been my desire for many twelvemonths to study this volume.”
* * *
Ysane fidgeted. If she let him take the book, would she ever see it again, or would he steal it away for himself as all Normans were said to do with valuable objects? But how could she keep a man so big and powerful from taking what he wanted…and what had he meant by that comment they would do well together?
When she answered him not, he looked straight at her. She dropped her lashes. She wished him not to see the sheen of tears in her eyes.
“Fear not, my lady,” he said, surprising her with the gentleness of his tone as he straightened to his full height. “I know well the value of this book, both to you, and of itself. I will take with it the greatest care, and when I am finished, I will return it. Is that acceptable to you?”
She nodded. “’Tis acceptable.”
She could hide not the relief she felt as she swallowed her tears. She believed him, though she knew not why. She understood not any of the feelings he engendered, except mayhap confusion. The man would drive any woman to question her sanity.
With care, he closed the book and picked it up. Turning toward the door, he spoke over his shoulder.
“Since you seem well enough, I expect you to join me in the hall for sup. We have guests.”
“My lord!”
He paused, but turned not around.
“My lord…what of Ruald?”
“Ruald is gone, Ysane. You need never fear him again.”
With that, he was out the door ere she remembered he had still not answered her questions.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Two hours later, with Roana fussing over an imaginary wrinkle in her syrce and Lynnet working overlong to dress her hair, Ysane was nigh to pitching both her cousin and her maidservant out the window. Her self-control was sorely tried, for though her women clearly knew more than she of some happening to come in the hall, none would tell her aught. It concerned that man, of this, she was certain. But she had learned the hard way to hide from Renouf any sign of her own displeasure, so the smooth mask she habitually wore, as befitted a lady of her station, remained firmly in place.
She inhaled and asked yet again to be told what was going on, trying to keep her tone stern but low in pitch. “This is foolishness, Roana. I am mistress of Wulfsinraed. ‘Tis my right to know what is happening.”
A sudden thought had her whirling on her seat so abruptly Lynnet, in the process of securing one final section of braid with a pin, dropped it and perforce had to drop to her knees to search for it.
Panic surged. She fought for control, and gained it. “Tell me not this knight, this Norman warrior, means to take me to wife.”
Roana, who had behaved most strangely since Ysane’s recovery—Ysane would have sworn she was a woman in love had she not known better—sighed, and then appeared to take pity. Refusing to meet Ysane’s eyes, she said, “Cousin. Dear cousin. You know I would answer any question you asked, were I allowed.”
Ysane stared at Roana’s downcast face while chills shivered her spine. Roana’s evasive answer was all the response she needed. The dark knight ruled her home. Thought he now to rule her?
“So he does mean to wed me. Well, I am not the first to find myself in this position. Many a widow of an overthrown lord, if still young enough to bear children, has been taken to wife by a conquering thegn, whether the lady wished it or nay. I am no naïve child, Roana. There are many ways to force a marriage upon an unwilling participant despite that the laws of the Church forbid it.”
“Oh, Ysane. Methinks ‘twill not be so bad. He is a good man, truly. At least, he will be kind.”
Lynnet found the stray hairpin and finished her hair, then reached for the headrail and affixed it into place with a braided circlet of pearls.
Ysane, struggling to control her distress, begged one last question. “Roana, is it truly his intent to force me to wed him? Please, dear friend, I must know. What plan has he for me?”
But Roana only shook her head. “I am sorry, Ysane, but he forbade us. I can say naught more, and truly, I know little more than I have already said. You must speak to him yourself. But I will tell you this, if ‘twill ease your mind. I believe you need not fear him. Come now, Lady Lewena waits. We are already late.”
Unable to repress a shudder, Ysane moved to the door. Her chaotic thoughts seized on Father Gregory, the one slender thread of hope left. She could bear not the thought of another man touching her in intimacy, not even the handsome knight. Faith, but she had had enough of men and marriage to last a lifetime, and would never again choose that unhappy state. If the dark knight brought in the good father to wed them, she would find a way to let him know she was coerced. The good father would never force her to wed against her will.
Finding some comfort in the thought, and steadfastly refusing to acknowledge there were other priests who would turn a blind eye for a bribe of enough gold, she made her way downstairs. Roana and Lynnet followed. As she approached the threshold to the hall, she paused to gather harrowed thoughts and draw breath to calm shaken nerves.
A quick glance revealed that while the tables were fully occupied, no food had yet been served. But ale flowed freely, and with it, a great deal of laughter and chatter. She had heard the low roar all the way up in her bower.
It seemed whatever changes were made in her absence, her people clearly approved. She noted none of the fearful glances and subdued demeanor evident in her servants that had characterized Renouf’s lordship. Rather than fearing and hating the terrible Norman knights, her people seemed more grateful than angry or sullen. Some of the tension within her heart melted away. Mayhap, ‘twas but her own fear that exaggerated the danger.
Then her gaze settled on the eating platform and her apprehension returned full force. She saw him immediately, but then, he was very hard to miss. As if he owned it, the dark knight lounged in the thegn’s elaborately carved chair at the center of the table. He laughed at some jest made by Thegn Randel, who was seated to his right. Her lips tightened. He had certainly made himself comfortable in her home.
Beside Randel sat his lady wife. Lewena, who spoke to a knight with a pate of silver hair seated diagonally across the table, noticed Ysane’s arrival first. She smiled in encouragement, her countenance filled with gentle assurance. Ysane fought not to scowl. Even her dear friend appeared enamored of the towering new lord and his companions. She started forward.
Domnall, seated at the end of the table opposite where she stood, caught her movement and glanced up. His grin as he stood was so big Ysane thought ‘twould split his face. Her relief and pleasure in seeing his laughing eyes was so great she nigh smiled. Domnall had bounced her on his knee as a wee babe, helped her take her first halting steps and taught her to ride. He had been a father to her in ways her own sire, so oft away while serving the needs of kings, could never have been. She loved him, and if there was any man besides Cynric left in the world she still trusted, ‘twas her first marshal.
She became aware the hall had fallen quiet, and knew by a faint tingling at her nape the dark knight—and everyone else—watched her. Her own people smiled in welcome, but there were scattered among them many men whose faces she recognized not. They were his men, and to a man, their expressions seemed appreciative of the sight she made, but guarded. She blanked her expression, lifted her chin, straightened her shoulders and entered the room.
* * *
Fallard knew exactly when Ysane finally arrived. Even before the crowded hall grew still, he sensed her presence. He had been moments from going after her, for he would not allow her to disobey his command to attend the meal. He turned his head and felt his heart slam in an unaccustomed beat, while his breath caught in his throat. The woman in the doorway was truly a rose of the sweetest bloom. She caught his glance with disdainful green eyes, and then floated toward him, graceful as the sway of willow fronds, the scarlet skirts of her cyrtel swirling around her slippered feet. The folds of a syrce of deep rose pink were caught up in a golden girdle at her waist. Both the syrce and the cyrtel beneath it were embroidered at neck, hem and wrists with threads of gold. Her shoulders and flaxen hair were veiled with a sheer headrail of the same deep red as her cyrtel. She was magnificent.
As she approached the empty chair beside him, Fallard stood. Ysane stopped in front of him. Her voice pitched low so only he would hear, she said, “Sir, I would know your plans for me and my people.
Fallard’s eyes narrowed. “You are late, my lady. Sit down. We are all hungry, if you are not. We will discuss your fate at eve’s end.”
There was that in his voice to assure her discomfort if she argued. She chose, this time, to acquiesce. Conversation started up again around them.
He saw her blanch at sight of the chased pewter platter, the kind meant for sharing between a husband and wife—or lovers—instead of her own small silver plate, set between them. His lips twitched. She fumed, but she would not let him see. Her gaze remained firmly on her hands, clasped in her lap.
Servants streamed from the kitchen, bearing bowls filled with sweet, dried apples from last harvest’s crop, sliced and baked with cinnamon and drizzled with cream.
“My lady, your meal.” Roul plunked a healthy serving of apples on her side of the platter.
She made no move to eat, though Fallard knew she hungered.
He bent so his whisper tickled her ear, and caught the faint scent of roses. She must have bathed in rose water. He had perforce to compel a stern note into his words, when what he wanted was to sweep her into his arms and dash up the stairs to her chamber, there to make passionate love to her the long night through.
“’Tis your choice to starve, Ysane, but your display of ill humor is childish, and casts a pall I will tolerate not at my table. You may be as angry with me as you choose, but you will keep it hidden behind a pleasant smile until we are alone.”
Her head jerked up, her eyes snapping her displeasure. “Your table! I beg your pardon.”
She would have said more, and he knew she thought to remind him this was her table, her home, and she would do as she pleased. But she recoiled from the quiet threat in his gaze, the words dying in her throat, for while he kept his face a study in smiling attentiveness, his let his eyes blaze with a fury hotter than her own. She paled.
“That is better,” he said, ignoring the hurt in her eyes. “Your kinswoman speaks to you. You will give her the courtesy of an answer.”
* * *
Ysane gaped at him, not understanding. “What say you?”
From close at hand came Roana’s soft voice, penetrating the web of anger and apprehension that enmeshed her. She turned to acknowledge her cousin. “Forgive me, Roana. You spoke to me?”
“Ysane, my dear, will you eat not? You must keep up your strength, or I fear you will again become ill.”
Ysane licked her lips, her mouth abruptly dry. Everyone at the table stared at her. Thegn Randel, on the other side of him—Ysane refused to even think his name—watched her with open curiosity. Beyond him, Lewena’s eyes flashed with sympathy.
“Ysane?” Her cousin’s repetition of her name snared her focus. For the first time, Ysane became aware that directly across from her sat the knight with the silver pate she had noted before, talking with Lewena. He had beautiful eyes, large and thickly lashed, their color the pale, luminescent blue of ice on the lake in winter. The expression within them was one of kind, if lively amusement.
On the bench beside him, so close they touched, sat Roana, a frown marring her lovely face. Ysane gaped at her unaware, startled beyond words to see her kinswoman’s hand wrapped around the knight’s arm. Roana leaned towards him in intimate mien as if—as if he were a lover. Her demeanor of the past few days abruptly made sense. Roana was in love with the Norman stranger.
How can this be? She cannot love him! She has known him but days.
But ‘twas Domnall who surprised her most. His expression of disapproval cast hurt like a dart into her heart. She had been a child the last time she had seen that look in his eyes. Heat flooded to the roots of her hair. She felt betrayed, yet, was aware that never in all her adult life had she indulged in such unseemly behavior.
Mercy! Has the whole world become deranged while I was ill? I feel as if I drown.
“Will you have ale?” The dark knight watched her as he handed her his own tankard.
“I dislike ale.” She had her own beautifully gilded goblet of blue Byzantine glass from which she drank wine or mead, never ale. Still, she took the cup he offered and swallowed in an effort to cool her burning face. A curse on the man! Even Renouf’s rough crudity had never caused her to lose her self-possession, and that, in front of guests.
Fighting for control, she blinked to clear away tears and school her features into a semblance of serenity. She forced a smile to her lips.
“Roana, I am fine. Be not concerned. See? I eat.” She shoved bites of apple into her mouth and smiled all around, silently willing everyone to return their attention to their own meals. She had barely begun ere Roul ladled the next course, baked chicken with cabbage and leeks, onto the platter.
The knight’s deep voice whispered nigh her ear. “That was well done.”
She choked, but he dug into his share of the food and returned to conversation with Thegn Randel.
The chatter around her continued as small cauldrons of the meal’s heavy course, steaming beef stew thick with winter vegetables, were set down at regular intervals along the center of the tables. Individual bread trenchers, piping hot, were set before each person to hold the stew. Crocks full of creamy yellow butter and honey appeared, and tankards were refilled.
She was still eating a slice of succulent chicken breast ere it occurred to her that at no time during her confrontations with the dark knight did the old terror consume her. She had always feared Renouf. His tempers were paralyzing in their savagery. All cowered when his rage rent the air. The first and only time she had spoken to him in anger, before she knew to hold her tongue, he had backhanded her across the chamber. She had awakened to find Lynnet weeping by her side, her handmaiden sobbing her fear Ysane would never rise again.
The dark knight beside her had been furious with her. He had power to kill her with one blow, and there was naught to stay his actions but his own will. Yet, not once had he raised a hand, nor even his voice in threat of violence. The worst he offered was a wrathful glare.
From its sheath within her girdle, she withdrew her personal eating knife, a short-bladed hadseax with an ivory handle inlaid with gold and emeralds.
“That is a beautiful blade.” The dark knight caressed the handle, his fingertips caressing hers in the process.
She jerked away, ignoring the amused brow he raised. “’Twas a gift from Father to celebrate my six and tenth summer. I treasure it. I was forced to hide it from Renouf, to use instead a knife with no value to my heart, for he would have taken it. It pleases me to use it again.”
Strange that I have no fear this man will take it from me.
“You loved your father?”
“Aye.” An odd look, almost of introspection, crossed his face before he picked up a spoon to eat his stew.
“Why asked you that of me, that I loved my father?”
“I knew him.”
Ysane nigh stopped breathing. She waited for explanation, but he ate without further comment. “Sir, you cannot leave it at that. How did you know my father?”
His look was sardonic. “I cannot leave it?”
She subsided, setting the revelation aside to explore later—and she would return to it. As she stabbed her blade with more force than necessary into a bite of savory beef, she noticed Roana and the silver-haired knight smiling into each other’s eyes. A rosy blush adorned her cousin’s cheeks, while in her honey gold eyes shone a soft adoration. For his part, the knight’s demeanor toward Roana was one of tender affection and attentiveness.
They will marry!
The realization was stunning.
“Ysane, my dear,” said Roana, noticing her scrutiny. “I wish you to meet Trifine. He is the knight whose arrows saved you.”
“His skill saved us all,” Domnall said, leveling his gaze on Ysane. “I, for one, admit to a certain relief, and aye, gratitude.” He grinned and raised his tankard to Trifine. “’Tis much better to be alive than dead, I say, despite the aches in my old bones.”
From the depths of fevered memory came a blurred image of the oddly familiar movement Ysane had spotted in the clearing ere her executioner staggered away with a feathered shaft in his shoulder.
“’Twas you?” It came out but a whisper.
Trifine grinned, rose and offered a brief bow before reseating himself. “’Twas my pleasure, lady.”
Ysane shook her head. “I saw you, though I understood not what you were about. Methinks no other saw you until too late. I believed I was dreaming, or that mayhap, I had already died.” She beamed, the first genuine smile to cross her face that eve. “Well met, Sir Trifine. I am in your debt.”
“Trifine is my First,” the dark knight interjected. “I know of no one else who could have made that shot. He is the finest archer in all of England.”
“Only England?” Trifine’s eyes danced.
“He is also humble, my First.”
Domnall guffawed.
Faith!
Ysane’s smile dimmed. She now owed a life-debt to the dark knight twice, for the silver-haired knight would only have saved her life at his order.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“Your consideration, my lady.”
Ysane recoiled as the dark knight rested his hand upon her arm. His grip tightened. She could not have pulled away, but unlike Renouf, he hurt her not. He stood, pulling her up with him.
“What do you do,” she whispered, even as her earlier pleading words to Roana in her bedchamber haunted her.
“You need do naught but be silent.”
He turned to the gathered throng and raised his tankard and his voice. “Attend, all of you!”
The hall grew still as voices and music ceased. The hair on Ysane’s nape stood on end. She braced as if for a blow.
Fallard looked at her, as if gauging some expected reaction, then turned to the people. “Know you all that from this moment, Lady Ysane is my betrothed wife. We will wed two days from the day all the stewards have arrived to offer fealty. A celebration is called for. Let it begin!”
The hall erupted in thunderous applause. Wurth, the burh scop, began a wild and very loud ditty about true love’s perilous course. Tankards were lifted amid whoops of approval.
Ysane could not have moved had her life depended on it. She stood as if frozen in place, her mind frenzied. Randel, Lewena, even Domnall watched her, and in their eyes lay both compassion, and approval.
What has he done? Oh, I feared this. Why does no one protest? Where are my defenders? Must I again be forced against my will? ‘Tis truth, he has turned them all against me. As before, ‘twill be again.
“Be seated, Ysane.” The hand that had lifted her to her feet now urged her to sit. She had no will to object. She sat.
As if by magic her own blue goblet, filled with cool mead, appeared before her face. “Drink this.”
She drank. The sweet beverage nigh choked her.
“Drink more,” the dark knight said. “I have no wish to see you swoon.”
She rounded on him. Her blood pounded in her ears and she seemed to see him as if from far away. “Did I faint, ‘twould be your fault. You forbade my women to speak about aught to me. Faith! You should have warned me.” She set down her goblet before her trembling hand dropped it. Her voice rose. “I should have said you nay the moment you spoke. Thought you I would agree to this without a word, as a child offered a treat? I do not wish to marry again. I will not wed you!”
“Lower your voice.” His dark eyes roamed her heaving bosom before rising to her face. “Had I told you, would you have come to sup?”
“Nay! I would have locked myself in my chamber and starved first.”
“I knew this. ‘Tis why I forbade you should be told. Had you disobeyed I would have come for you, and broken down the door if needful, and brought you to sup over my shoulder. I wished to spare you that…and aye, Ysane, we will wed.”
“Ysane, please.” Roana’s tone was placatory, but her eyes were concerned. “Be not afraid. ‘Tis a good thing. He will care well for you, and you will be safe with him, as I,” and she turned to offer a sweet smile to the silver-haired knight, “will be safe and happy with Trifine.”
Ysane could not answer. Her thoughts were a jumble. In but one short declaration for which she was woefully unprepared, her life was once again wrenched from her hands and taken by another. She closed her eyes. She knew not whether to weep or scream.
“My lady?”
Ysane turned to find Gertruda, the youngest of the kitchen maids, standing behind her, face beaming. The girl removed the empty trencher to replace it with a clean plate upon which rested a goodly-sized chunk of ripe yellow cheese and two huff pies filled with spiced, honeyed blackberries. ‘Twas Ysane’s favorite sweet, but she feared she would spew it forth did she try to eat. Roul offered her more mead. She bit her lower lip to stop its cowardly trembling and shook her head.
“Cook made the pies especially for you, lady,” Gertruda said, her head bobbing in encouragement. “’Tis to celebrate your betrothal and return to health.”
Did all but I know of this farce?
The maid turned away, but not before she surreptitiously stuck out her tongue at Roul, who drew himself up and plastered a haughty expression upon his face.
Ysane watched Gertruda’s display in disbelief. The girl had come to Wulfsinraed after Renouf had become thegn. He bought her from a peddler, ostensibly to protect her from the man’s beatings. But Gertruda was very young, pure, and exceedingly comely and ‘twas not long ere Renouf had taken her, unwilling, to his bed. Once tired of her charms, he had made her available to his men. Ysane had never known the girl to smile, much less willingly initiate converse with a male, not even with one so untried as the young Roul.
Renouf’s men had been of a kind with their master. Life among them had been a misery for the servants and slaves, with their crude suggestions and wandering hands. The men had used them shamefully, forcing them into dark corners against their will. She had tried to protect them, but Renouf had approved not her interference. She bore the scars that proved his displeasure. Like a stone dropped in a well, she felt the ripples of a deep, profound shudder. Her eyes swept the hall. The dark knight’s men kept their hands to themselves. If they made unseemly advances, naught in the girls’ responses bespoke of it. Ysane’s rage at the dark knight’s presumption dissipated as rapidly as the mists of the morn at the touch of the sun’s first heat.
“’Tis a refreshing change, is it not?” Roana remarked on what Ysane had but now noticed. “I no longer fear leaving my chamber.”
Nodding mutely, Ysane stared in wonder at the man beside her. He in turn studied the emotions that must be clearly visible on her face, for she felt too dazed to hide them.
“Methinks mayhap, Captain, the lady realizes you are not quite the brute you pretend to be,” said Trifine, whose arm was now loosely draped over Roana’s shoulders. His hand caressed her shoulder. He smiled at Ysane with the lazy merriment she was beginning to associate with him. His words triggered another fiery blush, for she was guilty of thinking the dark knight a cad, if not a brute.
“Does she think I am no Renouf, Trifine, she would be correct,” Fallard replied. “She should also be grateful,” he added, as his gaze collided with her own. “I abuse not the helpless, Ysane, nor do I allow it of my men.”
“Renouf’s men, they…hurt…my women.” The words were barely breathed. “I was helpless to intervene. I could protect them not. I was their mistress. They looked to me, but my efforts were of no avail.” To her dismay, tears sprang, unbidden. She bent her head to focus on her hands, tight clasped in her lap. “Even Roana and I feared them.”
“My lady, I am aware. So long as I remain lord here, you and your women, even your lowliest slaves, are safe, and need have no fear. No one will touch them unless ‘tis the woman’s choice, else the man will answer to me, and they know the consequence.”
Gratitude for her women’s sake rose in a great wave to engulf Ysane. More tears blurred her vision and she turned away with a sound of distress.
Oh mercy! I must weep not before this man. Why do I go on so? It must be the last dregs of weakness from the fever that affects me so this night.
Abruptly, she was so weary all she wanted was to race to her bower to hide, but she dared not.
“Your care for your women is no shame,” the knight said. “Indeed, ‘tis most honorable. Here now. You are weary, not yet recovered from your ordeal. I would have you return to your bower to rest. I will come to speak with you ere I retire.”
Ysane kept her face lowered as she rose, unwilling to risk further kindness from him lest she altogether lose her composure. “I believe rest would be beneficial, my lord.”
She winced at how small her voice sounded, husky with unshed tears.
“Take with you your pie.” His voice was gentle. “Even if you eat it not now, mayhap you will desire it later. At the least, you must show cook you appreciate her kind gesture.”
“Of course.”
Roana rose as well. “I will go with her.”
“As will I,” Lady Lewena echoed.
* * *
As the three women crossed the hall toward the tower stairs, Fallard saw the slave Lynnet hurriedly rise from her table and follow her mistress.
Silence descended as the four men left alone stared at one other.
“Well,” Trifine said. “Methinks the spark does seem to have vanished from the eve.”
His usually insouciant tones carried a distinct touch of dismay.
“Indeed it has,” Thegn Randel agreed.
Even Roul looked downcast.
From his place at the table, Domnall snorted into his tankard, then raised his voice in a call for more ale.
* * *
Several hours later Fallard, weary to his bones, mounted the first winding treads of the lord’s tower. He nigh leapt back down when a dark figure stepped from behind the upward curve of the wall to block his way.
The sharp, succinct oath that exploded from his lips was the only indication of his irritation when he recognized the shape before him as that of a woman shrouded in a hooded cloak. “Foolish girl! Know you how close you came to being skewered upon my sword?”
He slammed the half-drawn weapon back into its scabbard.
A low, breathy laugh answered him as the woman swayed closer. His nostrils were assailed with a cloying scent of violets. “Nay, my lord, I knew you would stay your hand in time.”
“Who are you? Speak!” Fallard’s senses remained heightened. He considered women of little threat to a trained knight, but as he had once learned to his cost in his younger, less disciplined days, not no threat at all. He bore a reminder upon his back of that youthful miscalculation.
Stepping into the moonlight that flooded through the window embrasure beside her, the girl pulled back the hood of the cloak she wore. Moonbeams captured the dark red highlights in her short cap of hair even as the flickering rushlight from the iron wall sconces lit strands of shining gold. Had the interwoven play of gold and silver light been upon Ysane, he would have been enchanted, but not with this one, for he knew her now—Leda, the slave who had shared the bed of Ruald the rebel.
He was taller than she even standing a step below her. He wondered at her game as she spread her fingers upon his chest. Her right hand, hidden within her cloak, moved with seeming stealth. His response was swift as he snared the arm and brought the hand to light. He trusted her not, and thought her foolish enough to try to stab him here, on the dark reaches of the stairs.
She gasped at his roughness, then laughed again. Her voice was low and seductive, promising delights unimagined. “For shame, my lord. I had not thought you a man who would lift a bruising hand against a woman.”
“You are harmed not, Leda. Step aside and be on your way.”
“You know my name. I am pleased. But nay, my lord. I know ‘tis your intent to seek out the Lady Ysane, but she sleeps, and left word she wishes to be not disturbed. Since she has chosen to deny you her bed this night, mayhap you would seek your pleasure with one who knows far better than she how to bring to you the ecstasy you must crave, lusty dragon that you are.”
So saying, she dropped her cloak. Fallard stepped hastily away, barely remembering in time he was on a stairwell. Anger coursed, for her game was now known, and ‘twas more ancient than any other ever played, for beneath the cloak she was nude. She leaned toward him again, the slide of her hair against her cheek deliberately enticing. The overly sweet smell of violets touched him again. He wondered how a slave came by the expensive scent. Mayhap, Ruald had favored it.
His narrowed gaze swept over her in the pallid light. Lushly made, she was, and beautiful, and no doubt, to another man desirable for sport, but Fallard felt little stirring in either mind or flesh. This woman, for all her allure, held no appeal, though he could deny not that ere he had seen Ysane, Leda would have been a temptation he might not have spurned. Nor was she the only woman within the hall to offer him her charms. But he had discovered, at first to his chagrin, that no woman could stir his passions as did his little white rose. Until Ysane was in his arms, he would seek no other, nor did he wish for another.
Briefly, he wondered at Leda’s purpose. Did she seek to displace Ysane, with hopes of becoming the new lady of Wulfsinraed, or did she simply seek to gain new place for herself in the household such as she had held before? Or mayhap, there was a more sinister edge to her game, for he forgot not there remained an undiscovered link, as he believed, between Ruald and the rebel forces. Was Leda that link within the hall, as he had supposed before, and in possible collusion with Cynric, the master carver, without?
He had set a man to watch her, but naught had come of the observation. She was reported as sullen and lazy, and considered herself hard put upon at being forced to return to slave’s work after her favor with Ruald. But she had done naught to further raise his suspicions—until now.
Bending to gather up her cloak, Fallard wrapped it round the figure before him.
“I would have you seek your pleasures elsewhere, Leda.”
She pouted. “But my lord, ‘tis you I crave, and no other can offer what I can give.”
With a gesture appropriate to a harlot, she reached to lay hand where he disdained she should touch, forcing him to move down yet another step and slap her palm away. “Nay! Find another to warm your bed, for ‘twill never be I.”
He lifted her and set her aside with a brusque movement, and strode up the steps beyond her, then surprised her by glancing back. For the space of a moment, rage transformed her lovely face into wrathful lines and her amber eyes glittered with hate. But the spasm passed so swiftly Fallard could but wonder had he truly seen it.
He approached the door to Ysane’s bower unsettled from his encounter with Leda and paused. He needed his temper fully under control, for he knew not what response he might expect from his lady when he made known the full extent of her new, and very unwanted, status. He knocked, expecting Ysane to call for his entrance. Instead, the door opened but wide enough for him to see that Lynnet stood there, finger to her lips. The maid pulled the door open further and pointed to the bed, where Ysane lay curled, asleep. So. Leda had lied not about that.
“She waited long for you, my thegn,” Lynnet whispered. “But she grew sleepy and said she would lie down. Methinks she thought to bestir herself ere you came. Shall I wake her?”
“Nay. I will rouse her. Did she ask not to be disturbed?”
“Nay, my thegn.” Lynnet’s voice held surprise. “She expected you.”
“All is right, then. Go downstairs and wait. I will inform you when to return to help her prepare for sleeping.”
The girl bobbed a curtsey and slipped out the door, pulling it to behind her. The latch gave a quiet snick as it closed.
Fallard walked to the bed and stood looking at the lady he would wed. Curled into a ball like a rumpled kitten, she remained fully dressed, the coverlet bunched in her arms, one end stretched across her feet. Light from the open brazier illumined her sleep-flushed face and drew shadows of molten gold from her hair, which had been released from its tight braids. The soft tresses had slipped over her shoulder to drape across her like a fleece. Her brows were pulled together in a tiny frown. He wondered if she dreamed.
Her lips were slightly parted. He bent nigh her face, inhaling the enchanting scent of rose. Then he straightened, and ‘twas all he could do to laugh not aloud. His little rose—so delicate, so dainty, so-very-much-the-lady—was snoring, the sound faint, but unmistakable. At that moment, he would have given every silver penny of his new wealth to slide onto the bed beside her and make her his own in every way.
Instead, he shook her gently. “My lady, awaken.”
He shook her again when she responded not. He was about to put a bit more effort into it when her eyes, blurry with sleep, popped open. She stared at him, her gaze empty of awareness yet dark with fear. She jerked back, loosing a sharp, pained cry, then tried to lunge past him, but the coverlet caught her up and she fell, instead, into his arms. She fought him like a woman crazed, and Fallard was hard put to defend himself without hurting her.
“Ysane!” He tried to hold her still but she seemed crazed. “Ysane, hear me!”
He wrapped the coverlet about her and cuddled her close against his chest, smothering the wild flaying of her limbs. Abruptly, she went still, her frantic breathing muffled against the fabric of his tunic. She shuddered and went limp.
A few hectic heartbeats passed, and he heard her say, her voice almost normal, “’Tis all right. You may release me now.”
He gave her about two inches of space, watchful of her mood. In her struggles, her hair had fallen forward. The tangled mass veiled her face. Fallard pushed the tousled strands behind her ears, where it fell in chaotic waves to her waist. He slid one hand beneath her chin and lifted her face. Her eyes had lost the wild glitter, but now shone with wary tension.
“In future,” he said, “I must remember never to wake you unless I wear full mail.”
The veriest ghost of a smile touched the corners of her mouth, and lightened her tense features at his teasing. She tried to pull away, but he would release her not.
“I wish to know what that was about,” he said.
Within her cocoon, Ysane gave a little shrug and answered in one word. “Renouf.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
This time, when Ysane pulled away, he let her go. She moved without her usual grace as she straightened her clothing, and tried without success to restore some semblance of order to her hair. Abandoning the task as impossible without a comb, she walked to a small table and poured herself a cup of water from a carafe, downing the cool liquid with avid thirst. The open window embrasure beckoned. She went to stand in front of it, closing her eyes to the blackness without, though she was aware less of the clean, simple darkness of night than of the shadow of bleak horror that still haunted her soul. The nightmare had been of Angelet’s last moments, and was not the first she had endured. Nor would it be the last.
Her back to the dark knight, she said, “What shall I tell you, my lord, of my life of shame with Renouf? Where shall I begin?” She gave a laugh filled with poignant diffidence. “The man was a beast who drank pleasure from inflicting pain on others, as a thirsty man would guzzle ale for his parched throat. I have seen him derive a satisfaction from their torment that at times came nigh to spiritual rapture. At such moments, I believed he could no more live without the suffering he inflicted than a babe without its mother’s milk.”
She faced him, the movement slow and stiff as if it pained her. “Can you understand when I tell you he thrived on the agony of those he tortured, that when a soul he tormented finally died from the agony, he would exist for days in a sort of ecstasy? My people lived in hopeless terror of him, though I suppose I must be honest and state he ever tortured but one of the burhfolc. The others who died in that terrible room in the pits were outlaws. Even then, they should have been strangled or hung in the legal manner, not…butchered.”
She shuddered again, the tremor jolting her entire body.
“And what of you, my lady?”
Both his voice and expression were blank, and gratitude buoyed her. Had he shown pity, she could have borne it not.
“Of me, my lord? What then? Shall I speak of the beatings, when he used both fists and feet? Of his care to scar not my face, because he enjoyed that other men desired my beauty, when only he could have me? Shall I list for you the bruises, the broken bones, the lashes upon my bare back, or the times I was smashed so hard against the wall my women believed I would never wake?
“Or mayhap, you wish an accounting of the humiliations he heaped upon me, of the vile lies he told of me, of how he cursed and reviled me to my people. Have you yet been told of the mistress he kept for my shame? He brought her to our bower, and forced me to sleep with Roana until he learned the whore’s presence pleased
me because it kept him away from me. Have you yet met the bastard children he sired, through rape, in his time here?
“Or would you prefer I speak of the evils he committed in my name, such as the day he severed the hand of one of my kitchen slaves. The girl was accused of stealing a silver salver. He ordered all to attend. Once the screaming was over, he ended the assembly by assuring everyone the atrocity was done at my order. Yet, I would rather she stole every silver piece in the burh, than be so ill abused. The salver was later found behind a cupboard, where it had fallen without notice.”
Ysane looked down, surprised to note her hands were systematically crushing the linen of her skirts.
“There is more. Wish you to hear it? How he forced women to prostitute themselves to survive when as their lord, he should have seen to their needs? How children were beaten to death for minor infractions, and entire families banished with naught but the clothes on their backs because of some imagined disrespect? Mayhap you would hear from my own lips how he….”
Her voice broke. Nay, she would speak not ever, to him or any other, of the debasements Renouf heaped upon her in their marriage bower. None would ever know the fullness of her degradation. She glanced at him. Silent and still, he watched her, his eyes never leaving her face, their depths giving away naught of his thoughts. She swallowed, licked dry lips and continued. “He murdered my innocent babe because she cried, and tried to strangle me when I fought him. He tripped over a stool and fell to his face. My hatred gave me strength. I took his sword and pierced his foul, drunken heart.” She paused, staring into the live coals in the brazier. “I was most surprised his blood ran red as any other man’s. I was certain ‘twould be the color of burning brimstone.”
She straightened and looked him in the eye. “At that moment, I determined no man—no man—would ever hurt me or those I cared for again. You may command my home, my people, my body, and even my loyalty, but you will never command my heart. Hear me, Sir Fallard D’Auvrecher, knight of the Bastard Conqueror. If ‘tis your intention to force me into marriage, know that if ever you lay a hand upon me or any person I love with cruelty, I will find a way to slay you. I have killed once. I can do so again. I swear this. On my father’s grave, I swear it!”
* * *
Fallard sat through Ysane’s increasingly passionate tirade, curbing any outward expression of his tumultuous mix of emotions, offering no response to her challenge. He already knew much of what she spoke. The lady who stood so courageously before him had been pitilessly misused, and he would do no further damage to her pride with a display of unwanted pity, nor yet would he give her reason to fear his rage.
She called Renouf a beast, but the word was far from an accurate description, for no mere beast behaved as had Thegn Sebfeld. Fallard’s life had been given to warfare. He was in no wise unaware of the bestial nature that dwelled within the hearts of men, or of the atrocities of which they were capable. In the heat of battle, he had violently slaughtered many men, and had been called upon to execute others. But given what he had heard from Domnall, Renouf of Sebfeld had been a man far worse than most.
Fallard could no longer accept the king’s insistence that Ysane had been party to treason with her husband, for she had hated and feared Renouf so deeply that despite the gentleness of her nature, she was driven to an act of great violence, one that must have nigh shriveled her tender soul. She was innocent, and deserved not the punishment she was awarded, not with Renouf or his villain of a brother. He would send a message to William this very day to that end, and he would take care to insure her life with him offered no further misery.
Her eyes upon him blazed with emerald flame. He must choose his words carefully now. At very least, he could assure her none of her people held her to blame for the things her husband had done, despite the lies the whoreson told.
He caught and held her scorching stare. “Never!”
Her fire ebbed, to be replaced with cautious bemusement. “What say you?”
“Never will I scorn you so. ‘Tis a man’s duty, aye, and his privilege to give honor to his wife, to protect and care for her. A husband who fails in that duty, who seeks to heap scorn upon her, is both coward and fool, for in the doing, ‘tis not she who bears the humiliation, but himself. In seeking her degradation, he debases only himself, and displays to all her innocence and his dishonor.”
Wonder flooded her wary countenance as her lips parted. Fallard’s glance touched their full, sweet contours and he shifted in abrupt discomfort. He rose and walked to the brazier to stir up the blaze, then added more fuel. The coals caught and heat began to permeate the chamber. Satisfied the fire would burn well, he pulled two chairs closer to the warmth, turning the larger one—the one that was now his—to face hers.
He held out his hand. “Come.”
He thought she would refuse, but she obeyed, her movements graceful again as the winging of a bird. With but a slight hesitation, she surrendered her hand. Both of them flinched at the tingling burst of awareness and warmth the touch created. Eyelids flaring, Ysane snatched away her hand.
Fallard ignored the sensation and her response. “Be seated.”
He waited for her to settle, then from beneath his tunic, he pulled a scroll, creased and stained. He untied the document and unrolled it. “Read you my language?”
“Well enough.”
He handed the parchment to her. “Then you may study the document for yourself.”
Her hands shook, but she took the scroll. She read it from beginning to end without speaking, then rolled it up and handed it back.
“Now you know,” he said, as matter-of-factly as if he were commenting on the fine weather.
Her gaze bleak, she stared at him. “I have been given no choice, then?”
Fallard turned not from the accusation that blazed forth from her.
What expects she to see in my eyes? Triumph, mayhap, or worse, pity? This is difficult for her, a proud and determined daughter of a king’s thegn, wealthy in her own right. Wulfsinraed is the home of her people from generations, and by Saxon law, should be hers, with the authority to rule in the manner she thinks best. It would have been hers, but for Norman rule. ‘Tis a hard and bitter lump to swallow. Methinks I would bear not the indignity half so well.
Fallard allowed no hint of his thoughts to show on his countenance as he answered. She deserved that respect. “None at all. William believes you guilty of treason. Understand this. I bear the authority of the king in this matter. Do you choose to fight, or do I prove you guilty of the charges against you, I am ordered to escort you forthwith to Kensington Abbey, to be locked away for the rest of your life.
“Should I find you innocent, you will wed with me, or you will be compelled to leave Wulfsinraed forever, and be given to another, a man of William’s choosing. I know of his second choice, lady, and I fear you would have little liking for him, less even, mayhap, than you have of me.”
* * *
Vexed almost beyond endurance, Ysane jerked her head to the side, her eyes roaming the bower, looking anywhere, everywhere, but at him.
“’Tis not fair!” She jumped to her feet and paced the chamber, her strides hard, the very set of her body defiant. “’Twas none of my doing my father and Renouf rebelled, yet still William punishes me! Was it not enough I must see my father banished, to die in a strange land far from home and kin, or that I be made to endure three twelvemonths of Renouf’s bestiality, or behold the murder of my daughter?”
She closed her eyes and threw back her head, hands clenched against her temples. “Where is justice? I had thought, if perforce I should ever gain my freedom, never to wed again, for I have no wish to have my life, my person and my liberty once more at the mercy of a man! I wish but to live in peace, in my own home.”
Oh, for mercy! How can I deal with this now, with grief for Angelet filling my soul nigh to bursting?
Only slowly did she master the maelstrom of emotion. She opened her eyes once more and sighing, moved to stand in front of the dark knight, only inches from his chair. Defeat burned in every taut line of her stance. She knew it, but was too weary to hide it. Mayhap, the man before her would be kind. He watched her, and she wondered at his thoughts.
She sat and held her hands close to the brazier. She had not realized how cold they were.
“I fear to force William’s hand against me a second time.” Her eyes lifted to his. “Answer me this, my lord, and I would have the truth, if you know it. When William forced me to wed Renouf, knew he the man’s true nature?”
Fallard shook his head. “I know not. ‘Tis possible. ‘Tis certain he believed Renouf would remain loyal, or he would never have awarded him Wulfsinraed. William can be ruthless when he thinks it justified, but he is weary of war and rebellion, and wishes for peace in his domain. To that end, he believes the sacrifice of a village worth the good of the whole kingdom, and the death of an individual worth the lives of a thousand others. ‘Tis possible he wished to use Renouf to make an example of Wulfsinraed to other rebellious fiefs, and that he hoped, in so doing, to quell further insurrections. ‘Twould not be the first time he has used such tactics.”
“And what of you, Thegn D’Auvrecher? Are you also in agreement with this policy of sacrificing the few for the greater good of the kingdom?”
* * *
Fallard sought an honest answer, for he demanded truth from her and determined to give the same. “I know the tactic works, my lady. But I am not king, and I know not to what lengths I might go if such were the only way to achieve peace. I do know I would wish not for my kingdom to be ever torn with bloodshed and strife.”
He paused, his eyes idly tracking a tiny spider working its way across the floor at his feet. In his heart, he condoned not all his sovereign had done. He had been displeased by the action William had taken against the rebellious northlands some three twelvemonths after his coronation. The king had ordered nigh annihilation not only of the population, but also a calculated desolation of the land itself so complete that ‘twould be long ere aught grew there again.
He was grateful he had been not one of the captains whom William had ordered to put entire villages to sword and fire, commanding that all that breathed therein be slaughtered, even the animals. He had wondered, more than once, if he would have obeyed such an order, but hoped he would not, though his own life might have been forfeit had he refused. He believed not the innocent should be made to suffer for the guilty, yet uncounted thousands of innocents who died not in the fighting, later died of starvation and disease in the months that followed. The harrowing was a black stain on William’s reign, and one that might never be erased.
He raised his head and said with slow deliberation, “If ‘twas my decision, I could wish that measures of such nature would be not necessary. I would seek first to use any and all other less drastic means of persuasion.”
Ysane nodded, apparently satisfied with his response. Her tone subdued, she said, “From your announcement earlier, I conclude you have reached a verdict regarding the question of my supposed treason.”
“You are guiltless. We will wed. The time between now and then will be set aside for preparations for the ceremony and the feasting to follow. You have a syrce of green velvet. ‘Twould please me if you would wear it for the ceremony.”
She started at the abrupt change of subject. “You have looked in my clothing chests?”
She sounded uncertain if she should be offended or amused.
Fallard grunted. “Nay. ‘Twas your sire’s mother who suggested it, though I admit I once saw you wear it, before the battle. She said with much fervor the color intensified the fire of your eyes and enhanced the purity of your skin.” He shrugged. “I but concurred.”
She blinked at him. “My Ieldramodor—my father’s mother—spoke to you? But, she speaks to no one but Marlee, her maid and to me, since my father’s death.”
“I assure you, I speak no lie. I came upon her that first day in the guest bowers, but I saw her not again until two days ago. I was exploring the storage recess behind the hoarding room and she appeared as if conjured from the air. Gave me quite a start.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “She asked if I was to wed you, and when I told her I was, she said ‘twas a good thing, and then mentioned the emerald gown before slipping out the door. She seems to have taken a liking to me, or at least, she dislikes me not.”
Ysane stared at him from the storm-clouded depths of those big eyes, so brilliant a green, then shook her head. “I believe it not. How is it you charm the very folk closest to me, who owe me their allegiance?”
Fallard leaned to close the distance between them and took her face between his hands. He waited.
When she quivered, but pulled not away, he bent to brush her lips with his in a caress as soft as the touch of a butterfly’s wings. “’Tis my intent the allegiance of all shall be to us, not only to me. I offer you my word, Ysane Kenrick-daughter, as a knight of William, I will never lift a hand against you. I will honor you, and respect your wishes as far as ‘tis possible, and I will insure all others do the same. I will do all in my power to protect you and keep you safe. You need have no fear of me, lady. I will hurt you not. I will allow you time to grieve for your daughter, and if you wish, time to grow accustomed to me ere I take you to my bed. Know this, too. Ever will I speak truth to you, and that no matter the cost. Do these provisions seem acceptable to you?”
She looked startled, as well she might, and even as he spoke the words, Fallard wanted to take back certain among them.
What do I do, promising I will bed her not until she is ready? What if she is never ready? Fool that I am, I have given my word and now can take it not back. Mayhap, I have condemned myself to suffer overlong as a monk. The little siren has bewitched me. Now ‘twill be a fight to woo her to my hand.
“You are gracious beyond my expectations, my lord. Aye, your words are acceptable.”
Of a certainty, she would believe so. ‘Tis to her advantage. I am a fool, but mayhap, this one concession will not rebound upon me for ill. Mayhap, she will take it as a symbol of my regard, and hold me not to it. And mayhap, I am a lackwit.
“Then we should do well together,” he said. “My name is Fallard, Ysane. I would hear it from your lips.”
“Very well…Fallard.”
“There now, that was not so very difficult, was it?” He smiled and drew her into his lap. She was such a little thing. He lifted her as easily as he would a child. He traced the length of her nose, the shape of her chin, the elegant curve of a brow, then bent to kiss her.
“Nay, please!” She stiffened. Her lashes fluttered as she ducked her head.
Fallard groaned inwardly and drew back. “Your wish is my command, Ysane.”
He set her from him, and hid his frown when her face nigh crumpled, awash with relief. He silently cursed Renouf, the fool’s vow he had made, the firelight that burnished her skin and the sweet scent of roses wafting from her skin. He all but leapt from the chair, needing distance between them, for he was rather too much distracted by the sweetness of her smile and the feel of her pliant form against his own hard frame. Aye, and such tempting softness it all was—soft lips, soft hair, soft skin, and soft curves. As a virile man who had lived too long without a woman’s touch, he was sorely tried. He paced to the other side of the room, lest he forget himself and frighten her anew with his rampaging desire. He opened the shutters to let in the night breeze. ‘Twas entirely too warm in the chamber.
“By the by….” His lust under his control once more, he turned back to her. “Has the Lady Roana spoken yet of her wedding to my First?”
Her expression answered his question. He allowed a grin. “They are to speak their vows at the same ceremony with us. Does that please you?”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Ysane wondered how many more surprises she must endure ere the day was out, though his promise to force her not to his bed was an oath she found much to her liking. Nor was a wedding between her kinswoman and the silver-haired knight unexpected, given Roana’s oddly affectionate behavior with the man—and his with her.
“This wedding you speak of. ‘Tis in accordance with Roana’s wishes?”
“’Tis in accordance with both of their desires. I do recall my First mentioning something about ‘love at first glance’.”
“Then I wish her all joy, and aye, ‘tis pleasing she will stand at my side to speak her vows.”
And I will speak with her first, for I will not have her coerced.
Fallard cocked his head to one side. There was that in his eyes that made her wince.
Already, he comes to know me, and learns to recognize when I hide that which I want him not to know. A pox on the man! I must take more care.
“Methinks I sense reservation behind your agreement, Ysane. Have I told you not I will never lie to you, that you may always trust my words?”
She searched his face, his eyes, wanting to believe, yet the old fear still held her in thrall. A few sweet words, no matter how well spoken, could erase not the torment of twelvemonths.
“I believe you. At least with my mind, I believe you mean what you say.” ‘Twas truth. She did. “But I must ask…I mean, I would pray your patience, that you would find it…that you…oh, that you would be willing to give my heart time to catch up with my mind.”
His grin was infectious. Despite herself, she responded with a timorous smile of her own.
“You may have all the time you need, little rose, so long as you do learn I may be trusted to keep my word.”
“Then I will try, Fallard.”
“That is all I ask.”
* * *
Fallard could resist not the impulse to bring her softness back into his arms. At first, she stiffened, and seemed to withdraw, and he thought to release her, but she yielded. As his strength swept round her, she trembled, but he cradled her as gently as he could. She offered neither resistance nor encouragement as he brushed his lips upon hers. The kiss began tentatively, lightly as mist. But as her lips moved, the embrace flamed, suddenly, wildly. In an instant, all intent to go carefully with her dissolved beneath an avalanche of heated craving.
She moaned in protest, and her hands sought to push him away. But even as he fought to free her while he still could, her struggles again ceased, and she went still, then leaned into his strength. Triumph, hot as his desire, blazed through him and his arms tightened, gathering her more closely against him as he plundered her soft lips with a fierce and startling hunger he had never before known.
His hand slid beneath her hair to cradle her head and hold her more securely for his deepening assault on her senses. Her arms slid around his neck. She clung to him, and rose up on her toes to better accommodate the fit of her body to his. Dazed, he realized she kissed him back with a fervent need that matched his own. He opened his eyes to find hers closed. He doubted she knew even what she did. Her countenance blazed with a hunger he shared. He shuddered at the sight. This unexpected fire between them, it overwhelmed them both.
He was losing control. He was going to take her, now, and he knew she would welcome him. As the thought crystallized, a violent trembling that ripped from head to toe wracked his body. He forced his mouth from hers. She gave a little soft cry of denial. Her fingers clutched in the tufts of his hair as she tried to recapture his head and pull him back. But he would take her not like this, in rampant lust, as if she were no more than a common harlot. He caught her small hands and encased them within his own. They trembled within his grasp, as would a spider’s web in a strong breeze.
Faith and the saints! Never in his life had he lost control with a woman as he had done now with Ysane. What spell did she weave upon him to unman him so?
Her breath came in shallow pants. ‘Twas truth, his own did the same. Her eyes opened, but their vivid green was dazzled, and her expression slack, for she remained lost in the throes of her own yearning. He stared at her sweet lips, open and swollen now from his bruising caress. How it happened, he knew not, but he had found with this woman a harmony unexpected, an affinity to be cherished and nourished with all the care and wisdom garnered from the violent insanity that had for so long been his life. ‘Twas something akin, mayhap, to that sweet sharing of life his warrior father had found with his gentle mother, though she too, had been a stolen bride.
“Ysane,” he whispered, then glared at nothing when he heard how low and husky was his own voice. But she had not even heard him. He shook his head, seeking clarity. “Little rose!”
This time, his voice conveyed determination. He stepped away, then gently shook her. Cupping her chin with his fingers, he called her name a second time.
She stared at him in dawning realization. Abruptly, the sensual haze holding her in thrall vanished and she groaned again, but this time, seemingly in shame. Her face flamed scarlet, and she tore her gaze from his, cringing away and seeking to break free of his hold. He would allow it not.
“Nay!” Echoes of the unforeseen depths of the passion they shared still throbbed in his tone, but he cared not. “Nay, my rose, look at me. Look…at…me!”
Once he captured her gaze, he held it secure. “Ysane, I will suffer you not to hide from what has passed between us. You are…disquieted, I know. It caught me off guard, as well. Saint’s toes!” He swept his hand back and forth through his pate of hair. “It nigh swept me away. Never has such a torrent overtaken me, my lady. Neither of us expected such fire to erupt, but see you not what a priceless gift we are given? There is no shame to be found within its embrace. Know you not that great passion can become a strong foundation for the building of a good and lasting marriage? Few are offered such a gift, and I will allow it not to be scorned.”
His voice softened then, for there was in her face both fear and uncertainty. She held herself stiffly, and he knew she recalled the cruelty of her husband.
“Fear this not, Ysane. ‘Tis a thing of goodness. Have I not already pledged I will hurt you not, nor give you cause for shame? Imagine if you will, was there no such harmony between us. Is it not better to desire a husband’s touch than to fear it, or to find it loathsome, and a burden?”
* * *
Ysane fought to give credence to his words. With an instinct as old as the first woman, she understood he was right. The potency of the passion that exploded within her when his mouth settled upon hers had astonished her. It subsumed every thought and had submerged beneath a torrent of glorious sensation all awareness save that of his taste, his scent, and the fire of his touch.
Never had she thought, nay, or even dreamed it could be so sweet, so pleasurable, for in Renouf’s bed she had endured only pain and humiliation. Aye, she had abhorred her husband’s hands upon her body, at times so repulsed it had taken all her strength not to vomit her hate upon him. He would have killed her if she had. But ‘twas truth what Fallard said. Desiring, even craving the touch of the man who wed her was far better.
“Ysane?” He still waited her answer.
She nodded. “Aye, my lord. ‘Tis better. ‘Tis much better.”
She felt within him a release of tension at her assent. His smile was gentle.
“You have the look of an affrighted hare. Am I then such a wolf in your eyes, little rose?”
She started. How strange was it that his words so conformed to her own thoughts earlier, when first he confronted her. She could think of no immediate response. Oh, but of a certain he would know how intimidating he was, especially to a woman without the strength to defend herself should he choose to hurt her. She would offer a measure of trust, but concluded maintaining some distance between them would go not amiss. ‘Twould do no harm, and mayhap ‘twould protect her heart should her decision be not wise.
When she made no response, he said, “Then I will repeat it, Ysane. I will hurt you not.” He spoke the words with resolute clarity, as if he had read her thoughts. “Mayhap, if I say it oft enough, you will begin to believe. With time, I will also prove you may safely trust in my care for you.”
She was abruptly weary. He must have seen it, for his big hand was tender as he brushed back the hair from around her face. “’Tis time for you to sleep.”
His kiss brushed her forehead, and though her skin tingled with his touch, there came no great burst of the fire that had blazed before. “Good night, little rose. I command you to dream only of sweet things, and to rest well.”
With those words, he left her, calling for Lynnet.
* * *
“Ysane!” Fallard’s whisper accompanied the jarring of his elbow against his betrothed’s ribs the next morn as she knelt for prayers during second service. She looked around, startled, for the two of them were the only ones still on their knees. Fallard slipped a hand beneath her elbow and helped her regain her feet. She flushed, and he suspected that instead of praying, her mind had been as occupied as his own with all that had passed between them the eve before.
The service over, Fallard led her to the door and paused to wrap her woolen mantle about her shoulders. Lady Roana and Trifine, Thegn and Lady Randel, Roul and Fauques and the men of the night guard, who would seek their pallets after noontide meal, followed in their wake as they left the chapel.
Fallard reached for her hand, seeking to tangle her fingers through his own. ‘Twas in his mind he wanted all to see his white rose had accepted her fate. She resisted not his gesture, and they walked hand-in-hand toward the hall, Fallard matching his pace to hers. He found that the simple act of cradling her small fingers within his own filled him with an unanticipated contentment.
But then, nigh all of his responses to the woman by his side surprised him, and left him feeling distinctly nonplussed. Had he been told a seven-day earlier he would so quickly harbor a desire to protect and cherish a woman—any woman—more strongly than his urge to bed her, he would have guffawed in their face, or at the least allowed the corners of his eyes to crinkle. No woman but his mother and sisters had ever claimed such a hold upon him, and he would have bet none ever would.
Not that he was unhappy with the idea, disturbing though ‘twas. Fallard stole a glance at her serene countenance and his shoulders lifted in a resigned shrug. She was to be his wife. If that included a few stronger-than-usual feelings beyond the bower, he certainly would complain not. ‘Twould make living the rest of his life with her a great deal more pleasant.
He gave her hand an easy squeeze. “All this morn you have been preoccupied, Ysane. Dare I ask if some of your musings give consideration to the man at your side?”
* * *
Ysane smiled at Fallard, taking in the sight of his long, muscular legs swinging in tempered strides. ‘Twas an oddly stirring sight. She tore her thoughts from his intriguing, and rather exciting musculature. She was aware of his focus on her and had wondered at his thoughts. How unsurprisingly brash and decidedly male was his assumption her thoughts were of him. That they were indeed, all of him had no bearing on the matter.
“You may dare, Fallard,” she said, “but that is guarantee not you will receive an answer.”
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “You dare to tease me, my rose? Methinks you test your courage beyond your ken. Come. Admit it. You have discovered your betrothed husband is a more companionable soul than you expected.” He bent close so none but she would hear. “You find yourself attracted to me, and for more than bed sport. I am witty, charming and well-favored, am I not?”
A distinct flavor of laughter underlined his words, yet she sensed her answer mattered. “Should I admit to those things, my lord, I fear your conceit will know no bounds.”
“Ah, but my mother says that be already so. How then, might it grow worse?”
Ysane gaped at him, and spoke ere she thought. “Your mother? You have family?”
His eyebrows soared toward his hairline at her incredulous tone. “Thought you I sprang fully formed from my father’s head as the goddess of old?”
Heat scorched her face as she clapped her hand over her mouth. “Forgive me. I meant that not as it seemed. One thinks not of the enemy as having family of their own.”
“Remain I your enemy then, in your eyes.”
“Nay. ‘Tis but what all Saxons believe. Normans are monsters and beasts who care naught for any but themselves, know you not?”
“Aye, so I have heard it said, though not to my face.”
Ysane breathed a laugh and wondered at the ease of his conversation with her, for Trifine had remarked him a man of little speech, and so he had seemed. The soothing warmth of his hand, along with the unexpected attentiveness and kindness he displayed—not to mention that glorious, heart-rending, soul-stirring kiss, the only one he allowed since that night—played havoc with her decision to remain aloof.
What was this tenuous but honeyed thread that stretched between them? With every moment she passed in his company, the attraction she felt for him seemed to grow stronger. A link was forming between them, more rapidly than she would have believed, a bond she understood not. It seemed to weave, moment by moment, more closely around them and draw them ever nearer. The potential depth of that bond terrified her, for she feared lowering her guard. But she could deny not a wary anticipation of where such an attachment might next lead.
She gave a little shake of her head to clear her thoughts, and allowed her eyes to take note of the world around her. ‘Twas mid-morn, and the day was overcast and drear. A fitful breeze sent dead leaves skittering across the ground and rattled the branches of the trees in the orchard. It whispered through dry grasses and sent chill fingers to stir beneath her mantle. She shivered. How she longed for the warmth of summer.
Her betrothed noticed, and urged her closer to the heat of his body. “I would know of what you think.”
“Only that the spring rains will soon drench the land. Always do my people rejoice at the renewing of the year, with its hope of bounty to come. ‘Twill be not long ere the whole land is in bloom, and the meadows will abound with color. How gloriously wonderful ‘tis to be alive to see it! But a handful of days past, I believed I would not.”
She glanced up into midnight eyes, their deep blue depths glowing, and stumbled, shaken by the expression within them. Aye, a smile like that could go far, too quickly, in winning her trust. He dropped her hand and slid his arm around her waist to steady her. Almost, she lost the train of her thought, and her heart tripped in its beat. The easy strength in the arm about her made her feel breathless, as if she had run all the way from the chapel.
I must remain wary. He charms without effort, but I must forget never he is a man of violence, and war. Who can know what might provoke a fury beyond his control?
He gently squeezed her waist. “What more?”
“Oh, ‘tis only I am grateful winter is nigh over, and our people have survived and prospered through it. Renouf was evil, but a good overlord of the land. The estate, if naught else, thrived beneath his hand.”
“’Tis my intent, Ysane, to do no less.”
“I would not expect otherwise, my lord.”
“Fallard.”
She started to speak, but was forestalled when a shout rang out from the closest sentry on the wall. At nigh the same moment, the trumpets rang their clear notes announcing the arrival of friends.
“Thegn D’Auvrecher! Riders approach from the west. The pennons are those of Ashbyrn, Falconhome and Sandmere.”
“Ah. More of my stewards arrive. Let us greet them, my lady.” His pace increased until Ysane was all but running.
“My thegn,” the guard called again. “They seem to have met with trouble. Several of the men appear wounded, one holds to an arrow point in his side, and another lies draped across his horse!”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Anger spiked in Fallard at the words, for it meant whatever had happened, at least one man was dead. This was an unwelcome and unexpected circumstance, and he abruptly wished he had not ordered the men to bring their families. He could but hope none of the women or children had been harmed.
Yet, an attack upon such a large and well-guarded company as he knew this one to be was all but unheard of. Though ‘twas true thieves roamed the woods, their groups were small, poorly armed and rarely trained for fighting. ‘Twould be foolhardy, nay suicide, were they to assail a party of experienced warriors. But the rebels? Aye, a large enough force might dare.
He and Ysane reached the courtyard even as the sharp clip clop of hooves rang out against the timbers of the bridge. The first of the new arrivals rode in.
Fallard issued orders to Ethelmar, who had appeared at his elbow. “Have the wounded moved into the hall, and find Luilda. See she has aid with her linens and medicinals. Prepare refreshments. Our guests will be cold and in need of sustenance. Roul, attend Ethelmar.”
Trifine give a similar order to Fauques.
Among the group of stewards filing into the courtyard were six women and two young boys. Fallard heaved a silent sigh they bore no sign of injury. A striking older woman of mayhap fifty twelvemonths, who looked remarkably calm for having been caught in the midst of a skirmish, rode in front beside a warrior who appeared about ten twelvemonths her senior.
The guard had missed not his guess. As a whole, the group looked road worn and weary, the men’s clothing spattered with dirt and bloodstains. One of the pennons was shredded. At least two men, Saxon hearth companions by their mail, leaned precariously in their saddles, bloody bandages marking their wounds. A third man, plainly unconscious, was supported by the arms of a burly Norman knight who rode in the saddle behind him. From the riders, cries for assistance were raised. The courtyard swarmed with activity.
Ysane pulled at his arm, but his focus was fully on the task before him. When she persisted, he frowned at her, impatience written in his stance and the lines of his face.
“My lord, you should know! That one is Thegn Noll of Ashbyrn,” she said, pointing to the older man who rode at the head of the company. He was a short, slender man who sat his horse like a king and clearly held control of the group. She pointed to two other men, much younger than Lord Noll. “That one is Thegn Royse of Sandmere Manor and the other is Baron William D’Orsay of Falconhome.”
Fallard threw her a grateful look. Though he was familiar with the names, the order of passage had been disarranged by the battle they had fought. ‘Twas impossible to discern which pennons the individual men had ridden beneath and he could have guessed not, for the two Saxons wore clothing and mail similar to that of Lord D’Orsay.
“My thanks,” he whispered. She nodded and hurried toward the steps of the hall, calling for Ethelmar as she went.
Fallard reached Thegn Noll and grabbed the reins of his courser as the older man slid from the saddle. A wary hostility shone in Noll’s gaze as he helped his wife dismount, but his words were genial enough. “’Tis good to arrive at Wulfsinraed, and safely. You are Thegn D’Auvrecher?”
“I am, and you are Thegn Noll. What has happened here?”
“We were attacked shortly after leaving the Crossroads at Fallewydde. We had spent the night there, and left ere first light. Lady Norma—that is Lord D’Orsay’s wife—is increasing. She is late in her second month, and has been ill upon the journey. ‘Twas decided bringing her here quickly was preferable to spending longer on the road, so we rode gently but steadily, wishing to arrive ere mid-morn.”
Fallard winced at the words, wishing even more strongly he had not ordered the women and children to attend. ‘Twas not well done of him, though it had seemed the course of wisdom at the time.
Noll shook his head and sighed, his arm settling lightly around the waist of his wife. “They were upon us ere we knew it. ‘Tis good fortune we were prepared for trouble, and able to fight them off, but not without hurt.”
As the man explained how they were set upon, Fallard listened with one ear while he watched to see his orders were carried out. Lads from the stable took charge of the horses while serving boys unloaded baggage. The wounded men were aided into the hall. Luilda hurried through the tunnel as fast as her legs would carry her and disappeared into the hall behind them. Domnall and Trifine greeted the other two lords, while Jehan and Second Marshal Harold took charge of their men.
Fallard escorted Thegn Noll and his lady to the hall, followed more slowly by the others. “How many were in the attacking party?”
“At least five and twenty, more than our number.”
“So many! What sense gained you of their purpose, were they thieves?”
“Nay, my lord, I believe it not, though ‘tis my thought they would have us believe so. Their clothing was ragged, as would be that of thieves, but they fought like warriors. Our men were hard pressed to gain the advantage. As you have seen, one of D’Orsay’s knights was slain.”
They passed into the hall. To the left in the corner, the three wounded men were already laid out on pallets. Luilda directed helpers in treating the two less injured, even as she worked diligently and with rapid assurance over a third.
Fallard led Thegn Noll and his wife to the eating platform, where jugs of mead and ale and flagons of hot mulled wine were already set out on the table, as were trenchers and goblets in preparation for the coming meal.
“Be seated, and warm yourselves,” Fallard said, motioning the servants to attend them. He strode to the wounded men. With practiced eye, he noted the two less seriously hurt would recover if the wounds festered not. But the third was a belly wound, of all wounds among the most dreaded, for if the bowels were nicked or cut, the whole body would go putrid, followed by slow, painful death.
D’Orsay and Royse, to whom the wounded men were sworn, joined him.
“My lord D’Auvrecher,” Royse said.
D’Orsay nodded to Fallard.
Fallard acknowledged their greeting, noting the same wariness in their eyes as had shone in the eyes of Noll. He wondered at the reason, if ‘twas simply because he was their new overlord—and to Noll and Royse, a Norman, and therefore an unknown quality—or if somewhat else lay behind it.
Royse spoke again, addressing Luilda, and referring to the man with the stomach wound. “Will he live?”
“I believe so, my lord. It appears not his bowels were cut, and the wound is not so deep as it appears. I have cleansed it, and will stitch it closed and apply a healing poultice. Then we must wait.”
“’Tis good,” Royse said. “He is a fine man and a capable warrior.”
“We shall leave her to work.” Fallard issued the subtle command, gesturing the men toward the eating platform.
The ladies were seated, Ysane, Roana and Lewena in earnest conversation with the wives. Domnall, Trifine and Randel accompanied Noll. The young sons of D’Orsay and Royse stood with them.
As Fallard approached, Trifine caught his eye, his head giving an almost imperceptible nod in the direction of the doors. As his First excused himself and headed that way, Fallard lifted his hand. “I am certain you are all weary from the battle, and a chance to bathe and rest would come not amiss.” He gestured to Ethelmar. “If ‘tis your choice, my under-steward will see you to your bowers. All that you may need will be provided. If you prefer not to attend the noontide meal, ‘twill be brought to you.”
“Our thanks, my lord. Your generosity is appreciated.” Noll spoke for them all. As the three families moved toward the anteroom that led to the guest bowers, Fallard sought out Ysane.
“The wounded men?” Her brow was furrowed with concern.
“Luilda believes they will live.”
“Ah, our Lord is merciful! ‘Tis bad enough one has died, but Fallard, this should not have happened. What new trouble is this?”
“I know not, but Trifine has news and wishes to speak with me. If you will excuse me, my lady?”
Trifine waited for him on the wall, away from the guards. Whatever his First had to say, he wanted it not overheard.
“Fallard,” Trifine said without preamble, “Lord D’Orsay spoke of aught he thought most strange. He said beneath their rags, many among those who attacked them wore tunics bearing King William’s crest. Thegns Noll and Royse agreed, for they and their men glimpsed the same, but said ‘twas if the attackers wished them to see, all the while pretending to be thieves. They said not so outright, but ‘tis clear they believe the men were soldiers, king’s men in disguise. They are angry. Methinks they suspect betrayal, though how that could be with D’Orsay among them, I know not.”
“That explains the hostility,” Fallard said.
“So ‘twould seem.”
“Pass the word, then, and double the guard. Order the men to especial watchfulness, and to pay close attention to aught the stewards’ men have to say. I want possible trouble nipped ere it can take form. I will speak more on this to the lords.”
He turned to leave but Trifine stopped him. “Tell we also Domnall’s men?”
He held Fallard’s gaze.
Understanding passed between them, even as Fallard nodded. “If they may be trusted not, now is the time to learn it, when we are prepared to deal with it.” He paused, and then continued, his tone thoughtful. “Strike you not as odd, my friend, if the attackers were truly William’s men, and meant not for that fact to be known, that so many would be so careless as to allow the crest to be seen?”
“Think you, then, as do the stewards, the revealing of the crest was deliberate?”
“I do.”
“Then you also think the men were Saxon rebels, seeking to stir up further trouble.”
“Trouble for me, in particular, but what concerns me most is where rebels in this area would lay hands on tunics worn by William’s soldiers. ‘Tis not as though our troops are plenteous in this out of the way region.”
Trifine sucked in a quick breath. “Ruald! You think he has escaped and seeks to use your stewards to dislodge your hold on Wulfsinraed. But Fallard, how? Sir Gyffard’s troop was more than three score and ten. There is no party of rebels in this region with enough trained men to attack so large a company.”
“So it has been thought, but what other explanation may there be? I know William. He acts not with devious and dishonorable methods. Even when his orders are brutal, he fights honestly and in the open. If he wanted the stewards of Wulfsinraed dead, he would simply send troops to all of their halls and take them by force. He would also have no reason to attack a Norman steward, unless that man be suspected of treason, and D’Orsay is known in court as loyal beyond question.” He slammed his fist into his palm. “Would that I could have traveled with Sir Gyffard, mayhap this could have been avoided. I warned him of the possibility, but he believed as you, that no trouble would be offered to so large a company.”
He stood silent for a time, head down as his gaze focused on naught but what he saw within his own mind, then he peered at his First, a faint scowl pulling at his brows. “So be it. We will deal with what comes. Trifine, I suspect a large force of Saxons, led by their leader Ruald, may now be on its way to recapture Wulfsinraed. If I am right, the lives of the other stewards may be in danger, and utter fool that I am, I ordered them to bring their families. We must provide protection. Find Domnall, Jehan and Harold. Bring them at once to the hall. I will lay this before D’Orsay, Noll and Royse. I will need their help in riding escort to the others, and for that, I must gain their trust.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Three hours later, Fallard stood on the eating platform with Trifine, Jehan, Domnall, Harold and the stewards ranged about him. The remnants of the midday repast had been cleared from the table, which was now littered with half empty goblets of ale and maps of the region. Fallard’s gaze traveled around the group, meeting the eyes of each of the stewards. They had already sworn fealty. He awaited their observations.
D’Orsay leaned over a map, both palms flat on the table. He spoke without looking up. “Your arguments are most persuasive, Lord D’Auvrecher. Unless evidence to the contrary emerges, I accept your explanation for the attack.” He straightened and met Fallard’s gaze. “As for ordering the attendance of our families, these are difficult times and any journey bears its hazards. For what value it may offer here, I would have ordered the same.”
“As would I,” said Noll. “And none among us trusted Renouf, or his brother. The man possessed a quality of guileful self-interest. ‘Tis my belief he would do aught, betray aught if he believed it to his advantage. I also acknowledge Sir Ruald would make such an attempt as you have laid out, were he in a position to do so.”
Royse agreed. “When shall we begin these forays to protect the parties of stewards still due to arrive?”
Fallard nodded in the direction of Trifine. “As soon as my First is able to organize the patrols. We will need five companies. Thegn Royse, you and Lord D’Orsay, along with Trifine and Domnall, will each lead a patrol. Domnall’s knowledge of the area and the roads each party must take in their journey is extensive. You will coordinate with him the direction your companies will take. Because more stewards come from the west, I will lead a second patrol to meet any parties arriving from that direction.
“I will set trackers to locate Sir Ruald, if indeed, he has escaped and comes this way. Do we find their force is smaller than we believe, a company will be sent to waylay them before they reach Wulfsinraed. Otherwise, we will prepare to meet them here.
“Thegn Noll, with Jehan and Harold will be responsible for the defense of the burh and the hall. The number of men needed for the patrols will leave the burh but lightly defended, so until all parties have safely arrived, or the attacking force is found and destroyed, the gates will be opened only for a short period, thrice daily, and only for the burhfolc and stewards. Every face is to be scanned, every wagon, barrel and crate searched, going in or out. No person not belonging to this demesne is to be allowed within the gates without permission from Noll, Jehan or Harold, and they are to be searched, as well.”
Trifine spoke up. “What of the village and outlying farms, Captain? Think you they will be in harm’s way?”
“Ruald is cunning. ‘Tis my thought he will see no value in putting to sword those who would serve him, and who offer no threat should he gain his desire to retake the burh. But ‘tis better to be prudent. Harold, pass the word that any man wishing to bring his family to reside within the safety of the wall is welcome. The burh may become overly crowded, but I will deny no man the right to protection. Order each one to bring only whatever supplies and shelter he and his family need, including food, warm clothing and shelter.”
The meeting broke up and the men dispersed to their tasks. Fallard sought out Ysane. He found her, with the other ladies, working on needlework in her sitting room. Beckoning to her, he led her down one level to the lord’s bower, but failed to close the door behind them.
He took her face in his hands, glad she made no effort to withdraw. He said no word, but drank in the sweetness of her face. When he spoke, his voice was heavy with regret. “I must take my leave of you now, my lady. I rue this time that should be given to merrymaking must be disrupted by strife.”
“’Tis no fault of your own, my lord. You must do what must be done, and such things wait not for a more convenient time.”
He pulled her close. “Have I told you, little rose, how very beautiful you are, and how fortunate I hold myself that you, with your eyes like rain-washed lily pads and your lips as lovely as a new-budded flower, belong to me?”
Amazed at his own speech, for he was not given to poetry, and had been accused by the women of his acquaintance of utilizing a nigh criminal paucity of words, he nevertheless forged on. His voice deepened to a husky whisper. “My dreams brim with visions of your soft form clasped tight in my arms, and my waking hours are captured by the memory of the feel of your lips beneath mine. Never for a moment do I cease longing for the night we can be alone, as wedded. Tell me, my rose, dread you still that time? Do you, in truth, hope for my death in battle? If you could by some chance be free of me forever, would you make that choice?”
She stood as if mesmerized beneath the sweet spell of his words.
He held her gaze, waiting.
* * *
Ysane kept him not long in suspense, for she grew more certain each hour that she feared not to become his wife.
As yet, she knew not her heart’s full inclination. Nor did she know how she might fare in his bed, though it seemed her body would welcome him despite the horrors dealt by Renouf. Of desire, she had no experience, while trust, a thing both fragile and tenuous, could be offered, but not coerced. Once broken, ‘twas difficult to mend. Renouf had taught her some men were beasts, but those of her family had tutored her in love. Thus, she pondered still if this man stood worthy of her increasing faith in him. She marveled that her fear and loathing of a man’s touch grew so quickly dim and distant when in his embrace.
She could not give him all that she saw in his eyes he wanted, and knew not if ever she would. So she gave him what she could. “You have shown me, my lord, a man might be strong as Hercules, and powerful as the great Charlemagne, yet still be gentle as a lamb. I have seen you offer mercy to those who deserved death, and kindness to those to whom you owed no debt. You have given to me courtesy, and have treated me with honor, wooing me with gentle persuasion, when you might have taken me with cruel force, and emptied your mind of concern for me afterwards. None could have stopped you had you done so. Renouf protected none but himself, yet even now, you ride in honor to defend with your life the people you have sworn to protect.”
She clasped her hands at his nape, and rested her head against his broad chest. “Nay, my lord, I wish not for your death. I wish that you travel with Godspeed, and beneath His protection, for I would have you return, whole and unharmed. We have a wedding to attend, and vows to speak, and I…,” and here she faltered as a flaming blush once again fired her face. “I dread not our wedding night, my lord.”
At her final words, he groaned and crushed her slight form against him as if he would imprint the feel of her forever upon his skin. He lifted her face and took her lips in a soul-searing kiss, staking his claim.
* * *
Fallard had held his breath as Ysane revealed so much of her heart. He cradled her sweet flesh close, sharply aware of the enticing curves beneath her syrce. His kiss grew deeper, more insistent.
A voice suffused with mirth intruded. “Forgive me for interrupting your um, farewells, Fallard,” Trifine said from the door. “The first patrols are ready to leave. Roul came up here to assist with your mail, but now he skulks in the hall like a cat with its fur rubbed the wrong way, waiting for you to finish your lovemaking.”
Fallard scowled as he tore his mouth from Ysane’s, and the words he snapped at Trifine were snarled. “Know you not how to knock?”
He launched invisible daggers at his First even as he cradled Ysane’s heated face close against his chest.
“You left the door open,” Trifine remarked with cheerful disregard, not at all put out by his captain’s aggravation. He made no effort to hide his amusement or his enjoyment of Ysane’s pinkened face.
“Next time I will not only close it, but bar it, as well. Mayhap, that will keep disrespectful Firsts in their place.”
“’Twould do little good. I would only have to beat on it and yell all the louder.”
“Enough! What must a man do to find privacy with his betrothed? Go tell Roul to get up here, and Trifine?”
“Aye, Captain?”
“Come not back.”
Trifine’s laughter echoed all the way down the stairs.
Fallard set Ysane from him. He turned toward the stand on which he kept his hauberk, although for the nonce he still slept with his men in the northeast tower.
“Forgive my First, little rose. What he lacks in finesse, he makes up for in tactlessness. Will you stay while I don my mail?”
“I will.” She sat on a stool by the door.
Roul flew through the portal, coming to an abrupt halt when he caught sight of Ysane. He flushed. “My lady.”
“Where have you been, boy, I have not all the day.” Fallard growled the complaint, but his hand ruffled his squire’s tousled hair. “Is Tonnerre ready?”
He pulled his padded gambeson over his linen shirt, then lifted the heavy, blackened hauberk, bent forward and with Roul’s help, slipped it over his head.
“Who is Tonnerre?” Ysane said.
“My destrier. My courser is Foudre.”
“Ah, of course. Thunder and lightning. Appropriate.”
“You have seen them, have you not, when I took them for exercise?”
She nodded. “Aye, I have seen them, and beauties they are. But Tonnerre is like the blackest of shadows and to my eyes, roughly the size of a small hill.”
Fallard chuckled at her description.
“Tonnerre is chomping for a run, he is,” Roul said. He grasped the hem of the hauberk and pulled it down to Fallard’s knees. “Tuck saddled him, himself. All the other stable hands are afeard of him.”
The supple leather hood, mail coif and ventail went on next, followed by black leather arm greaves and the flexible gauntlets.
“Think you we will catch the knaves today, my lord?” Roul rambled on without ever giving Fallard time to answer, but Fallard was accustomed to his squire’s chatter and made no demur. “I would wager we find them right away. They will have no chance against us, aye, that they will not. Cowards they are, jumping out like toads from the dark. Afeard to face us like men!”
He handed over the leather sword belt. Fallard buckled it on over the hauberk, then wrapped the scarlet girdle with William’s crest around the belt.
Ere sheathing his great sword, Fallard brought it to Ysane. His pride in the weapon, a blade bequeathed to him by a favored uncle, was strong. He showed her the silvered cross-guard inlaid with obsidian gemstones. Black leather worn smooth from long use covered the grip, butting up against the silvered pommel.
“See you this.” His gauntleted finger followed the elegant tracery of letters forged deep into the thickness of the blade’s length. “’F A L L A R D’. ‘Twas gifted to me at my accolade by Rollant, my father’s elder brother.”
Once she admired his weapon to his satisfaction, Fallard slipped it into the protective fleece inside the black wooden scabbard. Roul held the black and silver conical helm as Fallard reached for his dark-shafted lance. He slung his shield, of a teardrop shape with a painted ebon and silver starburst design, damaged by the dents and slashes of battle and nigh as tall as himself, over his shoulder.
“Go out to the yard, boy, and give the saddlebags a last check. Make sure you have forgotten naught,” he said to Roul, who grinned again and skipped away to do his bidding.
He faced Ysane, who caught her breath. He noted the gleam of approving wonder in her eyes and could avoid not a strut as he sauntered toward her, the tinkle of his spurs accompanying the low thud of his boots against the floor. Hah! ‘Twas a good thing to know his little rose thought him a fine figure of a man. He would carry her admiring expression with him into battle, and ‘twould give him the courage of a dozen knights.
“How long will you be gone?”
‘Twas the age-old question of those whose role was to stay behind and wait.
“’Twill depend on how quickly we find the parties of the stewards, or those who attacked the first group.” He refrained from stating his belief they were Saxon rebels, or that he suspected Ruald had escaped. “No more than two or three days, methinks. But within that time, I may return with some of the stewards.” He took her arm. “Walk with me.”
Together they descended to the courtyard, where Ysane joined the other women already gathered on the steps. The tunnel between the gates was overflowing with people, carts and animals. The villagers and the ceorls from the farms were beginning to stream inside the walls, getting underfoot of the mounted men, who yelled at them to watch out lest they be trampled by restless hooves.
Fallard stared in disbelief at the chaos, then started to laugh. “What a ridiculous sight.”
He caught Ysane in his arms, careful not to hold her too tightly lest the rough metal of his hauberk press through her syrce and cause her hurt. He kissed her once again, heedless of all who saw.
“Take care,” he whispered.
He strode down the steps, drew himself up onto Tonnerre’s back and donned the helmet Roul handed him. Guiding the great destrier to the head of the mounted patrols, he yelled loudly enough to gain the attention of all. “If you wish not to be trampled, move out of the way.”
Those on foot scrambled to obey, mothers grabbing children and fathers hauling on supplies, and within moments, the pavement was clear. Fallard raised his arm. “We ride! Good fortune to us all.”
With an imperceptible movement of his legs, he set Tonnerre to a slow trot. As he crossed the bridge and turned west, he noted Ysane’s arrival on the wall above through his peripheral vision. As he urged Tonnerre into an easy gallop, he looked not behind, but knew the beautiful green eyes of his rose rested upon him. He drew back his shoulders and held his head high, his spine as straight as his lance.
* * *
Ysane tightened her cloak about her shoulders and watched the empty road long after the patrol was swallowed within the trees. An ancient thoroughfare it was, built by the Romans, and still serviceable after the countless twelvemonths since they had passed away. Master builders, those Romans had been, but hardly more so than the Normans. They, too, were grand builders, and like the great conquerors ere them, they built in stone, to last the ages.
Normans! Conquerors and enemies of her people. Some would expect her to hate and fear them, and fight them to the death. Some would advise she flee marriage to the one who claimed her, while others would whisper she seduce him, and when he slept from the exhaustion of their play, slip a knife into his heart.
But not all of his kind were brutes or cruel masters. Fallard was honorable and just, and even his men were respectful of her people.
She thought of the sight he made in full armor. A thrill, part fear and part admiration, had swept through her as she took him in from mail-coifed head to black leather boots and gilded spurs. By the saints! He was terrifying, but he was also magnificent. He mounted the massive Tonnerre as easily as if he wore no mail and the horse, no more than a pony.
‘Twas no wonder the fierce warriors were so feared. Even Domnall, the greatest fighter she had ever known, had met his match with Fallard on the practice field.
She waited on the wall, looking west, until the sun sank low enough to throw its bright rays beneath the cloud layer, forcing her to shade her eyes. The air grew too cool for comfort even in her warm cloak.
“Ysane?”
She turned. Roana stood there, her lovely face troubled. Ysane held out her arms and her cousin came into them. They clasped each other closely, finding comfort in the embrace of deep friendship underscored by the close family tie. Ysane understood Roana’s unspoken need. Trifine was gone too, leading one of the patrols. So newly had they come to care for the men so recently thrust into their lives, that neither knew how to feel the emotions roiling within. After a time, arm-in-arm, they went down to sup in the hall, where lights blazed and warmth beckoned. They were the mistresses of Wulfsinraed, and guests awaited them.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Ysane looked out over the courtyard the next morn, trying to decide where she wished to go. Almost ere she finished dressing, Ethelmar had arrived at her bower to firmly evict her, giving orders for the chamber to receive a thorough scrubbing, from wooden floors to raftered ceiling.
Her dish-thegn had everyone in the place cleaning. Even Tenney the hoarder was involved, temporarily called from his records. He was in the hall, helping to take down the tapestries. Ysane had no need to enter the kitchen to hear the same lively diligence being pursued there. The voices of Alyce and Alewyn, the bubbly, skinny twin sisters who were her cooks, carried clearly into the hall as they directed the kitchen slaves in scouring everything that could be scrubbed.
The frenetic industry had her hunting a refuge, since no one would allow her to help, for Fallard had left word she was to rest. She could not mind the order. Her dreams the night before had been unsettling, and she had awakened tired and dispirited. Her head ached.
Even her sitting room was no haven. The chamber was crowded with servants mending bedding while the ladies bent over their embroidery. The room had taken on the aspect of a cage, overflowing with chattering, fluttering birds.
So she fled outside, only to discover ‘twas no better than within. In the cottages of the burh craftsmen that adjoined the wall west of the gates, the activity was hectic. From the stables to the carpenter’s stall, no one, except mayhap the smithy, seemed exempt. The day was certainly made for such work. ‘Twas warm and sunny with a clear turquoise sky, the color so deep ‘twas easy to imagine it as an upside down lake, rippling over her head between the horizons.
She stopped beside Jehan, who stood at the foot of the steps. He directed the squires, among them the methodical Fauques and lighthearted Roul, in their task of shoveling dung from the courtyard. With the unplanned influx of families from outside, plus their livestock, the pavement of cobbled stone had become mired in manure and mud. The boys shoveled it into buckets, carried it to the river and dumped it into the swift-moving waters. They returned with buckets full of clean water to sluice the stones.
Despite the ache that buffeted her head, she chuckled. Roul laughed, chattered non-stop and teased the other boys, regarding the chore a game, but he splashed more of the odiferous mess upon himself than in the buckets. Like it or nay, his destiny this eve was a thorough dunking in a clean bath. Fauques merely cast forbearing glances at his friend’s antics and carried out his task with painstaking care. So very different they were, yet, each balanced the other.
She turned to Jehan. “Has every soul in the burh had been taken by the fever of cleaning?
When the men return, they will not recognize this place.”
She was not entirely jesting.
Jehan chuckled. “Ethelmar and I decided ‘twould be better if no one had too much time to think.”
With a grin and a wink, his brown eyes laughing, he strode off toward the stable.
Well. That explained the madness.
Following the curve of the tower, Ysane was drawn to the activity in the center of the practice field. Harold must have every off-duty warrior involved in training. The clash and clang of mock battle mingled with the grunts of hard-hitting, sweating men.
The grounds surrounding the field were crowded with makeshift shelters. Ieldramodor had once told her that long ago, ere the village moved outside the walls, those grounds had been cobblestoned lanes lined with workshops, storehouses, an alehouse and bake house, with snug cottages clustered among them. She wished she could have seen it back then, filled as ‘twould have been with life and movement, with laughter, shouts and mothers calling to their offspring. Mayhap, it might have looked a little as it did now.
She turned in the opposite direction. Skirting the courtyard and the busy squires, she passed beneath the high arch that supported the crosswalk overhead only to discover the orchard too, was chock full of humanity. Everywhere, people laughed, argued and chatted. Women cooked over open fires while small children ran and played, enjoying the unexpected holiday. Animals of every description barked, clucked, brayed, mooed or bleated. Her headache spiked.
She ran back to the hall. Weaving adroitly through the army of workers, she slipped into the southwest anteroom and worked her way around servants whitewashing the walls to reach the door to the garden. She shoved it open and fled through. Leaning against it, she sighed in relief, face upraised to the sunlight, and impatiently pushed an errant braid of her hair beneath her headrail. The high walls that enclosed the garden blocked the sight, and at least some of the noise, of the chaos without.
At once, she relaxed as the peace washed over her. She loved her garden, even in winter when except for the scattered beds of winter pansies and Christ Mass roses flanked by boxwood hedges, stem and branch lay barren. ‘Twas her sanctuary, and even more so than her sitting room. She knew every bush and flower by name, talked to them and knew all the little quirks of their growth.
She had hidden her passion from Renouf, pretending to loathe the work. Had he known, he would have forbidden her access. He had strutted about, preening like a peacock whenever guests had raved over the garden’s beauty as if he, and he alone, were responsible.
The design of the layout with its crushed shell pathways, benches, shade trees and flowerbeds was entirely her creation. Soon, the weather would permit her to be on her knees, pruning her roses—she loved the white ones best—and working fallen leaves and other detritus into the soil in preparation for planting.
As she moved along the paths, she noted where winter weeds needed pulling and caked mud must be scrubbed from the sundial. The small pond that centered the garden would need the winter scum cleared. Ignoring the ache in her temples, she sought to note and mentally catalogue aught amiss. Thus, when a spot of dull red caught her attention in a place where no color should be, nigh the base of one of the walls, she halted her meandering steps. Bending to investigate, she felt herself blanch with shock as she pulled the small object from where it lay half buried beneath the soil.
Ere she could take guard, bloody images of Angelet’s death, juxtaposed against her infant daughter’s beautiful green eyes and happy coos, slammed into her with the force of a blow. A low moan escaped her lips. She stared in disbelief at the cladersticca lying on her palm. Domnall had carved the rattle ere her daughter’s birth, filling it with small stones and painting it with lovely runic designs. The short time it had spent buried in earth had already dulled the bright colors.
But what mystery is this? How did the toy come to be here, in the garden? Oh, Angelet!
Still so nigh the surface of her heart, the grief, fierce and searing, overwhelmed her. She collapsed as a flower torn by its roots, sobbing without control. The anguish of twelvemonths, inflamed by the events of recent days buffeted her, rending her soul. She wept so violently breathing became difficult and she gasped for air, while tears to rival a rainstorm scorched her cheeks.
Her father’s death, the absence of Cynric, the murder of her precious babe, the arrival of the Normans and all the terror, rage, and misery of the three interminable twelvemonths with Renouf, now rose to suffocate her. Encompassed with sorrow, she was but dimly aware of the arms that surrounded her and pulled her face from the cold ground, cradling her in the warmth of a tender embrace.
“Ysane, my dear, oh my sweet, dear cousin, please weep not so. You will make yourself ill again.” Roana’s usually clear voice was husky as she clasped Ysane’s head to her bosom, rocked her like a child and murmured words of solace, as if seeking some way, any way, to allay the terrible grief. “’Tis all right, my dear, ‘twill be all right.”
She removed Ysane’s headrail and stroked her hair.
Slowly, the tempest subsided. Ysane peered through blurred vision into her kinswoman’s caring face.
“Oh Roana, what a treasure you are,” she whispered as her cousin swiped at her tears with a linen cloth. “You have ever been a tower of strength, dear friend, even since we were children. How can I ever repay you?”
Roana helped her sit up, handing her the cloth to blow her nose. She shook her head. “My dear, who considers repayment when no debt has been accrued? Are we not sisters in our hearts? If we succor not each other in time of need, then who will? Come now. Try to stand. The ground is cold, and I would not have you become ill.”
“How did you know I had need of you?”
They rose and Roana helped Ysane brush dirt and dry leaves from her clothing. “I was in the window embrasure overlooking the garden. I saw you fall. Lewena is there, as well. Will you not reassure her?”
Ysane looked up. Lewena watched from the window above. Ysane found the strength to smile, instead of lapsing back into tears at the compassion filling her friend’s eyes. Lewena inclined her head in return and turned back to the sitting room.
“Shall we walk?” Roana moved ahead of Ysane on the path. “Methinks the roses will be especially beautiful this year, with all the moisture we had over the winter months.”
Ysane, still gripping the tiny rattle, slipped it into a fold of her cyrtel. She had to fight to control the tremor that still shook her voice. “Aye, ‘tis likely. They’ve done so well the past few seasons, the white, in particular.” She slanted a glance at her cousin. Roana sought to distract her with mention of her roses. Any other time, the ploy would have worked. Mayhap, it still might. She sniffed and swept out her hand to indicate the dormant bed they passed. “Never have I seen the white ones grow so large, so very full. Ieldramodor’s suggestion to rub crushed garlic on the leaves and stems worked wonders for killing those pesky blackflies that invaded last summer.”
“How large will your lavender plots be this year?”
A rather soggy giggle bubbled to Ysane’s lips, surprising her. Roana loved the pale purple tint and sweet scent of the tiny blossoms, and enjoyed infusing her bath water with lavender oil. But lavender had so many other uses, from cooking and apothecary needs to freshening floor rushes and deterring moths from feasting on wool. Ysane never seemed to grow enough to use purely for toiletry purposes, so for Roana’s use, she asked Domnall to buy it from the monks at Bedhalh Abbey west of Fallewydde. They grew fields of it.
“Hmmm....” She drew out her response as if ‘twere not a question to which she had already given thought. “I suppose I must increase their size by no small amount, since I have a greedy cousin who constantly pesters me for lavender oil, and it does seem of especial importance now, since that same lady has a man to impress with how sweet she smells.”
Roana laughed and hugged her. “You are too good to me, Ysane. I swear I will give all my rose oil to you, since I am not the only lady who has a special nose she wants to tickle. Think you I have seen not Fallard lean close to you and sniff your hair when he thought no one looked? The man seeks most diligently to show it not, but he grows as besotted with you as Trifine is with me!”
Heat suffused Ysane’s cheeks. “Roana! Now you are being silly. Fallard wants me, I admit, but besotted? ‘Tis not possible. Why, we but met a few days ago. That is hardly enough time to become enamored.”
“Oh, indeed…and how long was it, think you, before I fell in love with Trifine? My dear, I needed but one look at that beautiful man, heard only the barest of words from his gentle lips, and knew him the mate of my soul. ‘Tis oh-so-sweet to my heart he so quickly felt the same. If so harmonious a bonding may overtake the two of us with such instancy, why then can it not with Fallard, and aye, even with you, as well?
“Think you I have seen not how his eyes stray constantly to you, and he hovers when you are nigh? You forget I was there when he carried you from the wall after the battle, and how he fought for your life when you lay dying from the fever. Why, ‘twas but only a day hence I saw him knock one of the guards to the ground and threaten to expel him from the burh for carelessly insulting you. No man behaves in such a way if he cares little or naught for a woman.”
Ysane ceased her rambling to stare into her cousin’s golden-brown eyes. Wonder filled her at Roana’s words. “Roana, think you truly…?”
“Aye, I do. But what of you, Ysane? My lord D’Auvrecher is a mighty warrior and a wise leader, but he is a man less open with his affections than Trifine. Yet, that means not he is incapable of both powerful and gentle feeling. Are you able, my dear, to let go of the evil of Renouf and grasp hold of the tenderness Fallard offers? Will you ever trust him as he deserves?”
“I know not. Oh, everything is happening so quickly—too quickly. ‘Tis so short a time, really, since he came to my sitting room, and we first conversed. The man has turned all my thoughts on their head!
“He is Norman, Roana. He has taken for himself all my father meant should be mine. I should hate and fear him for those things. Yet, I hate him not, and am astounded to discover at no time have I truly feared him. I seem to…to know he would never hurt me, at least not with purpose, as Renouf loved to do. I have seen how my people respond to him. ‘Tis as if a brisk, clean wind has swept through the hall, blowing away the bitter evil and leaving behind a fresh, new day.”
She blew a sharp exhalation, and shook her head. “I admit at first I felt no small measure of betrayal at how easily he swayed the loyalty of those I thought should be true to me, even you and Domnall. I was hurt at how easily he gathered the affection of the whole burh in his hands.” Her eyebrows puckered in chagrin. “Quite put out, I fear.”
Roana’s laughter rang through the garden. “And I fear that confession is no surprise to anyone, my dear. When you came to sup that eve, you were so filled with indignation and fury ‘tis a wonder the tapestries took not fire as you walked past. Yet, as you say, Fallard did little more than remind you of your role as the lady of the hall. Renouf would have…well, we both know what Renouf would have done.”
“But I would never have behaved so with Renouf, and that is my whole point. I understood from the beginning, without knowing how, that Fallard would hurt me not.” She lifted her head and looked toward the wall, where the sentries strolled and called to each other. Her eyes followed a kestrel as it hovered, almost motionless, upon the airs, seeking movement far below that might reveal its next meal. For a moment, her thoughts were very far away.
“There is one other thing I would ask,” Roana said, “and if you choose, you may remind me ‘tis no concern of mine, and I will ask no more.”
Her voice trailed away and a curious blush colored her fair skin.
“Well?”
“Ysane, has he kissed you, yet? Oh, I mean, not little pecks on the cheek or a simple meeting of the lips, but really kissed you, with passion as a man who hungers for a woman and desires to make love with her?”
Memories of the passionate embraces she had shared with Fallard rose to send the same color rioting over her own face that had but moments before suffused Roana’s countenance.
Her cousin saw the telltale confirmation, and she laughed again in sheer delight. “Forgive me, kinswoman, if I have been indelicate, but ‘tis obvious he has. Did you enjoy it?”
“Roana!”
“Oh, go not all prim and prudish now. You must tell me. Did you kiss him back? Did his embrace make you want to melt right into his skin? Did you thrill at his slightest touch? Did his kiss fill your soul with joy and pleasure, and leave you yearning for more? I freely admit Trifine’s kisses are like fire, setting me aflame, yet they bear such sweetness I sometimes fear I will swoon. I wait with anticipation to discover where further they might lead. Did you experience no such wonderful feelings when Fallard kissed you?”
“I, well, I….”
“You did! I knew it.
“Oh, very well, aye. I felt much the same as you describe. ‘Twas most astonishing. I never thought such a feeling would be mine. A simple glance from his eyes, so fierce, so proud, and I can deny him naught. Had you asked me that question but a seven-day ago, would I ever associate pleasure with a man’s touch, I believe I might have laughed in bitterness, or else been so humiliated I would have run away. Forgive me, dear friend, but even you know not the depths of my husband’s corruption, or his debasements. Had I ever dared to think beyond his cruelty, even then I would have guessed not what goodness might be found in the caress of a man’s hand. I verily believed I would want naught but to live free of any man, but of that, I am no longer certain.”
Her shoulders lifted in a little shrug. “How that may be, I know not. The shame of my life with Renouf can be not wiped out so easily or so quickly…or can it? How is it possible I thrill to the touch of Fallard’s lips upon mine, his arms holding me so tightly, when but days past the very thought of such an intimacy caused a sickness of horror in my belly, and shuddering fear to weaken my soul? What powerful magic has my lord used against me? What enchantment has he wrapped round my heart? Roana, how can this be?”
“What power of magic, you ask? What spell has he woven? Oh, Ysane, my kinswoman and dearest friend, ‘tis no strange enchantment. Yet, all at the same, ‘tis the greatest wonder of all. ‘Tis the magic of love, and the power of hope.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
From her chair at table that eve, Ysane studied her guests and her people as they sat at sup. The hall fairly gleamed from the day’s endeavors, and seemed much brighter with even’s last light shining through pristine window glazing and reflecting off newly whitewashed walls. The pleasing glow would not last long. Already the smoke from the torches, candles and the fire pits roiled toward the ceiling and into the shadows created by the flickering flames. High-spirited conversation, and spirits of a different sort flowed freely, needing from her but a word for the first, or a glance to a servant for the second to keep both circulating.
Four more parties of stewards from fiefs to the south and west, and Verdonport Hall from the coast, were escorted in after the nooning, though none by Fallard. They relaxed at their meal, relieved to have arrived safely after hearing of the earlier attack. Like the others, these were a mix of Saxon thegns and Norman barons, though now the Norman stewards sadly outnumbered her people. King William was steadily replacing the Saxon leadership throughout the land. Few were left in any position of power and of those, all were sworn to him from before Santlache. Still, she feared, soon none would be left at all.
Ysane held herself aloof as she reflected on the morn’s encounter with her kinswoman, whose words gave her much upon which to think. Awakening ere dawn, restless and unsettled as sheep catching the howl of wolves drifting down the wind, she had felt as if the very ground itself shifted beneath her feet, ready to open and swallow her. But the bout of weeping in the garden had plumbed inner depths, providing a catharsis. After, she felt a sense of renewal, of restoration, as if she had been given back not only her life, but even her very soul. Grief was not allayed, for her daughter’s brutal death was too nigh to set aside. But for the first time in too long, she had hope for the future, and a life to anticipate that might, if carefully nurtured, be very good. If only she could talk to Cynric again, her heart might yet survive.
Had her brother returned to his home in the forest? Mayhap, on the morrow, she could slip away and visit his cottage. ‘Twas unlikely any rebels were near the burh and the short journey into the forest should be safe. If he remained absent, mayhap, she would find something he left behind to explain why he had abandoned her in the time of her greatest need. She refused to consider he might be dead.
For now, the simple gladness at the ease and lack of fear with which her people openly enjoyed the meal was as a further balm for healing. How different this meal was from what it had been such a short time before. With the men Fallard left behind there was no riotous, drunken revelry, and no lecherous hands to pinch and squeeze where they belonged not. The serving children, their features relaxed and smiling, did their work without strain of wondering when the slightest mistake might result in a massive hand cruelly smashing them to the floor, mayhap, breaking a bone. Oh, there was laughter aplenty, and much conversation, but ‘twas good-natured, lacking the raucous, brutish quality from before.
Aye, the new lord of the burh was Norman, but if Wulfsinraed must have a new lord, then better it be Fallard D’Auvrecher. In so short a time, he had proven himself a better man and a more capable leader, and certainly more honorable than Renouf, true Saxon though her husband had been. There was no doubt which her people preferred.
Her brows tugged together. All, mayhap, except one. Since Ruald was escorted away in bonds, the slave Leda smiled only to gain favor. Ethelmar informed her the girl was surly, vicious to a fault, and must be constantly prodded to do her work. The others disliked her. Mayhap she truly grieved, and missed Ruald. Certainly, she missed the prestige she had enjoyed as the woman who held the favor of the lord’s brother.
As if aware of Ysane’s thoughts, Leda turned to stare straight at her. Ysane’s breath caught at the contempt and hatred that blazed from the girl’s amber eyes. Startled, she stared back. The other woman sneered, but then her eyes fell and she flounced off to the kitchen.
If she is miserable and makes others unhappy as well, mayhap, she should be sold. I will speak to her in the morn.
“Are you not well, my lady?” Jehan bent to her from his place on the bench beside her chair. “You eat not, I notice.”
“Nay, Jehan,” she said, letting her delight in the eve show in her smile. “In truth, I have been so preoccupied with the differences in my hall I fear I have quite forgotten to eat.”
To prove her words, she speared a piece of smoked, honeyed ham and ate it with relish.
But Jehan’s thoughtful gaze left her not. He spoke again, so low only she would hear. “That woman, the slave, I saw how she looked at you. She was disrespectful. I would chastise her, if you like.”
Ysane shook her head. The intensity of the encounter with Leda had shaken her, but the problem was a simple one, and as mistress of the hall, entirely hers. “My thanks, Jehan, but I will deal with it.”
“Well and good. But I am available, Lady Ysane, should you have need of my services. I will suffer you not to come to harm, nor am I pleased to stand aside and allow you to be so disparaged by a slave.”
Served by Jehan’s squire, Ysane took a bite of carrot flavored with mint and ginger, and cocked her head at the Second. “Sir Jehan, did my lord D’Auvrecher set you to watch over me in his absence?”
The faintest hint of color drifted over Jehan’s sculpted cheekbones. He offered her a sheepish grin. “Was I so transparent, then, my lady? Forgive me, I meant no offense.”
Ysane managed to refrain from laughing. The Second appeared quite comically disgruntled with himself, and concerned she might have been insulted by his words. “Oh, nay, Jehan. In truth, I am flattered, and not surprised my lord would leave you so onerous a duty. Fear not, sir knight. You have been most gallant.”
Jehan’s brows puckered, as if wondering if she jested. But he must have decided to take her words as they seemed, for he smiled at her instead.
Across from them, Lady Matty, wife to Thegn Noll, finished a honeyed almond. “Lady Ysane, I noticed the unfinished tapestry on your loom, this morn. The colors are quite striking, but the piece is not yet far enough along to discern the design. What is the scene?”
Ysane smiled. “’Tis an after sup scene of a country hall, much as you find anywhere. I thought the children might be gathered around the scop as he entertained. The ladies will be at their embroidery and the men talking around the fire, or playing at dice. The dogs will gnaw on supper bones. ‘Twill be an uncomplicated scene, but one I hope to instill with all the peace and beauty of a simple life.”
Matty nodded. “’Tis my understanding you wove many of the tapestries in the hall. They are exquisite, my child. The weaving of the threads is not so difficult to learn, but the talent of bringing a scene to life, as if at any moment the figures might step out of the frame and speak, that is a gift, and one you seem to have in abundance. Noll and I must come around to visit again in a few months. I find myself desirous of viewing the new tapestry in its entirety.”
“I would be most pleased for you and your lord to visit, and I hope you will do so oft, and stay long enough we might come to know each other better.”
“Then ‘tis a certainty we will come.”
The hall doors opened, catching Ysane’s eye. A guard stepped inside. His searching eyes found Jehan. Coming to the Second’s side, he whispered a quick word. Jehan stood and turned to Ysane. “My lady, a messenger has arrived. Since the captain is not here, mayhap, you should hear his words.”
A tremor of unease jolted Ysane, but she stood and gestured to all at the table. “If you will excuse us? Please continue to enjoy your meal. I am certain we will return shortly.”
Jehan also beckoned to Thegn Noll, who arose and followed them outside. The guard led them to the gatehouse.
Slumped before the fire pit, his hands wrapped round a tankard of warm ale, sat a man in the garb of King William’s foot soldiers. He glanced up when they entered, and with obvious effort, came to his feet, but so quickly, he stumbled, knocking over his stool. “Sir Jehan! My lord, my lady. I bear an urgent message from Sir Gyffard.”
“Sit down, man,” Jehan ordered. “You are nigh to falling over. What you have to say may be said while seated, and it can wait another moment or two. Catch your breath.”
“My thanks, sir.” He retrieved his seat, and pulled it closer to the hearth.
Jehan was right, Ysane observed. The poor man reeled with exhaustion. Bloodshot eyes blinked blearily from a gaunt face. Now and anon, shivers shook his ragged frame, and the hands holding the tankard trembled. His head hung low, bearded chin as slumped as his shoulders. Bloody scratches on face and hands, and mail smeared with blood, dirt, and moss offered mute testimony of battle hard fought, and a need to hide close to the ground and in thorny thickets. He had been hunted.
While the soldier recovered, the guard brought stools for Ysane and Noll. Jehan seated himself on the flat hearth.
The guard who summoned them spoke. “Would you have a spot of ale, my lords, my lady?”
Jehan and Noll nodded but Ysane declined. Her suspicion the messenger had been forced to hide from pursuers during his race to the hall was proven correct when the man finally lifted his head and began to relate his message.
His tired eyes focused on Jehan. “I am Ligart, sir. I bear a message from Sir Gyffard for Captain D’Auvrecher. I would have arrived yester eve, but I was followed, and ‘twas necessary to hide for a time to give the searchers opportunity to move on. I have been told why Captain D’Auvrecher is away, and I fear my message has a direct bearing on that cause.” He gulped another swallow of ale and continued. “Three days ago, our force was waylaid by a great host of Saxons. Though we remained alert for trouble, as Sir Gyffard ordered, they took us by surprise. They outnumbered us two to one. In the chaos, Sir Ruald and most of his men were freed, and escaped with the rebel host. Sir Gyffard believes that force is headed for Wulfsinraed.”
Ysane’s indrawn breath hissed loudly in the pause, as the bumps of a chill passed over her arms. She caught her elbows with her hands, hugging herself. She had thought Ruald safely on his way to London, but now! She feared not only for Fallard. If Arnulf, her brother-by-law, had obeyed Fallard’s summons, then he, her sister Gemma and their son, Sigan, would be out there somewhere, unaware of their danger. Ruald was free. His rage would be terrible, all his thoughts bent on revenge. He would kill her family if he could.
“My lady!” The messenger spoke again, misunderstanding her fear. “I left on my mission very soon after the battle, and traveled as fast as I was able. ‘Twould have taken some time for the Saxon force to reassemble and prepare to march. They are a large force, on foot, and unable to move quickly through the forest. Though I spent a goodly length of time in hiding, ‘tis my belief they remain a night and full day behind, mayhap many hours more.”
Jehan also spoke to reassure her. “We are safe here, my lady, fear not. Captain D’Auvrecher was well aware when he left that a large force of rebels might be on its way. I assure you, he will take care, and there will be protection for the traveling parties.”
“He knew Sir Gyffard’s men were attacked and Sir Ruald was freed?”
“Nay, he suspected only, my lady,” Noll corrected, “and there is yet another consideration. The attack on our party could have had—should have had—more disastrous results. ‘Twas as if those who assaulted us were less intent on killing, than simple harassment. If, as is believed, they were rebels, ‘tis unlikely they would risk having the countryside rise against them by indiscriminately killing Saxon noblemen and their families. My lord D’Auvrecher’s force would be more than capable of dealing with them, should they happen upon them.
“But methinks the group that attacked us had but one goal, and that to cause us to suspect betrayal from Lord D’Auvrecher and King William. Believing that goal achieved, then surely by now they would be in hiding, awaiting the larger force.”
Jehan nodded in agreement with Noll’s assessment, and Ysane felt some of her first fear subside.
“Continue your message, Ligart,” Jehan said. “I would know all you may tell.”
“Aye, sir. We were set upon nigh the end of the day, at a place in the road so narrow our numbers were forced to string out. We had already passed a number of such places and were prepared, thinking them likely spots for ambush. Though we passed each of those unscathed, we yet remained alert, and that, Sir Gyffard believes, was one reason we were not more badly taken. But he also believes the rebels were more interested in setting free the prisoners than in killing the king’s men.”
“Why would Sir Gyffard come to that conclusion?”
“Well, sir, the Saxons dropped on us like flies from the trees above the road, and attacked from the sides and both ends of the line. But the largest number assaulted the middle of the line where the prisoners were secured. There were bowmen among them, but those shot only at guards nigh to the prisoners. They succeeded in splitting our party in half. They separated and overwhelmed the soldiers close to the prisoners so those men had no choice but to defend their own lives, leaving them unable to prevent the prisoners from being released.
“Once Sir Ruald and the rest were free, the rebels melted back into the trees. Sir Gyffard rallied the force and sent men in pursuit, but those men returned quickly with naught to report. The Saxons vanished as if they had never been.
“Sir Gyffard decided to take the dead and wounded and head southwest, but he feared the Saxons would double back and seek to attack Wulfsinraed under the leadership of Sir Ruald. He sent me to warn Captain D’Auvrecher of that possibility. ‘Twas his thought to rouse the garrison at Witham, and did they agree to come, bring them back with him.”
“What is Sir Gyffard’s estimate of the number of men who may be coming this way?”
“As I said, sir, their numbers were double ours, mayhap more. Sir Gyffard believed their number nigh to two hundred, with the possibility of gathering more along the way.”
“Two hundred!” Noll cried. “’Why, that is impossible. There is no such force of rebels in this part of the land.”
“Aye, so all believed.” Jehan’s tone was heavy. “But it seems all were wrong.”
“Sir Jehan,” said Noll, “after what has been said here this eve, think you ‘tis possible the attack on our party was a means of luring troops away from the burh?”
“Hmmm, so while they were away, chasing shadows, the larger force could arrive without warning and launch an attack of their own, thus attempting to take the burh ere the defenders could return? Aye, methinks ‘tis a possibility most likely. Had Captain Fallard believed the attackers were mere thieves, or thought them William’s men, he would have feared not for the burh itself, and thus would not have taken enough precautions to secure it. ‘Tis most fortunate our captain is no fool.”
“Then I may say, Sir Jehan,” Ligart said, “that most relieved I will be to learn the final words of my message have already been somewhat acted upon.”
“And those words were?” Jehan looked as if he knew them already.
“Prepare for a battle, sir, or mayhap, a siege.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Ysane returned to the hall to reassure her guests, and inform the various stewards Jehan and Noll wanted to meet with them immediately after the meal. Jehan left orders for the messenger to be fed, given wash water and a quiet pallet for him to sleep, then commanded the burh guard be further increased. ‘Twas the Second’s intent, as he explained to Ysane, that as each of the escort companies returned to the burh with parties of stewards, the arriving troops would be reassigned to sentry duty. The troops in the burh, more rested, would be ordered to take their place. Come the morn, he would send riders to search for all the escort companies and urge them to make all possible haste. In particular, he would send a man to find Fallard, and pass on the message. He thought he knew where Fallard’s company might be found.
“The escort companies are aware of the danger and will be able to avoid the rebels.” Ysane murmured. “But what if the stewards run into them? None can be certain of aught when a man like Ruald is involved.”
“Worry not, lady. All but two of the steward’s parties will arrive from a direction different than that from which the rebels will come.”
“Aye. Of that I am aware, and ‘tis that which alarms me, Sir Jehan. The group led my brother-by-law is one of which you speak, which has yet to arrive from the south and west. The other is a Norman steward. If Ruald finds them, they will die.”
* * *
Ysane awoke from the depths of sleep to darkness broken only by the faint light of coals still warm in the brazier. Eyes closed, she tried to pinpoint what had roused her. A sound pierced the night, a familiar noise. ‘Twas her bower door squeaking on iron hinges as it was slowly pushed open. Heart pounding, she sought to control her breathing as she opened her eyes a slit and tried to decide if she should scream the walls down.
A slight form slipped into the room and started toward the bed.
“Ieldramodor!” She gasped in relief even as the figure paused beside her. Her grandmother had not visited her during the night in many months. “Oh mercy, you frightened me. What are you doing here?”
“You would begrudge a visit to my favorite nefene?”
Lady Hildeth’s retort was sharp.
“Of course not, deorling, but must it be when everyone else sleeps?”
“You know I can never rest at night, so what better time to come see you? I would have done so ere now, but ‘twas difficult to get to you. That cifesboren Renouf kept me locked up as if I were a thief and refused to allow me nigh you. Not that I do not know what you are about. Your life has been rather busy, of late. Know you, I missed that insanity about your execution? Believe me, child, had I known what mischief that léasere Ruald was up to, I would have sneaked into his bower and cut out his heart! But no one ever tells me aught!”
Ysane did not bother to mention Lady Hildeth would not have remembered had she been told. “I know, but ‘tis all right, since I was rescued quite in the nick of time.”
“Aye, and that story, little one, is as romantic as any of those ridiculous stories the scops tell. The powerful knight, fearsome in his armor, strides into the courtyard where he fights his way through a cordon of soldiers to reach his lady fair, to sweep her into his arms. Indeed, ‘tis a fair tale, and more exciting than any poem or song, because ‘tis true. I have heard he plans to wed you, nefene, and soon. I wished you to know I have met the man, and I approve.”
“But Ieldramodor,
he is Norman.”
“Ha! Think you that matters after Renouf and Ruald? He is a man of honor, and he will be kind to you, and it hurts not he is also handsome and strong. I would see you wedded to such a man, regardless his clan, rather than to a Saxon like that léasere Renouf. He will give me fine, strong grandchildren. Has he bedded you, yet?”
“Ieldramodor!
Do you and Roana think of naught else?”
Lady Hildeth laughed, the sound a girlish giggle one would expect from a woman decades her junior. “And why should I not? My Lyolf was a lusty man, as surely must be your Fallard. I quite enjoyed his attentions. Mark my words. Marriage is far more bearable if one does. But mayhap, after Renouf, you know that not. Still, I say you true, your marriage bed will be far better with Sir D’Auvrecher than before. So then, answer my question. What think you of his caresses child, was he gentle with you?”
“Nay! I mean, he has come not yet to my bed. He gave me his word he would not, till I have grown more accustomed to him.”
“Honorable indeed, nefene! Have you any notion what a remarkable promise that is? Why, the man is a mighty warrior, a lord, a conqueror and a consort of the king. Such men ask not, they take as they please! Ah, but this grows more romantic than I had thought. Has he become enamored of you? I can think of naught else to explain his restraint.”
Ysane sighed. “Roana believes he is, but I know not.”
“Have you feelings for him?”
“Aye, but I understand them not. I fear him not, which inspires endless astonishment, but I see his goodness, and find I enjoy his company. I would see him safe, and I willingly wed him, but beyond that, I know not.”
“Has he at least kissed you?”
“Aye.”
“Did you kiss him back?”
“Roana asked me the same thing!”
Lady Hildeth snorted, rather inelegantly. “That girl has more intelligence than I credited to her. Marlee says she has gotten herself betrothed to one of those fine young knights who rode in with your lord. Seems ‘tis the silver-haired boy with the laughing eyes, or did I hear not correctly?”
“Sir Trifine is no boy, Ieldramodor, but aye, he is the one Roana loves and plans to wed, and you are right, he has kind eyes, and is full of mirth. Methinks he will be a good husband to my kinswoman.”
“Aye, and you should know any man below the age of forty twelvemonths is a boy in my eyes. When is the wedding to take place? Marlee was to tell me, but she has grown so old she remembers naught that anyone tells her.”
“’Twas supposed to be four days from now, but with all that is happening, I can say not for certain.”
“Ah! That was the other thing I wished to know. What is happening? The villagers and ceorls are inside the wall, as they have not been for almost as long as I remember, and today the gates were closed. Are we at war? Has that young bastard William finally crossed the Small Sea and attacked Angelcynn as everyone said he would?”
“Ieldramodor!
King William is not a bastard. Well, he is, actually, but not that kind. He is our king now, remember you not? But nay, to answer your question, we are not at war, at least, not the whole country. ‘Tis that there are some Saxons who still fight King William, and their battle has brought them here, to Wulfsinraed. They hope to take over the hall from my lord and use the burh as a base for their rebellion.”
Lady Hildeth was silent for a moment. When she spoke again, the sadness in her voice was deep as the ocean. “But is that not why they took my son away, because they thought he rebelled against Harold? As if he would do such a thing. Kenrick loved Harold. He would have died for the king! Where is my son, where have they taken him? I have seen him not for so long. Oh, how I miss him so.”
Quite suddenly, she was weeping. Ysane pulled her grandmother into her arms. She cupped the fragile skin of the elder’s face and kissed her wet cheek, holding her as she wept. “Oh, Ieldramodor,’tis all right, deorling,
‘twill be all right. I am here, I will care for you.”
Another shadow loomed across the room and Ysane looked up to find Marlee beside the bed.
“Here, my lady, I will return her to her room. She will sleep now.”
“Thank you, Marlee. You are so good to her.”
“Aye, but I love her, you know.”
“I know. Marlee?”
“My lady?”
“Will you make sure she is at the wedding?”
“I will.”
“I want you there, too.”
“My lady, you would have to tie me down to keep me away.”
* * *
The following day was busier for the burhfolc than even the cleaning day. Lynnet woke Ysane before sunrise and she hurried to wash and dress. Preparing for a siege took a great deal of work, especially when one had but a single day to accomplish it.
She was not so busy, howbeit, as not to realize more than a seven-day had passed since Sir Fallard D’Auvercher, knight extraordinaire had charged headlong into her life, bringing with him a seeming reversal of her fortunes. Still, a certain dubiety continued to cloud her thinking regarding the man and his intentions. The rapidly unfolding events since that day had left her little time to sort through the tangle of inner contention.
The intimacies they had shared further confused her thoughts. She had always prided herself on an ability to maintain a certain sensibility in how she viewed life. ‘Twas not her nature to vacillate wildly between one emotion and another. She believed ‘twas that very prudence, that balance between thought and feeling that had enabled her to withdraw and hide deep within herself to survive the depredations of Renouf. He had not liked that she fought him, not with her body, but with her will.
But Fallard’s caresses had been…enlightening, had shaken her to her core and awakened a depth of sensation previously unrealized. It frightened her and conversely, left her yearning for more.
If only she could learn if Cynric was back. If she could but speak with him, he, of all others would find a way to help her resolve her doubts. But the day had only begun, with no time now to visit his cottage, even if Jehan allowed it. With the siege preparations and the possibility of enemies arriving outside the gates at any moment, all hope of slipping away had vanished with the news brought by last eve’s messenger. She could but hope if her brother was nigh, he would stay far from the rebel force. He was capable of it. He could hide from anyone, if he wished. Even her.
Thrusting the whole gnarled question of Cynric and the new lord of Wulfsinraed into the back of her thoughts, Ysane focused on the task before her. ‘Twas still very early. She sat in the hoarding room, tallying the lists of supplies. With her were Tenney, Ethelmar, and Wigmaer, the assistant hoarder, a clear-eyed, russet-haired man of medium stature.
Wigmaer was also burh scribe and interpreter of the occasionally ambiguous system of law by which her people lived—at least, as much as was still possible under Norman rule.
In the course of their rushed scrutiny, Ysane confirmed they had ample stocks of everything from ale to candles, cheese and dried fruit. But being the back end of winter, they were perilously short on flour and honey, two of the food staples. The beehives were within the wall, though there could be no renewal of supplies until spring had fully come. Did they run out, they would simply have to make do. But the mill was now beyond their reach. Lack of bread would become a serious problem did the siege last for any appreciable length of time.
“Twill be necessary to confiscate every kernel of wheat, rye and barley that may be found among the people, Ethelmar, and ration the supply.”
“Aye, my lady. I will see to it.”
“My lady?” The tentative voice broke into the murmured conversation at the table. Four heads swiveled to look toward the grizzled warrior standing in the doorway.
Ysane flashed a smile. “What is it, Sir Harold?”
Despite his age, Harold’s experience qualified him to serve as Second-Marshal of the hearth companions. But ‘twas a measure of the chaotic nature of the day that he had come to the hoarding room at all. Normally, a boy would have been sent to find her, but they were all in the forest, gathering branches and kindling with the men who were chopping trees to haul within the walls. The extra timber would be needed for defense purposes, the additional cooking fires of the burhfolc, and if the siege lasted more than a few seven-days, for making more charcoal.
“Another messenger has arrived, my lady. He hails from Blackbridge.”
Joy surged, even as disappointment warred with Ysane’s thankfulness that her family was not in danger on the road. She had seen not her sister since her marriage to Renouf, and had anticipated her family’s presence at her wedding. “Arnulf sends a message? That means he journeys not. Saints be praised, I have been so worried. Oh, but I hope there is naught wrong. Harold, does the messenger seem anxious or upset?”
“Nay, my lady. Shall I bring him here or will you come?”
“Take him to the kitchen and have Alewyn feed him. He is most likely tired and hungry. I will come.”
Harold nodded his shaggy gray head and headed back down the stairs.
Ysane rose. “We have almost finished, have we not, Tenney?”
“Aye, m-m-my lady, and we are in excellent position to withstand a m-m-moderately long s-s-siege, even without enough flour. With great care, we could last s-s-six-months, though ‘twould be not easy.”
“Well and good. When you are through here, I would that you and Wigmaer find Sir Jehan or Thegn Noll. I am certain they have a use for more willing hands. Ethelmar, accompany me.”
She hurried down the stairs and across the hall, noting as she went the other ladies, even Lady Norma, whose sickness of the morn was severe, were preparing stacks of bandages. Under Luilda’s direction, medicaments of many kinds were concocted and organized. The smell of crushed herbs and dried medicinal plants was sharp in the hall.
Ysane stopped long enough to insure the servants were hauling out the extra cauldrons from the kitchen storage chamber for use in pouring boiling water from the wall. Jehan had also ordered every extra barrel, vat, bucket and pail filled with sand or water drawn from the river to fight fires ignited by burning arrows. He sent off-duty sentries to the armory in the south tower to fetch extra weaponry to stockpile inside a large wooden box in the stable. The burh’s hunters searched for whatever game could be found in the course of a day to supplement the meat reserves. The men and older boys who lived outside the wall had returned to their homes to scrounge every remaining vestige of food, clothing and any other serviceable supplies to bring behind the walls, thus preventing their use by the attacking force.
Ethelmar edged behind her as she stepped into the kitchen. She dodged busy servants to greet Arnulf’s messenger, who set down the roasted chicken leg he devoured. He took a swig of ale, wiped his hands on his tunic and bowed.
“My lady, I am Victor. I am come from my lord du Theil with a message begging my lord D’Auvrecher’s consent to wait a few seven-days ere he and Lady Gemma travel to Wulfsinraed.”
“I see. Why does my lord du Theil wish for this delay in following his liege-lord’s command?”
“’Tis for the sake of his lady wife. She is heavy with their fourth child, and ‘twould be difficult and dangerous for her to travel such a long journey.”
“Gemma is increasing?” The words fairly exploded from Ysane’s mouth. She glared at Ethelmar as if he were to blame for the failure to inform her of her sister’s condition, then turned back to the messenger.
“’Heavy’ with child, you say? Why is this the first I have heard of it? I should have been told long ago. When is the babe due?”
The poor man flinched visibly beneath her onslaught. His gaze on the floor, he dutifully answered. “I believe my lady Gemma is due to give birth within a few more seven-days. Forgive me, my lady, but I can say not why no message of her condition has been sent.”
Ysane recalled herself and softened her tone. “Nay, Victor, be at ease. I was but surprised, and ‘tis no fault of yours.”
Nay, not his, but she knew where it lay. Renouf had intercepted her sister’s letters though he swore to her none had come. It had pleased him to try to convince her Gemma no longer cared enough to keep in touch.
She offered the messenger her most conciliatory smile. “In truth, I am most pleased at the news. Continue with the message.”
Amusement twitched her lips when Victor could hide not his sigh of relief. Sometimes, being a messenger was aught but a simple responsibility. One never knew what might be the response to proffered news.
“With the problems my lady Gemma endured in the birth of little Kinna, the last babe, my lord wished not to travel with her now. He begged I explain this time of her breeding has also been fraught with trouble, and the midwife insisted she take to her bed until the birth. My lord fears even without the added difficulties, the journey would be of so long and hard a duration she might be forced to give birth on the road, putting both her and the babe in greater danger.
“For the nonce, my lord du Theil offers his solemn oath of fealty in writing—I have here the document.” He removed a scroll from inside his tunic and handed it to Ysane.
Though the message was addressed to Fallard, she unrolled it. Mayhap, there was that within the message that required immediate attention. Her betrothed would understand her presumption. She hoped. Regardless, she would also take it to Jehan for his disposition.
‘Twas quickly evident that in the message Fallard had sent to the various fiefs, he must have made no mention of her or his intent to wed her. Arnulf asked only that Fallard seek out his wife’s sister, and learn from her he was an honorable man and his word worthy of trust. By his lord’s leave, as soon as ‘twas safe for them all to travel, he would see to the arrangements, and would come with all speed in obedience to the command.
Ysane looked up from the scroll to find the messenger’s eyes upon her, as were those of Ethelmar and, less overtly, the entire kitchen staff, who nevertheless managed to continue their work without hesitation.
“Sit down, Victor, and finish your meal. My lord D’Auvrecher will have an answer for you after he returns, but I fear it may be some time ere you will be able to convey it.”
“Aye, my lady.” Abruptly, the man grinned. “A long time has it been since I was privy to a good fight. With your leave, I will join the preparations.”
Ysane inclined her head, but her gaze rose to the ceiling as she turned away. What was it with men that they so loved to battle? Never would she understand. She disliked conflict, though she could hold her own in domestic disputes. Which reminded her, she still had to seek the slave Leda. She had determined the girl would eat not until she obeyed. Did she fail then to learn her lesson, Ysane would order her sold.
As the day progressed, the siege preparations acquired a grim intensity as everyone sought to accomplish as much as possible ere time ran out. Complicating the effort was the arrival of more parties of stewards, one of which was led by Fallard. Ysane, rushing to get the new guests settled and with Ethelmar’s aid, finding work for them to do, never knew he had returned, ere he was gone again. He stayed but long enough to order a change of mounts, receive a hasty progress report on siege preparations and learn from Jehan that Ysane’s family was safe at home. He informed his Second and Domnall, who had returned an hour earlier, that his scouts reported the rebels were close and would reach the burh shortly after dark. Then he and his men mounted up and galloped back down the road to the west, hoping against hope they were not too late to aid the last steward’s party.
Almost immediately after he left, Domnall found Ysane where she stood by the northeast tower, watching Harold arbitrate yet another argument between nervous burhfolc. He told her that to his knowledge, no escort had yet met up with the party of the last steward. This group was from Funta Burh, and would be riding in only a little ahead of the rebels, had they not already fallen prey to that enemy. Domnall judged them in especial danger because Funta’s steward and his family were Norman.
When he mentioned Fallard had come and gone, she nigh shrieked. “My lord was here, and none saw fit to inform me?”
Domnall winced. “My regrets, my lady. My only excuse is the chaos of the hour. Forgive me.”
Ysane closed her eyes and held to the tattered threads of her temper, which had grown more tenuous with each passing hour. The situation was plagued enough without the lady of the hall losing control. But there had been precious little communication from Fallard as he and his men had ranged farther away west, seeking stewards and any sign of the rebels. The last message conveyed had been that morn, but it had told them naught beyond the fact no progress had been made in the search.
“There is naught to forgive, Domnall,” she said. “We are all harried. I trust my lord remains well?”
“Aye. They are all well,” Trifine said before the first marshal could answer. The silver knight came beside her into the shadow cast by the tower. His ice blue eyes took on a silver sheen to match his hair.
Ysane stared.
No wonder Roana lost her heart to him. The knight is nigh as handsome as Fallard, while his disposition is less severe, a perfect foil for my cousin’s quiet and gentle spirit.
Distracted by a man at arms who wished to speak with him, Domnall took his leave. The First accompanied Ysane as she rounded the tower, heading for the multitude of shelters that ringed the practice field. One of the burhfolc labored to deliver her first babe. Ysane sought to learn how the birth progressed, and if the midwife had need of help. There was no one available to send, so she would tend to the matter herself.
The First ambled along beside her, humming beneath his breath. Of them all, he was the least perturbed by the rising tension. Initially annoyed, Ysane now drew strength from his untroubled mien.
As if he read her thoughts, he said, “Have faith, my lady. They will return safely. The captain is the most capable leader I have known, mayhap, more even than the king, though I would say not so to that worthy!” He laughed. “’Tis likely they will return well ere dark, for if they find not the Funta party by then, ‘tis certain those unfortunates have already fallen prey to the Saxons.” He paused. “Were you informed the enemy is expected to arrive in full force by late this eve?”
Ysane stopped. “The enemy, Trifine? Forget you they are my people, and have true cause to fight?” She sighed. “Aye, Domnall told me.”
He watched her through eyes in which compassion lurked. “Then have no fear, Ysane. All that could be done this day is nigh to completion. Soon, all will be safe behind the wall. We may yet hope the…rebel force will be quickly defeated, and without overmuch harm done to them. Have faith, my lady. The captain will come. You will see.”
He sketched a salute and headed for the gatehouse, only to swerve toward the hall at a call from Roana.
Ysane watched him walk away, grateful for his presence, yet wishing he was Fallard. She lifted her face to the sky, prayed for strength and courage, and a merciful end to the strife. She gathered her skirts and went to find the laboring mother.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“In all my days, I have never seen the wall so crowded with soldiers.” Wrapped in her cloak, Ysane stood at one of the embrasures in the west guard tower. “’Tis a formidable sight, but one greatly comforting.”
‘Twas the time of gathering shadows ere full dark, and her eyes moved restlessly, searching the twilit road below, as did Trifine, Roul and Fauques for some sign of those they awaited. But in the deepening gloom, the only movement as far as the eye could see was the whispering river in its surging courses. Not even a bird sailed the skies.
“Have faith, Ysane.” Trifine said again. “He will come. Trust him.”
“Aye, my lady,” Roul said, conviction ringing. “No man may defeat my lord. He will come.”
She nodded but made no answer. Fear had knotted her stomach during the past hour, as daylight slowly faded and no sign came, but eased the tiniest bit with the First’s words. The alarm she felt was not for her people, for they were ready. Preparations for whatever would come were as complete as time had allowed.
Trifine understood. This she knew. His quiet words were indication enough he was aware of the dissension raging within her, the conflict that still sliced like daggers at her soul.
Ah, but I am a hypocrite! I pray for the safety of my enemy and the defeat of my own kind, and sit in my hall and insist on respect as lady of a Norman burh.
She lifted cold hands to her cheeks. What would her father think if he knew her heart? But she knew the answer to that question, or so she believed, and shut her eyes against the disgust that would have flashed from his moss green eyes, the anger that would contort the lined face she had loved. Likely, he would have locked her away in her bower for her betrayal. Yet, she could no more control the yearning for the safety of the dark knight than she could still the beating of her heart.
Her eyes flew wide when a sentry cried out. He stood upon the parapet, his body precariously balanced, pointing into the growing shades. “There! They come! Sound the alert!”
Even as the anxious watchers caught the first thundering reverberations of hooves pounding at full gallop, the clarion call of the alarm rang out. Ere the echoes died, they were answered from the other three towers. There rose shouts from the gates as men made ready to open them at the second signal.
The sentry called again. “Aye, ‘tis them! They have the steward’s party with them. Sound the call to open the gates!”
He jumped down from the parapet, for the oncoming riders could now be clearly seen.
“See you! I told you they would come!” Roul almost danced in his excitement as he and Fauques hammered each other on the back. Fauques’ usually serious face was split in a great smile.
Once again, the trumpet sounded, this time the signal for friendly arrivals, and was instantly answered with the far-off grinding of wood and heavy chain metal as the first of the great gates was hauled aloft.
“Look you there, behind them. The enemy comes!” Alarm filled the guard’s voice. “Saint’s bones, but they’ve left it close.” He paused, then cried in disbelief, “’tis impossible. The rebels are astride. Look there, the rebels are not on foot, as we thought. Resound the alarm! Hurry, hurry!”
Ysane’s heart pounded in tandem with the frantic rhythm of the warning call and the hooves of the racing company as they drew nigh. Her breath caught in her throat as the dark shadows of the rebels thundered from beneath the trees in determined pursuit. Aye, the guard was right, the rebels were astride. But Saxon soldiers rarely rode. The troops of her people had fought afoot for as long as the ancient stories told.
Neither group carried torches. Mayhap, Fallard had counted on reaching the gates ere full dark, or simply knew there would be lights at the gates to guide them home. They had but to reach them.
But where was he? As the party swept by, she could see his tall figure nowhere among those who rode. Why did he not lead them? Ah, please heaven, say not he had fallen, when she had only begun to realize his importance to her future, and aye, to the safety and future of her people.
As the last of the company pelted past in the fading light, she found him. He rode with the rear guard, offering to those in front his own body as a shield against the enemy who bore down upon them—aye, and in her mind, now they were the enemy. But all of the men in the rear rode with their shields slung across their backs, the tapering lower end of the great bucklers offering some limited protection to the hindquarters of their steeds.
“’Twill be close,” Trifine said, his voice calm. “The enemy gains ground.” He might have been discussing the newest poem narrated by the scop. “But look you, Ysane. There are fewer rebels than of our people. The larger force must still be hours away. ‘Tis my guess the riders are Ruald with some of his men. He is a trained knight, and most likely learned from us the value of fighting on horseback. Where he has obtained the animals, I cannot guess, but because of them Fallard must fight a running defense. He is most certainly enjoying the fray.” He grinned and ducked the slap Ysane aimed at him. “Worry not, my lady. They will claim him not.”
Fauques and Roul, openly capering now, echoed his words.
Trifine’s confidence seemed unshakable. Thinking him more arrogant than assured, for the pursuers too closely followed the pursued, Ysane threw him an impatient glance and raced back along the wall toward the north guard tower and gatehouse. Somehow, she avoided colliding with the shouting soldiers. From all around came the pings of arrows being released as the burh troops gave what protection they could to the fleeing party in the darkening eve. The rebel riders held their shields angled toward the wall as they drew nigh the troops on the wall. Some few moved close to the shielded men, guiding their horses with only their knees, using that protection for returning fire. But at the speed they moved, and with the limited light, their aim was sketchy at best.
Strong fingers closed with a compelling grip around her elbow as Trifine caught up with her, halting her headlong dash.
“Ysane, you must leave the wall. Now!” They had come to one of the stairways that led to the ground below. She understood his concern when an arrow whizzed by one of the hearth companions in front of her, and then a handful more arced over the wall, thankfully finding no targets.
Trifine shook her. “Go, lady! And stay close to the base of the wall.”
He tore away at top speed in the direction of the north tower, heeding not his own advice.
Ysane threw one last, agonized glance at the rapidly receding band of riders pounding toward the gates. The pursuers were not so many as she had first thought, and even as she watched, one horse fell to an arrow from the wall, spilling its rider. But the rest rode with a keen clarity of purpose that even she recognized. Their goal was to catch or kill the man who held her future, and mayhap her heart, in his hand.
Please let him be safe.
She threw herself down the stairs in obedience to Trifine’s command.
They will make the gates. They must! Oh mercy, let them reach safety.
From among the shelters in the orchard, seemingly oblivious to the danger that might arc over the wall, the burhfolc of Wulfsinraed were on the move. It looked as if a host of dancing fairies surged around Ysane as more and more torches were lit and held high to light the way. They swarmed as one toward the gates, anxious to learn all that happened.
A loud commotion of sword upon sword was heard around the bridge, cut off by the thunderous thud of the outer gate as it was quick-released to plummet into place. A resounding roar of rage rose from without the wall.
Ysane was but two-thirds of the way back to the gatehouse, hurrying past the craftsmens’ cottages, when she heard shouts from ahead, picked up and wafted back to those still scurrying behind.
“They have reached the courtyard, all of them. The lord D’Auvrecher was the last inside. The gates are shut. They are safe!”
As the word reached her, Ysane sobbed, her breath coming in gasps as she tried to run faster. But the press around her slowed her pace.
By the time she drew nigh the courtyard, the light from so many torches made it seem bright as day. But such a crush of people milled she could make no headway to the gates. Everyone seemed to talk wildly or cry out at once. She sought to push her way through the throng, but there were too many. Had they recognized her, they would have made way, but she was only one woman among a teeming crowd.
At last, she spotted the unmistakable figure of Varin on the wall. She screamed his name above the clamor, then jumped up and down and waved.
He saw her. A fierce smile curved across his face. A singular colossus of a man whose Norse ancestors were said to be berserkers, those fiercest of all Viking warriors, he was broad as he was tall, as strong as a bull and as ugly, battle-scarred and rough. Two of his teeth were missing, while his nose jutted at an insane angle from where ‘twas broken long before. He terrified strong warriors in battle, but with those he deemed his friends, he was a gentle giant.
He barreled his way to her through the crowd, not particularly careful who he had to seize and throw aside in the process. When he reached her side, he swept her up in a fearsome grip, ignoring her protests.
“Varin! Put me down!”
But he shielded her with his bulk, and carried her to the hall steps where he set her down as if she were fragile as the petals of one of her beloved roses.
Somewhat breathless, Ysane stared up at him. The top of her head barely reached the middle of his massive chest. “I thank you, Varin.”
In the torchlight, he grinned at her from his great height, his heart in his eyes. He bowed with strange grace, and hastened back to his post.
Ysane felt rather overwhelmed. In the few short moments he had borne her, the odd knight had left her feeling…cherished. None but Cynric, and most recently Fallard, had ever made her feel that way. There was no mistaking what she saw in his eyes, but with a woman’s instinct, she sensed he would want it neither known nor acknowledged. Varin would be a loyal friend, should ever she need one.
She looked around, taking stock. In her absence, Lady Matty had assumed charge and the initial mayhem around the gates had flowed into ordered activity. There was little left for her to do. She threw a grateful glance at the older woman, who was instructing boys where to take the last of the baggage. Matty grinned back.
Inside the hall, she found the young son of Lord Belleme, Funta’s steward, Roul and Fauques with him, seated at the one of the hearths with warm drinks. The other stewards’ boys gathered round, listening with awe as between bites of buttered bread, the lad told the tale of their flight. To her eyes, he seemed none the worse for wear.
Servants swarmed the tables, preparing for sup. Ysane caught up with her dish-thegn as he hurried from the kitchen. “Ethelmar! What happened at the gates?”
He paused. “My lady! The rear guard fought to stave off the rebel riders from crossing the bridge ere the outer gate could be closed, thus allowing the steward’s party to fly to safety ahead of them. Though ‘twas most heroic, they lost two men, one of our hearth companions, and the other a knight from the steward’s guard. Several were wounded, including Lord Belleme. He insisted on joining the melee and received a lance wound in his shoulder for his efforts. Should you wonder, the roar you may have heard came from Ruald. ‘Twas the sound of his fury when his quarry escaped and the burh defenses were successfully raised against him.”
“Where are all the men?”
Ere he could answer Trifine was at her side. “They are on the wall, watching to see what Ruald will do next.”
“Oh! Of course.”
Trifine leaned close. “Did I not tell you all would be well, to have faith in Fallard?”
But Ysane was still unnerved, her heart only beginning to slow from its frightened gait. Her terror of Ruald and fear for Fallard remained too close. She snapped at Trifine without thinking. “Nay! Your words are presumptuous, sir knight. You invite catastrophe from on high with your arrogance. Did your eyes fail to see what a nigh thing ‘twas, how nigh to death our people came? How can you be so flippant at such a time?”
Ethelmar, awaiting her instructions, visibly cringed.
The First’s eyebrows, so light they would have been nigh invisible if not highlighted by skin darkened from the sun, launched upwards, then his eyes narrowed at her tone.
Yet, his words conveyed a quiet respect. “Nay, my lady, ‘twas not arrogance that fueled my words, nor presumption. You forget the long twelvemonths I have served with my captain, who is also my closest friend. Allow it that I know him, and his capabilities, far better than you. I assure you I would not have uttered such statements were I uncertain of their verity.”
Stricken, Ysane fought back a sudden need to weep. How could she have struck at the silver knight with such unmerited spite? She had behaved in the manner of a harpy. Trifine’s rebuke was gentle, but well deserved.
“You are weary,” he said. “Mayhap you are in need of a cup of ale.”
She shook her head. She hated ale.
Trifine glanced at Ethelmar as he grasped her elbow. The under-steward hastened away. Trifine led her to her chair at the center of the fire pits. Too mortified even to beg his forgiveness, Ysane lowered her gaze and kept her chilled hands clasped in her lap. Lost in the maelstrom of conflicting emotions that seethed within, she at first did not recognize the new voice that joined in hushed conversation with Trifine.
Ethelmar returned with a jug of mead and her favorite goblet of Byzantine glass. She looked up as a dark figure stepped to her side and knelt on one knee beside her chair. He intercepted the full goblet, nodding at Ethelmar, who left on his own business with a relieved sigh.
Ysane stared into the midnight eyes of the man responsible for the baffling feelings that tore at her, and made her feel as twisted as the hall kittens left her tapestry yarn.
Amusement, concern, and masculine complacency all mingled in his regard. “Trifine is concerned about you, my rose. I was in but little danger, but he believes you unduly frightened for my safety this day. Is that truth?”
He looked manifestly pleased by the idea.
‘Twas too much. She flashed. “Odious man! Blithering oaf! How dare you mock my distress? I was fearful for your safety, for the safety of all. But how like a man to swagger so, even when but by God’s good favor does he remain well and among the living.”
She opened her mouth to lash at him further, but instead, surprising them both, she burst into tears, further shaming herself before him.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Below his breath, Fallard swore. He was bone tired, famished and though the wound was minor, in considerable pain from a sword slash. The blow had caught him in the open slit of the hem of his hauberk, on the outside of his thigh a few inches above his right knee. A female’s tears seemed beyond the scope of his skills. Yet, in but a few days, this woman would be his wife, which meant her tears were his responsibility. He sighed. Mayhap, it would be not difficult to reassure her. His father seemed to find it easy enough with his mother. Surely, he was capable of no less.
“Ysane, little rose, weep not. I am safe. Everyone is safe.” He felt silly saying the words, since they were so obvious to all. But Ysane was no simpleton. He was sure that once she thought on the truth of his statement, she would cease her weeping.
Instead, his attempt at comfort resulted in worsening sobs. His brows drew together. He recalled similar scenes at home. It had always seemed so simple for his father. Why could Ysane be not sensible like his mother? Glancing around, he saw no one paid them heed. He was on his own.
He rose and lifted her from the chair, grimacing against the pain that sheared from hip to ankle. Slim arms crept over his shoulders to hold tight behind his neck. A wet face snuggled itself against the whisker-rough skin beneath his chin. His muscles flexed in involuntary possession. Ah, but she felt good in his arms.
She sniffled as they climbed the stairs to her bower. Then she squirmed in his arms. He suddenly realized the hard chain metal of his hauberk pressed uncomfortably against the soft mound of her breast and the sweet curve of her hip. Fatigue and pain, along with her need for consolation were forgotten as desire slammed through him with the intensity of a lightning bolt, so powerful it nigh knocked him back down the stairwell. ‘Twas but a few days ere the wedding? Hah! ‘Twas more like forever…and what if then she denied him, as he had so foolishly given her right?
Growling beneath his breath, he reached the bower. He paused beside the bed, but instead of laying her there, as he had intended, he decided to sit with her while he comforted her. Given his need, ‘twas safer.
But no sooner did he carefully lower them into the chair, than did her bottom wriggle in his lap, and he knew sitting down was an even worse idea than the bed. He glanced at the linen bandage around his leg. The wound bled again. He stifled a groan at what ‘twould cost him to stand.
Cursing himself for a fool, he shut his eyes, gritted his teeth and rose to his feet. He felt something give at the site of his wound and knew he had torn the flesh further. The resulting pain and dizziness caused him to stumble. He steadied himself. ‘Twould not do to fall with his little rose in his arms.
“Fallard? What do you do?” The little voice beneath his ear sounded mystified.
“The saints may know. I know not,” he muttered. He kept his eyes screwed tightly shut. The whole chamber had taken to moving itself in a sickening fashion.
“Well then, put me down.”
Fallard’s spirits rose slightly. At least the cascade of tears seemed to have dried. Deciding her advice was the wisest thing he had heard since he walked into the hall to find her, he did as she said. But when he released her, she slid, with excruciating leisure, down his front, then steadied herself by leaning against him as she gained her feet. The breath that hissed through his teeth had naught to do with his pain, but it caught her attention.
“Fallard, what is wrong?”
“Naught. ‘Tis naught at all.”
“Do not be absurd. Of a certain, something is wrong. You act quite strangely.”
Fallard opened his eyes, his gaze delving into hers. Was she truly still such an innocent, after three twelvemonths with her worthless mongrel of a husband?
She gazed back, concern blazing from moss green eyes, and abruptly Fallard smiled like the dunce he had earlier called himself. Mayhap, she was still an innocent in some respects. She truly seemed not to comprehend what she did to him. By heaven, mayhap, there were sweet things he could still teach her about loving.
Feeling better than he had in days, despite an unexpected wave of nausea, he caught her forearms and pushed her into the vacated chair. “Tell me why you cried.”
But she answered him not. Her silence accompanied the horror in her eyes as she stared at his thigh. He followed her glance and frowned. Blood coursed slowly from the soaked bandage and dripped past his boots to the floor. His braies and hose were dark with it.
“Fallard, you are wounded!” She jumped to her feet, nigh bowling him over. “By the saints, why did you not tell me you were hurt? You carried me—you carried me—up all those stairs. Oh, you foolish man! Sit down now.”
She grabbed his belt at the sides of his waist, pulled him around and shoved him into the chair, noticing not the grimace that twisted his face. “I will fetch Luilda. Do not dare to move while I am away. The wound will need cleaning and fresh bandaging, and mayhap, stitching, as well. Do you hunger? But of course, you do. When did you last eat? I will bring ale and food, and water to wash with, too. Then you must get into bed. ‘Tis likely you have slept not since you left. Why is it men must always be told these simple things?”
Ere he could explain he still had an inspection to make and orders to give to insure the burh was secure for the night, she was out the door. He heard her calling down the length of the stairs for the steward and the healer.
He thought about getting up and going outside ere anyone could catch him, but when he made the effort, pain surged in swelling waves. Nausea cramped his belly and he clenched his jaw against the need to vomit. He frowned. Were the candles sputtering out? The edges of his vision seemed to grow dark.
Mayhap, my rose is right. It might be wiser to wait till the wound is re-bandaged.
Sweat trickled from his forehead as he leaned back in the chair.
Later, he had no notion of how long, a frantic shriek snapped his head up. It took a moment to focus. His rose stood at the door, staring at him. She whirled, the motion making his head swim even worse, and screeched, “Luilda! Ethelmar!”
Ethelmar must have already been nigh up the stairs from her earlier calls, for he popped into the room like a hare startled from a bramble. Luilda, puffing at the exertion, came not far behind.
How very strange. Ysane seemed to grow smaller as she gave orders to the elderly steward. “Ethelmar, get Domnall and Trifine, and hurry. Oh, and bring Varin. We will need his strength.”
Varin? Why do they need the Viking?
From a long, long way away, Fallard watched the little under-steward dash out the door as quickly as his elderly legs would carry him. Then the bedchamber politely bowed, turned itself upside down and snuffed out all the torches.
* * *
Trifine, being the closest of the three men when Ethelmar ran from the hall shouting for them, arrived in the bower only minutes later, Roul and Fauques nigh tripping over his heels. He found Luilda trying to unwrap the bandage from around Fallard’s thigh while Ysane attempted to lift his head and shoulders from where he had fallen, unconscious, over the arm of the chair.
Ysane glared at him when he caught her shoulders and gently shoved her aside. “Let me help, my lady. I was aware not he was this badly hurt.”
“’Tis not the wound, sir knight, but the blood loss,” Luilda said. She swiped at the nasty cut. “’Tis extensive. The wound should have been seen to straightway he arrived at the hall, and he should have stayed off his feet afterwards.” Her round face was troubled when she looked up at them from where she knelt beside the chair. “’Tis not good. His strength will be sapped. ‘Twill make it harder for him to fight off any fever that might take him.”
Domnall charged into the chamber, demanding an explanation, Varin close behind. Trifine moved out of the way. The first marshal took one look and a soft oath escaped his lips. Towering behind, Varin echoed the sentiment. A puffing Ethelmar came to a trembling halt inside the door.
“He must be undressed and moved to the bed,” Luilda said. “’Twill be easier to treat him there.”
Getting the weighty hauberk off took considerable effort. Roul, his freckled skin more ashen than that of his captain, tried to help but only got in the way. Varin, with gentle patience, lifted the lad and set him by the door, running his massive palm over his hair while he whispered something in his ear. The stricken look eased on Roul’s face and he nodded. Varin hefted Fallard bodily from the chair while Trifine and Domnall wrestled the mail up above his hips. Then they had to sit him back down to peel it over his head.
As Ysane had known, Varin’s great strength served them well. Fallard was no lightweight, but when they got him to his feet, Varin elbowed the others aside, lifted him with ease and transferred him to the soft mattress. Fallard groaned in insensible pain during the effort. By the time he was settled, Ysane’s lower lip was bruised from the pressure of her teeth.
The men got him undressed to his breechcloth, then pulled the linen bedcovering to his waist while leaving the injured thigh exposed. Luilda cleaned, stitched and covered the wound with a medicinal poultice while he remained unaware, then replaced the blood-soaked bandage.
Ysane spent that time with a warm, damp rag, cleaning away the sweat and dirt from the icy skin of his face and upper body. He never moved.
Faith, but surely this is but a minor wound. ‘Tis not possible he might…nay! I will not even think the word.
As she worked, she noted the numerous scars, most of them insignificant, that marked the portion of his arms and torso she could see. But one that formed a long, thin, white line that ran from below his right ear and down across his throat and chest appeared the most serious. Had it been but a little deeper, ‘twould have severed his jugular. Another marred his left shoulder, a ghastly cicatrix that could only have been rendered by a blow from a battleaxe. The fearful scar was jagged, and remained red and puckered, as if it had happened recently. At first sight of it, Ysane’s stomach went queasy at thought of the appalling pain it must have inflicted. Now she understood why he unconsciously favored the shoulder, and betimes held his right hand against it while stretching his left arm back as far as it would go. The scars around the wound must tighten the muscles.
“There.” Luilda stood and began to mix herbs into a small tankard of ale. “’Tis all I can do, my lady. Should he awaken and begin to thrash around, bid me come. If he wakens and seems lucid, bid him drink this.” She handed the potion to Ysane, who sniffed it and made a face. “’Twill ease his pain and help him sleep. The rest of you, begone. He must rest.”
She shooed them out and followed them with one final glance at Fallard.
Ysane found herself alone with him, ensconced in the chair Domnall had moved over by the bed. Only the torches in the wall sconces and a handful of candles remained lit and the room was cozy and warm. Time passed.
She knew Luilda had returned to her care of the rest of the wounded, who lay secluded now behind hanging linens in the corner of the hall. The men had returned to the wall. Meantime, sup was in full progress for those not on watch. The rich smell of roasted meat wafted up the stairs to drift into the open door. Ysane listened to the echo of many voices, more subdued than usual.
But in her heart, the world outside the bedchamber might slip away, never to return, and she would care not. All that mattered was Fallard, and that he continue to breathe. She watched him, her gaze never leaving his face. He remained insensible beneath warm furs, his skin ashen beneath the bronzing of the sun. The sight of his big, powerful body, laid so low by a minor wound, left her feeling decidedly off balance. ‘Twas a state to which the man seemed perpetually capable of reducing her, and that without even trying.
How can he have come to mean so much to me, and in so short a time? It seems not possible.
A quiet knock heralded Father Gregory.
She smiled at her old friend, finding much pleasure in his appearance as he crossed to stare down at the sleeping knight. The elderly priest looked wearier than she had ever seen him, but then, he was no longer young, and he had been unusually busy since his return to his duties. He had officiated over many burials and two baptisms, one of which resulted from a birth that had come earlier than its proper time. Both babes and their mothers did well enough, though the early child, if it survived, would require extra care for some while. More difficult for him had been the necessity of comforting the grieving families of those who had died, and offering continual encouragement to all in the face of rising fear.
He kept his voice low. “Luilda tells me the wound is not serious, but that blood loss might make his recovery more difficult.”
“Aye. ‘Tis an ugly sight, with much bruising, but if he becomes not fevered he should soon be back on his feet.”
He peered at her. “You have not yet eaten.”
She frowned, hardly comprehending. She had given little thought to food since she had broken her fast ere nooning. “I hunger not, Father.”
“Mayhap, but you know well enough, my daughter, that is no fit excuse. I will see that a meal is brought. Besides, I am hungry. I will take my sup with you, if you mind not.”
“You have no need to ask.” At least he had not urged her to leave Fallard’s side. She had already refused that suggestion.
He returned more quickly than she expected. Setting a stool nigh her chair, he then pulled a small chest between them. He gathered up two candles and placed them on the chest. With a care that bespoke stiff joints, he sat.
The crackle of the flames in the brazier and the rumble of talk in the hall were the only sounds. Lost in her thoughts, she traced with her eyes the thick lashes unmoving against Fallard’s well-defined cheekbones, and the firm chin that lost none of its determined aggression even in sleep. The dark knight had saved her life with his timely, if unforeseen appearance. He had then proceeded to turn her world upside down and shake it with the force of his masculine charm. Even lying unconscious, he presented a threat to her peace of mind as overwhelming as the floods that betimes raged on the river.
Mayhap, Roana was right, and the best course for her to follow now was to turn her back on the past and work for the best possible future. With Fallard, that future might well be more satisfying than she could ever have hoped.
A maid appeared at the door with their meal, and Ysane looked away from Fallard to find Father Gregory watching her. Heat washed her cheeks. How much of her thoughts had shown on her face? Judging from the speculation in his eloquent eyes, a great deal, but the smile he proffered put her at ease.
The comfortable silence continued while they satisfied rumbling stomachs with smoked pheasant, bacon stew flavored with walnuts and winter greens, and a warm, round loaf of crusty bread with butter and sweet wine cakes.
Ysane ate with an appetite far heartier than she had expected, Father Gregory nodding in approval when she finished almost everything on her trencher.
“He is a fine man, Ysane,” the priest said, nodding toward Fallard as he laid aside his eating hadseax and leaned away from the chest. “I like him. Even more importantly, I trust him. Norman he may be, but he lives by a code of honor exceeding that of many Englishmen I could name. I am pleased such a man desires you to wife. He will treat you well, and protect you with his life.”
Ysane reached for her goblet of mead, savoring its fruity, honeyed sweetness.
“Ysane.”
She looked up to an expression so serious her heart seemed to skip a beat. Her gaze shot away. She did not wish to discuss the subject of which he was about to speak.
“It has been too long since you have been to confession.”
“You know why, Father.” She would not look at him.
“Aye. But I am here now, and there is time.”
Ysane fought to control the tremble in her voice. “I know what you want Father, but I am not ready. Mayhap, I will never be. I know how you view the taking of life, but Renouf deserved what I did. I truly believe if…if I had taken not his life, he would have killed not only Angelet but me, as well. I could not let him walk away free after what he did to my daughter. If presented again, right this moment, with the same decision, even knowing there would be none to rescue me from execution, I would make the same choice with no hesitation.
“Renouf was warped and vicious, a pox that blighted all he touched, and all who came within his reach. ‘Twas but a matter of time ere someone destroyed him, put an end to his cruelty and depravity. It so happened I…that I was that one. I can ask not for forgiveness for an action for which I have no remorse.”
“I believe I can understand that, my daughter, yet still you must come to terms with having committed murder. The penalty for your husband’s crime was not yours to exact.”
“Then whose, Father? Ruald? Cynric? One of the burhfolc? You know as well as I had he lived, he would have paid not. My daughter and I would both be dead and Renouf would live still to ensnare more innocents in his foul webs. I would know, how could my action be considered more of a crime than his? Why must I be the one held to blame? Does the Church see my life, simply because I am a woman, of so little value I should meekly allow my husband to destroy it, while making no effort to defend myself? Nay! If ‘tis so, I accept it not. Besides, what I did will keep countless other innocents safe. Where is the sin in that?”
“’Tis not the act of self-defense you must confess, Ysane, and speak to me not of a husband’s rights, or your own, for under Norman law, you have few. You know that, none better. But I speak now of the fact you took vengeance from the hand of God and executed it with your own. That was not your right, not against any man. That is where your blame falls.” He leaned forward, his gaze intent. “Your sin was against both God and your husband, and your reasons make no difference.
“You are fortunate beyond your reckoning, my daughter, that King William sits on the throne and mitigating circumstances will insure he will bring no charges against you for the murder of Renouf of Sebfeld, one of his appointed nobles. Neither does anyone here hold you to blame. Despite that, God still awaits your repentance, for no man can lay aside your crime against Him.”
The silence stretched. Ysane stared into the shadows where the light from the candles reached not, seeing within them the horror of that night, still so fresh in her thoughts. She turned her gaze back to the waiting man beside her.
“You were not there, Father. You saw not what was done. You can know not. ‘Twas as if a fever took me, and my hands acted without the guidance of my mind.” She shook her head as if in denial. “I was willing to pay the penalty for my crime. I fought not, nor did I seek escape or to defend myself when Ruald held his illegal trial and passed the sentence he had no right to give. I accepted the judgment. I faced my punishment.
“Does not the fact I was given reprieve, unlooked for, indicate God, if not man, holds me unaccountable? If death for my crime was His intent, why then do I still live? Nay. I am sorry, Father, but I can do not as you ask. I regret not what I did, and I will play not the hypocrite and say I do. Besides, who is to say? Mayhap, ‘twas the Almighty who chose to use me as His instrument to inflict His punishment, His revenge upon Renouf.”
Father Gregory sighed. “Mayhap, you are right, but ‘tis you for whom I am concerned, Ysane. Yours is a kind and gentle soul for whom the act of murder can bring only suffering. The knowledge of what you have done may eat at your soul in bitterness and eventually, I fear, in regret. I wish to spare you that. I fear you will know not peace until you rid yourself of the hate and anger that fill your heart, and seek God’s forgiveness. But He is patient, child, and He will wait, as will I. Should the time come that you need me, I will be here. But now, I must go. There are others who have need of my services.”
He rose and at her bidding, extinguished all the candles except the ones on the chest, then left her to her thoughts.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Over the course of the next several hours, Roana and then Lewena came to keep company with her in her vigil. Both encouraged her to allow them to take her place while she rested, but she would not. Roul crept in to crouch beside her, agony in his young eyes. Ysane slipped an arm around his shoulders and lightly bussed his temple. He flushed, tried to smile and fled. Lynnet came to assist her in preparing for bed but Ysane sent the maid, unhappy, to her own pallet, instead.
Shortly thereafter, Ethelmar brought a message from Trifine. The rebel force had arrived. It seemed some ransacked the village while others set up camp in the trees across from the gates. Naught was expected of them ere morn. Everyone was urged to rest while they could.
Ysane refused her dish-thegn’s plea for her to join Roana in her bower to sleep. “I will be fine, Ethelmar. I will stay here, and keep watch. Luilda will come again before she retires, and do I need aught, she will see to it. See you now, I will check him again, so you may relay word of his condition.”
So saying, she knelt on the thick sheepskin rug beside the bed and set her palm on Fallard’s forehead, relieved to find it still cool. He slept in apparent comfort. Lifting the covers over his knee, she checked the bandage and found no further evidence of bleeding.
Once her faithful dish-thegn left to take word of the lord’s condition to Trifine, Ysane made herself comfortable as she prepared to watch through the night. But the trepidations of the day had left her wearier than she knew. Despite her intent, her eyelids grew heavy, and soon she slept, still curled on the rug, head and shoulders draped across the edge of the bed.
* * *
The hall settled into the silence of deep night. The dark hours passed slowly and in the lord’s bower, the brazier burned low, as did the candles in their puddles of melted wax. The room grew cold. Ysane awoke not as Ethelmar tiptoed into the chamber, built up the fire in the brazier, and tucked a woolen blanket, followed by a warm fur, around his shivering mistress. He bent to drop a kiss against her hair, snuffed what was left of the candles and retired to his own welcome pallet in a hall alcove.
* * *
The first lightening of the skyline ushered in the new day. The muffled sound of a horse passing water inside the stable carried in the still, cold air. From the shelters, multiple snuffles, grunts and snores wafted in and out like waves on the seashore. The fretful cry of a babe comingled with the low, sweet sound of its mother’s crooning.
The faint brightening at the horizon slowly lifted and sent pulsing streaks of pale amber and blush ever higher into the sky. From its perch on a cottage roof, a rooster lifted its head from beneath its wing and looked blearily about. It ruffled feathers fluffed against the cold, then huffed out its chest and crowed in celebration of the arrival of morn. As if the cock’s jarring utterance was a signal, the air was soon filled with birdsong and more crowing from across the burh.
The sentries on the wall took their cue and called the changing of the guard, grateful their watch had remained quiet. Low voices, some grumpy, most sleepy, heralded the awakening of servants. Wulfsinraed was rousing.
Within the curved walls of the lord’s bower, tapestries covered the shuttered window embrasures. All remained dark and quiet. On instinct, Fallard woke with the dawn, as was his habit. Abruptly tense and alert to possible danger, he lay still for several moments, eyes closed, trying to think where he was. He searched the darkness with the heightened senses of a trained warrior, but found naught threatening. Then he remembered and relaxed.
Experimentally, he moved his right knee and discovered that while ‘twas sore and rather more stiff than he liked, it hurt not as it had the night before. That, and the absence of fever, bode well for quick recovery. He started to move his hand out from under the covers only to run into an obstacle. Focusing on the spot, he saw a shadow, deeper than the surrounding darkness, crouched beside the bed. He tensed again, and fought to stay further betraying movement as childhood tales of monsters stalking sleepers mingled with adult memories of far worse fiends—those of his own kind—creeping upon him in the dark.
As the sound of steady, slow breathing registered in his mind, he kept from throwing himself at the unmoving object. The dark shadow crouching nigh him was no threat, imaginary or human.
Drawing his hand upwards until ‘twas free, he reached out. Questing fingertips encountered first the softness of fur, and then the soft nap of finely woven wool. Searching beneath, his touch met with downy-textured strands. ‘Twas Ysane’s hair, but he knew by then the sleeping figure was his white rose, for the muted rosewater scent of her teased his nostrils. Her head lay inches from his chest, her face turned away, toward his feet. One slender arm, the flesh cold, curled over his chest. Trying not to awaken her, he played with the loose tresses, his fingers twining gently through them.
Ysane.
His rose, his betrothed and he believed, the fulfillment of his hopes. Much to his surprise, the respect and affection he felt for her increased daily and oft times, it seemed, even with the hours. Except for his mother and sisters—whom, naively, he realized now, he had believed were unique in the world—he had thought one woman little different than any other.
But the tales told by Ysane’s people had affected him. They spoke of her warmth, kindness and generosity. In tones tinged with sadness, they remembered her laughter, like the sparkling of light on the river’s surface, now silent, but which had once rung freely throughout the burh. With unabashed pride, they recounted her unfailing courage as time and again she risked brutal beatings to intercede between them and her husband’s merciless wrath. Not only were they loyal to the death, they truly loved her as well. They admired her fortitude and extolled her intelligence with ungrudging devotion.
As he stared into the blind dark above him, his hand now resting lightly on her fair head, Fallard wondered at Ysane’s motive in watching over him through the night. Was it but duty that held her there, or could his rose be discovering feelings for him? Yet, in the end, what did it matter? He would have her, regardless.
A life spent in warfare had rapidly relieved him of the illusions of youth. He was a warrior. Of necessity, he gave little thought to others. He had come to Wulfsinraed and taken for himself, and by force, all that had rightfully belonged to her, believing it his duty and his destiny. Indifferent to such foolish concerns as her feelings or how his actions might impact her life, his behavior toward her was that of conqueror.
Her country was in chaos, and her people maimed and murdered, their lands and homes stolen. The conquest changed the familiar patterns of their lives irrevocably. Ysane’s own father lay dead in a grave in Nourmaundie, the direct result of the Norman king’s command, and there was yet another fact he had still to tell her about her father’s death that would not endear him to her. All things considered, she should hate and despise him. By her own admission, she would wed him only because William forced her hand. Mayhap, she believed her silent vigil to be merely the proper thing as his betrothed. He now knew ‘twould be her nature to do such.
As the lightening of the day outside brought about a slight lessening of the shadows within the bower, Fallard pondered thoughts he had never before entertained. Truly, he would previously have scorned them as unworthy of any warrior, much less a knight of his caliber. But somewhere in the privacy of his heart, he found the courage to admit that as he wished Ysane to be more than a mere vessel wherein his seed might grow, he also wanted more than duty from her. Aye, more even than the wifely devotion and faithfulness he would demand. He desired her affection…and was it possible he wanted even more?
He thought of the ardor for her that had plagued him during the days he had spent escorting stewards and searching for rebels. Yet, beyond plain lust, his desires had also centered on simple things he would previously have deemed frivolous, such as the feel of Ysane’s small, soft hand resting trustingly in his own, like a sleeping bird. As he had cantered along the dusty road, he recalled the resounding lilt of her voice and determined to be the first to make the hall ring with her laughter once again. Searching through the cool forest for sign of the enemy, he was distracted by thoughts of the fire in her eyes as she conquered her fear and faced him down, tiny little thing though she was. The breeze seemed to tease him with her sweet scent, no matter where he went.
An escalating wish to walk his lands with her, to listen as she told him of her life ere she met him, had interfered with his ability to focus on the job at hand. Setting aside thoughts of her had been increasingly difficult, even to the point of putting his mission and the lives of his men in jeopardy.
Abruptly, his ire rose. Never had he dealt with such a problem with himself, though other men had been punished at his command for failing to stay alert to their surroundings. Must he now also have himself whipped for the same offense? By the robe of St. Martin, ‘twas not wise for a man to suffer a woman, even the one who would become his wife, such control! Truth be told, he had offered his share of mockery to the men in his command who allowed sentiments so unbecoming of a knight to show openly—including, most recently, his own First.
He frowned at his unaccustomed soul-searching and was spared the shame of further unmanly musings by the sudden alteration in Ysane’s breathing. She had awakened. He lifted his hand from her hair even as her head turned so she faced him.
It had grown light enough in the chamber he could begin to discern her features. Smoky eyes, their color still indistinct, blinked sleepily at him. When her soft palm found his forehead, finding it cool, she smiled. The motion of her sweetly curved lips sent a shaft of pure elation, mingled with lust, stabbing into hitherto unknown and unexplored depths of sentiment.
By the wolf’s head! What was happening to him? The lust he understood—what man would not want beneath him the warm, lovely, sweet-scented female lying so close? But that he should gain such pleasure simply from her smile! He must snatch back the self-control she had stolen. She represented a danger no warrior could allow.
“Good morrow, Fallard.” Her voice was husky with sleep, and added to his discomfort. She sat up. “’Tis good to find you clear of the fever.”
Fallard answered more gruffly than was his intent, for he was embarrassed and disgruntled by thoughts he considered mawkish. “Have you been crouching there all night? Saints above, woman, but that was foolish. ‘Tis a wonder you have caught not your death of ague.”
She stiffened as annoyance, and what might be hurt, flashed briefly across her countenance. She threw off the blanket and fur and rose to her feet. “’Tis my earnest hope you are not always so grumpy upon awakening, my lord.” Her sweet mouth pursed as she perused him. “’Tis oft difficult enough to face the trials of a new day without being pummeled by unhappy words ere one leaves one’s own bed.”
As she lifted the bedcover by his leg to check the bandage, Fallard caught her wrist with a grip less than gentle. She gave a pained yelp and tried to pull away. Feeling shame, yet another unaccustomed sense, for he rarely regretted aught he said or did, Fallard eased his grip and caressed the soft skin beneath his fingers, though he released her not.
Unable to so abase himself as to apologize, he let the skin around his eyes crinkle. “You will discover soon enough what I am like in the morn, my little rose. Events have briefly delayed our troth, but naught will prevent our marriage within the seven-day.”
“You still intend to wed me so soon? How can that be possible under these circumstances?”
Was she hoping somehow their union might be delayed, or even put off indefinitely? A powerful flicker of unease at the thought made him less gentle than he would otherwise have been. The hand on her wrist tightened as he pulled her down so her face was nigh his own.
Midnight eyes bored into green with resolute intent as his voice cracked sharp as a whip. “Perish any hope for delay, my lady. Unless I am dead, the wedding will go forward as planned. I care not if every Saxon rebel in the land cries ravening at the gates.”
Her lips tightened, but she said naught more. Satisfied the bandaging showed but traces of oozing fluid, she straightened and tried again to pull her hand free from his hold. His grip loosened fractionally, but still he released her not.
“Come, my lady rose, will you offer not a kiss to a knight wounded in your defense?” He thought to soften her heart with mention of his pain, but she twisted her arm abruptly in such a way he was forced to let go or risk hurting her. She backed away and went to the window, pulling up the tapestry and opening the shutters to let the now bright sunshine into the bower. Air, bracing and cold swirled into the room, dispelling the stuffy, smoky atmosphere.
He watched her every move as she opened one of her clothing chests and fished inside to pull out a clean cyrtel and a brown syrce, then went to the door.
“I will find Luilda. ‘Tis certain she will tell you to stay in bed this day for your wound’s sake, but I doubt my lord will heed her wisdom.”
She stalked out.
“Ysane, I would have you aid me,” he called after her, throwing off the covers, but if she heard him, she ignored his command. Vexed, but unable to move quickly enough to catch her, he spent the next several minutes attempting, with varying degrees of success, to limp unaided around the chamber. He balanced against the bed frame and carefully flexed his swollen knee, trying to work out the stiffness.
So, she stayed out of duty.
It did not occur to him the offense he felt was closer to hurt, and out of proportion to even his own perception of events.
* * *
Ysane spied a serving maid as she crossed the nigh empty hall. She motioned for fresh water for her early ablutions to be brought to Roana’s bower, and wondered if her kinswoman was still abed. Roana did sometimes sleep late, especially if her rest was disturbed as it had been last eve.
Opening the door, she peeked inside, and drew a relieved breath when her cousin looked up at her from where she sat embroidering by the window.
“Fair morn, Ysane,” Roana said. She smiled in welcome. “I trust my lord is well this morn, and free of fever?”
“Aye, that he is, and in fine form, as well. He is fractious as a hungry babe.”
Roana chuckled and set aside her embroidery. “Did you sleep at all, my kinswoman?”
“Nay, I did not,” Ysane said, shortly and quite untruthfully. She relented. “At the least, it feels I did not.”
“’Twould appear my lord is not the only one in a less than good humor. What has he done to upset you?”
Unsurprised at Roana’s perception, Ysane almost gave vent to her fury, but remembered her private vow to keep her emotions under control. She shrugged. “’Twould seem Fallard is not at his best in the morn, that is all.”
She nodded to herself in approval at the quiet restraint of her tone. Good. She would be coaxed not into losing her temper again.
“Hmmm. Mean you he snapped like a dragon with a sore throat, or in this case, a sore knee, almost as soon as he awoke.”
The words were a stick poking the anthill of Ysane’s annoyance. Forgetting her vow, she flung around to face her cousin. “That oaf! That lout! That…that…that….” She broke off her sputtering, unable to think of another word that matched her infuriated thoughts. “He thinks to make a fool of me. He thinks I am naught more than a, a thing he owns. He called me foolish, and then he tried to seduce me. As if that were not enough, he accused me of trying to break my troth with him.
“I watched over him through the night, worried he might become fevered, and he mocked my concern. I know he will be foolish today and refuse to heed Luilda’s advice to stay off his feet. There is little doubt he will pull the stitches from his wound, stamping around all over the burh, and he….”
She broke off, glaring at Roana who laughed aloud at her tirade.
“Oh, my dear, forgive me, but you sound so much like my mother,” Roana said between chuckles. “How well I remember how she used to fuss about my father in much the same way. She loved him, more than her own life. Methinks he loved her too, as much as he was able. Men are so different than we women, you know. ‘Tis much harder for them to say what they feel, or even to admit they feel aught. Ah, ‘tis so unmanly to suffer the softer feelings. Men must ever be strong, and brave and unyielding as iron, and I admit, ever the one who must be right in any argument. ‘Tis our role to teach them ‘tis no dishonor to concede to sentiments they believe should be only of womanly bent.”
Her anger subsiding, Ysane sighed as a tentative knock sounded. Lynnet stuck her head in the door, and seeing them, brought in the wash water.
“Mayhap you are right, Roana. ‘Tis certain Fallard is more proud and stubborn than most. But never has anyone tried my composure as that man!” She eyed her maid. “Leave the water, Lynnet. Go. Find Luilda. I would have her tend the wound of our lord ere he takes himself out of the hall for the day.”
“Luilda is already with him, my lady. As I came here, I heard him roar at her to take her poultices and potions away, and leave him be. He said to tie up the bandage and get out so he could dress, and that he would go to his duties whether she approved or nay.”
“He roared?”
“Fallard roared?”
Both women spoke at once, then stared at each other and giggled. They looked at Lynnet. The three of them burst into laughter, though Lynnet hid hers behind her hand.
“Fallard does not roar,” Ysane said. “’Tis truth I have never heard him raise his voice in anger.”
“Nor have I,” Roana said, her golden eyes laughing. “You seem to have an unhappy effect upon him, Ysane.”
Laughter tinkled through the chamber once again, but the moment of shared feminine understanding was shattered by a cry from the hall.
Ysane ran into the antechamber outside Roana’s bower to peek into the hall where one of the hearth companions called loudly enough for all to hear. “The rebels are massing ere the gates. Sir Trifine orders that all are to stay within the hall until he gives word ‘tis safe. Does anyone know how fares the lord D’Auvrecher?”
She ducked out of sight as she heard Fallard answer. “I am well, Rufus. What other word bring you?”
Hidden behind the doorway arch, she watched as he strode toward the man, his gait rapid and sure, and preceded him out the door, listening all the while to the soldier’s rapid briefing. Roul skipped at his heels, happy and ungainly as a pup.
What does it cost him to move without limp, or other sign of pain?
“You were correct, of course,” Roana whispered behind her. “But you understand why, do you not?”
Ysane whirled to face her cousin. A smile softened her countenance. “Aye. I could say ‘twas mere pride, but while that may be true, ‘tis so much more. He is lord of Wulfsinraed now, and he must lead as he was born to do, as he knows he must. ‘Tis his responsibility to protect us from the danger outside the wall. He can show no weakness before his men. Trifine, Domnall and Jehan are fine, trustworthy warriors, but they are not Fallard. His people look to him, and though I fear for his safety, and worry should he further damage his wound, I would not have him do otherwise.”
Roana smiled and hugged her. “A wise woman knows when to let her man be,” she said simply. “Come, my dear, let us see you properly dressed. You also have a role to play this day.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
“Now that Ruald has lost his one chance to get inside the gates without losing an unacceptable number of his men to fighting,” Fallard said, “siege is his only recourse, though he must know he will be unable to sustain it for long. William’s patrols will eventually learn of the situation and reinforcements will be sent to rout him. He will now search for options—in particular, for another way inside the wall—but methinks he will soon yield the day. ‘Tis my thought he will not linger more than two seven-days, before he decides to withdraw and regroup to try again at a more favorable time.”
He was on the wall, sitting with his back to the parapet and his leg stretched out as he had been all the morn—though he would not have admitted it to Ysane—and manfully eating the meaty stew ordered by Luilda to replenish his blood loss. The sun was warm, the breezes soft and he was actually quite comfortable as he discussed with Trifine the ramifications of an immediate, all-out assault on the rebel force ere they could become entrenched.
Ruald’s troops, more than expected and a sizable threat, had spread themselves out in the tree line across from the gates and were setting up for a protracted stay. Protected by a shield-wall, his archers had spent the morn loosing burning arrows over the wall and into the outer gate, more as a simple harrassment than with any real hope of success.
Long ago, Wulfsin had foreseen that threat to the gate. Into the roof above it, he built thread-narrow openings by which water or sand might be poured to douse fires. The blazing missiles were snuffed ere they could take hold, as were those that reached the courtyard.
Abruptly, Fallard sat back from the map spread out between them. “I believe we would see victory should we attack directly, but our loss of life would be heavy. I will choose not this option unless we have no other choice. On the other hand, Wulfsinraed can withstand a siege, but I begrudge the waste of time.” His eyes rose to his First. He tapped his lips with his forefinger while he considered his thought. “There is a way to end the siege now, and I have decided to employ it.”
Trifine’s eyes lit. “What is this plan? Might it have aught to do with Sir Gyffard?”
Fallard’s gaze locked with that of his First. “It occurs to me Ruald is unaware Sir Gyffard has promised to return, with or without reinforcements from Witham. The commander yet abides at the garrison, and I suspect Ruald believes he will soon hie to London with his tail tucked firmly between his legs. By the time he learns differently, ‘twill be too late.”
“Aye, and I had wondered how we might make use of that fact.”
“’Tis my thought the commander feels his honor is stained by his loss of the prisoners. He will wish to wipe that blot from his record, and we will use that to our advantage. An attack will be coordinated between his troops and Wulfsinraed before he arrives. I will order a messenger through the postern gate to intercept him.”
Trifine stiffened and frowned. “Postern gate? What postern gate? I know of no such exit. You keep much close to your chest these days, Fallard. ‘Tis not like you.”
His First sounded miffed, and the corners of Fallard’s eyes crinkled. ‘Twas not oft he unearthed information before Trifine discovered it, but when he did, he enjoyed his friend’s pique. “The gate is hidden in the southwest wall above the abutment where the river forks. Remind me to show it to you and Jehan, lest I forget. ‘Twas remiss of me not to do so sooner, but we have all been somewhat…busy, of late.”
Trifine glared at him. “The plan, Fallard.”
He laughed outright, then said, “the orders I will send are two-fold. Ruald’s soldiers outnumber the combined forces of the burh and Sir Gyffard without the Witham company. Does Sir Gyffard arrive unaccompanied by them, he is to hold a league out from Wulfsinraed. After nightfall, he is to send half of his men in silent passage through the forest south of the burh to the far side of the village. An hour before break of day, the other half will mount up and slowly continue on to the burh, as if expecting no challenge. At dawn, our men will make a foray from the gates, while the commander’s troops ride in fast from east and west to attack in a pincer movement. If Ruald discovers not the division of Sir Gyffard’s men, the element of surprise should once again play in our favor, and methinks ‘twill even the odds. But even does he guess our plan, twill still be effective. What think you?”
“Agreed.” Trifine cocked his head, his look reflective. “You have an uncommon wealth of good luck, Fallard. Who could have foreseen Sir Gyffard’s foresight? Ruald will know not the commander’s purpose in returning or what his response might be to the rebel presence.” His grin widened. “’Twill be enough to cause gnashing of teeth with our insurrectionist friend. I find myself glad I am not one of his scouts.”
Fallard snorted. “Do the scouts have the sense of a cow, they will not return to offer the news. The second aspect of the plan is thus. Does Sir Gyffard come with the Witham troops, I will order that he hold at the tree line, in full view of the rebels, and appear to make camp—a peculiarity I hope will give rise to some measure of consternation, for he will have enough men that Ruald would expect him to make a run for the gates. At sound of the dawn trumpet, the gates will be opened and the burh troops will rush the Saxon line. Sir Gyffard is then to come in with pennons flying.”
“’Tis good, this plan. ‘Twill succeed.”
The messenger was duly sent. Three days later he returned and came through the postern gate as soon as ‘twas dark enough to reach it unobserved. ‘Twas well after sup and Fallard was in the hall, talking with Domnall. He beckoned him over. “What have you to report?”
“Captain D’Auvrecher, Sir Gyffard travels to Wulfsinraed with the extra troops from the Witham garrison. He will arrive by mid watch this night. He will hold ready at the treeline, as ordered, for the daybreak attack. He has captured several of Sir Ruald’s scouts, but believes those still free will find it difficult to reach Wulfsinraed to give warning to Sir Ruald much in advance of his arrival, as indeed, I have only just come.”
“Well and good,” Fallard said. “Take your rest, now.” He grinned as he looked at Domnall. “It begins.”
The situation unfolded much as he had outlined, with one exception.
In the pallid light of a half-phase moon, little could be seen of Ruald’s activities, but he appeared baffled by Sir Gyffard’s peculiar decision to halt and camp on the road at the tree line rather than attempt to reach the safety of the burh. Torchlight in the enemy camp revealed what appeared to be a rather haphazard attempt to ready for battle.
Come the dawn, the reason for the disorganized effort became quickly apparent. It seemed many of his men had no inclination to fight. They had come prepared for an easy conquest of a lightly defended burh, not a full-scale battle against mounted knights and armed soldiers equaling their number. They took no chances. By the time ‘twas light enough to see, more than half the rebel force had, to all appearances, deserted the camp.
Fallard watched from the wall as the ground shook beneath the thundering hooves of the Norman contingent tearing like a storm wind from the forest, while his men charged through the gates, trumpets blaring, like a horde of howling Norsemen. Ruald ran for his horse, apparently screaming orders to retreat. The remaining rebels lost no time in obeying. They dropped everything and ran.
In the short time it took for Sir Gyffard and Sir Aalot, the commander of the Witham garrison, to join the Wulfsinraed contingent, the Saxon camp was deserted. Except for a man found lying, bloodied and insensible, inside Ruald’s tent, not a single rebel remained.
Sir Gyffard ordered his men to chase them, though he admitted to Fallard he had little hope of tracking those who knew this forest as well as their own homes. He also gave orders to gather whatever supplies the rebels left behind. The people of the burh would make good use of the bounty.
The unconscious man found in Ruald’s tent was brought to the hall for treatment. When he woke, Fallard questioned him, but the man had perforce to use hand signals to tell of the powerful, gauntleted fist that broke his jaw, knocked out several teeth and left the skin shredded from the sharp metal studding the glove. Fallard eventually gathered he was a scout, and Sir Ruald had liked not the news he bore of the approaching unit from Witham. He claimed himself a simple man who had lived a peaceful life ere being recruited—against his will, as he hastened to indicate—into the rebel force, but he clearly expected a slow and agonizing death by torture. Upon Fallard’s assurance such was not to be the case so long as he abandoned the insurrection, he wept, and signed his willingness to kneel before this Norman lord and swear any fealty required.
* * *
The hall was more crowded for sup than Ysane could remember. Between her people, the stewards and their complements and the off-duty troops of Sir Gyffard and Sir Aalot, there was barely room for the serving maids and lads to move about. Alewyn and Alyce were run ragged trying to keep up with demands. Everyone, inside the hall and without, waited for the scouts to return to give word the rebels were truly departed and ‘twas safe to go home. In the meantime, a small celebration would settle nerves.
At one point ere sup, Ethelmar had confessed for her ears alone to an unseemly eagerness to run far away and hide until ‘twas over. She threatened to boil him in rosewater did he try. The comical grimace on his face was the last she had seen of him.
The hall’s youngsters mingled freely with the children of the stewards and the squires, Fauques and Roul among them, who were granted temporary release from service to make merry. From what she could see, they were having a fine time. When she would have called a servant to remove what she thought was a smuggled jug of mead at their table, Fallard, seeing her frown and where she looked, placed a hand on her arm and shook his head.
Almost shouting to be heard over the din, he said, “Let them enjoy it. I have it on good authority the mead is watered.”
She leaned close to Fallard’s ear to make herself heard. “Have we enough sleeping space in the garrison for all these men, Fallard?”
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “What says Ethelmar about the problem?”
“He shrugged and said, ‘most will end up draped over each other on the floor, so it matters not’. But I would have them sleep in comfort.”
Fallard’s grin reached his mouth. “Worry not. In their sotted minds, they will dream they rest on soft mattresses with a warm maid in their arms.”
A blush heated her cheeks and she grimaced, picking at the honey-glazed beef, her appetite dampened. The noise level alone was enough to give one an aching head, but someone had ordered every torch and light in the hall lit, plus the extra candles, and the fire pits were roaring with blazes that leaped halfway to the ceiling. More than one person sitting at the nearer tables had found themselves batting at sparks that settled in clothing or worse, in hair.
With all the extra people in the room, the heat was becoming unbearable. ‘Twas difficult to breathe, much less see in the dense haze.
She jumped when Fallard pushed back her headrail. The firm texture of his lips ran a caress over the rim of her ear. “Shall I order the windows opened?”
The husky timbre in his deep tones played havoc with her already heightened nerves. Little shocks skittered all over her skin. ‘Twas all she could do to keep her own voice steady. “Aye, else I fear we shall all suffocate.”
His low chuckle revealed he knew well enough what his touch had done to her. He snared a boy returning from the kitchen with yet another dish, and gave the order. Soon, cool night air flowed through the windows as shutters were opened and tapestries lifted aside, dispersing the worst of the smoke.
Fallard had turned to speak with Thegn Noll, upon whom he had bestowed the honor of sitting at his right hand. Ysane waited for a momentary lull in their conversation and then placed a hand lightly on his arm to capture his attention. Startled, she drew back her hand, for even through the cloth of his tunic, the flesh beneath her fingers burned with heat and little tremors ran through the muscled flesh.
He turned to her and she gasped, able to see him better now the hall was clearer. The dark gaze directed at her glittered with more than candlelight, and his cheeks bore a blush roses would envy.
“You are ill,” she whispered. “Why said you naught?”
“And have everyone from here to London learn the new lord of Wulfsinraed is so weak the smallest wound prevents him from celebrating a victory with his people?”
“That is foolishness, my lord. There is naught of weakness in dealing with fever. Your wound, small though it may be, may grow putrid if not treated. Please, allow me to return with you to our quarters. Luilda must see to you, lest worse than fever befall you.”
The lines of his face tightened and granite edged his voice. “This discussion is over. I will leave not this table until the proper time.”
“We shall see about that,” she shot back. Ere he could stop her, she called to his First, who shared his plate with Roana. “Trifine, I would speak with you, if you please.”
Moments later, Trifine bent between them to better hear her words, but Fallard caught his arm.
“’Tis naught, Trifine. Return to your seat.”
Trifine’s eyes darted from one to the other. “What goes, if I may be so bold as to ask?”
His lady and his captain spoke at the same time.
“My lord is ill and refuses to retire so he might be treated and rest.”
“My lady makes a war out of a skirmish, and against my command, I might add.”
Trifine laughed.
Fallard’s expression darkened.
Ysane stiffened. “I fail to see the humor of this situation.”
“As do I,” Fallard said.
“Ah, but ‘tis one most common,” Trifine said, with more cheer than tact. “But one not oft found among lovers.”
Fallard snorted.
Ysane humphed. “You make no sense, Trifine. I seek aid in getting your captain to bed. Instead, you play the jester.”
“But see you not?” Mastering his mirth, Trifine put the question to them both. “You are not yet wed, but already you behave as husband and wife. ‘Tis a scene most encouraging to this knight, for it augurs well for your future together.”
Fallard turned away, muttering about fools masquerading as Firsts. He gave his attention to Thegn Noll, ignoring them.
Ysane lifted her chin. “Will you, or nil you aid in getting Fallard to his bed?”
Trifine shivered. “Hear now, lady. Your tone may freeze me solid, and where then will you be?”
Her shoulders slumped and she dropped the attempt at hauteur. “Trifine, please! He is ill.”
“My lady, forgive me. I should have spoken sooner. I am aware of the captain’s…indisposition. Please believe ‘tis not so serious as you suppose. Ere he came to sup, the healer cleaned his wound and packed it with a healing poultice. She also gave him a potion to aid in fighting the fever. He knows he must rest, but ‘tis also his responsibility as lord to host this eve’s festivities. When ‘tis time, he will excuse himself and go to his bed.”
Her ire notched even higher with the explanation. “And why did no one speak of this when ‘twas first mentioned? ‘Twould have saved us this entire ridiculous conversation.”
The twinkle increased in the First’s eyes. “Ah, but then what mirth I would have missed!” He grinned at her thunderous expression. “Be at ease, my lady. I but tease. In truth, the captain’s slight was not deliberate. You must understand. He has long been a commander. He states his position, ‘tis accepted. He issues an order, ‘tis instantly obeyed. He lies under no compulsion to explain himself—except mayhap, to the king. You will soon be his wife, and for the nonce, he sees you in much the same light he sees us all, as one who requires his leadership, and who must obey without question at all times. ‘Tis after all, no more than is expected of women, and especially wives, as you know.
“He is not a hard man. But unlike myself,” and Trifine winked outrageously, his ice blue eyes sparkling, “he has not experience with how easily a woman’s gentle humors might be bruised. Give him time, my lady. He will learn,” and here he grinned again, “eventually, how best to deal with you so both are content.”
Ere Ysane could respond, Fallard interrupted. “If you are quite finished playing the sage with my woman, Trifine, you may return to your seat.”
Eyebrow hiking, Trifine looked Fallard straight in the eye. “Jealousy becomes you not, my captain, but since my own lady eagerly awaits the return of my company,” and he nodded to Roana, whose golden gaze watched them all, “I gladly heed your command.”
* * *
Fallard narrowed his eyes, but said naught further. In truth, he was feeling much worse than he would admit. His head pounded and his thigh ached abominably, but he would fall face first into the food on his plate ere he allowed a woman to dictate his actions. He was lord of this burh, and she must learn to accept that fact.
To signal his displeasure, he ignored Ysane as the meal progressed, but soon realized his betrothed failed to notice. She conversed with Lady Benigna, who lived with her husband, Thegn Marcel at Atheldun Manor, a small but important fief a few leagues to the north on the border with East Anglia. The slight lowering of his brows and tightening of his lips at Ysane’s inattention would have sent most of his knights running for cover. But she, blithely unaware of the lesson he sought to teach her, chattered on with Lady Benigna.
Are all women as contrary as this one?
He thought of his mother’s quiet obedience, and then glancing at Roana, laughing softly at some witticism of his First, he decided both those gentlewomen were more proper examples of seemly behavior than Ysane. ‘Twas the only thing he had learned of his betrothed he wished to change. She was most stubborn, and seemed incapable of bowing gently to his will, as was a woman’s place.
He would be easy with her, for now. ‘Twas not his desire to daunt her with stern demands, for he remembered well her earlier declaration that no man would again rule her. She would hardly have learned from Renouf how to properly respond to a husband. Then too, her mother had died when she was quite young and thus was she deprived of the benefit of that fair lady’s teaching.
Mayhap, he would speak with Lady Roana. She was widowed, and some twelvemonths older than Ysane. Mayhap, her experience of life had bestowed greater wisdom than Ysane had yet acquired. He sat back in his chair and nodded to himself. Aye, he would have Lady Roana advise Ysane on her proper role as his wife. His betrothed was not dull-witted. As soon as she realized her deficiency in this area, she would immediately seek to remedy the flaw.
Satisfied the problem was all but resolved, Fallard turned to Ysane with a smile. He would now demonstrate he could be magnanimous to her fault. He was also quite ready to admit ‘twas time for them both to retire. He wanted Ysane to seek out Luilda and obtain something to ease the ache in his head.
“My lady, we shall retire now,” he announced, still smiling, breaking into her chatter with Lady Benigna and Lady Yvette, wife to Lord Alphonse of Thyrruck Burh, who sat across from her.
Mischief cavorted in the moss green gaze as Ysane smiled into his eyes. “Certainly, my lord. Methinks ‘twill do much good to rest your leg. Good eve to you.”
Mayhap if by this time, Fallard had not felt as if some wicked imp had stolen all his strength, he might have put up more of a fight. As it was, he decided this one small battle was worth not the cost of winning. There would be future battles he would win—when he felt up to fighting them.
Giving over host duties to Noll, he took his leave.
“My lord, will you slow your pace?”
He stopped, surprised to realize Ysane had trotted up behind him.
She grabbed his elbow. “You go the wrong direction, sir.”
Fallard stared down at her. “What say you? My pallet lies in the northeast tower. Besides, intended you not to keep further company with the ladies?”
“They will do well without me, my lord, and your bed, as you should know by now, is in the lord’s tower. I will accompany you there and see to your comfort, then I will retire to Roana’s chamber.”
The corners of his eyes crinkled. Even his lips curved. Mayhap, she had not so much to learn as he thought, despite her little jest.
He set his arm about her shoulders and leaned on her more than was needful, and allowed her to walk him to the stairs. Once they reached the bower, Ysane made to slip from beneath his arm, but his hold tightened. Gathering her against him, he raised his hand to her headrail, and removed the circlet that held it in place.
“My lord, what do you do? ‘Tis not seemly.” Her voice came to him as a squeak.
“Why would that be?” His voice was at its most persuasive as the sheer headrail slipped to the floor. “We are almost married.”
“’Almost’ is not the same as wed. Now that you are better, ‘tis unseemly enough I have accompanied you here. You must know I can stay not. I must return downstairs, and quickly, lest our guests wonder at our delay.”
Fallard chuckled, marveling at how the candlelight mingled in bronze reflection with the moss green of her eyes, and picked out glowing highlights in her hair. “My sweet rose,” he whispered as he nestled her even closer. He breathed in her sweet scent. “Our guests will wonder not. They will know precisely what causes our ‘delay’, and they will be pleased for us.”
So saying, he captured her lips in a heady kiss. Slow, long and thorough, it smashed through barriers and plundered depths he knew she thought safe from onslaught. When he lifted his head, so lost was she to the splendor of his touch she could but stare back at him in amaze. She was not even yet aware he had removed the pins from her hair so it cascaded about her shoulders, or that he delighted in filling his hands with the luxurious riot. Gently he set her head to his chest. She lay trusting against him, her arms round his waist. He smiled into eyes gone soft as the night, at lips red as the roses that would soon bloom in her garden.
‘Tis fortunate my head throbs harder than before, for did I fare better, I might be less willing to let her go.
He lifted her face to place upon her mouth a kiss of tender manner.
“Aye, lady, we shall do well together,” he whispered into the delicate curve of her ear. “We shall do very well, indeed. Go. Find Luilda and send her to me with a headache potion.” He set her from him, despite the protest of his body. “I will see you in the morn, little rose, but ‘twill be early, so sleep well. I have plans, and I would have you accompany me.”
His breath hissed as she licked her lips and nodded. “Aye, Fallard. I will send Luilda. I…look forward to our time together on the morrow.”
As she turned to leave, he could resist not a gentle smack on her bottom.
She squealed, her palms reaching to cover the offended spot as she whirled. But even as Fallard belatedly berated himself for breaking her mood, her eyes lit, and she giggled, and ran lightly from the chamber.
* * *
Downstairs, Ysane sought out Luilda.
“My lady!” The healer stared at her in dismay. “Your hair! Your headrail…why have you removed it? Your guests! What will they think?”
“My what?” Ysane reached to touch the veil that should have framed her face. The blush that rarely left her when Fallard was nigh, scorched from chest to hairline. The villain! He had removed not only her veil, but loosened her hair to fall in waves down her back, and she had not even realized.
“Never mind, lady.” Luilda pushed an errant tress behind her ear. “I can guess well enough where the veil may be found. What is it you wish?”
Ysane gave the healer Fallard’s message and slipped to Roana’s bower, thinking all the while that if his kiss had such power, she had best take much care when alone with him, at least until after the wedding.
* * *
Up the stairs and around the corner from the lord’s bower, Lady Hildeth and Marlee waited for Ysane to leave in search of Luilda. Lady Hildeth giggled behind her hand. Only moments before, they had crept unashamedly to the door of the bower and peaked around the doorframe, immediately elated at the sight that met their eyes.
“Did you see them, Marlee?” Lady Hildeth’s tone was bright with gleeful delight. “Is it not delicious?”
“Aye, my lady, ‘tis most exciting.”
“What a marvelously lusty man. That kiss was surely as passionate as any my Lyolf gifted to me. Think you she enjoyed it?”
“I am certain of it,” Marlee said, her countenance beaming. “Saw you her face? ‘Twas as dreamy as that of any girl lost in the throes of first love. Aye, fireflies surely danced in her eyes.”
“Good, good. So I thought, also. Then ‘tis certain. We shall hear again the laughter of a new babe in this drafty old hall, and none too soon, think you not?”
Marlee’s reply was indistinguishable as the two ecstatic old women crept down the staircase into the anteroom.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
A whispering buzz, very like that of a fly, dragged Ysane from deep slumber. She mumbled under her breath and sleepily brought her hand from under the furs to wave away the annoying insect, but as she sank back into sweet sleep, a tickling began on the tip of her nose.
Faith. The little beast tiptoes across my face.
Again, she swatted it away, only to feel it return.
Still lost in the groggy half-world of somnolence, she remembered that the awakening of the insect world was one of the few things about spring she hated. She had once waked to a butterfly perched on her forehead, it’s gauzy wings pulsing, and another time to a spider crawling along her forearm, the touch of its eight tiny legs making her giggle until she woke enough to be properly horrified. She had squealed, then.
The tickling came again.
A peek from beneath an eyelid assured her ‘twas not even full light, and her bed was warm and cozy. She groaned, low in her throat, not yet ready to face the day. Lynnet would arrive soon to light the brazier. Then she would get up.
She relaxed. Mayhap, the insect had flown away. But the tickle came again, more annoying than ever. Mercy, but what a persistent fly ‘twas! Or was it a fly? What if ‘twas a bee? Such insects frequently got into the hall and betimes stung people. Her lids flying wide, Ysane’s eyes crossed as she tried to focus on her nose.
Bafflement held her in its grip. ‘Twas no insect hovering, but the soft tip of a dove feather. A feather? Feathers crawled not on one’s nose.
“Ysane! Wake up, my rose, ‘tis time to rise!”
The chamber abruptly swung into focus. A bare few inches from her face were the laughing midnight eyes of Fallard D’Auvrecher. Grinning from ear to ear like the naughtiest of little boys ever caught in an act of pure mischief, he whispered, “’Tis about time!” He spoke so low she understood him more by reading his lips than hearing his words. “Never have I known one so hard to wake. Arise and dress, sleepy rose. There is much to do today.”
Ere she could answer, or even decide if she wanted to laugh at his antics or be offended at his improper presence in Roana’s private chamber, he was gone.
Well, he had done it. She was awake now. She might as well get up. His silliness caught up with her sleep-drugged mind and she started to giggle, catching her hand over her mouth. She did not want to wake Roana, who slept buried to her nose beneath the furs.
She crawled from the bed, shivering in the chill air. A delighted, almost childlike excitement filled her as she mused on adventuring with Fallard. She flew about, washing and dressing as quietly as possible. Tiptoeing to the door, she grimaced as the hinges squeaked, but a glance assured Roana remained undisturbed. Faith! Did every hinge in the hall need to be oiled? She must remember to mention it to Ethelmar.
In the anteroom, she yelped as Fallard loomed above her. “Will you hasten? The day speeds away.”
He still whispered, though now they were in the hall, stealth seemed unnecessary. Ethelmar had been right in his guess. Snores, from soft, fluttering stutters and mousy squeaks to stentorian roars that nigh shook the rafters, vibrated through the huge chamber as she and Fallard stepped around and over unconscious bodies. Flat out on the floor, or draped across tables or each other, every man of them was oblivious to the world. ‘Twas a good thing the rebels had chosen not to attack this morn. They would have been overcome ere they knew what had happened.
They reached the doors without mishap. Fallard drew her mantle over her shoulders. He caught her hand and stepped with her into a morn of breathtaking beauty. ‘Twas already light enough to see, though the sun’s rays were only beginning to peak over the treetops.
The air was chill, but not cold, soft as a babe’s skin and as fresh as if ‘twere the first morn of the world. Above them, the azure of the sky rivaled the head of a blue tit. Birds dipped and wheeled for sheer joy across the heaven, filling it with diverse melodies. Roul came running with an unlit torch, Fauques a close shadow.
Fallard accepted the light. “Does Trifine have no need of Fauques, the two of you may have the day to do as you please. I have no wish to see you till sup.”
The eyes of both squires lit in glee at this rare treat, ere they raced off to find Trifine.
“Think you Trifine will yield the day to Fauques?”
The corners of Fallard’s eyes crinkled. “Aye. He will discern my wish in the matter.”
Ysane chuckled. Still holding her hand, Fallard pulled her down the steps and hurried across the courtyard.
“Fallard, your knee!”
“My leg is fine, little rose. Luilda tended it and wrapped it well. ‘Tis sore, but truly pains me not.” He threw her a laughing glance. “Trust me. Does it hurt, I will rest.”
She sighed. Her father had responded exactly so to her mother’s protests when he was injured.
They scampered like children around the kitchen outbuildings and wended their way through the shelters, calling soft ‘good morrows’ to those few already up and about. Then she saw where they were headed…not the chapel as she had thought. Fallard drew her into the trees of the orchard and off the cobbled roadway. She slowed her pace and tugged against his hand, feeling the hair on her nape lift. There was but one destination in that direction, and ‘twas a place of sorrow. To go there was to face a painful reality, to ask a question that must be answered. As of yet, none had spoken of it and she had shied away from the asking. Dread rose and she tugged harder. He glanced back to ask her purpose, but seeing her face, he stopped. He tilted his head in query, one eyebrow rising.
“Why are we going to the crypts?”
“Because I want to explore,” he said, “and I want you to explain what I see. You will also show me the secret door to the corridor and how it works.”
“But did you not send forth a messenger to Sir Gyffard through the corridor?”
“Aye, but I had Domnall deal with the sending, as I had not time.”
Still, she hung back. “Fallard, I wish not to enter there.”
Her voice wobbled despite her effort at control.
“Mayhap not, but it needs be done. There is a reason, beyond my desire to see the secret door, and methinks you know it.”
She stood her ground, but the inflection of her voice rose. “I wish not to enter the crypts!”
“But ‘tis my wish that you do. I will be with you, little rose.” He hesitated. “If ‘tis truly impossible for you, I will force you not, yet you must face this, and methinks ‘tis time.”
He waited, the kindness in his midnight eyes snaring her breath. Her heart fell even more in favor with him that he rushed her not. Day by day, he brushed away more of her defenses as she came to know him better, and to care for him more deeply. She drew a wavering gasp and nodded.
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “’Tis well. Your courage will aid you, and I will be with you. You need not face it alone.”
They wandered through the orchard, more slowly now, until they reached the entrance of the chamber where generations of Wulfsingas lay in eternal rest.
With an effort, she relaxed muscles locked so tight they hurt as she waited for him to unlock the double doors, painted and carved with the elaborate twining-rose-and-stag theme, the Wulfsinraed crest.
Eyes alight, he glanced at her. “Hold this a moment.”
She held the torch while he lit the tallow with his flint and steel, then reclaimed the light. “Since I have the torch, I will lead. Are you ready?”
She straightened her spine and tried to smile, but feared the attempt fell dismally short. But despite the dread that threatened to swallow her whole, she could not help but be swayed by the boyish exuberance that bubbled under Fallard’s concern. Had she not witnessed it, this playful manner was a side of the new lord of Wulfsinraed she would not have believed existed. Always, he was the fearsome warrior, the forbidding captain, the stern master of the hall, the daunting man who rarely lowered his guard.
She looked into his hopeful gaze, liking very much this lighthearted Fallard, this glimpse into the boy he must once have been. She wished not to see this guise fade, banished by her own fearful gloom. No matter how difficult, she would trust him in this.
He propped the doors against the walls with rocks provided for that purpose. Cold, musty air puffed out around them, smelling of spices, dust, age and beneath it all, the faint odor of corruption. He caught her hand again and with torch held high, they stepped across the threshold. Stone steps opened out at the bottom into a small vestibule adorned with naught but a stool beneath a carved wooden cross hanging on one wall, and two extra torches in iron holders on the other.
He stopped and crooked a finger beneath her chin. “You are certain?”
“Aye.”
Something flared in his eyes and he smiled.
Beyond the vestibule, a wide hall opened out. It stretched farther than their torchlight could penetrate. To either side, the flickering flame touched on row after row of deep crypts, two in number in each row, one atop the other. Within each crypt rested stone coffins, their lids swathed with shrouds of embroidered fabric, once colorful but now decaying into the very dust that covered them.
She fell in behind as he moved to the right, toward the lower of the first set of crypts, where two coffins lay together. Upon the lid of the outer one lay a jeweled langseax, while ranged about it were a sword, helm and shield.
He pointed to letters etched into the stone above the recess. “I cannot read this. What say the words?”
“’Tis an ancient dialect, but one my father’s fathers have preserved through the twelvemonths. The first line at the top says this is the resting place of Eorl Wulfsin of Cuthendun, the Wanderer, King’s Thegn of Wulfsinraed. Below that it reads, “Elfleda, beloved consort of Wulfsin.”
“Wulfsin and his wife! The wandering warrior and long ago builder of all that is now mine.” Fallard flashed a look at her, his gaze grown solemn. “’Tis a humbling thing to stand beside this man. ‘Tis as if I feel the weight of all the long twelvemonths since his time, closing upon me. Feel you the same?”
“Aye, I feel it. I can say not I like it.”
He stepped closer to the crypt, knelt on his uninjured knee, bowed his head and began to speak in the Norman tongue.
She leaned close to hear. As the words translated themselves in her mind, she caught her breath and began to tremble.
This dark knight, this Norman warrior so powerful, so strong, so stern, offered a vow to the ancient lord of Wulfsinraed.
“Wulfsin of Cuthendun. I, Fallard D’Auvrecher of Clécy, do vow upon your memory to do all in my power to be accounted worthy of this gift of your legacy. I swear to protect Wulfsinraed and give diligent care to its betterment. I also, upon my soul, do vow with all my strength to protect, cherish and provide for Ysane, Wulfsingas-daughter, with whose care I have been entrusted. May my life be forfeit, do I fail in either endeavor.”
A sudden rush of fresh air from outside fluttered Ysane’s headrail as he finished his oath. She started, and shivered, glancing around at the shadows. Was that a whisper, floating softly upon the breeze? Nay! ‘Twas but her imagination. Wulfsin was long dead. He could answer not Fallard’s pledge, but could he know, she thought he surely would approve.
Fallard stepped back.
She failed to move quickly enough out of his way. “Ouch!”
“Forgive me, my rose!” He danced to remove his heavy boot from her small foot, wincing at the stab of pain to his wound, then grinned at her. She stared back, uncaring her heart must shine from her eyes. No man, not one of her old swains, not even the betrothed husband of her youth, had ever sworn for her such an oath.
He went still, watching her expression. His hand lifted to touch her cheek, but then his eyes narrowed to focus on something over her shoulder.
“Hold this,” he said as he thrust the torch into her hands.
* * *
Fallard caught the flash of movement from outside the door. The skin on his nape tingled. He wore not his sword, believing it unneeded inside the wall, but pulled a knife from its sheath inside his boot.
“Stay here,” he ordered.
“Fallard, what do you do?”
But he was already halfway up the steps, moving with the stealth of a warrior prepared for sudden battle. At the entrance, he abruptly dropped and dived low through the blind opening onto the grounds of the orchard, careful not to land on his bad leg. As easily as a cat, he came to his feet in a crouch several feet away, knife at the ready. With a single flicker, his eyes took in the entire area. Naught was visible that should not be there. Yet, he had seen movement.
He stepped to peer around the side of the crypt, ready for aught. As far as the chapel, there was naught to be seen. He spun in a rapid circle, certain of his perception. The movement had been too high against the doorframe to be an animal, and was similar to the drawing back of a head from around the jamb of the door. He still felt the tingle that had so oft in the past saved his life. From somewhere, someone watched.
Whoever ‘twas remained hidden from his sight. He decided never to leave the hall without his sword, at least not until they caught the traitor. He had been a fool to do so this morn, but he had thought them safe enough inside the wall. He would make not that mistake again, and was grateful he had survived to learn from it. Too oft, such errors cost a warrior his life.
“Thegn D’Auvrecher! Is all well?”
He looked up to see a young hearth companion staring curiously at him from the wall walk.
“Saw you aught move nigh these doors?”
The sentry shook his head. “Nay, my thegn, but I fear my gaze was more upon the woods.”
Which is where it belongs. Good man.
“Look you now all around, as far as the hall and the chapel. See you aught, even an animal?”
From his high position, the guard searched the grounds with keen eyes, but turned back to Fallard. “There is none anywhere nigh you. Aside from those in the shelters, I see naught out of place but a pig rooting in the kitchen garden. Someone has left the gate open.”
“That pig is likely to become supper do Alewyn or Alyce catch him there,” he called.
The guard laughed and saluted as he turned away.
The touch at his nape that signaled the presence of a hidden watcher faded. He forced himself to relax as he returned his knife to its sheath. Had he imagined it? He was not a superstitious man, but mayhap his awe at standing nigh to Wulfsin the Wanderer had influenced his perceptions more than he knew.
Returning to the crypts, he found a nervous Ysane waiting for him nigh the bottom of the stairs.
Her eyes were big as trenchers. “What was it, Fallard, what saw you?”
“Naught but imagination, ‘twould seem.” He noted the taut, pale lines of her face and kept the tenor of his voice light. “Not even the sentry saw aught. Come. Be not afraid. ‘Tis but this place. In here, ‘tis easy to imagine that which is not real.”
“You limp,” she said.
“’Tis naught.”
Her lips tightened, but she made no further comment.
He took back the torch and resumed the exploration of the burial niches. Favored articles of each entombed individual had been placed into the alcoves with them. Goblets and other eating utensils of precious metals, oft studded with gemstones, lay beside musical instruments, and in one case, a decaying book.
This last pulled him as an insect to light. He stepped close, trying to read the exquisitely wrought title on the leather cover. The language was runic, and unfamiliar, and it helped not that thick dust obscured much of the writing. He was reluctant to touch it, fearing the entire book might crumble beneath his questing fingers. Taking a risk, he blew gently, removing the worst of the dust.
“None today can read the runes,” Ysane said from beside him, sadness in her voice. “’Tis a great pity, that. But ‘tis written in the records left by Wulfsin that the book is a chronicle of the deeds of one Creoda Icelingas, a true king of Mercia. Little is known of him, for he was one of the first of the Mercian kings in this land. ‘Tis difficult to be sure, for much of that period is lost in time. The scops sing that he was close descendent of King Icel, who first brought the Angle people across the sea to their new home here, to what is called Angelcynn in the old tongue of my people.”
Fallard lifted the torch between them to stare at her face, for her voice was hushed, and filled with the same reverential wonderment he himself felt. The sense of a history ancient beyond their ken swept them both with its powerful brush.
They came to several crypts in which the openings were sealed with a wall of stone, upon which the word ‘Forbidden’ was scribed.
“Why are these tombs sealed in this way?”
“’Tis told they died of a terrible disease that spread quickly to others, some sort of pox unknown to the healers. ‘Twas believed at the time their bodies should be burned, but the family could bear not such a pagan end to the ones they loved, so they were sealed into the wall. ‘Twould seem the sealing was sound, for afterwards the strange illness went away and came not again.”
He shuddered. When he was young, there were rumors of the same sort of affliction in lands east of his own. ‘Twas said now and anon, whole villages were found dead, the ugly marks on the peoples’ skin the only clue as to their untimely end. He believed not, as did many, that ‘twas a curse of the devil and the villagers had practiced black magic. Still, when this happened the bodies, and everything associated with the village, even the fields, were burned. Betimes, survivors were also found wandering dazed and lost close by. More oft than not, they were killed where they stood and burned, too.
Shaking off the unwelcome sense of horror engendered by the sealed tombs, he moved on. He found the crypt where lay Vane, the fourth thegn, under whose guidance many of the most recent changes in the burh had been made. His wife lay beside him, and above them were the coffins of Vane’s young brothers who had perished in the hidden corridor beyond where he and Ysane now stood.
The burial niches went on for quite some distance, until he noticed the curvature of the walls. They were approaching the far end of the crypts, where the outside wall curved around to follow the perimeter of the island. Here, the shrouds covering the coffins were newer, less decayed. These were the more recent of the hall’s deceased.
Ysane stopped beside a row of crypts on the right side. She grew very still, almost as if she no longer breathed. Moments passed. She seemed turned as if to stone, staring at the coffins. Only her eyes moved, searching, he knew, for that which was not there, but should have been. Her pallor increased.
“Who are they?” Fallard had already read the names, but wanted her to speak.
Finally, she blinked a single time, and her lips moved. “These are my grandfather, Thegn Lyolf, my mother, Lady Edeva, and my brother, Sir Kennard. I miss them.”
He waited. She said no more, and he knew then she would not, though she must be greatly perplexed, and hurting.
He took the initiative. She must face a grievous truth, though it would increase her sorrow. He would help her all he could. “There is a thing of which I would speak, since we are here.”
Her lips tightened and her face grew taut. Her head turned and she looked at him with moss green eyes gone blank. ‘Twas as if an inner shutter had slammed shut.
“Ysane, I see not here the body of your daughter. Know you what happened to her after that night?”
As he had expected, a spasm of pain twisted across her features, wiping away the emptiness. She stepped back from him and turned away, her body grown stiff as if by sheer will she could hold back the truth.
“Little rose, forgive me. I regret the necessity, but ‘tis important. Your child should be here, but she is not. ‘Tis my thought you know naught of her, since that night.”
He thought she would not respond.
As if returning from a place far away, she said, “None have spoken to me of…of what happened, and nay, I have asked not.”
“Then ‘tis time you were told. Are you willing to bear it?”
She nodded, but stiffly, as if movement pained her.
“The day I took Wulfsinraed from Ruald, I went on the wall with the first marshal to take measure of the burh. In the course of our walk, the events leading up to that day were discussed. I asked for a full account. According to Domnall, Ruald ordered one of his men to take the babe into the forest and bury her where none would find her place of rest. After, the man was killed in the fighting without ever revealing the burial site. I questioned Ruald’s men, but if they knew, they told not. I sent my own men to seek any sign, but they found naught. I am sorry, my rose, but none now knows where lies Angelet’s grave.”
A keening, as of an animal in pain, escaped her lips. Tears slid in slow course along her cheeks from eyes shut tight upon receipt of his words. She reached blindly, finding the stone above the middle crypt where lay the carving of the name, and ran her fingertips over the letters.
Kennard.
“Mayhap,” he said, “her name can be carved here with that of your brother, or better, above the alcove where one day I will lie, and you with me. A short explanation for her body’s absence may be added, something simple.”
She nodded. From inside her girdle she withdrew a piece of linen to wipe her eyes. “’Tis good to know,” she said, in between bouts of sniffing. “’Twas a question I have wished to ask, but….” She shrugged. “I almost feared to know. ‘Twas my hope Ruald had found the decency to place her here, yet I knew he was capable of aught. I feared, when none spoke of it, mayhap he had…not buried her at all, that he had done to my daughter that which he had planned for me.”
“Put her into the river, you mean.”
“Aye, or worse.”
She turned to him and he wrapped his arms about her, holding her close, seeking to comfort. “Ysane, I made it my purpose to ask, and learned the man who buried her was not an evil man. ‘Twas told to Domnall by one who knew him well that he was angered and grieved by her death. Methinks we may be certain he treated her with respect.”
“Yet she lies unblessed,” she said, grief quivering in her tone.
“Nay. You must see Father Gregory. I have spoken with him of this. He will tell you in detail, if you wish to hear it, of the ceremony of blessing he made for Angelet, how in light of her baptism and innocence, he entrusted her to the loving mercy of God, who alone knows where she lies.”
“He spoke not of this to me. Why?”
“Because I asked that he not, until you were ready, and he agreed.”
She turned her face into his tunic, and wept.
He let her cry, his hand gentle upon her head, until she found an end to tears. As her body quaked in his arms, the strangest feeling overcame him. For the first time in his warrior’s life, he wished ‘twere possible to take into himself another’s pain, and bear it for them. ‘Twas similar to the awkward sympathy he experienced when he soothed his sisters as they cried—and what man was ever easy around a woman’s tears? But ‘twas different, too. He felt less ill at ease, less anxious for her to hurry through the storm. Somehow, it mattered that he not only comfort her, but find a way to alleviate her sorrow. Still, what could mere man do to relieve the pain of a lost child? He decided the best thing was to keep her busy and mayhap, focused on himself, and the life they would make together.
“Come, let us complete our purpose here,” he said then, taking the linen and drying her face. “Or do you desire to return to the hall? I give you leave, if that is your wish. The secret of the tunnel may be learned another time.”
“Nay. Methinks it best if we continue. Fallard?”
“Aye, my rose?”
“I thank you.”
He slipped a hand around her nape beneath her headrail and deposited a kiss on each downcast eyelid, still damp with her tears. Then he kissed her lips with gentle caress. He caught hold of her hand once again, his touch warm against the chill of her skin.
As they moved further down the hall, they passed only empty crypts where one day he, Ysane, and their descendents would be interred. He hoped that time was far, far away. She had earlier read aloud the names above the recesses, but now she grew silent as the charnel reek of new death became more noticeable.
He saw a brand new shroud covering a long coffin, and ‘twas from here the unholy smell emanated.
Renouf!
His grip on her hand tightened as they covered their faces with their cloaks. Beyond the vault where lay her former husband, were numerous further empty crypts. There was room here for many more generations of Wulfsin’s descendents.
“Would it please you, my rose, did I remove Renouf’s body and send it to rest with his family?”
“Aye, ‘twould please me greatly. He belongs not here with my kin, though he was thegn. But I fear ‘twould be seen a great insult to them, though ‘tis said Ruald’s intent was the same.”
“Then it shall be done. Let insult fall where it may. Think no more on it.”
“My lord,” Ysane began. She did not look at him.
“Go on. Fear not to ask me aught.”
“My father. He should have been buried here, with my mother. ‘Tis where he belongs, for he was born here, and he was true thegn in a long line of Wulfsingas. He loved Wulfsinraed, and he loved his family. We never had chance to mourn his passing. I…I understand he…that is, his punishment was banishment, and that King William meant he should never come home, even in death. But I would not have him forgotten in the place of his birth, in the twelvemonths to come. I have given much thought to what might be done to preserve his memory, if such ‘twould be acceptable to you. Mayhap, such could also be done for Angelet.”
Now she glanced at him, as if seeking to read in his face what his response might be. She seemed to gather her courage. “You are familiar, my lord, with the Viking custom of runestones?”
“I am. You wish to raise one for your father and daughter?”
“If ‘twould not further anger the king, then aye, I would. Gemma and I have spoken of it for our father and we agree ‘tis right to do, but we could do naught while Renouf lived. Renouf said…well, I will repeat not what he said, but he refused to consider it.”
He smiled deep within his soul. He had wished for somewhat he could do to ease her grief. Her request was within his power to grant and would certainly aid his cause. “Since ‘tis but a memorial for the family, I can see no reason why William would find it an offense. After we are wed, I will see to it, and for Angelet, as well. Mayhap, the ceremony of placement can wait until your sister arrives. Ethelmar did tell me of the message from Blackbridge. The messenger will return home after our wedding with my answer. I will include information about the placing of the runestones ere he leaves.”
She tried to hide her relief, but ‘twas not difficult to read that although this was a small thing, and of little import to him, ‘twas of great importance to her.
“I offer my thanks, Fallard, and from Gemma, too, you may be certain. Aye, and ‘twill be a good thing to wait for the ceremony until Gemma can be present, unless that should be a long time.”
“Then allow it to be part of my ‘gift of the morn’ to you, little rose, for the morn after our wedding night. You may seek out the master mason whenever you please to tell him what you require, or I will do so.”
“’Twould please me to see to it, my lord. May I also ask what answer you gave to Arnulf’s message?”
He let a smile curve. “I told him he and his lady wife should travel not to Wulfsinraed at this time, and that I accept his written oath of fealty as if ‘twere tendered personally by him on bended knee. Happens, I also mentioned we might be traveling to London ere the twelvemonth is out, and do we do so, we will surely seek the hospitality of Blackbridge Manor along the way. ‘Tis a certainty I will be pleased to meet the rest of your family, Ysane.”
She said no more, but her eyes glowed with her pleasure.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
They came at last to the end of the long hall. Facing them was what appeared to be a solid retaining wall of rock, built to hold back the earth surrounding the underground section of the crypts.
Fallard stepped close with the torch and examined it from one side to the other, from top to bottom, but nowhere could he see sign of a portal.
He turned to Ysane. “Truly, there is a door to the hidden corridor here?”
He was impressed despite himself.
“Aye. Look you here.” Stepping to the left wall, she reached inside the last of the empty crypts and ran her fingers over a section of rock a little higher than her head. “Bring the torch.”
Leaning behind her, he looked where she touched.
“Here. See you these runes at the head of the tomb?”
The runic carvings were very old, but deeply incised and clear. Taking his hand, she traced his fingertips across the runes and then down several inches to where the symbol of an ancient cross inside a circle was etched into the stone.
She set his fingertips against the crossbar of the cross. “Push now.”
He pushed. The circle depressed beneath his fingers, then the whole thing popped out into Ysane’s waiting hands. ‘Twas a sort of covering, or cap, and behind where it had been yawned a cavity large enough to admit his fist.
“Place your hand inside the opening. What feel you?”
“There is some sort of lever or rod inside.” Feeling further, he said, “There is a loop at the end.”
“Slip your fingers in the loop and pull, hard.”
He did, then gave a start at a low, grating sound. A long piece of iron rod was now visible, sticking out from inside the cavity. The loop at its end was formed by a piece of the rod bent back upon itself.
“Look you,” she said, pointing.
Lifting the torch, he saw that a narrow edging—a kind of lip of rock—had appeared in what he had assumed was merely one of many jagged cracks in the wall.
She reached in front of him, slipped her fingers behind the lip and pulled. The grating sound returned as a low door began to open. Behind it was impenetrable darkness.
He was intrigued. The door, though thick, was not so heavy as he had expected, for ‘twas made of thin, hard wood, finished in cracking resin and faced with stone.
“’Tis in truth, quite simple,” she said, as he sought the mechanism behind the lock. “See how wide the edge of the door is, and this slot in it? Now watch.”
Reaching up, she grasped the curved end-piece of the iron rod and gave a little push. From an aperture inside the doorframe, the far end of the iron rod poked out. She showed him where it fit into the corresponding slot in the edge of the door.
“When the door is closed, and the rod pushed into place, the door is held tightly shut. Of course, for any who knew the door to be here, but knew not the lock’s secret, ‘twould be simple enough to break through. The lock was meant not to secure the door, only to hide it.”
“Why has no one found the cavity? It seems anyone touching the cross would trigger the opening.”
“But why would anyone think to touch the cross? Every crypt has the same runes and image of the cross in the exact same place. ‘Tis part of the secret that only this cross, in this crypt opens to the cavity with the rod inside. One would first have to know there was a hidden door, even ere they knew to look for the key.”
“Aye, that is true enough.”
“Come now come into the hidden corridor, and I will show you how to open it from the other side.”
They stepped inside and she showed him the opening device. ‘Twas simple, but ‘twas also located high above the head of a child.
He understood then how Marcel’s young sons would have found it difficult to reach, even had they known how to operate it.
He suddenly turned to look through the open doorway. Unease touched him again. The same niggling tingle he felt before caused him to duck back into the crypt hallway. As before there was naught to be seen, yet he felt the watcher. He prowled further, stood still and listened with all his senses, seeking to reach beyond the curving wall. Not a breath of sound disturbed the black shadows, nor did he see aught.
He shook himself. He was not a man to be easily deceived by such things, but mayhap, he was influenced by knowledge of the ancient death all around. Of a certain, he disliked dark, closed places, and to be locked into this dark hole was not a way he would choose to die.
He stepped back into the corridor. “You are certain it can still be easily opened from this side?”
He wanted to be sure there was no way they could be locked in, though the sentry would know they had been inside the crypts and would eventually effect their rescue.
“Oh, aye. My father kept it in excellent condition, though ‘twas never spoken of to Renouf or Ruald, and I never risked coming here. Father Gregory knows, as does Domnall, and Cynric, my most dear friend, whom I told many twelvemonths ago.”
“Cynric knows?”
She cocked her head at him. The sudden suspicion in his voice seemed to spark her curiosity. “What know you of Cynric?”
“Only what Ethelred and Domnall could tell me.”
“Oh, of course. ‘Tis your right to know, but fear not. ‘Twas safe to tell Cynric, for he is loyal to Wulfsinraed.”
He kept his opinion about that to himself.
Quickly then, they explored the corridor with its sleeping and storage alcoves. ‘Twas wide enough for three to walk abreast, but much lower than the outer hallway, for unlike the crypts it lay fully below ground. He felt the tickle as his hair brushed the ceiling. Nigh to the steps leading to the hidden door behind the Madonna, Ysane showed him the access tunnel through the wall where opened the postern gate, and explained how to unlock it. The tunnel was narrow and cramped. He liked not at all the feeling of stuffiness within, and found it difficult to breathe.
They left the tunnel and returned along the corridor to the crypts. He crowded close behind Ysane while trying not to hurry her. His mind shouted they were alone and there was naught to fear, but by the time they stepped out, ‘twas all he could do not to whirl about to face the invisible—and nonexistent—enemies his instinct warned were following. He said naught of his relief to be out of the passage. ‘Twas unseemly for a warrior of his stature to be so unnerved, especially when his little white rose seemed bothered not at all, despite her time in the holding pit. They locked the hidden door, the cover with the cross slipping with a firm push back into its place.
Stepping away, he shook his head in admiration. “The creator of this door was a master craftsman. Even now, when I know where to look, I can see naught. Nor does the cover over the cavity appear to be aught but a carving in the rock. Most skillful.”
She smiled. “It had to be, for the hidden corridor was meant to be the last escape for the people of the hall if ever the burh was overrun. It has never been needed for that purpose, but one thegn was said to have used it to hide treasure, while another, long ago, was said to have used it as a temple to worship a pagan god.”
He glanced at her, but she was looking back towards the crypts. If she knew of the passage’s sad history, she mentioned it not.
He took her hand. “Shall we go?”
They ran until they reached the outer doors. He closed and locked them, then snuffed the torch on the ground. “Now that I am satisfied I know all that is needful about the crypts, the best part of what I have planned for this day is before us.”
She breathed deeply of the pure air. “I am glad to free of that place. I always feel, when I leave, as if I have been down there forever, even when it has been but a little while. May I hope the rest of your plan will be carried out in a more pleasing location?”
“I believe you will think so. Come, little rose. Let us waste not the time.”
* * *
The day was well in hand. After the chill, lifeless atmosphere below ground, the air smelled wonderful, crisp and clean. The warmth of the early sun cheered body and soul. The sentry wandered along the wall, whistling as he kept his watch. Sparrows and robins flitted among the branches above them, while a skinny dormouse, its golden fur ragged after its long hibernation, clung to a nearby branch.
The tiny animal’s big black eyes watched Ysane closely as it nibbled on a leaf bud. She lifted her face to the sun. Ah, ‘twas a fine day and the sorrow of the crypts was behind them. Though the nights remained frosty, the days heralded spring. Nature had decided to awaken.
Beside her, Fallard stopped to look around, as if searching for something.
“What is it you seek, my lord?”
He paused as if to debate his answer, then said, “I am certain I saw someone spying on us from the door while we were inside, but the only place he might have hidden that neither I, nor the sentry could see him was behind one of those large apple trees yonder. Whoever ‘twas must have run more swiftly than a deer to reach that hiding place ere I went to look. He is gone now, but I dearly wish I had caught him.”
“Mayhap ‘twas but a child of the burhfolc. They are small and easily hidden.” She pointed. “Look you! They are going home!”
The burhfolc of Wulfsinraed were taking down their shelters, packing their belongings and heading out the gates, returning to their cottages and farms.
“Aye, I expected it. ‘Tis spring! They have fields to plow, grain to grind and hedges to trim. There is repair work caused by winter storms that must be finished and the various herds and flocks to be tended. They have a thousand tasks that require attention. ‘Tis good the siege ended quickly. The last of Sir Gyffard’s scouts came in ere sup last eve and reported no sign of the rebels. A watch has been placed on the roads and in the forest, to give warning, should they return.”
“Think you that be likely?”
“Someday, mayhap. Not soon. Ruald knows now he can win not any battle he might begin here. He and his men have scattered for the nonce, and I suspect they will stay scattered, for when William hears of this, ‘tis likely he will send more men to help patrol this region. ‘Tis much easier for the rebels not to be found if they are banded not together.”
“So we will have extra guests for a while.”
“I fear so, but I have ordered Sir Gyffard and Sir Aalot to schedule the king’s troops for daily searches. They will be absent more oft than not. It should prove but little imposition.”
She smiled. “’Tis actually quite nice to have guests, and Sir Gyffard’s men are no more rowdy than your own. Methinks Wulfsinraed can handle them. There is one thing…if you would mind not, I would ask that you speak to Sir Aalot. I noted at sup last eve his men respect not my women, and they have been through enough with Renouf and Ruald.”
His face softened. He ran the back of his fingers in a slow caress down her cheek. “’Tis admirable you truly care for your people. Aye. I will speak to Sir Aalot, this very day.”
She held her breath as they stood looking at each other. ‘Twas as if the whole sparkling world held none but they two.
“You look at me as if I am the most generous of men. ‘Tis not difficult to do as you ask.”
“You are generous, and you are also good, Fallard. ‘Tis no hardship to admit such.”
And methinks Roana is right. I am learning to care for him.
She started as a voice called.
“Good morrow!” Father Gregory came through the chapel gate and waved. He nodded toward the departing burhfolc. “I go to help, wherever I might be needed with those returning home.”
They chatted together as they walked to the hall, taking care where they stepped. The horde of animals kept inside the wall these past days made that care urgent.
The good father left them to mingle with the folks passing through the outer gates.
Ysane followed Fallard through the gate in the waist wall that led to the kitchen. The door was propped open to let in the smells and sounds of springtime. They entered the cavernous space.
“Thegn Fallard!” Alewyn laid aside her work. “All is ready, as you requested.” She stepped around a kitchen maid industriously chopping onions and carrots, and came to a small table. She smiled as she handed a basket covered by a linen square to Fallard.
“My thanks, Alewyn.”
“Aught for you and my lady. Go now, both of you and enjoy this lovely day.”
As they passed into the hall, Ysane grinned as the cook called to the spit boy to mind his business. Saw he not the lamb was crisping too quickly on one side?
Fallard handed her the basket. “Wait here. I will return ere you can miss me.”
He strode through the anteroom to the lord’s bower, reappearing as quickly as he had promised.
She frowned, for he had made one change to his apparel. He now wore his sword.
Ere she could comment on the weapon, he stopped in front of her. “Well, did you?”
She stared at him. “Did I what?”
His rare smile was back, and more filled with devilry than ever. “Did you miss me?”
Her scowl melted away and she ‘tsked’ at him ere breaking into a giggle. “Witless man. What think you?”
“Methinks you did. Methinks you cannot bear to be without me.”
“Witless and vain! Surely ‘twould horrify William to hear of such ignoble traits in one of his boldest and most fearless knights.”
“Ah, but only for you, my love.” He bent to press a gentle kiss on her lips so quickly she had no time to pull away, even had she desired to do so.
He called me ‘my love’! Why would he say such? He loves me not. Does he? But how can he, when he but barely knows me? But then, I suppose I must ask the same question of myself.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Ysane felt like a salmon trying to swim upstream as Fallard helped her cut across the steady course of people intent on going home. Since she knew every one by name, it took more than twice as long as it should have to cross the courtyard, because many stopped to speak with her.
Among them was the young wife who had recently given birth. The couple was eager to show off their new girl child, whom they had christened Ertha.
Ysane sniffed and her eyes blinked rapidly as she rocked the babe in her arms.
“You are brave, little rose,” Fallard said a few moments later as they approached the stable. “In the way of women, you also are a warrior.”
She smiled at him, though her lips trembled.
The stable was busy, for the king’s men prepared to ride patrol. Tuck met her at the door with Freyja, her dainty bay palfrey, and Foudre, Fallard’s silver-gray courser, already saddled and ready to ride. Handing Alewyn’s basket to Tuck, Fallard lifted her onto Freyja and helped her adjust her skirts. But ere mounting his own steed, he walked away. Surrounded as he was by busy men, she could see not what he did, but he returned quickly.
Basket tied securely to his pommel, he led the way out to join the diminishing crowd passing through the tunnel. “I spoke with Sir Aalot,” he said, as they guided their horses across the bridge. “If I see his men improve not their manners, I will deploy them on ceaseless patrols so they have strength to do naught but eat and sleep.”
“’Twill be a relief to my women, Fallard. I thank you.”
She glanced up as from atop the wall, first Varin, and then Domnall and Jehan called out and waved as they passed by. Domnall said something to Jehan that brought a shout of laughter from that one and they both looked straight at Fallard, still grinning. She could guess the gist of what had been said.
Fallard’s lips tightened and one eyebrow shot up. He scowled, commanding them wordlessly to mind their thoughts, but his action only drew further amusement.
She hid a smile. She liked having her honor defended, even if but with friends.
Moving onto the grassy verge, they trotted past the creeping column. They came to the bridge at village center and crossed, heedful of the children running free.
“The damage done here by the rebels fires my anger,” Fallard muttered, looking around. “But at least they burned not the village. The destruction is slight in comparison.”
“Aye, ‘tis. Worry not, my lord. Naught of what was done will be hard to repair. The people will soon have it right again.”
They cleared the village and set a plodding, but steady pace along a narrow track that led across the south clearing and into the forest. Following the track beneath ash trees in full bloom and heavy growth oaks and beeches, their tops tangled together, the horses picked their way through tiny saplings new grown in the path or over small branches fallen in the way. The crackling crunch of long-dead leaves beneath lumbering hooves intermingled with the rustle of thick growths of new bracken fronds, curled up on their stems like bright green caterpillars. Though Fallard occasionally glanced behind to smile from midnight eyes, the quiet ride through the sun-dappled wood was broken only by scattered bird song and the soft sough of a fragrant breeze through the tops of the trees.
Her heart beat faster, for the track they followed led nigh to Cynric’s cottage. She determined to stop to search for sign of his return. They rode for some time ere she reined in beside a barely discernible track that went off at a tangent, angling toward the nearby lake. The path was so infrequently used, ‘twas easy to miss.
“Fallard? If you will, this track leads to Cynric’s cottage. I wish to go there, if only to check that the cottage is in good repair for his return.”
His gaze was keen as he halted beside her. “I was heading for the lake, at any rate. This track seems to take us in that direction.”
“The front of Cynric’s home faces the water, though ‘tis set back among the trees.”
“Then we will go there. From what I have seen of the lake, one area of the shore is little different than any other for what I have in mind.” He gestured for her to precede him.
After another few minutes of riding, they reached the cottage. She expected to find it as empty as it had been the few times she had managed to slip away from the burh—one of which times she had been caught by Renouf and beaten for refusing to say where she had been—but was ecstatic to discover signs of recent habitation. Beside the door sat an old water barrel that had been empty the last time she had come. ‘Twas now nigh to full. A recently tanned wolf’s hide hung drying upon a wooden frame. ‘Twas very quiet.
“Fallard, he is home!” She stood in the stirrups to look all around. Her belly seemed filled with flutters and her heart grew lighter than in many a long month. She searched the area, hoping to see a tall figure. “Cynric, where are you? ‘Tis Ysane. Cynric!”
Her calls echoed across the lake, but no answer came.
He caught at her reins. “Hush, Ysane! This silence disturbs me.”
She threw him a laughing glance ere she slipped off Freyja and ran to the cottage door. “There is no cause. ‘Tis only Cynric.”
“Ysane, wait!”
He uttered an oath ere he dismounted to chase after her.
She reached the entrance, threw open the door and stood on the threshold, allowing her eyes to adjust.
He caught up and grabbed her arm ere she could enter, then shoved her behind him.
Startled, she looked at him. He was angry, and had unsheathed his sword. “What is it you do? Cynric is no threat. He is my dearest friend. Furthermore, he is my brother. Never would he hurt me.”
“Little fool, ‘tis not Cynric I fear.” He growled the words, though by now ‘twas plain no one was inside the hut. Pulling her in behind him, he walked to the fire pit and held his hand above the banked ashes. “The pit is warm, but not hot. It has been some hours since ‘twas tended.”
“Fallard, I understand not. What is it you seek?”
“Has it occurred not to you, my lady, that ‘tis little likely the current occupant is your friend? ‘Tis more likely that ‘tis one or more of the rebels, or thieves, in which case we would be in danger.”
She felt herself blanch, and her heart dropped into her toes. “Mercy! I thought not of such a thing.”
Nay, she had not, for she had seen in the signs of occupation only what she wanted to see, and that one thought had eclipsed all else. Fallard was right, though his truth was hurtful. Cynric had been gone for twelvemonths, though there were whispers among the servants that during that time, he had made brief appearances to meet with Renouf ere vanishing again. She had credited not the rumors as true, believing her brother would never come so nigh without finding a way to see her.
Fallard prowled the cabin, sword still in hand, poking into food and supply containers and peering into the chest and small wardrobe. “Whoever stays here now, I believe he has not been here long.”
He ran his hands over the carved woodwork of the few items of furniture.
She came to stand beside him, appreciating, as she always did, the workmanship. “Cynric does exquisite work, does he not?”
“Aye, and I would have him back as master carver, if that is his wish. But I fear he may be gone for good.”
The hurt of his words slashed like a cut from his sword.
He turned to look at her, then sheathed his blade and framed her face with his hands. “Of course, ‘tis also possible I am mistaken. Cynric may indeed have come home. He may be hunting for the nonce. Mayhap, you will not believe this, but ‘tis a fact I have been wrong, once or twice.”
She giggled, but two fat tears trickled to drip off her chin onto her bodice.
He groaned and wrapped his arms tightly about her, then kissed the tracks of those tears. He unwrapped her headrail, looping it round her waist and pushing the linen rope of her circlet inside his tunic. Then he kissed the soft hair at the top of her head. “Come, my rose. We should take our leave ere whoever lives here returns. If ‘tis Cynric, he will know we were here, and he will find us, if that is his wish. If ‘tis another, ‘tis best they find us not at all.”
She sniffed, blotted her wet cheeks with her sleeve, and followed him to the door.
Hand on the hilt of his sword he waited, listening.
Birds sang and frolicked in the trees and insects buzzed, giving no indication they sensed aught beyond the presence of the two humans they had already deemed no threat. The horses grazed on the leaves of the lowest beech branches. Sunlight reflected off the waters of the lake, while the lapping of wavelets against the shore gave drowsy suggestion of lingering there for an after noontide nap.
“The birds sing again,” he said, but clearly, he was still not at ease. “’Twas my intention we would eat our nooning meal at the shore of the lake, but that does not now seem a safe prospect.”
“So, what do we do?”
He seemed at a loss. “Mayhap, we should return to the north side of the river and seek a cool glade to enjoy our meal.” He set her upon Freyja, then mounted Foudre. “The scouts reported no sign of rebel presence in that direction, though the few that came this way also reported naught. ‘Tis clear they missed this cottage. I will have words with them this eve.”
“Fallard?” He turned at her hesitant query. “I know a place where we might go. ‘Tis quiet and cool, and there is water, and soft grass and ferns where we might sit, though I cannot say ‘tis any safer than here.”
He cocked his head, regarding her. “Show me this place. Mayhap, it will serve our need.”
* * *
Fallard allowed Ysane to pass him and take the lead. She touched her heels to Freyja’s flanks and headed back along the track that had brought them to the cottage. When they reached the main trail she turned left, riding back toward the burh, but then nigh immediately urged the horse into the undergrowth on the far side. She guided Freyja deeper into the dim light of the forest.
Fallard remained watchful behind her and his hand strayed not far from his sword. He could say not why, for there was no familiar niggle at his nape to warn him of watchers, but the disquiet that struck him so strongly at the cottage remained with him. A desire to grab Freyja’s reins and return Ysane to safety behind the wall was strong upon him, but his wish to give her a carefree interlude from the pressures and concerns of the burh kept him at her heels.
Mayhap, the tension he felt was due only to the finding of signs of life at the cottage. But nay, that was not full truth. He had sensed the unsettling touch ere then, but had dismissed it as an over-abundance of caution. He dismissed it not now, though it seemed to grow no worse as they wandered further into the depths of the wood.
Ysane came to an abrupt halt. He stopped beside her.
She pointed a little ahead. “There.”
His eyes searched her face, for there was that in her tone that spoke of a muted joy.
He aided her from the saddle, allowing her to slide into his arms. He kissed her again, but without hurry, coaxing a response that intensified as the embrace deepened. He shifted, and lifted her to better adjust her body to his height. Her palms rose to press against his chest, but in surrender. She seemed to go boneless. When he raised his head, her face had gone slack, but her eyes, nigh hidden beneath her lashes, gleamed with green fire.
He broke away as a tremor passed through him. The unprecedented emotions of tenderness and compassion that wracked his soul and left his thoughts perplexed, were escalating and converging to an unknown conclusion.
But they were not the only feelings he had for her. Never before had he wanted a woman with the potent craving he felt for Ysane. Her slightest touch to his skin, the graceful sway of her hips, the fragrance of rose combined with the heady scent of woman, and even the look of yearning unaware he sometimes surprised in her moss green eyes…all of these fired his blood to a fierce crescendo that left him scrambling to maintain his control.
Alone with her now, ‘twould be easy to let desire fly free like a falcon. He sensed she would welcome his advances once he seduced her past the initial resistance that remained from Renouf’s crude carnality. Aye, he knew when a woman wanted him, and she was hungry, nay, starved for his touch.
But apart from the need to maintain a watchful vigil in the face of an undetermined threat, he coped with an unaccustomed reluctance to violate the sweet sense of innocence that clung to her. It begged understanding how he could perceive her as innocent considering the twelvemonths she had spent in Renouf’s bed, yet ‘twas so. Mayhap, ‘twas because she had experienced naught from her husband of caring, or even of simple consideration. ‘Twas evident Renouf had never made effort to teach her pleasure, that the brute had offered her naught but pain and lust.
Whatever the reason, and though he raged anew at Renouf’s twisted cruelty and wished again the man were yet alive so he could kill him, he rejoiced in the virtue he found in her. ‘Twould give him endless pleasure on their wedding night to approach her as the veriest virgin, to award her the gentle wooing rightfully due any fair maid.
Aye, he would wait until after their vows, when he could lay her, not on hard, cold ground, but on soft, fragrant linens in the comfort of their bower. There he would teach her the art of love as it should be taught to one who was unaware of its many and varied delights. She would never have reason to fear or despise his bed, or seek refuge from his embrace. Thus, so he vowed.
* * *
The slave Leda flitted like a shadow from tree to tree. Her hand tightly gripped a set of keys she had stolen long ago. She was returning, heart in her mouth, to the crypts, using as a diversion the emptying of the burh by the burhfolc.
The corners of her mouth turned down in derision. Let them return to their homes. They were naught! When Ruald held lordship of Wulfsinraed, she would be his lady, and those who treated her now with contempt would pay. She thought of her lover’s prowess in bed, and smiled as she remembered the promises he vowed. She glanced back at the hall as she hid from the patrolling sentry on the wall behind the thick bole of an apple tree. Aye, ‘twould all be hers, and soon. She at last had information of great value to offer Ruald.
Her attempt, through seduction, to learn all she could from the hated Norman knight had failed, but her vigilant spying in other areas had at last reaped reward. ‘Twas difficult at first, to stay clear of those set to watch her, but the events of recent days had worked in her favor. None watched her now, and she had but to return to the crypts and discover the fullness of the secret revealed to her earlier this morn, when she had followed the Norman and his whore.
Almost, the dark knight had caught her watching. But she had hidden inside the crypts, where no light fell, to escape his sharp eyes.
Though it frightened her to return alone into that dark place of death, she summoned her courage. Ruald would reward her handsomely for the knowledge she would bring. Looking around, she saw none who paid her attention. When the sentry walked the opposite direction, she sidled the last few feet to the doors. ‘Twas but the work of a moment to unlock them and glide inside, setting a rock in place to prevent them from closing entirely. If the guard happened to look, he would never notice the slight crack, nor detect from his height on the wall that the lock hung open on the hasp.
Once inside, she climbed with care down the steps ere stopping to light the torch she had hidden beneath her mantle. Her breath came a little easier when the firelight drove back the cloying darkness. Skipping past the dark openings on either side of the hall, she held her breath and kept her gaze ahead, especially as she passed where lay Renouf.
Slender fingertips reached for the mark of the cross on the wall of the last empty vault and depressed. It required three attempts to find the exact spot, but moments later she was inside the corridor. Here, the blackness was deeper, and it closed in upon her as if a living thing, though she held the torch high. Terror rose from where it lurked beneath the surface, cascading through mind and soul as she imagined the unseen gástes of the dead all about her, wrathful at her illicit invasion, reaching out invisible hands, seeking to offer her harm. Shuddering with horror, she closed her eyes and shrank against the dank wall. Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt as if hands wrapped it round and squeezed. She gagged, fighting panic, and the desire to flee like a terrified mouse back to the light.
Afterwards, she never remembered how the fight was won, but she mastered her terror. Licking dry lips, she lifted her head and forced herself to move into the depths of the passage. Some time later, she returned to the blessed light of the outer doors, gasping and trembling at her freedom. She had discovered the secret, not only of the door into the corridor, but had fathomed that of the Madonna-door and the postern gate, as well.
Once again, she used her talents to flit unseen back to the hall. The other workers were so busy preparing for the upcoming wedding none even noticed her. The nobles looked through her. Racing up the stairs to her private place among the stored odds and ends in the top chamber of the southeast tower, where few but she ever went, she retrieved from its hiding place the wooden box containing the things Ruald had left. These items allowed her to send messages to others who were safe outside the burh.
Slowly, and with much labor, she drew on a scrap of vellum, using the strange symbols Ruald had taught her—not likenesses of words, he had said, but images that meant certain thoughts. She stored the keys and message materials, and returned the box to its hiding place. The note safely within her girdle, she moved through the hall, carrying a basket filled with clothing in need of a wash. Any who took notice would assume she was busy with one of a multitude of tasks.
Outside again, she wrapped her mantle close, raised the hood to screen her face, and mingled with the last of the burhfolc. Soon she reached the secret place where information was exchanged. Waiting until certain none had followed her, she opened the concealed aperture, and checked inside to find that a message awaited her.
She retrieved it, wrapped it her girdle, and replaced it with her own.
The timing was perfect, for the messenger came but twice a seven-day. This night was his next scheduled check, and he would find what she had left. Ruald would have her note within two days. She exulted in the knowledge. Soon Wulfsinraed and its riches would be hers forever. She smiled as she made her way back to the hall.
In her private place, she scanned the new missive. Glee filled her soul as it had done the day she had waited for her enemy’s execution, for it was short.
“Kill her.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
His curiosity piqued, Fallard followed Ysane through dense undergrowth and over fallen logs to a small glade within a rampant growth of trees.
She stopped at its edge. “This is a place of enchantment for me,” she said. “I found it long ago, as a small child. ‘Twas on the day I first met Cynric. Were it not for him, I would have been meat for a wolf. I was but four summers, and had wandered from my parents. He tracked me, and discovered I played here for some time. My delay in this place allowed him to catch up with me in time to save me. Later, he brought me back here many times, and I would ask him to tell me again of that day. He was my hero, you see.” She smiled in remembrance. “In time, it became a retreat for when I wished to be solitary. I have missed coming here, for I dared only twice while Renouf lived. None but Cynric knows of it…and now, you.”
The look of candid trust she turned on him shook him. What had he done to earn her favor thus, but steal her home, force her to unwanted marriage and overthrow her life? Even as he slipped an arm round her waist, he fought the tender protectiveness that made him want to lock her somewhere utterly safe, forever secure, so she could share that look with no one else but him. As her husband, ‘twould be his responsibility to offer her kindness and to protect her, but the ‘tender’ part! It grew rapidly and seemed to burst upon him in unexpected moments. Already once this day had he yielded to its lure. Worse, it mattered less each time.
She caught his hand that rested at her waist. “Come and see. I have always believed faeries dance here when the dusk of even comes down, though I have never stayed late enough to keep watch.”
He stepped through the trees around the glade. A strange, sweet calm befell him, as if he had tread through an invisible doorway into another place, far beyond the world, where peace ruled. It seemed to him even the ache in his leg eased. He felt himself smiling foolishly, without reason. Mayhap her words were true, for ‘twas as if the little glade had indeed been sprinkled with faerie dust. Its primitive beauty was arresting. Encompassed by the lichen-encrusted trunks of ancient oak, yew, beech and scattered alders, it lay in sunny splendor. He might have stepped back into the depths of time.
He heard the water ere he saw it. Hidden on the far side of the glade within a tiny copse of alder and drooping willows, it gushed forth from an underground spring to froth over a low fall of rock into a dark pool. He cupped his hand beneath the fall and almost yelped at its icy touch, but when he drank, the taste was pure and refreshing.
‘Twas a shadowed spot, and cool, for the sun’s rays would touch upon it only at noontide. A spray-dampened rock, flat as a table, and large enough for one to sit comfortably—or two to cuddle close—nestled beside the falls as if set there by a giant hand. The water in the pool flowed into a streamlet that hurried away, seeming to laugh in joy, beyond his sight. Around the pool, swathes of new grass vied with patches of moss and infant fern in displays of lush green varying from light to dark. No weeds grew here, no vetch, nor brambles or briars.
The place is spellbinding. I understand why it draws her.
He silently laughed at his fancy.
Ysane curled up on the flat rock by the little falls, her chin resting on upraised knees around which her arms were clasped. Her eyes focused on the pool. An expression of utter bliss erased the lines on her face, marks wrought by grief and care.
He watched her in silence, wondering at her thoughts. Abruptly, he felt left out, shunted aside, as if she had withdrawn to some secret place. He liked not the feeling, and started to speak, but she looked up and smiled. ‘Twas the loveliest smile he had ever seen, and it enchanted him more surely than the glade.
She scooted over on the rock and held out her hand, inviting him to join her.
He wasted no time accepting her offer. The rock was hard, the occasional splash of spray from the falls cold, and there was barely room for the two of them upon it. He minded none of it. He drew her to his side. She snuggled close to rest her head on his shoulder as if ‘twas the most natural thing in the world. Though the light was dim within the copse, he felt the magic around them grow, almost as if ‘twere visible to the eye.
“I came here as often as I could,” she said. “I would sit on this rock and dream of beautiful princesses and wonderful halls, and the things I read in my father’s books about faraway lands.”
“And did you ever daydream of a knight who would steal away your heart?”
He blinked at his own question, startled all over again that he would think such, much less speak it. He was no poet, nor was sentiment high in his view of life. Yet, his rose was inspiration for many new thoughts and frivolous ideas such as the more romance-minded of his men betimes espoused around the fires at night. Never had he indulged in fatuous fantasies, nor could he think why ‘twas happening now.
He was not unaware females enjoyed such nonsense. ‘Twas rather he had never met one he deemed worth the effort of wooing. ‘Twas far more convenient to find a willing wench and when both of them were satisfied, kiss her farewell and be on his way. But with Ysane, he would promise aught to gain from her a smile.
“’Tis possible knights might have figured in my dreams, now and anon.” She blushed crimson and ducked her head. “But if they did, none compared with…reality.”
My rose deems me of more value than her dream knights!
He suddenly felt taller than the hills in the far distance, as mighty and invincible as the warrior-gods of the ancient lays. ‘Twas too bad there were no more dragons, for he would slay them all with a single thrust of his sword, impervious to their fire, and lay their heads before her feet. ‘Twas all he could do not to kiss her until she surrendered to him, body, mind and heart.
Ah, I do want her love, fool that I am!
She drew a sharp breath as if she sensed the change in him. “We are to be wed on the day after the morrow.” She sounded winded, as if she had run some distance. Her next words were spoken so quietly he barely heard them above the falls. “Would you think it shameless, my brave knight, or too brazen of me did I ask for but one kiss?”
His heart slammed in his chest. He shut his eyes, fearing she might flee in terror. He knew raw passion blazed within his look.
She placed her palm against his chest. “You are so warm, and your heart thunders. It calls to me.”
He needed no more encouragement. He swooped, and she flowed into his embrace. In that moment, he knew himself for what he was, a cynical warrior with hard, unrefined edges, and he saw her as his wounded, hurting lady. But he vowed, despite his ignorance, to do his best to care for her.
Lost with her in the magic, he wandered for timeless ages—or mayhap, ‘twas only moments—in a world of shared glory.
* * *
Ysane’s eyes flew open as a loud, extended growl broke into their sensual world.
Fallard started to laugh against her mouth, his chest heaving beneath her palm.
She brought her hand to her stomach.
Oh, how embarrassing!
She should have broken her fast ere leaving the hall, but Fallard had given her no time. Her hunger made itself known with yet another rolling rumble.
He chuckled. “Poor little rose, I have starved you. I cannot allow such neglect to continue.” He released her, but slowly, and rose to his feet. “Wait but a moment, my lady.”
She sat back, the heels of her palms resting on either side of her hips. He left the copse to walk to where the tethered horses waited, their tails switching in lazy flicks at imagined flies, and returned with a blanket and the basket with their meal. She was glad to see he limped not at all.
While he spread the blanket upon the grassy verge of the pond, she rummaged among the food. “Alewyn has packed a feast for us.” She unwrapped one delicious item after another. “There is enough here to feed a score, and all of them warriors.”
She spread slices of smoked ham with boiled, spiced eggs upon trenchers. Rich oat bread, blackberry jam, soft yellow cheese and sweet honey-nut cakes followed. Dried peaches and a carafe of mulled wine completed the repast. They ate without speaking.
Some time later, Fallard offered her a bite of cheese. “I have tasted finer foods, and more excellently prepared at William’s court, yet none were so delightful as this.”
“Methinks ‘tis the company, more than the food.” She slathered jam on a slice of bread and offered it to him. When he bent to take a bite, she feigned shoving it into his face and he jerked away, eyes widening, then chuckled at the jest.
He poured more wine into their tankards and lifted his high, offering a toast. “To Alewyn, Alyce, and the good cooks of the world! May their….”
He hesitated, thinking, and Ysane jumped in. “May their sauces never burn.”
“Aye, and may their meat never spoil.”
“And their knives be always be sharp.”
“And most of all, may their garlic never reek!”
She laughed, the sound ringing across the glade, and then wondered at the secret little smile Fallard flashed at her. “What? Why do you smile in that way?”
His expression was guileless. “Whatever do you mean, little rose? I but enjoy our foolishness.”
“Nay, ‘tis more. Tell me!”
He leaned to lick jam from the corner of her mouth, then stole a fast kiss from her lips. “’Tis but that I made you laugh.”
“You….” Her heart lurched.
Why would my laughter matter to him? Does he begin to care for me, even but a little?
With breathtaking suddenness, the first bright shards of golden sunlight pierced the shadows and dazzled her shade-accustomed eyes as the sun sailed high, nearing zenith. Yet, it seemed less bright than the glow of joy in her heart. She watched Fallard, enjoying his surprise as the rays cascaded through the small open space above them, turning the laughing waters of the falls and the dancing ripples on the pond into a glittering fountain, and filling the spray with shimmering, dancing rainbows.
Now ‘twas seen the water in the pool was hip deep and crystal clear. Pebbles littered the white sand at the bottom. Among the green of the surrounding ferns small, white flowers gleamed like patches of leftover snow. Warmth flooded the copse with the light. A single dragonfly darted over the pond, hung suspended for a heartbeat, then swooped to light on the less ruffled surface nigh the water’s edge.
“’Magic’, indeed,” Fallard breathed, his voice bemused. His midnight gaze fell upon her. “’Tis not to be wondered you believe the fairie folk linger here.” He cocked his head. “Does not the thought of magical beings frighten you?”
“After Renouf? Nay. Fairies are good folk, despite what some believe.” She gestured around them. “Once, long ago, a wolf came. ‘Twas summer, and hot, and of a certain the water drew it. ‘Twas very young, and a male. I sat upon the rock and it loped into the glade. It came to the pool and stopped on the other side, its yellow gaze upon me. I moved not. Methinks mayhap, I even breathed not, though my heart pounded so hard with mingled fear and excitement the beast must surely have heard. It seemed to decide I was neither meat nor threat, for it advanced to the water’s edge. It drank its fill, though it never took its eyes from me, not for a moment. It lifted its head, water dripping from its jaws, and then with one leap, ‘twas gone.
“There have been other visitors through the twelvemonths. I learned if I sat quietly, and very still, betimes animals would come. Squirrels, hares, birds, badgers and deer, and small, timid things like moles and dormice. Once even a fox, but the wolf was the best.”
* * *
Fallard’s eyelids were heavy. Lulled by wine, the warmth of the sun and the quiet, and caught up in the sweet music of Ysane’s voice that rivaled in beauty the hypnotic song of the falls, he relaxed, half asleep. He started, returning to full wakefulness when she ceased to speak.
She watched him, the light in her eyes both wary and hopeful. “This is the closest I have seen you to drunkenness.”
He knew what she asked, though ‘twas said in a round about manner. He hastened to reassure her.
Clapping his hand upon his heart, he rolled his eyes to the heavens and sighed. “Ah, your bright eyes see too much, little rose. You have discerned my greatest shame, the disgrace and disrepute I bring upon myself, and my family. Most ignoble of rogues am I, and for which I live in continual remorse. Aye, even among my men, I am a source for jest. Oh, the indignity! Yet, though I be always stricken by contrition, ‘tis truth I can help myself not. I know not how I have lived for so long with such guilt at my deplorable behavior.”
He glanced at her, seeking appreciation of his playacting. Truthfully, he thought his performance better than some scops.
She eyed him, clearly perplexed.
He groaned and slapped his hand over his eyes. “How kind she is, my white rose! She pretends to notice not my fault. She is generous, but must face the truth, for she is to be my wife, and must learn to bear the disgrace that is mine.” He peeked through his fingers and tried not to grin at the comical befuddlement on her face. “’Tis a sorry secret indeed, my rose, but should you ask, my men will tell you of it quickly enough, even as they laugh themselves ill.
“Though it pains me to speak of it—for I fear you may decide ‘tis too much to ask that you should marry such a disreputable knight—’tis only fair you should know. Even a mild overindulgence of spirits sends this knight to the kingdom of slumber. Ah, but ‘tis a source of much hilarity with my men, that I can hold not my drink. Why, I am ashamed to admit that once, after one of King William’s famous banquets, Trifine likened me to a kitten, drunk on its mother’s milk, yet I consumed a bare three tankards of ale. He perforce had to use his elbow to keep me from falling asleep and sliding beneath the table in dishonor. Therefore, though ‘tis a disgrace I can hardly bear, moderation in drink has become for me a common practice.”
‘Twas the lengthiest speech he had indulged in for longer than he remembered, and certainly the most ridiculous, but he cared not, for by this time, Ysane had her hand over her mouth, her gaze alive with mirth. Gladness, gratitude, and no little relief brimmed in her eyes, for his words assured her she need never fear him should he become sotted.
“’Tis an amusing picture I hold in my mind, Fallard, that of you curled up tight as a kitten on a pallet, sleeping off an excess of spirits.”
“See you! Even you, my dearly betrothed, find my unhappy secret amusing!”
Again, her laughter peeled through the woods. “Oh! ‘Tis most lovely to my mind, sir knight, that the man I will wed in so short a time is one with whom I might laugh and…and be with like a child, betimes. I find I am much in favor of our union. ‘Tis my thought we will share a good life together.”
“’Tis my thought, as well, Ysane. From the first moment I saw you, ‘twas my intent and my determination.”
“When first you saw me?”
“Aye. ‘Twas the moment I named you my rose. Your syrce was the same green as the stem of a rose, and with it you wore a cyrtel and veil as white as their petals. ‘Twas told to me your eyes were the color of the moss in the forest and your hair the hue of the finest flax. A comparison with the flower was inevitable, but indeed, I am not the first. Others name you thus.”
Her eyes flew wide. “Truly?”
“Aye, ‘truly’! Young Alderan the swineherd, for one, has been overheard waxing poetic on the similarities between you and the flowers of your garden, though ‘tis not meet for a serf to speak thus of his mistress. But ‘twould seem so many speak of you thus, ‘twould be necessary to whip half the population of the burh for the same offense. Surely, you have heard the songs of Wurth, your scop, though mayhap, comparisons with flowers are to be expected of a poet. But for Varin, my knight, of whom I would never have expected it, and Domnall and Father Gregory and….”
“Hush! Oh, stop!” She blushed with the depth of a crimson bloom. “I believe you not! You laugh at me.”
“But I do not,” he insisted, while he did smile at her blushes.
“Surely not Father Gregory.”
“Aye, the good priest. He spoke personally of you thus. He said, ‘the Lady Ysane is a special woman. She is the rose of Wulfsinraed’.”
She hid her face in her hands, but he could see she was pleased.
He pulled her hands away and kissed each flaming cheek. “Why should they not speak thusly? They care for you, lady. They are blind not to your goodness and beauty, even if you are. They speak only from their hearts, and their words are meant as praise they consider your due. Who am I to disagree with so many? That day when first I looked upon you, you seemed so very young, and so beautiful. How could I not be drawn to you as a ship lost in fog is drawn to a beacon flashing upon the shore? You were with Roana, walking to the village. You had baskets on your arms.”
“Oh, it must have been our day to attend to the ailing and the needy. ‘Tis one of our tasks as mistresses of the hall, though ‘tis no true ‘duty’, but a joy. Twice each seven-day, we meet with Luilda and others of the women who can spare the time. We cook and clean, and help Luilda as we are able with her healing tasks, and bring food and other needful things. Now and anon, all that is required is companionship, so we bring our embroidery and visit. ‘Tis a worthy task, and one that Renouf forbade not, for ‘twould have reflected badly upon him.”
She raised her face to the sun, then cocked her head. “You know much of me, my lord, but I know little of you. Would you tell of yourself? How many summers have you? I have noted the number of knights in your personal service, so you must have wealth of your own. Have you lands, as well? What of your family, and your home? You have mentioned your mother and brothers. Are there sisters? And what of your father, does he yet live?”
He reached for another honey cake, flicking crumbs from the blanket. “’Tis but an ordinary tale, my life,” he said between bites. “I have six and twenty summers. Wealth was gifted to me by my godmother, enough to live well, but not to buy my own lands. ‘Twas one reason I applied to William for the honour of Wulfsinraed, though I did not then perceive the wealth of the demesne. My father is Comte Karles de Peverel. My mother is called Eloise. My family home lies among the hills around Clécy, which is nigh Caen, a city much beloved by King William. My father distinguished himself in William’s eyes when he fought for him and King Henry in a battle nigh Caen. That battle was at Val-ès-Dunes, against a number of rogue barons who wished to unseat William from the Duchy. Father was instrumental in the declaration of a Truce of God some months later. He has continued in William’s service since that time, though now his age keeps him close to home.
“Clécy lies close to the coast of la Manche, the sea channel that separates our two lands. You would like my home, methinks, for ‘tis a place of great beauty along the River Orne. Mayhap one day we will journey there.
“As for the rest, I have two sisters, both younger than I, Melisent and Odelina, and two brothers, Amery and Emeric.” Here he stopped to smile at her. “We three were born all at once, in the fall of 1052. Amery is eldest, then Emeric, and I am youngest, by some few minutes.
“Mother swore no difficulty in knowing which of us was which, even when we tried to confuse her. But when we were small, our father complained he could tell us not apart, for we all looked alike. But he spent much time in service to Duke William and was not home to learn our differences. So mother chose a simple method to aid him. In our early days, when he was home, we all wore a color that was ours, alone. Amery’s color was blue, Emeric chose green, and I, black.”
“Black! Of course! So that is the reason. Know you my hearth companions name you ‘the black gast’? They say you oft move among them as if a spirit, unseen and unheard. Methinks they are all in awe of you.”
He grimaced. “That is foolish. I am no spirit, and ‘tis no difficult task to learn to move with stealth. Domnall is as proficient as I in the knack. Mayhap I will choose certain ones among them and teach them.” He gave a grunt of distaste. “I have no wish to be thought a ghost!
“As for the black, when we were young, we hated wearing only ‘our’ colors. ‘Twas common to switch colors for a day, except mother always knew. But as we grew, she taught us ‘twas an unkind jest to mislead others. We began to wear our colors at all times, though I admit, our decision was much influenced by the switch Father used to persuade us when we failed to obey her.
“Later, ‘twas simpler, as first vavasseur—a squire, in your tongue—to Comte Isore Riviere, an honorable man, and then as knight to King William, to continue with that single color. Now, ‘tis habit. Other knights wear brighter colors. We are a gaudy bunch, when many of us are together.”
“Where are they today, your brothers and sisters?”
“Amery and his wife live in the south wing of our manor. He will one day inherit the title and the estate. Emeric gave earnest consideration to the clergy, but ere he made his final decision he became deeply enamored of the daughter of the lord of a neighboring estate. He wed her, and they now live quietly in a lesser capacity as steward to one of our family fiefs, much as does your brother-by-law at Blackbridge. My sisters are also wed. I have numerous young kin who will demand your time and attention when you meet them.”
“You are fortunate, Fallard, that your kin still live. How long since you have seen them?”
“Too long. Some three twelvemonths ago, William set me in charge of transporting prisoners of the rebellion of the barons to his holdings in Nourmaundie. Once they were secure, I was free to go home. ‘Twas the first time in six twelvemonths I had been there, and ‘twas a good, long visit of some seven-days.”



CHAPTER THIRTY
Fallard was staring across the pond at the antics of a pair of squirrels as he spoke of his journey home, and at first noticed not the sudden silence of his companion. ‘Twas the quality of the silence that drew him. He glanced at Ysane. She had grown pale as one ill, and sat utterly unmoving. She stared at him in something akin to horror.
His brows furrowed. “My rose?”
“What…what was that you said?”
Uncomprehending, he cocked his head at her. “What part? That I had a good visit?”
“Nay. That part about…about t-transporting prisoners of the rebellion to Normandy.”
“Aye, there were a great many of them, and ‘twas my responsibility to see they….”
Too late, he halted. By the saints! He had been so relaxed with her he had chattered like a child and foolishly let slip a piece of information he had not intended for her to know, not yet.
She looked as if she had gone into shock, as well she might.
He kept his tone gentle. “I wish to know what you are thinking, little rose.”
“My father. ‘Twas you! You were the captain who took him from his home, imprisoned him in that foreign place where he died alone and in pain, and all the while you enjoyed your own home and family, while we grieved. ‘Twas you, was it not?”
“Ysane….”
But accusation rang in her voice. “Admit it, my lord! ‘Twas you.”
His heart counted five slow beats ere he answered. “Aye. Kenrick Wulfsingas was among the prisoners I took to Nourmaundie.”
Trembling, her chest heaving, she squirmed away from his side and stood to face him. “Was it your intent to wed with me without telling of this?” She gave a little sob and looked away. “Mercy! I am to wed the man who stole my father from me.”
He counted heartbeats again, holding to his patience and his temper with a fierce grip. Here was the last secret he had yet to explain, but ‘twas not the time he would have chosen to reveal it.
He caught her hands and would not let her go, though she tugged to free herself. “You will sit down, and be silent.” He waited until she complied, though she would not look at him. “Ere I answer you, say me this. Now you know, what good has it done for you to learn this information?”
Her head jerked around. The glint of tears gleamed, turning moss green eyes into emerald brilliance. “Good! Good? You ask if the learning of this is a thing I find ‘good’? How think you that, my lord? What strange path leads to that end?”
“I said not that ‘twas good, Ysane, and that is my point. You have endured much in the past twelvemonths, and I sought not to add to your pain. ‘Twas my belief this knowledge would but bring you torment, and for that reason, I chose to withhold it until such time I deemed you able to bear it with less misgiving.”
“Ah. I see now. You had but my best interests in mind.”
“Think as you will, but ‘tis truth I did think it best. Ysane, ‘twas not my choice to transport those prisoners. ‘Twas my given duty. I have never yet failed to obey my king. I am sorry, truly sorry, your father chose the path of rebellion against his liege-lord, but ’twas his choice! If in the end, William had lost his battle, things would be different. Most likely, your father would still live, you would have wed your betrothed, and naught of the past three twelvemonths would be as it is.
“But William won, my lady, as he has always done—always! There were consequences to the barons’ defeat, and one of those was the price your father had perforce to pay.”
“Speak not to me of consequences, Fallard D’Auvrecher!” She flung the words at him as if she wished they were knives. “You could have offered mercy. William could have granted clemency. My father was not a young man. You knew he would survive not his imprisonment, and so far from home.”
“Aye, I knew. ‘Twas not meant that he should. His banishment was for life. Think you of the words you speak, Ysane! Your father freely gave his oath of fealty to King William, and then he willfully broke it. ‘Twas an act of dishonor he chose of his own will. Well he knew that forfeiture of all he held dear would be the price of failure. Think you not he counted the cost ere he made that choice? What would he say to you, stood he here now, in front of you? Would he weep, and argue he had been sorely used? Methinks not.”
He reined his anger. “I became acquainted, somewhat, with Kenrick Wulfsingas during that journey to his imprisonment. I found him thoughtful, a man of conscience and strong loyalties. He held no rancor against me, or even against William. He understood, as every man of war must, that ‘twas the consequence—aye, Ysane, the consequence, like you the word or not—of defeat, and of the breaking of his oath.”
He sighed. “Would it ease your heart to know he was well during the journey, that he ate heartily and laughed, and that he and I played eschecs on many a night, as he had played with William ere leaving London? Indeed, ‘twas his proficiency at the game that led William, on a whim, to exile him instead of putting him to death.”
“You…and the king, played chess with my father?” She looked dumbfounded.
“Aye, and he won most of our games.”
She stared at him, unblinking. Finally, she looked beyond him, at that which only she could see. Her lips curved in a painful hint of a smile. “He would have. He was a master player, oft times defeating King Harold, and before him, King Edward.”
“We also spoke of you.” He lifted her chin. “Your father was deeply concerned for your welfare. His only regret in the decision he made was in fearing you would be forced to pay for his mistake. But he knew not of Renouf, and he had great hopes you would marry your betrothed and be happy. When last I spoke to him, ere he was taken away, he asked that if ever I came to this part of the land, I find you and speak of his love for you. ‘Twas his wish you be told of that love, and he was especially anxious you worry not for him. ‘Who knows,’ he said once. ‘Mayhap I will yet come home at some later time.’ He expected not to die in Nourmaundie. He expected to live. ‘Twas the fault of no one he survived not the fever. A great many others of my people also died from that same illness.”
Fallard urged her into his arms. She resisted him not, though she held herself as one of stone. “His request concerning you was the other reason I asked to lead the attack against Renouf of Sebfeld. I swore an oath to Kenrick Wulfsingas I would do all in my power to see to your care, did I ever come here. I had a debt to pay, to you. It pleased William not, but he had, perforce, to agree.
“Aye, I will hide not my desire. I did wish to rule Wulfsinraed, and to wed with you. With all your father spoke concerning you, ‘twas my belief we would do well together as husband and wife. But you must believe I came to respect and admire him. Had the decision been mine, he would have returned home. Yet ‘twas none of my doing, and your father understood that. I can only hope one day, you will also.”
They sat silent while the sun slid toward the west. The light faded. The shadows returned inside the tiny copse ere Ysane spoke again.
“’Tis truth, what you say. Once defeated, father would have fought not his fate, nor bemoaned it. Indeed, he could have reached safety ere William’s soldiers arrived to take him away. He chose rather to face with dignity and courage the outcome of his actions, though I begged him with tears to flee.
“Methinks you came to know somewhat of the man my father was. Despite his decision to revoke his sworn oath to William, he was a man of honor. I remember well his arguments with Thegn Randel. He made not that decision lightly, Fallard, without thought, or for glory or praise. He said he could ignore not the atrocities William committed against our people in the north of this land. Had those awful things occurred ere he gave his oath he would never have made it. In the end, ‘twas that black evil that swayed him toward his choice.
“’Twould have been convenient had his conscience allowed him to ignore it, for he knew ‘twas not right to break his oath. But when the choice lay between two wrongs, and still he must needs choose, then the consequence of one, the lesser wrong, became an arrow to his heart, while the other, the greater wrong, an arrow to his soul.” She raised her gaze to him. “For him, which would have been the more fatal, think you?”
“Ysane, I understand your father’s dilemma. For an honorable man, the choice would have been clear. It seems Kenrick Wulfsingas willingly accepted the arrow to the heart, and though it cost his life, he died at peace with himself, his conscience clear. No man can ask for more when his life’s journey reaches its end.”
He held her close to his chest, his chin resting on the top of her head. “I am honored, little rose, to have known Kenrick Wulfsingas, and am much pleased to seek a life with his daughter, for she is in her way a woman of like kind with her sire.”
A shiver passed over her as a playful zephyr caressed them.
At once, he reached for her mantle to wrap round her. “You are cold.”
“’Tis only because ‘tis still spring. In summer, the glade is wonderfully warm. I used to bathe in the pool oft times. ‘Tis deep enough, and when the sun is high overhead, warm enough. Cynric insured I would not be disturbed. But it has been twelvemonths since the last time.”
Instant heat sizzled through Fallard’s veins, coalescing into desire so strong he feared he would lose control. Images of Ysane rising from the pool with water sluicing from her unbound hair and down her wet skin burned through his thought like the strange lights that betimes streaked across the night sky.
He set her away from him and stepped outside the little copse into the glade, needing a diversion to his thoughts. Aye, he had been dangerously distracted, for too long, from that which occurred in the forest around them. Rather than succumb to the desire that thrummed within him from head to toe, he paced across the glade and focused all his senses on aught of his earlier unease.
It struck him again, stronger this time. Someone, or something, still waited. He knew it, felt it, but could put no finger on what it might be. As he swung round to call to Ysane they were leaving, a faint ping sounded behind him and something brushed his jaw. Ere his mind fully registered an arrow had missed his throat by a hair’s breadth, he was already running, yelling at her to take cover.
He heard the twang that accompanied the release of a second shaft, followed rapidly by a third off to his right. He flung himself hard in the opposite direction. A grunt sounded behind him.
He looked to where Ysane should be and drew a sigh of relief when he saw her hugging the earth, just outside the copse. Her eyes were wide as she sought him out. Praise be! She had obeyed, and she was safe. He half-rolled, half-crawled behind the sheltering boll of an oak and sought to quiet his mind. His sword was useless against a bow, but a warrior might use other weapons to defeat a hidden enemy.
For endless seconds the startled silence in the glade remained unbroken. As he prepared to make a dash to another tree—he had to try to get behind the assailant, if he could—he registered soft footfalls coming his direction. Whoever ‘twas made no effort at stealth, and he believed the other thought he was down.
The footsteps came to a stop on the other side of the tree trunk, some few feet away. He had time only to wonder if the man had lost sight of him or simply waited for him to move ere shooting him down, when Ysane’s scream echoed across the glade. He was on his feet in a flash, barreling around the tree toward her, arrows and swords notwithstanding, only to slide to an astonished halt as he watched his little rose fling herself, weeping and laughing at the same time, into the waiting arms of a tall, bronzed man in woodman’s garb. A longbow and quiver of arrows lay on the ground beside him where he had dropped them to catch her. The stranger lifted her high and swung her around in a circle, once, twice, thrice, ere setting her back on her feet and catching her once again in his arms. She rained ecstatic kisses all over his face.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
I will kill him!
Fallard’s entire body stiffened, as rigid as the steel of his blade. Inside his gut, something squeezed. His lips compressed over a snarl that shocked him in its intensity.
She freely offers kisses and laughter to this stranger, but I must work to coax from her even one smile.
He shook off the new and unpleasant sensation to glance around the glade, wondering what had happened to their assailant. He thought he could guess, remembering the release of a third arrow. Waiting with diminishing patience to be remembered by the two who still stood altogether too close for his liking, he decided there was but one person this newcomer could be.
“Fallard!” Ysane’s face was radiant. “Come and greet Cynric.”
The stranger turned to face him, his arm around Ysane’s waist.
He saw at once the rumors were correct. Without doubt, Cynric Master Carver was the son of Kenrick Wulfsingas. Mayhap, five twelvemonths Fallard’s senior, he bore the stamp of his paternity in moss green eyes, in the lines of his face and in the same unconscious stance of authority and self-assurance that had characterized Kenrick.
Though his hair was darker, honey-brown rather than flaxen, he also bore a striking resemblance to Ysane. A jagged scar wound its way down his right cheek, from his ear almost to the corner of his mouth. Despite the disfigurement, Fallard thought his sisters would consider him handsome with his powerful shoulders and strong, stout limbs.
But there was somewhat else he could not descry, a certain look, as if his features were a thin overlay of another face he knew, but could remember not. His previous unease returned full force. Cynric reminded him of someone he knew and distrusted, but recognition hovered just beyond his grasp. Thus, his greeting was not so genial as it might otherwise have been.
Laughing, Ysane hurried to him, her hands wrapped around Cynric’s arm, tugging him along. ‘Twas as if she feared did she let him go, he would vanish once again from her sight. The love that radiated from her expression set twinges of annoyance to flickering. Why did she look not at him that way?
Abruptly realizing he was jealous of Ysane’s brother, Fallard cursed beneath his breath. Jealousy was a childish and unworthy emotion, and one that unfailingly brought more grief than ‘twas worth.
Why then, do I still wish to pummel this man with my fists, if not run him through with my sword?
“Fallard, ‘tis my great joy to acquaint you with my dearest friend, Cynric.”
She introduces him not as her brother. Why?
“Well met, Cynric.”
He waited, but Cynric did not respond nor extend his hand in greeting. Moss green eyes stared coolly back at him, barely disguising the hatred within.
“He is Norman, Ysane.” Cynric spat the word as if discovering a nettle in his mouth, his tone as unforgiving as the ice in his look.
Fallard’s eyes narrowed. This was a dangerous man, one to whom he would never turn his back. But for the sake of Ysane, he would strive to be pleasant.
“Cynric, please.” Distress underscored Ysane’s pleading. “Will you set not aside your dislike for Normans, so at least to welcome this one? He is my betrothed. We are to be wed on the day after the morrow.”
“Aye, so have I heard.” Cynric’s disapproval rumbled clearly. “Though ‘twas told to me you were already wed. Is my arrival too late then, to forbid the marriage?” He shook his head. “I can say not this news pleases me, little one.”
Ysane still stood close within the circle of his arm. The odd familiarity in Cynric’s profile as he looked down at her nagged at Fallard like a splinter in the finger.
To forestall Ysane’s answer he said, “There was another, who thought to kill us. Was it you who stopped him?”
A sneer pulled at Cynric’s mouth. “He followed you all morn, while I stalked him. He lies yonder, beyond that elm. But think not I shot him for your sake. Had he killed you, I would have rejoiced. I interfered only when he aimed at Ysane.”
The man was honest. Fallard would give him that.
Ysane stepped in, seeking, as was her way to lighten the tension. “We have finished with our noontide meal, Cynric, but there is plenty left to share. Will you join us?”
Fallard thought he would refuse, but an odd expression crossed his face, one mayhap, of calculation. “I will share your repast, if only for your sake.”
“First, I would see this man who hunted us,” Fallard said.
Cynric grunted and walked to where the body lay. An arrow was embedded in the man’s chest.
“Saxon,” Fallard commented, unsurprised. “I wonder was he one of Ruald’s men.”
Cynric stared at him, unblinking, then said, “There are none of Ruald of Sebfeld’s men nigh here.”
“And you know this, how?”
“I tracked them when they left. They have scattered. Most moved south and west, and a few east.”
His earlier suspicion returned to Fallard. “How long have you been back, Cynric?”
“Long enough to know Ruald sought to take Wulfsinraed from you.”
“Did you join in that endeavor?”
“Fallard!” Ysane’s voice was sharp, but he ignored her outburst.
“Did you?”
Cynric hesitated. “Ruald was quickly routed.”
Fallard held his gaze, and saw naught of dissembling there. Cynric had sidestepped his question, offering a true answer that was yet no answer at all.
As if trying to halt his inquisition, Ysane caught Cynric’s arm and gestured to the man lying on the forest floor.
“Cynric, I would know this arrow anywhere, that ‘twas yours.”
Fallard glanced at her. He decided, for the nonce, to allow the subject of Cynric’s loyalty to drop. His little rose seemed not unduly upset at the sight of the dead man. Her words directed his gaze to the arrow shaft, where he noted the unique pattern of the fletching. Like Cynric himself, ‘twas familiar, but he could place not where he had seen it.
Surprised, howbeit, that Ysane recognized it, Fallard said, “You can distinguish between his arrows and those of other men?”
“Aye, he taught me his pattern long ago,” she said as Cynric knelt to remove the arrow from the body. She watched as he wiped the tip in a patch of moss. “Fallard, we must take this man to the burh when we are finished here. ‘Tis only Christian to see he is properly laid to rest.”
“I will see to it, Ysane,” Cynric said, ere Fallard could answer. “A Saxon warrior should be buried by his own kind.” He looked to Fallard. “I welcome no aid from a Norman.”
Back in the copse some while later, while Cynric helped himself to the leftover food Ysane handed him from the basket, Fallard asked her what else he had taught her.
“Oh, many things, like how to find food in the forest, and what is safe to eat and what is not. How to know a storm is coming. How to recognize types of animal droppings, and whether or not they are fresh.”
“What say you?” Fallard said, laughing. “Why would he teach you such a thing?”
“For my safety. If I came across boar or wolf droppings and saw they were recently dropped, I would know the animal might still be close, and to leave the area at once and go somewhere safe.”
“What else did you learn?”
“How to find my way home, did I become lost. How to swim like a trout and climb trees as easily as a squirrel.”
“Well, at least swimming is a worthy achievement, considering the proximity of the river and the lake.”
“And why would you think climbing trees is not?”
“You are a lady, Ysane. What would be the purpose?”
“To learn about bird’s nests. To play games with squirrels. To pick hazelnuts. To hide. And I was not a lady when he taught me.”
“Hide? Hide from what?”
“From the eyes of men who might hurt me.”
Fallard shot a look at Cynric, who shrugged and returned it with aloof disdain. He finished the cheese and bread he munched. “’Twas not always possible to be there to protect her when she came to meet me, so I taught her to protect herself.”
“She should not have been in the forest alone, for any reason.”
“Fallard!” Ysane’s manner remained conciliatory. “It has always been Cynric’s choice not to mingle with others. Father respected that, as did I. I never came to harm.”
But Fallard was angered and stared hard at Cynric. “So you thought it better to put her life at risk to come into the forest to meet with you, rather than go to her in the burh, where she would be safe? It seems you truly had not her best welfare in mind, but only your own desires. Know this, Saxon! I will allow her not to come into the forest alone. If you wish to see her, you will come to the hall.”
Cynric shot to his feet, his own anger quickened.
“You know naught, Norman, and I owe you no explanations. Dare not to dictate to me!”
Fallard also rose. “Where Ysane’s safety is concerned, I will state that which I please. She is to be my wife, and I will not have her life put at further risk. If you wish to see her, you will come to the hall as would any decent man.”
In one blurred movement, Cynric pulled his langseax and crouched as if to do battle. The flesh bulged through the criss-crossed ties binding his leather bracer to his bow arm as his hand clenched the hilt.
Fallard’s hand gripped his sword, though he had not yet withdrawn it from its sheath.
“Nay!” Ysane, watching the exchange in growing anger and horror, leapt between them, facing her brother. “Nay, Cynric, you must not! You will cease this stupid argument, this moment.” She glared at him and then whirled so she could see them both. “My lord D’Auvrecher, remove your hand from your sword and say no more about my safety. Cynric has never allowed harm to come to me, and that will change not now. Cynric, put away your seax, unless you are prepared to use it on me. Please, both of you, be at peace for my sake, if no other. I…I care for you both. ‘Twould distress me greatly did you harm each other. Please. Be at peace.”
Cynric snarled, but slowly relaxed. He replaced the war knife in its sheath.
Fallard eased his hand from his sword, but took not his eyes from the other man.
Ysane seemed to deflate. “Aye. That is better. Cynric, I have missed you dearly these past twelvemonths, and I am glad beyond words to see you alive and well. But I would know where you have been, and why you left without a word to me. It hurt me, dear friend. I felt so abandoned.”
Shame, or something very nigh it, crossed Cynric’s expression, but ‘twas gone so quickly Fallard could be not certain.
“I journeyed on pilgrimage, little one. I…made the decision rather suddenly. I left a message for you. Say you now you received it not?”
“Nay, I received no message. You were gone, and none could tell me where. But you have been absent for three twelvemonths. Did you journey for that entire time?”
“Aye. That I did. ‘Twas necessary, at times, to stay long enough in different places to earn enough coin to continue. The shrine I visited, ‘twas in another land, across the sea.”
Fallard held out his hand, and Ysane came to him. Cynric lied, and from the look on her face, she knew it. If rumor among the burhfolc was correct, her brother had met with Renouf more than once during the past twelvemonths.
“Let us be seated,” he said. He made himself comfortable on a fallen log at the edge of the copse. Ysane sank gracefully to sit at his side. Cynric’s gazed moved between them ere he seated himself upon the grass.
“What is the name of this saint, and in which land is the shrine found?” Fallard said, breaking into the silence.
“Not that ‘tis your place to know, Norman, but I traveled to Germania, to the shrine of St. Bonafice in Fulda.”
“I understand this not, Cynric. Why would you do this?” Ysane said. “You have never been a man devout in the way of the Church. Always have you followed in the path of the ancient ones.”
Fallard, a man of deep and enduring faith, felt his eyebrows rise nigh to his hairline at these words. It must be true then, what he had heard, that some Saxons still clung to old beliefs and the old gods even while professing the true faith.
But Cynric gainsaid her. “Mayhap, I am not pious in the way of most of our people, yet that means not I am pagan. God’s truth, I was told ‘tis possible there is a connection between…my bloodline…and that of St. Bonifice. I wished to travel to Germania to seek the truth, or the lie, of that connection.”
He seemed suddenly uncertain. “Ysane, as was my wish, we have spoken naught of this ere now, but… what know you of me, of my childhood?”
“Mean you, do I know you are my brother, and that through our father’s line there is indeed a connection to the saint?”
Fallard watched Ysane closely, but she revealed no dismay or reluctance at the admission.
So, that is the reason for the ambiguity of her introduction.
“Aye, you take my meaning. So, our father told you. Did he also say I am his bastard, and that when I confronted him with the knowledge, he rejected me as both son and heir? Did he tell you that was the day I left the hall and went to live in the forest, because I could bear not the looks of scorn and worse, of pity the burhfolc bestowed upon me, for they knew the truth, even ere I? Though I am eldest, and even when Kennard, his only other son was killed, father still refused to acknowledge me. Did he tell you he would rather leave Wulfsinraed to the husband of his daughter than to his only surviving son?”
Cynric’s words were scornful, but Fallard heard the bitterness and old hurt that flowed like vinegar within them.
“He told me you were born of a true love,” Ysane said.
“True love!” Cynric scoffed. “If ‘twas such great love he held for my mother, why did he marry her not, or if he could not, why would he not acknowledge me? He knew who I was when she had me sent here at her death.”
“I can answer that not, Cynric, for I know not the answer. When father admitted to what I guessed, that you were my brother, though of different mother, I did ask, but he would say naught. He said only that he had given you a good home with him at Wulfsinraed, and had planned you should learn a trade that would keep you well through your life, but you chose to accept not his plans.”
“Bah! I would have accepted aught from him had he been willing to acknowledge me! I would not even have fought him over possession of Wulfsinraed.” Cynric sighed, his face set in resentful lines. “I loved him. All I wanted was his approval, and acceptance as his son. He refused to yield me that, aye, even that. We searched each other’s hearts that day, and we both knew ‘twas so, but he would say not the words.”
Ysane reached to grab hold of his hand, but he tugged it away. “I am sorry,” she said. “As much as I loved our father, I am not unaware he could be a hard and stubborn man, though he softened, grew wiser mayhap, and more honorable in his later times. You know this. There must have been good reason why he would confess not your kinship. But I would ask him even now why he refused your request, if I could. But do you know ‘tis too late?”
“Aye. I know he is dead. I know he died far from home and kin, and ‘tis the fault of the Norman king.”
“’Twas his own doing, as well,” Ysane argued.
Fallard, watching but not interfering, realized Ysane had accepted the reasoning he had earlier given.
Ysane continued. “He knew ‘twas unwise to fight King William. He but reaped the consequences of his choices, as do we all.”
Cynric’s face grew dark and he glowered fiercely. “I never thought I would hear you, Ysane, defending the Norman invaders. You hated them as much as did our father, as much as I.” His scorn fell harshly into the air. “But mayhap, you have forgotten the Saxon deaths in the north lands and at Santlache, and the wounds our father and brother received there. Or mayhap, you have grown so besotted with this Norman dog you have forgotten where your true loyalties lie!”
“That is enough!” Ysane cried, even as both men surged once more to their feet. She grabbed Fallard’s arm to stay him when he would reach for her brother. “Hear me, Cynric! Where was your loyalty to me when my Saxon husband beat me, again and again, once even nigh to death? What did you do while Renouf humiliated me, kept me prisoner in my own home, kept friends and family from my side? What grand passion kept you away so long? Think you my heart fared not ill with the length of your absence?” All the hurt of his abandonment quivered in her voice. “Were the sights of Germania so wonderful they kept you away while Renouf tyrannized our people? Were the women of Fulda so warm in your bed they held you even while he murdered my daughter? Where were you, Cynric, when the Saxon Ruald imprisoned me for three days in the pits, when he ordered my throat slit, and that my body be dumped into the river to be lost forever in the sea, and that none were to mourn my death? Was the shrine of St. Bonifice so glorious it held you there when I needed you most, while Saxons were my greatest enemies?” She sobbed out the last words. “I loved you. I have always loved you. I needed you. Where were you?”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
In the stark silence that followed her impassioned cries, broken only by the falling water behind them, Fallard watched them both, taken aback by the intensity of all that passed between them. Moments after Ysane began to speak, Cynric went still, his lips pressed so tightly together they all but disappeared. So pale was his complexion the fierce brightness in his eyes appeared as green fire beneath the lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead.
When the halting words finally came, he sounded half-strangled. “Of what do you speak? Renouf was a hard man, but good. He would never have harmed you. I would never have left you with him if there were chance of such a thing. Nor is Ruald cruel. Why would you say such things?”
“Because they are true. Every word. I know not how you knew Renouf, but ‘tis clear you knew him not so well as you thought. He was adept at hiding his true self, but I was married to him, Cynric, for three of the most terrible twelvemonths of my life. He was not a good man. He was evil, sly and cruel, and he hurt me. He hurt our people, too. If you believe naught else, believe that. They can tell you much, though I could tell you more.”
“Renouf hurt you? You say he killed your daughter, my…my…I had a
niece from you, and Renouf killed her?” He seemed dazed, stricken at the thought.
“She was but ten seven-days from my womb, but he hated her. She was not the male-child he wanted, so he killed her.”
“What was her name, this niece of mine?”
“I…I named her Angelet.”
“Angelet. And Ruald? Why did he put you in the pits? Ysane, this you say makes no sense. Why did Ruald not face Renouf with this monstrous deed? Why would he have demanded your death?”
Her voice rose, become shrill. “You know not?”
Fallard narrowed his eyes.
She believes him not. Yet, methinks in this he speaks the truth.
Cynric ran a hand through his hair, then began to pace. “I know naught of this. Tell me.”
“Renouf was sotted. He murdered Angelet because she cried, then he tried to strangle me. We fought. He tripped and fell. I picked up his sword, stabbed him in the back, and he died.”
Cynric’s already pale face grew white as the tiny flowers in the copse. He ceased his pacing, his body rigid. “You killed Renouf? By the saints!” His eyes flickered to Fallard. “’Twas told to me you killed Renouf in the battle to take the hall. I thought you forced Ysane to wed soon after you took the burh. What say you of this matter?”
“That your informant lied,” Fallard said quietly. “’Tis truth I led the battle that resulted in Ruald’s capture, but ‘twas three days earlier Ysane killed Renouf. ‘Twas my First who shot her executioner even as he raised his knife to slit her throat. Ruald left her alone in the pit, one wrist chained to the wall like an animal. He gave her little water and less food, and provided her with naught but a blanket. She grew ill and nigh died from the resulting fever. Had Ruald had his way, she would be dead.
“As for our marriage, that comes the day after the morrow. Aye, William commands the wedding, but methinks you see for yourself Ysane is not averse to our union.”
He looked deep into Ysane’s glistening eyes as she nestled against him.
She laid her head against his shoulder, at peace within the circle of his arms. She turned to Cynric. “’Tis truth, brother. I wish to take my lord D’Auvrecher to husband. He has been good to me, and to our people. I will be content to be his wife.”
Cynric drew back his shoulders and pulled himself to his full height. He opened his mouth, but no words came. He swallowed. “I am sorry, little one. At your birth, I gave my oath to God I would protect you. Always, that task has been my first charge. When I left three twelvemonths ago, ‘twas with assurance that in my absence you would be sheltered, provided for and safeguarded. ‘Twould seem despite my best efforts, I failed you.”
He held out his hand and Ysane clasped it. He drew nigh and kissed her forehead. “There is that which I must do, but I will return. I give you my promise.”
“But I would have you here for my wedding. ‘Tis but another day to wait. Please, Cynric.”
“Forgive me, Ysane, but I can bear not to watch a ceremony that would be an abomination in my eyes. Mayhap one day…” He finished not the thought. “But I will leave you not again, as I did ere. Seek me at the cottage—with an escort,” he added, “at the end of a seven-day.” His gaze fell hard on Fallard. “Though ‘twould seem the most arrant of follies after what has passed, I place my sister in your hands, and hope ‘tis not yet another misstep on my part. I hold you accountable for her welfare. Understand this. You will answer to me if aught that is ill touches her.”
Fallard nodded, accepting the charge as his due. Cynric picked up his bow and quiver and strode away without a backward glance.
Ysane wrapped her arms around her middle. “I have only now found him again. If he comes not back….” The sun had journeyed far to the west and the shadows in the little copse were deep and chill. She turned to him. “Take me home, Fallard.”
* * *
Sir Ruald of Sebfeld was angry. No matter how many folds of leather covered the top of his tent, droplets of cold rain from the torrent outside still managed to find their way through, turning the ground into a sodden mudpack. Neither did the discomfort of his damp pallet improve his disposition, nor the hunger incurred by his discarding of the distasteful muck that had been served him as a meal by his mewling squire.
After one taste, he had snarled and turned the bowl upside down over his squire’s head and rubbed the sticky mess in, then with a kick to his backside, sent the sniveling brat in search of something fit to eat. A smirk curved his mouth. The boy might never be able to wash all that muck out of his hair. But if the lad returned not soon with a more worthy supper, he determined to have his hide, not dirty it.
Moving his stool to avoid another drip, he pulled his damp cloak more tightly about his shoulders. He cursed, the exceptionally vile oath doing naught to appease the intensity of his frustration. He should be master of Wulfsinraed, enjoying the warm, dry hall and the multitude of other pleasures due the lord of a wealthy demesne. Aye, at this very moment he could be reveling in the highly entertaining and imaginative favors of the beautiful Foolish One. Her sturdy, voluptuous figure was a succulent morsel with whom a man could romp with all the vigorous lust he could summon. Instead, he was forced to endure conditions unfit for any but a serf.
He ground his teeth. Three twelvemonths he had worked! Three twelvemonths of scheming, planning and hard-wrought patience had been required to bring that coveted lordship into the very palm of his hand, only to have it torn from his grasp by the unforeseen appearance of that loutish Norman lackey of King William. Now, all was in jeopardy.
Aye, the plot he had put into effect so long before had reached fruition with the death of his brother. Renouf’s murder by the Lady Ysane was the meticulously crafted culmination of twelvemonths of sly whispers in his brother’s ears regarding her worthlessness as a wife and her denigration of him in producing a useless daughter. Plying Renouf with more, and still more wine had been an easy task. As each day passed and his brother became more deeply enslaved to the drink, he grew more violent.
And then there was Ysane—sweet, lovely Ysane.
He had known that beneath her insipid exterior of meekness and wifely obeisance beat a heart of wildfire that could, with the right incentive, be ignited into a defensive conflagration. So he inflamed Renouf’s abusiveness with the fancied injustices he whispered in his brother’s sotted mind. At the same time, he nurtured Ysane’s protective fire, knowing his brother’s explosive temper, ever fueled by imagined indignations, was bound to lead him to commit some atrocity that would force his young wife to defend herself or the babe. It had been but a matter of time. He had counted on Ysane’s defense taking lethal form, and it had.
That the child also died in the process was an unexpected but welcome boon, for it had been his intent at first, once his brother was out of the way, to marry Ysane himself. He wanted his own heir off her, though her pallid coloring and petite, delicate form was not to his liking. She bruised too easily, and he was well aware of the distaste Renouf’s crude brutality had engendered in some of their more important peers. Though he had persuaded Renouf she was incapable of bearing sons, he knew she was as likely to give birth to a male as any other woman.
Even her murder of Renouf would have posed no obstacle. He would simply have ‘pardoned’ her. Considering his brother’s obsession with inflicting torment, few, if any, at Wulfsinraed would hold her to blame. But she rejected his proposal, spitting in his face even while chained in the filth of the pit. No mere woman so denigrated Ruald of Sebfeld! Her death would have paid for that slight, but now his soul writhed in fury that both she and D’Auvrecher still lived.
Bah! His hands fisted in futile rage where they rested on his knees. Wulfsinraed had been his! Then had come the dark knight to spoil it all. How had D’Auvrecher taken him so completely by surprise, and at the very moment of his triumph? A large contingent of troops—with horses, no less—should have been noted long ere they reached the burh. The fiasco had left him running for his life and desperate for a new plan.
For the hundredth time, he railed at the incompetence of his men. Killing one scout and breaking another’s jaw had soothed him not at all, and he still wondered at the absence of several others. The fools had likely either deserted or gotten themselves killed by D’Auvrecher’s men.
He threw back his head and howled his rage. The cup he picked up went sailing across the tent to land in a rapidly enlarging mud puddle. Dirty water splashed everywhere. Outside, the muffled hum of low conversation from other shelters ceased until naught but the endless, cursed rain could be heard. He smiled in grim satisfaction at the fear he aroused among his men.
A raindrop hit his nose. He cursed and moved, yet again, and forced himself to calm. He needed to think clearly, for as angered as he was by events, of more importance to his thought was why the Normans had come. He could deduce but one sensible answer. Somehow, the bastard king had learned of Renouf’s treason.
But did William know also of his own role in that betrayal, or was he still welcome in the king’s court? To gain answer to this critical piece of information, he had sent his half-brother to London with instructions to find his contact there. He expected his return any day.
He truly did not believe his involvement was known. Until very recently, he had been careful to keep his part in the rebellion beneath the surface, for if Renouf’s perfidy was ever discovered, he intended not to be taken down with him. Had matters come to it, he would have denounced Renouf without a qualm, while shielding his own duplicity behind his brother’s cloak.
He closed his eyes and looked within himself for the control he required. Aye, the loss of Wulfsinraed was intolerable. But mayhap, all was not yet hopeless. He had not come so far only to cry defeat. Once, all he desired had come into his hand. ‘Twas still possible to regain it, but he must be both patient and cunning.
The most recent message left by the Foolish One softened the blow of his forced retirement from the siege field. With the information now at his disposal, he had but to wait for the right moment to strike. Once in possession of Wulfsinraed, ‘twould matter not if his brother returned with news that William suspected him. The right whispers in the king’s ears could turn the usurper’s suspicions away from him and focus it on one of his favored knights, while he would simply ‘prove’ his loyalty by killing all who opposed him, and presenting their slain bodies to the king as ‘rebels’.
He had himself under control by the time his sodden, shivering squire returned with a goodly bowl of venison stew and a fresh loaf of bread. The lad cringed at his smile as he waved him to his unhappy pallet. It pleased him that not once during the lengthy, miserable night that followed did the boy close his eyes. Aye, for he well knew if he did, he might never open them again.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Wulfsinraed Hall
1078 - Late in the Month of Feasting - Spring
Ysane stood in the hall before the great doors, waiting for Fallard. ‘Twas time to walk to the chapel for their wedding, but the groom was late. Surrounded by her women, she felt smothered with their last-moment adjustments to her clothing and whispered advice concerning everything from the imminent ceremony to the wedding night.
Outwardly, she knew she appeared the essence of self-possession, the lady of the hall in all dignity. But her toe tapped in rapid succession beneath her gown, and inner turmoil scattered her thoughts to the four winds and roiled heavily in her stomach.
Did I unwittingly swallow a score of diving, playful dragonflies while breaking my fast?
Though the early meal of oat and honey pottage with dry, toasted bread had been bland, she had still shuddered at the thought of food. But experience had taught her the wisdom of eating something ere being wed. During the ceremony with Renouf, she had crumpled like a dry leaf, humiliating them both and later earning her the first taste of her new husband’s dark temper.
Where is Fallard? Mayhap he has changed his mind and wishes not to wed.
The thought depressed her until she discounted it as foolish. She supposed the ambivalence of her feelings should be not surprising. Through the seven-days since his arrival, her regard for him had altered from rage and distrust to tender feelings of a surpassing sweetness. She anticipated this marriage with a gladness that bemused her.
Still, it remained that the king and her betrothed had given her no choice, and a tiny part of her quailed. ‘Twas all too real that in but a short while, she would be wife to a formidable foe of her people. She clutched to her heart his promise to give her time to grow accustomed to him as a husband, for ‘twas all that now kept her trembling knees from collapsing disgracefully beneath her.
Fallard’s First, in full mail except for his helm, with a sash of gold and his best sword around his waist, stood close by, as did the two excited squires, Roul and Fauques. But Trifine’s focus was Roana, and he had eyes only for her. The dragonflies in Ysane’s stomach calmed their wild play, just a little, in her joy for her cousin. Roana was enchanting in layers of saffron linen of the finest weave, soft as clouds, overlaid by gold-threaded, heavily embroidered cinnamon silk, a rare and costly fabric, that transformed her golden brown eyes to burnished bronze. She gazed adoringly at Trifine. The true love that bound her cousin and the First thrilled her heart.
A hush fell, silencing the hall. Ysane glanced to her left as the women shuffled aside to make way for Marlee, followed by Lady Hildeth, supported on Fallard’s arm. Ysane inhaled at the sight of her betrothed. As was Trifine, he was resplendent in full mail, excepting only his helm. Embroidered upon the black tunic overlaying his hauberk were shields of banded sapphire, crimson and gold on a pure white field. Within the blue bands were woven rings of golden hue, and in the yellow, leaping stags of brown, while in the red were white roses—the colors and crest of Wulfsinraed. He looked magnificent, and she was quite unashamedly dazzled.
Her sire’s mother stepped in front of her. Lady Hildeth looked her up and down with faded green eyes twinkling with lively sentience, and then embraced her.
Ysane tried to gather her wits. “Ieldramodor, ‘tis past time you came down. Everyone was waiting upon you. I thought ‘twas certain you meant to sleep through my wedding.”
“And I should miss the most auspicious event of the twelvemonth? Methinks not,” Lady Hildeth shot back. “’Tis not every day one’s nefene is wed. This most handsome young man of yours,” and she gestured to Fallard, “makes me wish I was young again, and could challenge you for him. Methinks mayhap, he is nigh the equal of my own beloved Lyolf.” She kissed Ysane and whispered, “Your father would be proud, child, Norman or nay.”
“Aye, Ieldramodor, I know it.”
She glanced at Fallard and was snared by his unblinking stare.
Lady Hildeth turned to Fallard, her movements quick as a bird’s. “What are we waiting for, nefa? The day progresses and I would see you wed ere ‘tis over!”
Silence greeted her words.
“My lord D’Auvrecher!”
* * *
Fallard blinked at the insistent voice calling his name. He had not the slightest notion of aught that had transpired since the moment he stepped from the tower anteroom and laid eyes on his bride.
As a young child, he had spent many summers with his father’s brother, Rollant, in his manor on the River Medway in the village of Medestan in the south of this land. He was taught to speak, and then read the language of the Saxon people so that he could glory in the telling of the old poems and sagas of epic battles with men and monsters. Now he remembered Hygd, the wise and stunningly beautiful queen of King Hygelac, uncle to the mighty warrior Beowulf. It seemed to him Lady Ysane could take her place as a peer among that exalted throng.
Adorned in the syrce of emerald velvet over a pale green silken cyrtel, she was a vision to inspire scops for generations to come. The syrce, gathered at her waist with a silver fringed girdle, was banded at neck, sleeve and hem in intricate designs wrought with silver embroidery.
A shimmering, ankle-length headrail shot through with filaments of silver thread lay like a mantle of frosted snow around her head and shoulders. Sparkling through the gossamer veil, slender ropes of silver and pearls wound through her hair, gathering and binding the flaxen strands in a graceful series of braids and coils. A circlet of multiple silver chains anchored the headdress and draped across her forehead, delicate as a spun silver web.
Yet in all this costly material beauty, ‘twas the look in her clear, moss green eyes, catching the reflection of the silver threads, that stole his breath. She stared at him as though enchanted. Her sweet lips, pink as roses and glistening where the tip of her tongue had moistened them, drew his dazzled gaze, and hunger woke in him for a taste of them, more tempting than any morsel of sweetened fruit. She drifted toward him as one in a trance. The natural bloom of delicate color in her cheeks increased to a lovely blush and then retreated, leaving her pale as mist.
Saint’s teeth, but she is beautiful, my white rose, and she is mine!
Long ago in battle, an enemy had used Fallard’s head to halt the hefty swing of the blunt end of his lance. Despite the protection of his mail coif and helm, it had been days ere he had ceased feeling addled. He felt no less dazed now, and strove to remember where he was and what he did. What was it about this woman that always tumbled him off-balance?
“Do you plan to marry the lady, my lord, or stand here looking at her all day?”
The mirthful question from Domnall goaded him back to awareness. He met the first marshal’s laughing eyes, then Trifine’s bemused glance. Bowing to Ysane, he took his place beside her, gently chafing her icy hand as he placed it over his arm.
Triumph heavy in his voice, he said, “By all means! We shall proceed. Most anxious am I to tie this sweet knot as tightly as may be.”
He draped Ysane’s green velvet mantle over her shoulders while Trifine did the same for his love. Lady Hildeth, with Varin’s gentle grip on her arm and Marlee beside her, fell in behind Trifine and Roanna as the procession moved from the hall into brilliant sunshine.
Ahead of them all, marched proud Roul and Fauques, dressed in their finest, carrying their lords’ helms and bearing aloft the lances from which their lords’ crested pennons streamed. Fallard lips twitched. For once, his squire’s ebullience was muted as he struggled to maintain a dignified mien, while Fauques looked more like he led a funerary procession.
A deafening shout of welcome assaulted the sky from the throats of Wulfsinraed’s populace. Along with the king’s troops, they lined both sides of the old cobbled road from the hall to the chapel. Startled birds squawked at the noise and swerved, changing course in mid-flight as they winged rapidly away for regions less threatening.
* * *
The march between the columns of her happy people did naught to dispel the sense of unreality that enwrapped Ysane more completely than her veil. With a smile as frozen as winter’s ice she answered unending felicitations of goodwill and blushed at the sometimes bawdy, but always well-intended wishes that she and Fallard be blessed with multiple offspring. Trifine and Roana were showered with the same.
Panic rose. Breathing became difficult as her heart pounded with the rhythm of a runaway stallion. She felt so cold, like a maid of ice, despite the hot blood that ebbed and waned in her face.
Faith! Will I disgrace myself yet again by swooning ere we reach the chapel? This is foolishness! I want this marriage.
She clenched Fallard’s arm with a death grip and started when he leaned close. “Shall I carry you, my rose?”
Concern shone from his midnight eyes. When she did not answer, the shouts of the crowd morphed into thunderous whoops of amusement and exuberant, good-natured laughter as he gathered her into his arms and kissed her. The caress proceeded so thoroughly that when he lifted his head, heat of an intensity to melt wax replaced the chill of her skin and she well knew her face had acquired the color of her roses.
He touched his forehead to hers and whispered, “Think you that you can manage on your own two feet?”
Unsure whether she wished to slap him or kiss him again, Ysane settled for a sigh of gratitude that he had shattered her panic.
As Fallard steadied her on her feet, she somehow found a hesitant smile. “I will be fine now.”
“We should like to get on with this day’s activities, if you please, nefa.” Lady Hildeth’s imperious voice rang out from behind them, bringing on more gales of laughter from the people.
They made their way to the chapel gate, the men bending to avoid the lowest branches of the old willow. Father Gregory, eyes alight with gladness, awaited them at the chapel door. They bent their heads in unison as the priest raised his hands in prayerful blessing, then preceded them through the mass of stewards, knights and hearth companions waiting on either side of the nave. Sir Gyffard, Sir Aalot and Sir Harold stood among them.
Curious, Ysane glanced around. Lewena had been in charge of preparing the chapel and this was her first time to see it. ‘Twas beautiful. Clean, and with newly whitewashed walls, it smelled like spring. Cut branches of blossoming laurel and flowering pear were scattered about the space. A gentle breeze wafted through the open windows, entwining the spicy fragrance of the first with the softer scent of the latter. Ribbons of rainbow hue looped around the chapel’s carved support columns and formed swags between them. Soft white linen, gold-embroidered with Wulfsinraed’s stag and roses standard, lay draped over the altar. The flames of many candles flickered over the crucifix, drawing out the light intrinsic within the gold.
As Fallard halted with her before the altar, she glanced to see Jehan come behind and turn his back to them as he faced those gathered, while Domnall took identical stance in the train of Trifine and Roana. The swords of both were raised as if for battle in the ancient Saxon tradition of guarding the backs of the grooms. The sight teased another smile from her. She had asked her betrothed for this specific practice to be included in the ceremony.
Fallard had approved. “I have no expectation of violence,” he said, “but I deem the custom wise. It leaves no place for unhappy surprises.”
Father Gregory cleared his throat. Fallard caught her hand and pulled her closer and still closer until the heat that radiated from him felt to her like that of a torch against her side.
The ceremony was a simple one with straightforward vows.
“My lord D’Auvrecher,” Father Gregory intoned. “Choose you this woman, Ysane Wulfsingas, Kendrick-daughter, to take to wife?”
Fallard, his midnight eyes blazing, held her gaze. His voice rang clearly so all might hear, “I do choose you, Ysane, daughter of Kenrick Wulfsingas, as my wife. I receive you as mine, so you become my wife and I your husband.”
Ysane’s heart tripped as she repeated the words from her own feminine perspective.
Trifine and Roana then declared the oath to each other. Ysane watched in delight as Trifine slipped a band of gold upon the hand of his bride, but her breath caught in her throat when Fallard placed upon her finger the ring of Lady Edeva, held by Lady Hildeth since her mother’s death.
‘Twas a thing of beauty, her mother’s ring, a heavy circlet of silver strands woven into an ancient design. Passed down through the wives of the thegns since the time of Elfleda, beloved wife to Wulfsin, upon whose graceful finger it had first rested, ‘twas told the women who wore it would always know joy, aye, even in the very face of sorrow. For the first time, Ysane understood the prophecy. Though she sorrowed still in the loss of her father and daughter, ‘twas joy unlooked for to become wife to Fallard D’Auvrecher.
“Kneel, my children,” Father Gregory said. He prayed a final blessing upon their union and the service was done. He led them to the chapel door and drew them outside to the waist wall gate. With Fallard and Ysane on one side and Trifine and Roana on his other, he caught the free wrists of the two knights in his hands and raised them on high, declaring the couples wed.
The wild cheers that greeted this announcement surpassed the previous shouts. Led by Wurth, Wulfsinraed’s musical troupe struck up a lively tune and in the flash of a mode, the whole mass of folk were dancing and singing. Ysane squealed as Varin whisked her from Fallard’s side, exhibiting an agile grace as he danced her away. Sir Harold stole Roana from Trifine, but neither groom had opportunity to complain for they found themselves joining the convivial activity as two of the steward’s wives pulled them into the throng.
A succession of partners danced the newly wedded couples back to the hall. By the time they reached the steps and were reunited, Ysane bubbled with breathless laughter and even Fallard wore a tolerant grin. Now jealously guarding her, he swept her into the hall, which was decorated to the rafters with green boughs and colorful spring blooms.
Ysane caught Ethelmar’s eye. Face beaming, her dish-thegn quickly approached.
He bowed. “My heartiest congratulations, my lord, my lady. This is a happy day for us all.”
“Thank you, Ethelmar,” she said. “Is all in readiness, even for those without?”
“Aye, my lady. Naught is left but to enjoy the celebration.”
The hall tables nigh bowed beneath the most substantial meal the burh had seen in many a twelvemonth, but those for whom there was no room inside found they were not forgotten. Every extra stool and bench available was on the practice field, and where those ended, there was no lack of furs spread upon the ground. Huge, temporary fire pits were set up wherein sides of beef, whole sheep and boars, racks of sausages and trout and spits of fowl roasted. The meats blended their delicious, sizzling odors with that of baking breads, roasting and boiling vegetables, stews and custards, and cakes made with fruits and berries garnished with nuts, cream and honey.
Fallard escorted her to the lord’s table.
He seated her and then bent to drop a kiss on her forehead. “I have feasted in William’s halls, wife,” he said, approval and admiration in his gaze, “but found there no rival for the spread I see here. You have done well in the supervision of this day’s festivities. I am proud of you, Ysane.”
Something relaxed in that small corner of her soul that had earlier quailed in trepidation. In that moment, looking into the appreciative eyes of her new husband, she understood. This was no mistake, and no farce. She would be safe within this man’s hand, and more, she would find contentment.
With a small, convulsive movement, she caught his arm. “Fallard.”
He inclined his head to her. “Aye, my rose?”
“This is a good thing, our marriage. I…I am….” She stopped, unable to find the right words.
“I know.”
Fire ignited in his gaze. He kissed her then, long and slow, as if they were alone in their chamber. She was only vaguely aware of the rumble of approval that rose from those around them. When he raised his head, there was that in his face that proclaimed his impatience in waiting for the time they could properly leave the celebrations.
He turned to speak with Trifine, who sat at his right hand.
The rest of that day passed in a haze she was later to remember only as a series of significant moments of piercing clarity, mingled with blurred periods of unmitigated gaiety, feasting, music and song.
One crystal moment was the exchange of wedding gifts between the two couples.
“I, Ysane, do gift to you, my husband, this jeweled hadseax belonging to my brother, Kennard.” She bowed before Fallard. The look on his face assured her he knew the precious value of the gift.
He rose. “I, Fallard, do gift to you, my wife, this drawing of the memory-stone I have commissioned for your father. As you see, the front side remains unmarked. The runes are not yet engraved, for I have need from you the words you wish carved there. But see you, the other two surfaces are complete. This one holds a likeness of Kenrick Wulfsingas drawn from the memory of myself and of others who knew him. Do you find it also meets your remembrance?”
Ysane could only nod. ‘Twas a likeness of her father so lifelike, ‘twas almost as if he stood before her.
“The other depicts the giant stag, which symbolizes the lords of Wulfsinraed, as it leaps above the rose bush, which signifies the ladies of the hall. I leave to you the decision of the time and place of the raising of the stone.”
Ysane blinked as moisture filled her eyes. “I have chosen, my lord, to place this stone outside the wall of the crypts, nigh the crypt where lies my mother, and where father would have lain had he died at home. ‘Tis my decision to wait not for the arrival of my sister, Gemma, for none can say when that might be. Thus, I declare the ceremony of the raising will be held the day after the next new moon, providing the carving may be completed by then. ‘Tis also my hope Cynric will have returned, and attend if he should so choose.”
She wished she had not added that last when Fallard’s eyes darkened and his lips compressed. It angered him Cynric had refused to stay for the wedding, thus bringing further hurt to her heart. But he said naught and the mood quickly passed.
The meal was nigh its end when Fallard suddenly stood and called for silence as he banged his empty mead tankard on the table.
“Hear me, one and all! I am pleased at the joining of my First with the woman of his heart. ‘Tis my wish they live long within my hall. To that end, be it known this day I gift to Trifine of Falaise and his bride, Roana of Wulfsinraed the two lower chambers of the southeast tower, once held by Ruald the rebel, as their new home. Their belongings have already been moved. New furnishings have been provided in the bower, including a matching set of fruitwood chests commissioned by my knights.” A roar of masculine approval interrupted him. He waited for the uproar to die down. “At my wife’s behest, a private burnstów has been created for their use on the lower floor.” Fallard waggled his eyebrows at Trifine, who lifted his tankard with a nod and a grin. “To lady Roana, from my lady Ysane, goes a pair of pillows of fine purple linen embroidered with a border of lavender flowers, along with the promise of all the real lavender her heart may desire.” Laughter rang through the hall at his words. All knew Roana’s passion for the flower. “To Trifine, who is a fair musician, she gifts a silver flute.”
Giggles and guffaws followed Fallard’s understatement, for Trifine, had he wished, could have been a master scop. He played many instruments, and his voice was mellow and fine. ‘Twas not uncommon for him to sing with Wurth after sup.
Not once in the hours of revelry that followed did Fallard allow Ysane to be removed from his side. Though many tried, his arm anchored her against his chest. Many were the soft, sweet kisses he stole on the sly, though he showed himself not adverse to a few deeper, more possessive assaults, all of which were met with cheers and roars of advice from the men on the best ways to ‘kiss her right’.
She found no protest with his attentions, for she enjoyed the gentle possession of his touch. She liked the taste of his kisses. The shivers of pleasure he stirred as he nibbled her earlobe, and trailed little caresses down to the pulse that beat at her throat, left her dazed. It helped not at all she also consumed more mead than was her wont, and the mellow haze in her mind grew more pleasant with the passage of time.
When the last of the light faded from the window glazing, Wurth began a popular singing saga of epic proportions. After the first few stanzas to establish the cadence, he nodded to the man sitting at the table nearest him, who took up the refrain. The entire poem was then sung to the hand harp’s melody as each person in the room sang two or three lines, while another of the musicians kept time with the deep rhythm of the hylsung. The story was so long the continuing lines passed around the hall thrice ere ‘twas finished.
The riddling game followed as each woman in the room tried to remember a riddle to ask their male neighbor. The game took on hilarious proportions as men too amply supplied with wine or mead tried to puzzle out the answer.
Hoping Fallard was unfamiliar with the riddle she selected, Ysane assumed her most severe riddling face and with voice drenched in dark mystery intoned:
“I am by nature solitary, scarred by spear
and wounded by sword, weary of battle.
 I frequently see the face of war,
and fight hateful enemies;
yet I hold no hope of help being
brought to me in the battle,
ere I am eventually done to death.
In the stronghold of the city sharp-edged swords,
skillfully forged in the flame by smiths,
 bite deeply into me.
I can but await a more fearsome encounter;
’tis not for me to discover in the city
any of those healers who heal grievous wounds
with roots and herbs.
The scars from sword wounds gape wider
and wider,
death blows are dealt me by day and by night.
What am I?”
She sat back, smiling, and waited for Fallard’s answer. ‘Twas her best and favorite riddle. The first time it had been told to her, the answer had eluded her for nigh a seven-day. But Fallard was the smartest man she had ever met, next to her father and mayhap, Cynric and Domnall, and she could but hope it kept him guessing for longer than the time it took to speak it.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Fallard kept his face expressionless as he debated how long to keep his beautiful wife waiting. That she wanted him not to guess the answer immediately was obvious in her bright, hopeful countenance, but he had figured it within the first stanza. She chose the riddle, he decided, because of its martial nature, thinking it a meet test for him as a soldier. Mayhap, had he not lived by the sword for most of his life it might have come as more of a challenge. But by its very subject, the answer suggested itself to a warrior in its first words.
“Well?” Her eyes took on a glitter of impish triumph. She believed him stumped. “What say you, husband?”
He wanted to please her, so he looked away from her expectant stare and allowed a tiny frown to groove the skin between his eyes. He opened his mouth, still uncertain of what he would say, but was interrupted by the rustle of many skirts. Women surrounded them. Low, feminine laughter further down the table alerted him others encircled Roana.
A long, slow smile spread over his face as a fire ignited in nether parts. ‘Twas time for the new brides to retire to their bowers. He kept his face impassive as Ysane realized the women’s purpose. She was rushed away, looking somewhat as she had earlier in the day on the path to the chapel, when he had feared she would fall at his feet like a wilted lily pad. Yet, his heart pounded like the hylsung when it seemed to him her look was not one of trepidation, but of the simple hesitancy of any woman newly wed.
Can it be she fears not our night together so much as I expected?
He had little time to ponder the question. The clamor of male voices, which had subsided somewhat, swelled again to a ferocious roar. Raucous laughter accompanied the women’s departure, while the ladies, giggling and chattering, exhibited all the panache of a swarm of demented minnows. They swept his wife into one burnstów, and Roana into the other, followed by the decidedly loud drop of the bars over the doors.
‘Twas all he could do to pretend disinterest in the proceedings inside the bathing chamber while he waited for Ysane to be whisked up the stairs. He glanced at his First. Trifine, his smile distinctly feral, watched the opposite burnstów where Roana had been sequestered.
* * *
Inside the burnstów, Ysane was divested of her wedding finery and urged by the happy women into the waiting hot bath.
Lewena scrubbed her with rose scented soap until she protested. “Lewena, cease! I bathed already this morn and have no need of yet another scrubbing. I will have no skin left if you continue.”
Lynnet’s willing hands lifted her from the bath and dried her with soft, warm linens.
Lewena laughed softly. “Ah, but think how lovely will be your scent, my dear. Fallard will likely lose his head at first whiff, does he not lose his mind at first sight of you in this.”
‘This’ was a sleeping gown of the softest, sheerest wool Ysane had ever seen. She had only time to blush at its transparency, note the exquisite embroidery at cuffs and hem and wonder from where the delicate garment had come when she was swathed in a cloak and ushered from the chamber to the lord’s bower, where Lewena usurped Lynnet’s role. While the rest of the women insured the chamber was tidy and the coals in the brazier burned hot while the wine remained cool in its flagon, she plied the brush through Ysane’s tresses with relaxing strokes.
With cries of congratulations and final words of advice, the women dispersed. Ysane felt her heart melt as Lynnet and Luilda offered her glances filled with hopeful concern as they too, glided away, leaving Ysane alone in the silence with her friend. With a final stroke, Lewena laid aside the brush, then sat opposite Ysane on the bed, the covers of which were sprinkled with dried white rose petals, softened in water.
She met Ysane’s gaze straight on. “Roana asked that I speak with you ere I left you alone this eve, but I would have done so regardless.” She paused. “Are you alright, my dear? None of us knows how bad things were between you and Renouf, but those of us closest to you know ‘twas a nightmare. That time is not so far past its memories cannot now be looming above you, as threatening as some dreadful sword. Only say the word, dear child, and I will ask Randel to speak to Lord D’Auvrecher in your behalf. He will do so gladly, you know, and I believe Fallard will hear him.”
The kindness of Lewena’s caring words, which were but reflections of the love of her cousin and her women, flowed through Ysane like warm honey, warming her and banishing, for once and for all, the mad dragonflies. How blessed she was to count such discerning and compassionate women among her closest friends.
She smiled, the curve of her lips coming far more easily than she had expected. “Your concern warms my heart and calms my soul, and I thank you for it, my friend. But I am fine, Lewena, verily, more so than I could have believed possible but a few seven-days past. Fallard is a good man and already I care much for him. He will hurt me not. I know this. He has promised I might set the pace of our…marriage, and I believe he will keep his word. I have naught to fear.” She drew a sighing breath. “I can say not yet how fully I will welcome him this night, but who can know? As quickly and easily as his touch stirs my blood, mayhap, this night will indeed see the consummation of our vows.” This she blurted with a breathless little laugh, even as the hot blood flooded her cheeks. “But whatever happens, ‘twill be what I wish, and naught further. What more can a mere woman ask?”
“My dear friend.” Lewena’s face reflected her happy relief. “I also think Fallard to be a man worthy of trust, and this promise he has made to you will hold him, though it may try him sorely to keep it if you cannot yet give yourself to him.” Lewena searched her face and nodded as if in answer to an unheard question. “Aye. You will be fine. Well then,” she said, hopping up from her perch. “I will be on my way. I am certain Fallard is quite ready to be alone with you. Come here and get into bed. Quickly, now! The men arrive.”
Indeed, the shouts and footsteps on the stairs grew loud, approaching the very door.
Lewena helped her adjust the bedcovers, then moved gracefully to the side. The men entered, Fallard on their shoulders. Ysane clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle as Fallard maneuvered desperately to avoid having his brains rattled from a hard knock on the header. ‘Twas a nigh thing, but somehow, he managed it. Lewena circled behind the men and slipped out to return to the hall.
* * *
Divested of both mail and clothing with amazing rapidity, Fallard clenched his jaw as he waited for the boisterous company to leave. He had given strict orders regarding this first-night bedding ritual, taking no chances Ysane’s receptiveness to his attentions might be jeopardized by either fear or embarrassment. But in the frenzy, the command to leave on his braies was either lost or ignored. Jehan set about clearing the bower with satisfying speed—with Domnall according Trifine the same favor across the hall. A straggler or two were dealt with courtesy of Varin, whose grin of approval stretched wide as his great shoulders. When all was clear, Jehan quitted the room with a broad wink ere pulling the door closed.
Stealing a glance beneath his lashes at his bride, Fallard hid a grimace. Ysane sat huddled against the back wall of the bed, surrounded in rose petals, the covers pulled as high beneath her chin as she could manage. She stared fixedly at her lap.
Uncertain of her humor, Fallard picked through the garments scattered across the floor. He found his braies and covered his nudity ere stepping to the door to drop the bar. At least, they would be sure unwelcome intruders disturbed not their night, whatever came of it.
He poured wine into the goblets, and in accordance with Saxon custom, dropped into each a small piece of honey-suffused bread, hoping his attention to her people’s customs would help ease her thoughts. When he looked up, he found her gaping at his bare chest. He went very still, watching but saying naught, allowing her to steer the moment in whatever direction she wished. He fervently hoped her wishes coincided with his.
It seemed she wanted to take him in, to learn something of him with her glance, for her eyes roved over him, taking his measure in minute detail. Expecting a blush to tint her complexion, he waited. But when finally her eyes completed their perusal and met his, there was no bashful batting of lashes. She met his gaze with a forthright honesty that thrilled him as she let him see her frank appreciation.
“You never guessed the riddle,” she said.
Fallard’s brows bunched in momentary confusion ere he burst out laughing. That was the last thing he had expected her to say. He had forgotten the silly game.
The scent of roses lingering softly in the air tantalized his senses as he strode to the bed. He rested one knee on the thick mattress as he handed her the wine. He quoted the last part of the riddle. “’…Death blows are dealt me by day and by night. What am I?’ Answer—a shield.”
She dropped the sheet and his desire burst into a conflagration. ‘Twas answered by the inferno that burned in orbs of moss green. He held himself in strictest control as he waited for her, his wife and the cupbearer of the hall, to begin the toast.
She sipped, as was proper to demonstrate the drink poison-free, then raised the goblet and said softly, “Westu hál, Fallard, worulda woruld!”
“Be hale, Ysane, to the age of ages,” he whispered back, and leaned to kiss the silken skin in the hollow of her throat. He felt her quiver as the rim of his chalice chimed in metallic agreement against hers.
They drank, the crimson, liquid fire in their throats a potent echo of the inner blaze that intensified with each passing moment.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Unlike Ithancester and other port towns on the southeastern English coast of the Sea of Germania, Ljotness was neither of any great age nor particularly prosperous. An insignificant hamlet even during the Danelaw, the natural beauty of its surroundings and an exceptionally fine harbor were its only favorable features. The jarl that founded the village had cared naught for the abstract of beauty, for it added neither power to his person nor coin to his purse, and both had been of paramount importance. To his mind, its only advantage was the anchorage for his trade ships.
Most of its inhabitants jested that within another hundred twelvemonths, Ljotness would no longer exist except mayhap, as a handful of tumbled, rotting ruins. But on this gray eve late in the month of feasting, 1078, winter had returned to Ljotness with a roaring fury.
Set above the low cliffs that overlooked the sea half a league north of the hamlet, the alehouse of Fat Guda, the jovial alemaster, the product of an unlikely love match between a Norse father and a Brython-descended mother, was enjoying a brief spell of exceptional profit. The previous eve, every traveler for leagues around had rushed to reach the aging inn ere the storm put a temporary end to all journeying. Though the gale had now spent the worst of its fury, the house was still filled nigh to the smoke-blackened rafters that creaked beneath the buffeting of the wind. No one was in a hurry to brave the intense cold and ice.
From his stool beside one end of the rectangular central fire pit, his back against a table, Sir Ruald of Sebfeld felt rather than heard the booming crash of the storm-lashed surf against the cliffs. The sensation increased the chill in his bones.
Why did Guda not build within Ljotness? At least there, the harbor would provide some protection from the elements. The man is a fool. One day the wind will blow this place to his Hel, and ‘tis to be hoped, him with it.
He stretched out his legs and planted his boots on the hearth, wishing ‘twas possible to crawl into the fire. He hated winter. He could never get his feet warm.
He quaffed a hearty swallow of spiced wine, savoring the warmth the hot liquid carried to his belly, while from beneath dark lashes his gray-green eyes roamed the long hall’s inhabitants, searching for any who might pose a threat.
Soldiers, traders, pilgrims and seafarers, Norman, Saxon, and various other nationalities—even two longboats of Norse traders eyed warily by the rest of the crowd but welcome in Guda’s establishment—all had found their way to the alehouse since the gale had commenced the previous night. The house provided shelter, and in the peculiar but age-old tradition of hospitality among strangers stranded together in a situation dangerous to them all, they had managed to keep the peace. How long that truce would hold under the onslaught of beer, ale, björr and spiced wine being guzzled down multiple throats remained to be seen. The rolls of fat around Guda’s neck and middle jiggled from his laughter, as he pulled draught after draught. Ruald wondered if his supplies could withstand the steady inroads being made by the raucous crowd.
He, on the other hand, laughed not. He had arrived some three days earlier and secured the house’s only private chamber—more of a storage room than a sleeping bower, but one took what one could get—when the only guests were a traveling monk and an aging sailor hoping to be hired on the next ship arriving in port.
The stale odor of spilled beverages mingled unpleasantly with the reek of too many unwashed bodies and the smells of burned roast venison, cabbage and wood smoke. Despite the effluvia, he preferred the greater warmth of the hall to the bower. There was no fire pit in his chamber, and his coverings for his pallet were limited to a fur and his cloak. Only when the inevitable drunken scuffling began would he retire to his pallet.
The outer door suddenly slammed open and ice-ridden air surged into the room. Angry shouts were thrown at the culprit even though he was inside within moments. Ruald, at first paying little attention to the newcomer, abruptly tensed when the stranger’s movements struck him as familiar. He felt the weight of a coldly furious stare upon him, then the man threw back the hood of his fur.
The hair on the back of his neck rose in response to the challenge. Cursing beneath his breath, he quelled his first instinct to rise and pull the langseax at his waist. What was his half-brother doing here? He knew better than to be seen in public with Ruald. The success of their ventures depended on the secrecy of their relationship. Yet, now his brother stalked—there was no other word for it—openly toward him, wending his way between packed bodies, coming to a halt less than a foot away. The banked rage in the moss green eyes glaring down at him was an icy flame his brother bothered not to hide.
He kept his face blank and his hands where they could be seen.
What has happened to bring Cynric to this pass?
“I have spoken with Ysane,” Cynric announced, making no move of greeting. To all outward appearances, he might have been denouncing the weather.
Ruald silently cursed again and fought to hide the tremor that shook him to his boots. The seething fury in Cynric’s eyes belied the calm of his voice. His brother was not a man to take lightly, especially as now, when he was enraged. Those who underestimated him did not live long enough to make that mistake a second time.
“Why did you do not as ordered and come straight here from William’s court? You were supposed to stay clear of Wulfsinraed. Know you not they would hang you for treason did they lay hand on you?”
He held his breath. Cynric was never supposed to have known the truth of all that had occurred at the burh. He had told him the Norman knight killed Renouf and forced Ysane to wed him. But he had also assured him Ysane remained unharmed and in time, the dark knight would be slain and she would be set free. Those two goals were among the many that kept his brother willingly beneath his thumb.
He meant to kill both D’Auvrecher and Ysane, of course. Once those two were out of the way, he would be in control of Wulfsinraed through Cynric. Afterward, his half brother was also destined to meet with an unfortunately fatal accident. Until then, he needed him. But did Cynric ever suspect his intent, his life might well be forfeit. His brother was a renowned warrior. In his heart, he suspected he would not win a fight to the death between them.
Cynric doffed his fur, hailed a harried, sweating serving woman to order a half-pint of ale and sat on the hearth in front of him. “So say you. But most strange ‘twas, brother. I came upon Ysane and her Norman while a Saxon archer did his utmost to kill them both. The man was one of yours. Did his orders include killing my sister, as well?”
“Cynric, my brother! ‘Tis distressing you would even consider such a thing.” Even to himself, he sounded truly aghast. He sat straight, planted his feet firmly on the dirt of the floor and leaned forward to look Cynric in the eye. “What purpose could there be to kill the beautiful Ysane? She was our brother’s sweet wife, a loving, gentle creature of such beguiling beauty even a barbarian would hesitate to slay her. I have no quarrel with her. You know this. Oh, aye, I admit I left behind the archer to kill the Norman, but why should that be of concern to you, since you wish to slay him yourself?”
He let his gaze turn sly and lowered his voice. “You have reason to hate the usurpers as much as any man, and have certainly proved your loyalty to the Saxon cause these past twelvemonths. How many of the enemy have died at your hand, brother? Two score, three? More? Surely then, you can have no quarrel with ridding Wulfsinraed and your sister of the Norman filth. Is that not our ultimate goal in all we have done? So then, why does my order to slay D’Auvrecher meet with such disapproval from you?”
The gaze Cynric leveled on him slipped from icy to searing in the space of a heartbeat. He knew that look from of old. Without his volition, his hand slid toward the long-bladed hadseax in his boot.
“Touch that knife and you die here and now, brother.”
Moments passed, each seeming as long as an age, as the two stared each other down, waiting for the other to make the first move. Around them floated the guffaws, shouts, moans and garbled conversation of men as yet unaware that imminent death crouched in their midst.
“Yer brew, master! I say…do ye want it, or nay? I got no time to be waitin’ on ye to make up yer mind.” The serving woman’s weary voice intruded into the tension as she roughly shoved a tankard into Cynric’s hand, sloshing it so drops of the dark, golden-brown liquid soaked into the wool of his tunic. He glanced up into her eyes. She paused, went a trifle pale and scurried away.
Ruald sat back, his relaxed posture a pretense he knew Cynric would discern.
Cynric sipped his ale and grimaced. “What is this?”
Ruald forced a grin. The stuff had a powerful kick. He gestured toward Guda. “’Tis the Viking’s idea of ale. It requires slow downing does a man wish to keep sense in his head.”
He controlled the tremors that twitched his muscles, preparing him for battle as he watched his brother’s face. He still knew not if his brother would attack. Sibling or not, he would entertain no qualms about slitting Cynric’s throat if too much drink further inflamed his ire. That was assuming Cynric did not kill him, first.
“Thought you Ysane would tell me not, Ruald?” Cynric’s voice was so soft Ruald barely made out the words.
“What did she tell you, my brother? How can I answer this…this accusation you seem to make, do I know not what was said? Tell me her words, and I will say you if there was truth to them.”
Cynric leaned forward, a bitter light behind the rage in his eyes. “She told me a tale of perfidy, brother, of treachery most foul, of lies and attempted murder perpetrated by those I was foolish enough to trust because the blood of their mother also flows in my veins. But why should I waste my time repeating what you already know? Came I here to kill you, Ruald, and well you know why. Offer you a single argument in your own defense?”
Ruald attempted an expression of pained incredulity, but behind the mask, his mind outraced the wind. His eyes never left his brother. All his plans for his future, nay, his very life depended on his next words and how well he was able to plant the seed of doubt in his brother’s mind.
“Cynric! Brother! You wrong me, as heaven stands to my witness!” He raised the hand holding the tankard high as if entreating the Almighty to arrive posthaste and verify his claim. His voice all but quivered with mournful indignation. “I have done naught to my dear sister-by-law but try to rescue her from the living death of being a Norman’s plaything. Verily, I can imagine not what absurd tale she may have told, but I can only think the horror of Norman rule in her home and in her bed must have overcome her gentle mind. Thus I say again—if I must needs defend myself to my own kin—be so just as to explain why.”
His words rang with sincerity.
Cynric’s gaze meshed fiercely with his. “How did Renouf really die, Ruald?”
Though he allowed naught of it to show, relief flooded him at Cynric’s question, and in that instant, he was back on balance. The seed was indeed planted. He knew his brother as an honorable man and with it, all too predictable. He would not kill without just cause. Though he scorned what he considered a useless and dangerous sentiment, he had counted on that honor, and now would play it to the hilt.
“I told you. Renouf died fighting the Normans.”
“Then why would Ysane tell me Renouf murdered her child and she killed him because of it?”
Ruald, who had but a moment before taken a swallow of his wine, gasped and spewed it back out, choking as he leaned forward. “She said what?”
He widened his eyes, drew the back of his hand across his mouth and tried to catch his breath, judging his reaction as exactly the right touch, especially when a moment later he raised his head and caught a flicker of uncertainty in his brother’s eyes.
“You believed her?” he said then. “Saint’s bones man, even a léasere would have difficulty believing such a story, and you are no fool. Ysane had no child. She is barren, my brother. You know this. I have already explained Renouf’s kindness in putting her not aside or seeking an annulment of the marriage, which was his right since she could provide him no heir…and think! Not only is our Ysane a tenderhearted and gentle female incapable of profane violence, her very size argues against the possibility she could kill a man as large and powerful as our brother. See you not the inconsistencies in her tale?”
“I see the contradiction in yours! How call you Ysane barren when she bore our brother a child?”
“She bore no child! I swear it. She is barren.”
“Ysane has never been given to lies, Ruald. She claims to have borne a girl child. She swears Renouf killed the babe, that he was drunk at the time. Even you can deny not our brother oft became unwittingly cruel when he was sotted.”
“Cynric, all women lie, or at least offer half-truths when ‘tis to their advantage. Surely, you have learned this basic truth of the female mind. Deception is woven through their very nature, though ‘tis understandable, of course. How else might they gain their desires in a world filled with men who are much stronger than they, who can be forced not to yield unless through small deceits and play-acting or mayhap, through the bed of the bower?”
“What then would be her desire in telling that particular ‘untruth’, as you deem it?”
Certain now of the success of his ploy, Ruald allowed a querying frown.
“Where did this conversation take place?”
“In the forest south of the burh,” Cynric answered, without elaboration.
“The forest, you say. Was this at the same time you killed my hapless archer, who was but following my orders to kill the Norman?”
“Aye. Only, I killed him because his arrow pointed not at the knight, but at Ysane.”
“Not by my order, if that be true. So, D’Auvrecher was present at the telling of this tale. I thought as much. He corroborated it, I assume. Tell me brother, what was our dear Ysane’s behavior towards the Norman? Was there aught in her words or manner of a desire for rescue from an unhappy union? Did she seem anxious or afeared in his presence? Was there sign she desired release from her marriage to him?”
Cynric stared wordlessly at him, tiny lines forming between his eyes as he frowned, but he said naught.
“I understand. Your rage was hot and immediate, and you stopped not to consider your sister’s bearing toward her new husband.”
Cynric snorted. “They were not yet wed, though ‘tis my understanding they are by now. She asked me to stay for the ceremony.”
“Well now, that is something I knew not. You know ‘twas my understanding D’Auvrecher intended to force the marriage, as soon as my men and I were taken out of the way. But mayhap, somewhat happened to prevent it. Still, you have answered not my question.”
“Ysane seemed to have no desire to stop the wedding.”
“Ah, now we come to it,” Ruald said, and his tone became more wheedling. “Methinks it likely there was more to her desire than that. Methinks mayhap, she has decided she wishes this union. Mayhap she has even fallen beneath the scoundrel’s spell, eh, my brother? The minds of women are weak, as you know, and their humors difficult to understand. Mayhap, our little Ysane has fallen in love with her Norman knight. See you not, Cynric, what she has done? She knows you well, and she protected her lover from your wrath in the only way she knew how. ‘Tis what any woman in love might do.”
Still Cynric said naught.
He pressed his advantage. “You are wondering, could Ysane have changed in the twelvemonths since you last saw her? Your head whirls and confusion reigns. You no longer know what to think. You are torn between I, the brother you have always respected, and the sister you love. But consider, brother. I have also never lied to you. This you know.” He placed his hand on Cynric’s shoulder and met his brother’s wary gaze. “Take it not so strongly to heart. ‘Tis the way of women, to protect those they love, and aye, she is very much a woman, and we know a woman’s humors change as oft as her clothing. ‘Tis certain she disliked being dishonest, but a woman’s heart speaks more loudly than her honor. Forgive her, Cynric, and set it aside. She will come round and see where her true loyalties lie, when the time is right.”
Cynric looked hard at him, then. “And if she verily loves the Norman, what then? Must we still destroy him? I would not have her hurt.”
“Bah! ‘Tis no difficulty. When we take back Wulfsinraed, we will simply give them a choice. They may swear fealty to you, ceding right of lordship, and live in peace at the burh, or they may leave and go where they will. There is wealth enough to share so they may live elsewhere in comfort. Mayhap, you may even make him thegn over one of the fiefs. Come, Cynric, what say you? Throw we away our plans when we are so close to achieving our goal or do we, who are brothers, battle to the death here and now for the sake of a Norman dog?”
“I will fight you not at this time, brother, but think not I will let this go so easily. Only because there is merit in your words do I choose to walk away without battle. I will yet find the truth of this matter, and if it be you who lie, prepare for death. But let us lay it aside for the nonce.” Cynric took a long draught of the stout ale. “Tell me, by what reasoning say you we are ‘close’ to achieving the retaking of Wulfsinraed? I have seen naught in recent days to lead me to see fact in your words.”
“First tell me what you learned at William’s court, then I will tell you what you should know.”
“D’Auvrecher sent word to William of all that happened at Wulfsinraed the day of the battle, though none to whom I spoke was privy to those details.”
Ruald kept hidden his sigh of relief. Had anyone at court told Cynric the story of that day, ‘twould have seemed a confirmation that Ysane’s tale was true.
He glanced around at their companions. No one paid them any attention, and none were close enough to hear his next words over the din. Still, he lowered his voice, and indicated Cynric should do the same. “What else?”
“D’Auvrecher sent proof of Renouf’s involvement with our group, but none of yours. ‘Twould seem the knight suspects you, but knows naught for a certainty. Nor does William know, so far as I was able to learn, of our work against the stewards or of the failed siege, though ‘twould be my guess word of those later events has now been sent. William will learn of it shortly, has he not already.”
“Good. That is good, brother. There is still time. We may yet salvage the rebellion if we act quickly and are able to persuade William I had naught to do with aught that has taken place. Here is my plan, then. I have new information, knowledge that gives us the advantage, recently gained from our friend in the hall. With this aid, we can win Wulfsinraed without siege and mayhap, even without much battle. We have but to wait for the re-gathering of our troops, which I have already ordered. Messengers were sent three days ago to the scattered units. They were commanded to make their way with all speed to the usual place, and I expect most of them will arrive within two seven-days hence.
“Once they are assembled, we will begin preparations. I plan to make my move early in the month of reaping. Throughout the summer, to keep the enemy off-guard and unaware of our plans, bands of our warriors will be sent into areas east, north and west of London to harass the Norman holdings and patrols. I will expect you to lead one of those bands, from time to time.
“’Tis my intent to make it known to the bastard usurper that our raiders are rebels forced from Wulfsinraed lands. We know William ordered D’Auvrecher to destroy all insurrectionists in the area, or else, safely deliver them to him. ‘Twill darken his thoughts—and stir his suspicions—that his favored knight accomplished neither, but rather pushed them south to harass his barons’ holdings nigh London. I know somewhat of how the king thinks. He will demand D’Auvrecher complete his task. He will order the dark knight to bring his troops to London to aid in the apprehension of our troops.
“But when we sight the king’s messenger on the road to Wulfsinraed, our warriors will be recalled. D’Auvrecher will journey to London, and we will take the burh while its defenses are light. Once it lies within our hands, you, as the eldest son and rightful heir of the true thegn, will declare your oath of fealty to the usurper. This is where your birth will aid us, my brother, for William, being also a natural son, is known to favor such over those of licit stock. He will deny you not the heritage of your blood, and since he knows naught of your true loyalties, he will have no reason to suspect your oath. ‘Twill be simple enough for him to grant the black knight another demesne, elsewhere. Ysane may go with him or stay at home in Wulfsinraed, as she pleases.”
Cynric stirred as if uneasy. “Your plan, though simple, is rife with difficulties of which you seem unaware. Mayhap, you should share this new information, Ruald. What exactly have you learned?”
“I choose to keep that little secret to myself for the nonce. You understand, of course. The less anyone knows, the better our chance of success. I have everything well in hand.”
* * *
Cynric frowned into his ale. He had spent much of his life, but especially the past three twelvemonths, accepting that Renouf and Ruald were the only ones who ‘needed’ to know certain information. They were, after all, the leaders of the rebellion in this remote region, and leaders told not all they knew. Now he wondered if that was wise.
Still, if the information Ruald had gained was what he suspected, Ruald could never be allowed to know he knew of it, for he had no reason to withhold the knowledge and every reason to offer it. ‘Twould seem to his brother an act of disloyalty, if not outright treason, that he kept it hidden. He still understood not, himself, why he had chosen not to disclose the secret postern door, since ‘twould be to his clear advantage. Mayhap, the burh would already be his had he done so.
But was he a fool to believe once Wulfsinraed was regained, Ruald would simply walk away and leave the burh to him? But why should he not? Ruald, as Renouf had once been, was already lord of his own fine burh, away to the west. Now Renouf’s holdings, which included the family manor, fell to Ruald as next in line to inherit at his father’s death. Beyond that, Cynric was willing to share the great wealth of Wulfsinraed as needed with his brother and sister, and Ruald knew that, as well.
Ruald had conceded Wulfsinraed belonged to him by right as firstborn son, despite his natural birth. Kennard was dead and though under Saxon law females could inherit, male heirs, oft even natural sons, took precedence. Certainly, under Norman law, males inherited first. The only obstacle to his succession was Fallard D’Auvrecher.
Could D’Auvrecher be persuaded to step down, and Ruald seemed confident he would, he could finally take his rightful place in the home of his fathers. Did King William take exception, there were enough loyal Saxons left in the land to carry on the fight to free England from Norman repression, which he intended to continue, regardless.
Until now, he had no reason to doubt the veracity of his brother’s claims. ‘Twas Ysane’s admittedly wild tale that gave him cause to question. He had come here, believing her words, prepared to kill the only family he had left except for her. Mayhap, ‘twas wise to step back and take another look at the situation, from both sides. He believed not Ysane sought his harm, but neither had Ruald given him reason to doubt. This was a tangle that needs must be unraveled ere he took action that could not be recalled.
“Yer cups be empty, masters. Will ye have another?”
A serving woman, this one younger and prettier than the first, bent so low in front of them the front of her garment gapped away, presenting them with a goodly view of her not inconsiderable charms. Ruald leered at her, instant lust in his stormy eyes. Cynric threw aside the cloud of doubt and grinned. A long time ‘twas, since a woman had warmed either of their beds. This one seemed eager to please either of them or both.
Though ‘twould give him a niggle of satisfaction to take the girl’s favor from Ruald, forcing him to seek comfort elsewhere, Cynric caught her gaze and inclined his head toward his brother. As he slipped out the door into the frozen night, and headed for his pallet in the warm stable where his only company would be a handful of horses and the stable lads, the last he saw of his brother was Ruald dragging the woman behind him toward a sleeping chamber.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
‘Twas an unpleasant discovery when the folk of Wulfsinraed awoke the morn after the wedding to find that a fickle spring, so warmly clement the day previous, had fled before the face of a furious winter’s final blast. During the night, temperatures had plummeted. Dark, full-bellied clouds, scudding nigh low enough to touch, unleashed snow flurries and stinging ice pellets of freezing rain. These were flung every which way by a howling wind that sifted through every crack and cranny in the walls of the hall.
Those unfortunate enough to be out in the teeth of the blast wished they were not. Even inside the sentry posts in the guard towers, where the fire pits were at full blaze, the guards stomped and clapped their hands together in a futile attempt to keep warm. They complained, as soldiers have done throughout time, of the ill luck that saw them on duty during such weather.
“I said it, I did!” One old hearth companion yelled the words to a fellow companion-in-misery over the shriek of the wind. The gusts whipped the flames of the pit into wild gyrations and blew sparks from one side of the tower to the other. “Did I not? Only yester morn, I said there was too much of a chill in the air for good. The birds flocked in a frenzy of feeding, they did. ‘Twas an omen of bad weather a-coming. But did anyone listen? Nay! I said it, and I was right.”
“Aye, old man,” one of Sir Aalot’s knights growled, “you said it, and said it till we are all weary of hearing it. It can do no good to keep saying it, now can it, when there is naught one can do about it?”
One of Fallard’s knights tried to wrap his cloak more tightly about himself as he stepped to the all too open window embrasure to look outside, but the wind frustrated his efforts, whipping the edges of his cloak from fingertips nigh frozen even though encased in fur-lined leather gloves.
“Bah!” He groaned, unable to see further than his extended hand, which he thrust back inside his cloak. “Neither man nor beast is fool enough to be out in this, save us. The end of this night’s duty will be more welcome than any I have seen since that blizzard we had ere Midwinter’s Day yester year last. There had better be warm ale, hot food and hotter fires waiting for us in the barracks. My nose has got so cold ‘twill be a miracle if it breaks not off to fall on the floor.”
Inside the hall, conditions were little better. Ethelmar, who awoke shivering beneath the single fur that had been sufficiently warm cover the night before, realized immediately what had happened. He was old enough to remember ‘twas not the first time winter had sneaked back when least expected, when by all proper rules of nature it should have gone for good.
Mumbling over the stiffness of his aged bones, he delved in the chest at the foot of his narrow alcove for his heaviest woolen clothing and slid unhappily out of his pallet. He pulled on braies, shirt, tunic, thick hose and boots with fingers that seemed to creak in the icy air almost as loudly as the heavy doors under the flailing wind. Bundling a cloak over it all, he roused the shivering slaves from their pallets and set them to work coaxing the embers in the fire pits into roaring flames. Some he sent with kindling and buckets of coal to the individual guest bowers to re-stoke the braziers. They had to get heat into the hall, and quickly. The temperature was so low ‘twas dangerous.
In the kitchen, slightly warmer than the rest of the hall because the fires were kept burning low all night in preparation for the morn’s cooking, Alewyn and Alyce were also awake and rousing their lads and maids. When the lords and their ladies woke, the lords—and some of the ladies—would be bellowing for hot food and drink and would take not kindly to having to wait.
Ethelmar stood amid the three fire pits, his feet on the furs with their shielding warmth. He was giving orders to several stout, fur-wrapped young men to go to the village to check on things there, especially the older folks and solitary widows, when his warmly-dressed lord appeared from the kitchen.
Ethelmar’s jaw dropped. “Thegn D’Auvrecher!”
He had no notion the lord had even left his bower. What did he do in the kitchen? On cold morns, Thegn Renouf had never left his pallet ere the hall was warmed, and even Thegn Kenrick had rarely ventured out in cold such as this until after break of day.
“What do you do, my lord, rising so early and in this chill? Return you to the comfort of your bed until we have the hall warmed up a bit more.”
“Nay, Ethelmar,” Fallard replied, though he grimaced as he drew his thick cloak of black fur more closely over his shoulders. “’Tis nigh daylight and I want to see for myself what conditions this storm has wrought. There may needs be changes made to the day’s plans, and there may be those who are in need of our aid.”
“Aye, my lord, I have only this moment sent lads to take stock in the village. But ‘tis a morn to rival the cold of a witch’s eye, and I fear even for the sentries on the wall.”
“Good man!” Fallard approved as Ethelmar hurried to help him with the doors. “I will want somewhat hot when I return,” he added through clenched teeth as the force of the gale slammed into his face.
The doors slammed shut behind him. Ethelmar shivered again and hurried to the kitchen.
* * *
Saint’s bones, but it was cold! Fallard maneuvered down the icy steps and trudged through the storm toward the stairs leading to the north guard tower. He hoped he could find the stairs. Though ‘twas not far nigh to sun’s rising, ‘twas still dark in the courtyard. But he saw little sense in carrying a torch, for out in the open, the wind would never allow it to stay lit. He glanced up and was relieved to see through the folds of his hood the faint glow of lights within the tower. They looked like blurry, crazily gyrating fireflies through the driving ice and snow flurries, but provided him the guide he needed.
Faith! Nourmaundie was never like this. In all the twelvemonths he had lived in this land, he had never quite grown accustomed to the difference in climate. Here in the south ‘twas not so bad, though more damp and wetter than home, but he had once gone on a covert winter foray in Northumbria for William and by the time he returned, he had been certain he would never thaw again. This morn, felt like that.
He gripped tightly with gloved fingers the wooden railing along the wall, needing its support as his boots slithered on the thick sheet of ice that covered the steps. Despite his care, he slipped once and went down, grunting as his knees made unpleasantly forceful impact with the stone. Grit would need to be spread over everything once the storm was over, or half his troops would be laid up with broken bones.
His unannounced and headlong advent into the guard tower, bundled head to foot in the black, ice-blanketed fur cloak, had the guards leaping from their huddled positions around the fire, trying with cold-stiffened fingers to pull their swords and prepare for assault. They stared at him in shocked disbelief.
Fiercely dancing light from the pit reflected off scores of tiny icicles clinging to the hairs of his cloak. He suspected he appeared to the startled sentries, some of whom had been raised from childhood on tales of ice demons, as darkness on fire. He might have been an ice-apparition for the way they ogled him.
If ‘twere not so cursed cold, he would have laughed at their expressions. ‘Twould seem none but his own man was accustomed to their captain visiting them under such conditions. Good. Though his knights already knew his habit, from this moment the rest of the men would also know there was no condition under which he might not appear. ‘Twould be a lesson well learned. Soldiers who expected the unexpected were men far less easily surprised by an enemy. Because of it, they lived longer.
“Captain!” His own knight, grinning at the amaze of the others, saluted him and called him over, offering Fallard his stool. A horn tankard, its rough sides warm from the hot liquid within, was thrust into his grateful hands.
“My thanks, Hugue. Everyone still resides among the living, then?” He spoke loudly, though he knew the question to be rhetorical. These were men accustomed to hardship, who took care of their own, and if anyone making a foray out onto the walls had returned not in good time, he would have been sought for until found. Still, Fallard wanted to hear for himself the answer.
“Aye, Captain.” Another man, one of the hearth companions, answered. “But I mind not admitting to gladness our shift is nigh over. ‘Twould be good did more wood be brought up for the fires ere break of day. ‘Twill be needed.”
“I thought as much. I will order it so.” Fallard might have spoken more with them, but the noise level was too high for ease in conversation so he sat, huddled with the rest as close to the pit as he could get until he finished his ale.
“’Tis my thought to check the stables,” he said as he stood. “Hugue, choose a man to accompany you to the chapel. I want to know Father Gregory is hale. On your return, check the cottages between here and there. Also, send two others to rouse the garrison at the east tower. We may need them do we find trouble. The rest of you, stay alert. The ice is dangerous underfoot. Pass the word to stay together. No one goes anywhere alone until the storm is over.”
Trifine and Jehan met him at the foot of the stairs, also unsurprised to find him up and about ahead of them.
“The troops in the knight’s quarters are roused, Captain,” Jehan shouted. “They help in the hall. What else needs be done?”
Fallard headed for the stables, both men following. He glanced back and yelled, “Aught that will see me back in my warm bed and my wife’s arms at the soonest possible moment.”
Faith, but he hated the necessity of leaving Ysane’s side. She needed him. The abuse she had endured the past three twelvemonths had left its mark. Despite the sweet trust with which she honored him, it had taken the best part of the night—and more gentleness and patience on his part than he had known he had—to overcome her resistance. At one point, he had reiterated his offer to wait until she could better accept his touch, but she had insisted with tears they continue. ‘Twas not her fault, but it had tried him sorely. He fervently hoped they would have an easier time of it from this point on, now she knew he would not hurt or humiliate her.
Trifine’s bark of commiserating laughter at his words sounded over the gale. He turned to glare at his First. He had not meant his words to be amusing, but Jehan’s grin was also wide. He suddenly saw the humor and threw back his head to howl at nature’s jest.
Jehan grabbed his arm and dragged him toward the stable door. “Mirth is best enjoyed inside! ‘Tis warmer there. But what a way to end one’s first night with one’s new bride. Though you both waived the ‘hiding’, ‘twould have been kinder of nature to wait a day or two ere dragging you so early from the womanly warmth in your beds.”
His less than sympathetic guffaws were louder than the wind, earning him annoyed but good-natured cuffs from his comrades.
Feeling his way along the stable wall, Fallard reached the double doors at the entrance. He lifted the latch to open one side but had to fight the wind. Jehan was the last inside. The door slammed shut behind him with a mighty crack that should have splintered it. They halted, for ‘twas darker inside than ‘twas without. At least the thick walls blocked the fearsome force of the wind. ‘Twas much quieter too, though the chill remained intense. They stepped deeper into the building, searching for those on duty. Around them, the horses, some already spooked by the storm, shifted and stamped uneasily.
“Ho, the stables!” Trifine called, when no one came to meet them.
A small shape loomed out of the shadows in front of them and all three tensed, but the figure resolved into a stableboy carrying a low-burning torch. The youngster squawked in fear at sight of their massive figures, made frighteningly bizarre and far larger by the furs that bundled them and the shadows formed by his torch. He turned to run. Fallard caught a fold of the heavy blanket the boy had wrapped around himself and pulled, hauling the youngster into his arms.
“Hold! Have no fear, ‘tis only your lord, come to see to your safety.”
“My…my thegn?”
Fallard’s brows scrunched together. The incredulous disbelief at his presence was further proof the previous master of the burh had exhibited little interest in the welfare of his people and had rarely, if ever come among them except to torment.
“Come, give me your name, lad.” He wrapped a gloved hand around the boy’s scruff and dragged him, gently enough, towards the back of the stables. Beyond the stalls on either side, the reflected light from a fire could now be seen. From further along the row came a loud, nickering snort. The corners of his eyes crinkled. Tonnerre had heard his voice and called a greeting. He would see to the animal as soon as he finished his business with the stablemaster.
“I am called Geat, my thegn.” His captive suddenly found words to inform him.
“Well then, Geat,” he said, keeping the tenor of his voice conversational, “go and wake your master and tell him I want to look around.”
He released the boy, who threw an uncertain glance at them as he scampered behind a chest high partition that angled out from the back wall, the firelight emanating from behind it.
The three waiting men listened to a muffled commotion that held undertones of urgency, followed by several unidentifiable thumps.
“My thegn D’Auvrecher, good morn, good morn!” The short, squat figure of the stablemaster spoke in a sleep-fogged voice as he rounded the end of the wall. “How may I be of service?”
At first sight, Cross-Eyed Tuck appeared an unlikely horseman. A small, bandy-legged man, he was endowed with huge, bulging brown eyes that displayed a disconcerting tendency to cross themselves uncontrollably at inopportune moments, causing him to blink like a madman. He managed to project a constant air of incompetent befuddlement, but the mien was deceptive. Fallard had learned since his subduing of the burh that the stablemaster could ride, handle and care for horses with an uncanny knack other men could envy, but never match.
He had heard it said by those closest to Tuck he could ‘faerie’ horses, whisper enchantments to them so they would docilely do whatever he required, or follow him anywhere. The wildest stallions transformed into tame kittens beneath his weight. The most skittish mares became fearless as destriers at his touch. The most intractable all but bowed in obeisance to his commands.
Some thought him bewitched, and feared him. None understood him. Fallard cared not if he stood on his head and gibbered, so long as the horses were in good hands, and Tuck’s were the best.
“Good morn to you, Tuck! Aware are you there is a blizzard blowing?”
“A what, my lord? A blizzard, you say? Wait but a moment, if you please.”
As the three men leaned as one to peer around the corner of the stalls in overt curiosity, he ran to the doors, carefully inched open the right portal and stuck his head out, appeared to sniff a time or two, then returned.
“Nay, my lord, that is no blizzard. ‘Tis naught but a bit of a blow, though I mind not saying as how I am glad to be inside, despite it.”
Fallard caught the look that passed between Trifine and Jehan and chuckled. “Tuck is from the northlands,” he explained. “’Twould seem up there, this be but a breeze. Tuck, ease my mind and show me around the stable. We Normans dislike this kind of gentle wind. Makes us nervous.”
For the next several minutes, torches in hand, they followed Tuck around. Fallard stopped to let Tonnerre nuzzle him in welcome, feeding the destrier two of the sweet, dried apples he had stolen from the kitchen ere coming outside. He then moved to Foudre’s stall where he spoke quietly to the courser, who pranced and whinnied softly ere playfully nudging him off his feet into a pile of hay.
At the sight, Jehan guffawed. “He loves you, Captain.”
Fallard scrambled to his feet and brushed himself off, grateful the straw was clean. “I will get you for that someday,” he promised the big stallion. He felt the tremor of Foudre’s flesh as he ran his hand in a caress down the courser’s neck. “Aye, aye, you can have some too, though your manners are atrocious.”
He pulled the last two apples from where Foudre snuffled inside the folds of his cloak and fed them to the beast. He turned to Tuck. “All is well here. We go to the village now.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Satisfied no harm had come to the animals—or the people—in the stables, Fallard sent Tuck back to bed and ventured out into the ‘bit of a blow’. The sky had grown considerably lighter while they were inside and the wind had lessened its fury. ‘Twas now light enough to see a figure hurrying toward them. Fallard recognized the man as Grimbol, the burh fowler and one of the huntsmen.
“Thegn D’Auvrecher!” He huffed the words as soon as he came close. His face was a mask of concern. “There has been an accident in the village. We have need of all the men who may be spared.”
“What has happened?”
The man’s panted breaths appeared nigh solid in the bitter air. “’Tis Ceorl the cowherd and his family. The roof of his house caved in. We cannot reach them.” A spasm of pain crossed his pale face and Fallard recalled Ceorl was Grimbol’s best friend. “Ceorl has a wife and nine children. The oldest is but four and ten summers. The youngest is an infant.”
“Saint’s toes!” Trifine breathed.
Fallard feared he knew which house had collapsed. There was an old wattle-walled cottage, a large structure built along the lines of a hall, on the far side of the village. He had already marked the cottage as needing major repairs or mayhap, replacement, as soon as time and weather permitted. He hoped ‘twas not too late.
“Grimbol, return to the village. Tell them help comes, and to gather all the extra clothing that may be found. Jehan, apprise Ethelmar. We will need hot food and drink, blankets and buckets of hot water. Wake the stewards. Drag them out of bed, if you must, and send someone as escort for Luilda…and watch out for the ice on the steps,” he shouted after his Second as Jehan dashed for the hall.
Jehan waved acknowledgement without turning or breaking his stride.
Turning to Trifine, he opened his mouth, but his First was ahead of him. “I know. I will hurry them,” he said, and ran for the east tower and the garrison there.
Fallard sprinted toward the wall stairs, taking care on the slippery ground. In the gray light, there was not as much snow as he had expected to see, barely enough to cover his booted toes, but beneath it, the ice was thick.
Hauling himself to the guard tower for a second time, he bounded inside. “You there.” He gestured to a man he recognized as belonging to Wulfsinraed’s hearth companions, but whose name he did not yet know. “Sound the alert! There has been an accident in the village. You and you, come with me, but ‘ware the ice! ‘Twill do no good should you be added to the injured list.”
He led the men toward the tunnel, still standing open from Grimbol’s passage.
The gate guards saluted. “What has happened, my thegn? Grimbol had no time to say.”
“A house has collapsed.” He threw the words as he passed.
The brassy peal of the alert, loud enough to be heard above a still vigorous wind, blared over their heads as they passed onto the bridge. Behind him came a sharp exclamation followed by several ominous thuds. Glancing back, he saw that one of the men had slipped on the treacherous ice and fallen, but apart from sporting a sheepish expression on his cold-reddened face, he was already scrambling to his feet with a hand from his companion.
Fallard raced through the village gate and felt his heart sink. The damaged home was the very one he feared, set back from the river, across from the mill. The family was poor, with little coin for upkeep. He had been told they but moved into the place within the past twelvemonth, grateful to receive a dwelling spacious enough to hold their large family in what was, for them, real comfort.
He felt his expression wax grim as he approached. Men already worked to clear debris, but the house had been a construction of considerable age and when the roof gave way, it had pulled in much of the walls along with it. Those inside were buried deep. He glanced at the lightening sky.
At least we will not be forced to dig through this broken shell in the dark, but methinks ‘twill be a miracle if any still live. ‘Tis great fortune the whole place does not burn. Mayhap the weight of snow and ice smothered the fires in the pit.
As he drew nigh, a shout went up. One of the men had found something.
“’Tis one of the children,” the man cried as with care he lifted away bits and pieces in an effort to prevent more debris from cascading down. “Methinks he lives!”
A cheer went up as hope, grown dim as the men worked but found no sign of life, was renewed. Moments later, a boy of mayhap four summers was lifted free of the rubble.
“’Aye, he lives, but not for long do we not warm him. Faith! He feels colder than the snow.” The man who found him handed him to another, then cried, “There are more here! Several others slept with the boy.”
One by one, the children were brought out, their rescuers swaddling them in blankets and cradling them to their breasts.
“Take them to the hall,” Fallard said. “They are prepared for the injured.”
“Aye, my thegn!”
Though hampered by the hazardous conditions, the men redoubled their efforts as he and his companions joined them. Silence descended as they worked.
A short time later, he glanced up at a shout to see the off-duty garrison, with the stewards and their men among them, headed their way at a shambling run. Relief surged. If any more of the family yet lived, they would be out from under the wreckage in a trice.
* * *
Ysane shifted beneath the mound of blankets and furs, then groaned and pushed back the edges. The unnatural brightness blazing through the cracks in the shutters made her squint.
What discourteous soul raised the tapestries from over the windows and dropped the sun inside the room?
Blinking, she reached out to the space beside her, but her questing hand encountered only cold bedding. Disappointed, she sat up, alone in the big bed, then shivered as the unusually cold air in the bower ran sharp fingers down her bare skin. She peered through her lashes in an effort to blank out some of the brilliance, and wondered what time it was.
My head hurts, and I am tired. Have I slept very late?
She jumped when Roana’s quiet voice answered her, increasing the pounding in her head. “Aye, Ysane, you have slept late. You even slept through the sounding of the alert, but you must awaken now and pay attention.”
I must have said that thought aloud! ‘Tis difficult to focus through the pain. The wine. It had to be the wine.
Yester day, for the first time in her life she had overindulged, then foolishly had another glass after coming to bed. Why else would the light be so painfully radiant? Her ears caught the rustle of clothing drawing nigh, but she sensed rather than saw Roana hold out a goblet.
Fighting nausea, she shook her head, but Roana grabbed her hand and forced the cup into her hand. “Luilda said to drink it all, first thing upon waking.”
She groaned again, but drank. Luilda was usually right. The bitter draught went down and sat uneasily on her stomach, but did not come not back up as she expected. Even better, the nausea began to ease and within minutes, she could actually see her cousin’s face, only to decide she wished she could not.
Roana’s expression was bleak, and the tracks of tears marked her cheeks. She rocked back and forth on the stool.
“Roana, what is wrong? Why do you weep?” A sudden, terrible thought brought her fully awake. “Oh mercy, tell me not aught has happened to Trifine?”
“Nay, ‘tis not that. But my dear, there has been a tragedy in the village. Two children are dead.”
Chill bumps chased across her skin. “Tragedy? The village? Roana, make sense. What has happened?”
“’Twas the blizzard. The wind was so strong. It tore the roof off the cottage and collapsed the building onto the family. They were buried, Trifine says. The men were able to dig them out, but ‘twas too late for two of the little ones, and Luilda is uncertain a third will survive his injuries.”
The correlation between the brilliance of the daylight and the cold of the room caught up with her tired brain, dulled from too much spirits and too little sleep.
The light is a reflection off of ice and snow! But ‘twas so lovely and warm when we retired last eve. We all thought spring had come to stay. How is it there was a blizzard in the night, and, oh mercy, how can two children lie dead?
Then something else Roana said registered. “Said you the warning trumpet sounded?”
“Aye. You slept through it.”
“Why then did no one wake me?” She had never before missed an alert. She had been needed and had not been there to help. She threw off the covers and shuddered as the cold radiated through the sheepskin on the floor to assault her bare feet. The chill on the room was severe, despite the heat from the brazier, which led to her next realization. She wore naught. She grabbed a cover of white fox furs and wrapped it round herself.
“My lord D’Auvrecher ordered you not be disturbed,” Roana said. “He said you needed your sleep. He cares much for you, Ysane.”
Despite the devotion she shared with Roana Ysane flushed, a deep, betraying blush that rose from her chest to flood her face all the way to her hairline. She burned from it, but oh, the sweet magic and staggering pleasure of the joyous discoveries she found in the night in her husband’s strong arms. Even in the sober light of day, the enthralling delights Fallard had shown her bore no relation to the selfish, hurtful mating that characterized Renouf’s bedplay. Renouf had raped, and preferred and enjoyed it that way. Fallard, while lusty, was a lover, tender and considerate. He had given her little chance to sleep, but his thoughtfulness extended to ordering her rest be not disturbed. He could not have known when he left the hall that such trouble would be waiting.
“Roana, deorling, you find me truly at a loss. Help me dress, please, and tell me exactly what has happened, from the beginning.”
* * *
“I am the resurrection and the life….”
The burh was in mourning.
Despite the warmth of her fur-lined cloak, Ysane shivered as she listened to the words of comfort intoned in Latin by Father Gregory. She understood the words, though few others present did. Tears coursed unhindered down her cheeks and she licked the salty substance from dry lips as her eyes rested on the two pathetically small bundles being lowered into the frozen earth. As her heart ached for those who grieved, she tried not to think of how her own sweet babe had been given no such decency as a Christian burial.
Nigh to her, Ceorl’s face remained blank, stoic. His unbroken arm curved around his wife’s bowed, bruised shoulders as her body shook beneath broken wails. Further away another woman, this one elderly, wept also, but her sobs were silent. Beyond her, waited two sober lads and their father, whose expression was harsh with the effort to control his sorrow.
The fierce storm that descended so unexpectedly upon the land two nights previously had stolen four precious lives from their little community. Two were the children of Ceorl and his wife Sreda, and included the youngest babe-in-arms, whose tiny body had been unharmed by the fallen roof but had been unable to withstand the cold. Another was the husband of the softly weeping elderly woman. He had awakened during the night and gone into the storm to check on their animals, but had apparently slipped on the ice, hit his head on a fence post and knocked himself out. Death found him swiftly.
The last of the dead was the sister of one of the burh ceorls. A widow, she had lived with her widowed brother, caring for his home and his two unmarried sons. The night of the storm she was on her way home from another farm some little distance away, where she had been tending to that farmer’s sick wife. She left ere nightfall, nigh the start of the storm, had somehow become disoriented and wandered deeper into the forest. Her body had not been found until this morn.
“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done….”
Beside her, Ysane felt the tension of Fallard’s impotent rage at Renouf as the shovelfuls of dirt fell into the graves. At least two of the deaths, those of the children, could have been avoided had Renouf performed his duties as lord. Under the system of civil land management established by King William, ‘twas the responsibility of the lord to insure his people received adequate food, clothing and shelter. The latter meant seeing to needed repairs of homes.
Yet, her husband felt he could not place all blame for the collapse of Ceorl’s cottage at the feet of Renouf. He had known the house was in dire need of repair, but had deemed it structurally sound enough to wait until more pressing needs had been met. That none could have foreseen the deadly force of a late winter storm did not, in his mind, mitigate his accountability. She wept a little for him, too.
Though it might be too late for the children, a new cottage, sturdy, spacious and comfortable was to be built for Ceorl. In the meantime, he and his surviving family members would be sheltered with others.
“…through the mercy of God rest in peace.” The benediction echoed through the trees where the village had long ago chosen to locate the burial ground.
‘Twas over, the dead laid to rest. Life for those remaining must now go on. It eased her heart there would be many willing hands among her people to care for the survivor’s needs as the seven-days passed.
She walked back through the village, Fallard’s arm draped over her shoulders. Her husband had done more than his part in the difficult digging for the graves. Now he smelled of sweat, wood smoke and cold air, a combination she liked very much. Cuddling closer, she took in the damage the storm had wrought to nature. Bedraggled blossoms drooped, the blooms already browning in the sunlight where they lay loose on the ground. Branches broken by the weight of ice littered the scene, while further on an entire tree had been felled. As the sun rose higher and its warmth increased, sharp snapping sounds, accompanied by the tinkle of shattering chains of ice, announced further limb breakage.
In yards here and there, animals killed in the storm—a few chickens, a suckling pig and a young goat—lay where they fell. Soon their frozen bodies would be butchered to preserve what meat could be saved.
‘Twas hoped spring would now return and with it, warmer air to melt the ice. Already three of Wulfsinraed’s inhabitants were laid up with broken bones, and none had yet been out to the far-outlying farms to assess damages. There might yet be more deaths to mourn.
But not all the storm wrought was destruction. The glitter of light off the ice dazzled the eyes with the brilliant, broken prism of the rainbow, while soft puffs of breeze wrought music like that of tiny bells as ice rattled against ice on tree and bush. The entire landscape sparkled as if sprinkled with fairie dust. Had no one died to blight it, the exquisite wintry scene would have been unsurpassed in splendor.
The river flowed black and sluggish between the crusts of ice that rimmed its banks. As they approached the bridge, Fallard took her elbow to guide her across the span, still slippery despite the grit sprinkled liberally across its surface.
He saw her safely to the hall, but left her at the doors. “I ride with a troop this morn to take stock of damage in the outlying farms and make lists of needed supplies. We will return as soon as may be.”
He possessed her lips in a bruising kiss that spoke eloquently of the feelings he kept locked inside.
“Take care, Fallard. All of you.”
“That we will. You may count upon it.”
She watched him astride Tonnerre, one gloved hand grasping the saddle pommel. The fingers of his other hand raked impatiently through his hair—which was beginning to grow long enough to fall over his forehead—as he called last minute instructions.
He glanced at her. She sent a smile that triggered from him a teasing leer. A blush burned and she escaped into the hall, her heart happy that her husband found her pleasing, despite the sorrow of the day.
The stewards and their families were preparing to return to their homes. They wanted to leave before the ice melted and turned the roads into an impassable quagmire. All but Thegn Randel and Lady Lewena were anxious to learn what damage the storm had wrought to their holdings. But Randel Hall had been left in capable hands and its thegn deemed his return could wait another day. He rode out with Fallard.
Sir Aalot and Sir Gyffard had already left for Witham with their men, the horses picking their wary way along slick paths. That very morn, the two commanders had received new orders. Sir Aalot was to return to Witham and regular patrols, while Sir Gyffard was called back to duties in London.
Fallard had told her as soon as repairs of storm damage were well in hand, he would be sending out patrols under leadership of Jehan and Domnall, despite Cynric’s assurance all the rebels had fled. He and Trifine would take their turn leading the patrols after a reasonable time spent at home with their new wives.
She made her way around chests, satchels and piles of other baggage, sidestepping busy servants, and maids on various missions for their ladies. She reached the kitchen in time to hear Alyce berate one of the slaves whose carelessness with boiling water had resulted in an ugly burn to another girl’s arm.
She took note of the sullen expression of the young miscreant and decided to have Ethelmar discipline her when work in the kitchen was less hectic. The girl was given to whining and had been reprimanded more than once for laziness. Now, another had been hurt due to her negligence. Mayhap, a touch of the whip would serve to remind her of her good fortune in living at Wulfsinraed, for in many another burh, her heedless action would have resulted in a far more severe punishment than a simple tongue-lashing. Alyce and Alewyn were kinder taskmasters than most.
“Oh, my lady, ‘tis glad I am to see you,” Alyce said as she returned to the dough she kneaded. “There is a matter needing your attention.”
“What is it, Alyce?”
“My lady, I am nigh ashamed to mention it, but ‘tis in regard to the Lady Eufemma.”
Oh mercy, what complaint has the woman this time? How I wish a whip could be taken to her back!
Lady Eufemma was wife to Lord Estienne of Romleygh Hall, the closest, best appointed and most prosperous of Wulfsinraed’s fiefs. Normans both, and nigh as wealthy as King Philip, with whom the baron was close friends, they believed supremely in the superiority of their noble lineage. Lady Eufemma was most at home in the Court of France, and though Philip himself had commanded their move to England, she hated her new home with a high passion. She made no secret of the contempt she held for everything English—including the remnants of Saxon nobility. Her sneering regard toward Ysane had so angered Fallard he had taken Lord Estienne aside and ordered an end to it.
During her stay at Wulfsinraed, Lady Eufemma had driven Ysane nigh to distraction with constant harping on the inadequacies of Wulfsinraed Hall, and how much better she would be at managing the place. She found unending fault with the food and the comforts—or the lack thereof, as she had asserted—and complained incessantly over the dearth of suitable entertainment and the discomfort of their bower. This despite they had been given the most luxuriously and comfortably furnished of the guest chambers. Even the weather was bitterly berated by the couple.
When Ysane was forced to intervene when the lady beat one of the hall’s servants for no more reason than to ease her own frustration, she confessed her displeasure to Fallard. He admitted the baron was as disagreeable as his wife. ‘Twas his belief their discontent was due to their resentment at being relegated to a stewardship, rather than being appointed Wulfsinraed’s masters. They had never forgiven King William, whom they detested and considered an upstart usurper of common birth, for appointing them to a social position lower than that which they believed their due. Lord Estienne had made more than one appeal to King Philip in an attempt to change their situation, but Philip had matters of far more import in hand and had finally warned them never to bother him again on the subject.
She sighed at this new umbrage from the ill-natured lady. “Tell me, Alyce.”
“Yester morn, the Lady Eufemma sent her maid to demand roast lamb pies of a special nature be prepared for their travel this day. My lady, the reciept for the pies was of a difficult nature, and took the best part of the day to complete. This morn, the Lady Eufemma required a taste. I fear she was most displeased, and she did throw the entire dish of pies to the floor and demand I make more. But even were there time, I could make no more, for one of the ingredients was pennyroyal, and I used the last of our winter supply in the pies she destroyed. What shall I tell her? ‘Tis my thought she will make trouble for my people if I can satisfy not her desire.”
Ysane hid her vexation behind a stiff smile. “Worry not, Alyce. I will deal with Lady Eufemma. Since she has wasted the special dish prepared for her, she may eat of the same traveling repast prepared for everyone else. If she finds that not to her liking, she may go hungry! Now then, have you need of aid in finishing the day’s travel meals for the other stewards, or is all complete?”
“Oh, my lady, my most fervant thanks, but ‘tis finished, except for the last of the honey cakes, which bake even now. All is in readiness.”
“As usual, Alyce, you and Alewyn have surpassed yourselves. ‘Tis why I ordered a simple meal for sup. You have worked hard these past days and deserve an easier time of it this eve.”
Alyce smiled as she covered the bread loaves with a cloth and reached for another to clean her hands. “Aye, my lady, a simple sup ‘twill be.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
By late noontide, all the guests but Lord Randel and Lady Lewena had departed. Ysane regarded the newly quiet hall with relief. The enjoyment in having visitors without the callous brutishness of Renouf and Ruald to ruin those visits had been wonderful. But having all of the stewards present under her roof at one time, for so many days, and under such arduous conditions had begun to pall.
She wandered the hall, offering encouragement to the slaves cleaning the guest bowers. She gave advice to servants restoring order to storage cupboards and chests rummaged by visiting maids, and listened in sympathy while Luilda ranted that someone had been among her potions and herbs in the buttery.
A goodly portion of the afternoon she spent closeted in the hoarding room with Tenney, Ethelmar and Alewyn, making lists of provisions needed to replace depleted stocks of everything from foodstuffs and linens to gaming pieces. Several sets of the hall’s various dice and board games were missing pieces, a situation not uncommon after a lengthy stay by so many visitors. Nor was missing linen. For reasons Ysane had never understood, some guests seemed to find her bathing and bed linens too desirable to leave behind.
But Tenney’s news dismayed her. “M-m-my lady,” he said, “’tis my s-s-sorrow to report the special Hnefatafl board is missing. I have servants s-s-searching the hall for it even n-n-now, but methinks it will be not found.”
“Oh, no. Not the one from the joint court of the brother-kings?”
“Aye, l-l-lady, that is the one. ‘Twas used by the s-s-stewards last even and was in its place this morn. ‘Twas accounted m-m-missing shortly before we began our t-t-tally.”
Ysane sincerely hoped ‘twas simply misplaced. The set with its gameboard of rosewood, exquisitely carved jet and ivory game pieces, and double king pieces of silver was a priceless treasure, for it had been crafted for use in the joint court of Sigeheard and Swaefred, brother-kings who shared the rule of Eastseaxe in ages past. That any of her friends or stewards might have stolen the irreplaceable game was unthinkable.
The morn’s final disagreeable encounter with the Lady Eufemma crossed her mind. ‘Twould take no effort of the imagination to consider Lady Eufemma might covet the set, and simply account it as her right to take such a precious item as recompense for what she perceived as ‘slights’ offered during her visit. ‘Twas but a guess though, and without proof.
“You do right to search for it, Tenney,” she said, “but do you find it not, you must fret not. If ‘tis gone, ‘tis gone, and there are other sets.”
She rose, unobtrusively stretching stiff muscles, glad the preparation of the lists was finished. The first of the twelvemonth’s peddlers would soon arrive at the hall and now she was ready.
“I thank you all,” she said. “You may return to your regular duties.”
She wandered back to the bower she now shared with her husband. Opening his private chest, she fiddled absently with the items inside, finding comfort in touching his things.
Fallard!
Such a short time had passed since he rode into her life, and so much had happened. She yearned to slip away, far from the hustle and noise of the burh, to a quiet and private place where she could think undisturbed, not only on her life with her new husband, but on an unwelcome and disturbing thought.
Cynric had lied to her.
She sat in her chair before the brazier, her hands idle in her lap while her focus turned inward. It intensified her hurt to learn he had been nigh these past twelvemonths, but had made no effort to see her. Oh, mayhap ‘twas true he had done pilgrimage to Germania, as he claimed. But such a journey, even supposing he had stopped now and anon, long enough to earn coin for continued travels, should have taken no more than a few months. Where had he been the rest of that time? She was certain she knew. In truth, her heart had suspected for a long time, all the while her mind prayed she was wrong. But the time frame involved was too coincidental. She knew him so well, knew his long hatred for the Norman usurpers. The knowledge terrified her for his sake…and what of Fallard, so fiercely loyal to William? What would her husband do, did he learn her brother fought with the rebels?
Weariness descended like a fog, overwhelming and chill. She flung aside her slippers and syrce, dropped to the bed, and cuddled into a fur. She slept so quickly she remembered not even closing her eyes.
* * *
She woke to darkness and languorous warmth all along the length of her back. The slow, lingering caress of a calloused hand traced across the curve of her hip beneath her cyrtel. The hand shifted at the same moment lips brushed feathery kisses back and forth along her shoulder blade. Shuddering with the joy his touch evoked, she caught her breath as Fallard’s arm slid round her waist to ease her closer. Soon after, she dissolved beneath an onslaught of shimmering, coruscating sensation.
When she woke the second time, she was alone again, and the light of early morn filtered through the window embrasures. She lazed beneath warm coverings in a sated languor, allowing her thoughts to drift, unwilling to awaken fully. Time passed. She neither knew nor cared how much. No one came to disturb her. Only when hunger raised an insistent head did she open her eyes to peer at the canopy above her. Oh, aye. She had missed sup the eve before. ‘Twas no wonder she hungered. She stretched in lethargic content.
What sweet, mysterious enchantment Fallard wrought with her in the depths of the night. He taught that which she had never guessed, nor even known existed…so unlike the times with Renouf. Nay! Not merely unlike, but opposite in every way.
Are these feelings I share with Fallard the true love of man with woman? They bear little resemblance to the songs of the scops. They are deeper, earthier, and far more satisfying than the sentiments of which the songs speak, however lovely those might be.
Idly tracing the embroidery on the canopy with her gaze, she lay still, musing on love. Cynric had said her parents loved each other deeply, though she remembered not the words ever being spoken in her hearing and had never truly considered their relationship. She recalled her mother’s death from a wasting disease when she was but three and ten summers, but ere that, there were memories of laughter and singing, of merry times in the hall that made it seem bright even on cloudy days. But the joy in her father’s eyes had dimmed the day her mother died. ‘Twas a long time ere laughter had come again to the hall. Aye. It did seem love had ruled her parent’s life, for her father would not have grieved so did he not care for his wife. Pity for his pain rose to choke her, and swift tears trickled from the corners of her eyes to lose themselves in her hair. How blindly selfish she had been, not to have seen that before.
She had missed her mother, but never more so than now. She was mistress of the hall, but there was none to whom she could turn to discover the truth of what she felt. Already she cared enough for Fallard she would never betray him, and pleasing him gave her joy. She craved his company by her side, missing him even when he was but out of doors. He teased her, made her laugh and feel almost carefree, when there had been no mirth in her life for so very long. Certainly too, her body now loved him.
But cared she enough for him that his life, his future, his happiness mattered more to her than her own? Would she give her life for his? The scops always held that ideal as the highest proof of love. Mayhap, only time would tell.
The furious barking of a dog drifted to her window, reminding her ‘twas past time to be up and about. A scratch on the door heralded Lynnet’s curious little face as she peeped inside.
“Come, Lynnet. I have lingered abed too long.”
She washed, and dressed in a faded blue work cyrtel. Lynnet braided her hair and pinned it in a coil at her nape, then tucked it beneath her oldest headrail. Ready for the day, she stepped onto the landing. She was late for the breaking of fast in the hall, but did she go to the kitchen, Alyce would see she had bread and cheese. Softly humming The Maid of Sud Tun, a merry tune of misguided love Wurth had first sung for her some days earlier, asking if ‘twere fit for use in the hall, she lifted her left foot off the landing to take the first step down.
There was no warning. A hand between her shoulder blades shoved. Caught off balance, she could not stop her body’s plunge down the curving stairs. With an instinctive and desperate effort, she twisted in midair, using the last bit of purchase she still had with her right toes against the stone tread to pitch herself into the window embrasure several steps further down. A whisper as of swishing skirts rushed past.
She slammed with a vicious jolt well inside the aperture, crying out when various parts of her body collided with and scraped against unyielding stone. Intense pain stole thought and breath. ‘Twas several moments ere it subsided enough she could move. Mercy, but it hurt, especially her ribs, which had struck the sharp edge. She cautiously flexed different parts of her body, testing for pain indicating injury worse than bruises. It seemed there were no broken bones, but moisture crawled down her face from a throbbing cheekbone. It felt like the tickling feet of a caterpillar, but when she touched the tender spot, her fingertips came away red. Her forehead ached, too. Nay, everything hurt.
“My lady!” Lynnet’s voice shrieked above her, nigh startling her out of the embrasure. “Oh, my lady, what has happened?”
Her maid knelt beside her, dropping the bundle of bedding she was taking to be washed. “Lie still, lady, please!” She turned to call down the stairs. “Help! Help, my lady has fallen!”
“Lynnet, please, scream not so loudly.” The maid’s cries made her head throb worse. She blinked against dizziness. Between gulps to halt rising nausea, she said, “I am fine, truly.”
But her words came out as pained gasps and a weeping Lynnet ignored her command and called again for help.
She gasped as she forced herself to sit up and lean against the embrasure wall. Relieved to see only minor scrapes and scratches on exposed skin, she tried to reassure her maid. “I am merely bruised. The damage is slight.”
Though her ribcage ached abominably with every breath, she tried to stand, only to abandon the effort when Varin appeared, roaring threats like an avenging angel at whoever or whatever had hurt his lady. Directly behind him came Ingram, one of her hearth companions. The two men had become unlikely but fast friends.
“Move not, my lady,” Varin ordered as he bent to check her injuries. “What happened, Lynnet?”
“She fell, Sir Varin. God be thanked she landed in the window, but she must be terribly bruised. Methinks she should not try to walk.”
“I am perfectly fine,” Ysane whispered, “and I am capable of speaking for myself.”
No one paid her the slightest attention.
“I agree,” Varin said in reply to Lynnet. A chorus of ‘ayes’ echoed down the stairwell, which bulged with people, all exclaiming in concern. “Has Captain D’Auvrecher been sent for?”
Ethelmar, who only that moment had somehow shoved his way through the crowd, nodded. “’Tis already done.”
“Varin, I really am alright,” Ysane insisted. “I can walk. I need but the support of your arm.”
“Nonsense, my lady. Relax. I will see you safely back to your bower.” So saying, and with an anxious Ingram offering him unneeded advice, Varin lifted her from the embrasure. She could not prevent a sharp intake of breath.
Varin winced, though he carried her as if she were made of eggshell and ‘twas his greatest task in life to see she did not crack.
He summoned a smile. “’Tis fortunate Ingram and I happened to be in the hall when your maid screamed. We were discussing a sword tactic new to him,” he said, as if ‘twas something of great import for her to know.
With Lynnet leading the way and the entire throng on the stairs following, he returned her to the bower and deposited her on the bed. A commotion ensued outside the door and Fallard’s voice could be heard.
“Get out of my way,” he bellowed, all but shaking the rafters.
She met Varin’s glance. “Oh, dear.”
He grinned in rueful commiseration as her husband charged into the bower, trailed by Thegn Randel. Both men were bare-chested and sweating from enjoying a last sparring bout ere Randel returned home.
Fallard loomed over her, stark fear blazing from his midnight eyes. “Ysane, my love. Ysane!”
Ysane smiled in sudden delight at his words, then wished she had not. Smiling hurt, too.
“Varin!” Fallard grabbed his knight’s arm. “What goes here? How badly is she hurt? Where is Luilda? Answers! I want answers!”
* * *
Fallard was beside himself. The slave sent to the practice field to find him was very young, very excited and unsure of exactly what he was supposed to say. As a result his message was garbled, and all Fallard could clearly make out was ‘screaming’, ‘Lady Ysane’ and ‘stairs’. Terror such as he had known but once before in his life, when one of his brothers had fallen from a tree and he thought him dead, flooded his soul. Throwing his sword at Roul’s feet, he sprinted to the hall.
“Captain, methinks my lady will be fine,” Varin said, but he ignored him.
“Ysane, what has happened?” He ran his hands with practiced care along her limbs, his fear but slightly assuaged that she seemed awake, alert and none the worse for her accident. “Are you hurt, little rose, are you in pain?”
But she stared at him with a look akin to disbelief. “You called me ‘my love’,” she said. “I heard you. Oh, Fallard, please kiss me.”
Instantly, he forgot she was injured, forgot her pain, forgot everything as he absorbed the invitation glowing in moss green eyes. His head lowered to the soft pink of her parted lips and what little was left of the thread of his thoughts was lost. He was but a breath from the life-affirming taste of her, the need to feel she still lived.
“I beg your pardon, Captain.” Eyeing him with frank disapproval, Varin shoved away from the bedside, breaking the moment.
Fallard flushed.
What is this I do? She is hurt, and I wish to make love to her?
He struggled to bring under control emotions made unruly by his fear. “Ysane, tell me true. How badly are you hurt?”
“Fallard, I keep trying to tell everyone I am fine, but no one will listen. I fell down the stairs. I am bruised, of course, but quite certain no lasting damage was done.”
She sounded exasperated, and tried to sit up, but he refused to allow it. “Lie still, my love, and allow me to satisfy myself you are unharmed.” He turned his head and saw Roana and Lewena hovering. “Has Luilda been called?”
“Aye, she will be here shortly,” Lewena said. “She was in the village, apparently attending one of the elders.”
Fallard watched as with Ethelmar’s aid, Varin herded everyone down to the hall so Luilda would not have to maneuver her bulk through a packed stairwell. Even Roana and Lewena left, leaving them alone but for Lynnet.
He lifted Ysane’s hands, scratched and already turning colors, to cradle them in one of his own. He eyed the swelling bruise on her forehead and tenderly touched the ugly scrape on her cheek. “Tell me exactly what happened.”
“My lord, Luilda has come,” Ethelmar called from the door.
The healer pushed him aside. “My lord, I must see to my lady.”
He sighed. His answers would have to wait. Luilda removed Ysane’s headrail and with his help, got her clothes off so she could examine her.
He turned to Lynnet. The slave stood with her back against the wall, staring at him with no little trepidation.
Does the fool child think I will hurt her? What does she know of this incident?
“Lynnet, know you what happened with my wife?” He tried to sound unthreatening.
The maid surprised him by squaring her shoulders and facing him. “My thegn, I know only that I came from the bower with the wash in my hands, and found her lying in the window. ‘Twas my thought she somehow tripped and fell.”
“You saw no one else on the stairs, nor heard aught?”
“Nay, and she said naught of any other. Nor did I hear aught, not even her cry, did she make one.”
“Very well. That will be all. Oh, and Lynnet, do you remember aught else, I wish to hear it immediately. You understand?”
She bobbed her head. “Aye, my thegn. ‘Twill be as you say.”
He turned back to the bed. “Well, Luilda?”
“She has a laceration on her left palm, and as you have seen, this bad scrape on her cheek and a knot on her forehead,” the healer said without looking up. “The bump concerns me somewhat, for it grows larger. Still, it did not render her senseless and that is a good sign. I will watch to make sure no damage was done inside the head, but methinks ‘tis but a minor injury.” She reached for a pot in her basket. “I must examine her further, but ‘tis my belief my lady is not badly harmed, though she will have much discomfort for a few days. She complains of pain in her ribs and shows much bruising there.” She gently worked a soothing cream into the darkening areas on Ysane’s torso. “I am certain none are broken, but I wish to wrap them, lest any be cracked.”
“Should she stay abed, think you?” He slid an arm around his wife, clenching his teeth as she hissed when he lifted her, and supported her shoulders while Luilda wrapped binding cloths tight around her discoloring middle.
For the first time since her arrival in the chamber, the healer looked at him. “Nay, my lord. With such bruising, ‘tis best she keeps moving, else she will grow too stiff. I will give her a draught for pain, but moderate activity is vital. I will return this eve with medicine to help her rest, and to apply the poultice she should wear while asleep.” Addressing Ysane, she said, “Should your discomfort become too strong ere then, my lady, send word, and I will come at once.”
Ysane nodded. “My thanks, Luilda.”
The healer watched her drink the pain draught, packed up her basket and left.
Fallard glanced at Lynnet as he knelt again beside the bed. “I will care for your mistress, Lynnet. You may go.”
At Ysane’s nod, the slave obeyed.
Ysane touched his cheek. “I told you I was alright, deorling. I fell but a short distance.”
“Most grateful I am you are not badly hurt, little rose, but allow me the right to hear the words from the healer.” But he mentioned not the terror he felt when he thought her nigh to death. Why it mattered, he understood not. ‘Twas true he cared for her, and found her pleasing despite her occasional obstinance. Certainly, she satisfied well his manly needs in his bed. But while ‘twas one thing to feel fear when a loved one was endangered, ‘twas quite another to be reduced to a quivering fool by this woman—by any woman. It shook him to his core…and had he actually called her ‘my love’?
He shoved aside the conclusion to which his unhappy thoughts pointed and said, “Ysane, ere I allow you to be about your duties this day, I would have you tell me what happened. How came you to fall? ‘Tis not like you to be clumsy or careless.”
She glanced at the door Lynnet had left partially open.
He followed her look, but though no one appeared nigh, he rose to close it.
“If you would help me with my clothing, my lord?” Pink tinged her cheekbones. “I can move, but already I grow stiff.” After a few awkward moments while they got her dressed again, she caught his arm. “I was pushed, Fallard.” The tenor of her voice was stark. “I find it more hurtful than my bruises to believe one among my people would wish me harm.”
As the meaning of her words sank into his mind, a red haze washed over his vision. The rage rose so quickly it nigh choked him. He fought it. A mindless response was worse than useless.
When he could speak, he said, “Certain you are of this?”
“I believe so. A hand against my back did overset my balance. Aye, and also, methinks I heard someone pass by, running down toward the hall even as I fell.”
He gave thought to her words. “There is but one here who holds you in such low esteem, Ysane, and who might be bold enough to try such a thing.” He walked with her, supporting her down the stairs and into the hall. It gladdened his heart she seemed to move with reasonable ease. “Will you be well, my rose, if I leave you now?”
“Of course,” she said, though he heard her breath catch, now and anon. She adjusted her headrail. “I will have Roana with me, and others.”
“’Tis my wish you are not to be alone. I would have your word you will insure this.”
“You have it. But what think you?”
“That I will learn where the slave Leda was when this happened. Has she no witnesses that put her far from the stairwell, I will have her locked in the gatehouse until I can question her.”
“Fallard, do naught in haste. ‘Tis my belief I was pushed. Still, it may be I but imagined what I felt. ‘Twas light, that touch, and mayhap, ‘twas naught but my own mind seeking to understand what happened. Mayhap, I did truly trip on my hem. I…well, ‘tis only that I can be not sure.”
“I understand. But the other is also possible. I will rest not, nor will I leave you alone until I am satisfied we have no attempted murderers in our midst…and we have still not found our traitor.”
With these words, and a buss of his lips against hers, he left her.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
The rest of the day went well in spite of its inauspicious beginning.
Ysane’s first act was to order the seven-day baths, earning ferocious scowls from Roul and Fauques. Next, she supervised the new batch of tallow candles being dipped in the courtyard. After that, accompanied by Roana and Lewena—who requested of Randel they stay a few extra nights—she walked to the village. With them, were servants carrying more blankets and clothing for the children of Ceorl and Sreda, as well as extra foodstuffs for those who sheltered the homeless family.
They visited the houses of the ill and elderly to help cook and clean, but Ysane was subtly encouraged to sit, rather than work. Whenever she tried to sweep or wash a dish, someone politely took away the broom or gently moved her from the pails. After this happened several times, she gave up and let the women have their way. In truth, she hurt too much to argue.
They chatted of many things while they worked. It took little effort to coax forth Lewena’s smiles as she spoke of her children, or to encourage Roana to tell of her happiness. Indeed, her cousin seemed to float her way through the day. That Trifine made her nigh deliriously happy was plain for all to see.
As the day progressed, Ysane felt her movements slow and become more pronounced, though she refused to allow her cheerful mien to waver. She felt about as flexible as Fallard’s sword, and it seemed the world had developed a disquieting tendency to tilt.
She made no demur when Lewena came to take her arm. “Ysane, ‘tis time to return to the hall.”
She heard Roana tell the alewife to send Luilda to the hall and then her cousin’s arm was around her waist. They made their way slowly homeward.
* * *
Fallard spent the morn overseeing the beginning construction of Ceorl’s new home, then closeted himself with Tenney. The hoarder wished to discuss an anomaly in his records, one he had earlier mentioned. “My th-thegn, I believe I have pr-previously spoken of how two of your f-f-fiefs, Montceaster and Nevyndon, which border each other, have become unpr-profitable over the past t-t-two twelvemonths. I can find no g-g-good reason why.”
“Show me,” Fallard said. He soaked a crust of bread in his nooning meal of chicken and onion stew and took a bite. When the hoarder laid out his suspicions, he agreed something was wrong, as both fiefs should show far more gain.
He set both elbows on the table and intertwined his fingers, tapping his pursed lips with the tips of his thumbs. “I admit to puzzlement, Tenney. You say these two stewards have no history of incompetence, personal greed or bad management, so why are their quarterly dues steadily falling? Neither man mentioned difficulties during their recent stay. Do you still believe them involved in felonious activity?”
“I am c-c-certain of it. There is no other explanation. Yet, I was assured all was well when I spoke with them. I wished to m-m-make you aware of the situation, that you may to handle it as you p-please.”
Fallard rose and silently paced, working out his hunch. He hoped he was wrong, but the more he considered, the more possible it became. Both the stewards were Saxons. Though he had not come to know them well, he had sensed from both men a sly disrespect towards him and the other Normans during their stay at the hall. The two had also spent most of their time either alone or with each other. Were they siphoning Wulfsinraed’s profits to finance the rebels?
He would have to deal with this at once, for any man who stole from his lord, ultimately stole from the king. Passing those ill-gotten gains to rebels lifted the crime beyond theft to treason.
“Tenney, is Wigmaer as capable as you?”
“Aye, m-m-my thegn.”
“Good, call him here.”
The hoarder looked as if he feared he was to be dismissed, but he hurried to obey.
While Fallard waited for the assistant hoarder to arrive, he wandered to the window to look out on the drooping tree limbs in the orchard. Only time would tell if they would recover from the ice that had encased them, to bud again and bear fruit. Movement nigh the crypts resolved itself into Roul, Fauques, and several other youngsters. The corners of his eyes crinkled. Like all boys their age, they had a lively, if morbid interest in such places.
The crypts reminded him of his little rose and he wondered how she did. He suspected she would return soon from the village, probably in considerable discomfort.
The door opened and Tenney returned with the assistant hoarder.
“Good day, my thegn. ‘Twas your wish to speak with me?” There was curiosity in Wigmaer’s tone, but naught more.
“Aye. Come and sit.”
A short while later, Wigmaer leaned back. “Tenney is correct. There are troubling irregularities here.”
“Both of you pack for a journey,” Fallard ordered. “Tenney, I send you to Nevyndon and Wigmaer, you are for Montceaster. You will review their records, assess their profits for the past two twelvemonths and tally their supplies. You will return not until you know why they fail to meet their obligations. Do not allow yourselves to be intimidated by the stewards, or your work in any way obstructed, for you will operate in my stead, under my authority. I will prepare written orders to that effect.
“A patrol will escort you, enough men to split into two groups and still protect you both well. The moment you arrive, place two Wulfsinraed guards at the hoarding room doors and two more at the entrances to the storehouses so none may enter without your permission. I want no one to have opportunity to hide aught that should be seen. Be ready to leave in an hour. Send word when you know aught for certain. Send word by the end of a seven-day, whether you learn aught or not. Any questions?”
“Nay, my thegn,” they answered in unison. Tenney began to gather the things they would need as Fallard left the chamber to find Ysane.
* * *
In the busy hustle and bustle of the kitchen that eve, none took notice when an auburn-haired slave, using a sleight of hand any London pickpocket would envy, dumped a small portion of a clear brown liquid into a mead-filled goblet of blue glass. She continued into the hall with her own tray of trenchers.
Another maid caught up the blue goblet, along with three others, on her way out the door. As she hurried around the mead-benches and approached the eating platform, a small tear in the hem of her cyrtel caught in the toe of her shoe. She gave a startled cry as she fell and instinctively threw her hands forward to catch herself. The goblets flew in all directions. By chance, the precious blue goblet landed on a pile of fresh straw and thus was saved from breakage. But the mead within pooled at the very back of the platform. The girl picked herself up, stuttered abject apologies to the curious expressions of those at the table, gathered the goblets with shaking hands and fled back to the kitchen.
At first, no one noticed the rats that slithered from beneath the platform and greedily lapped at the small puddle, but as the rodents moved further into the open a slave saw them and chased them back underneath.
Not until three days later did the stench of something dead grow so strong that a servant was sent with a broom to sweep out from beneath the platform. He found the stiffened corpses of two rats, their muzzles and front paws covered in dried blood. He twitched his nose in disgust and promptly dumped them in the river.
* * *
After sup the day of Ysane’s fall, Fallard sat at the hearth of one of the hall’s fire pits. Gathered around him were Randel, Trifine, Jehan and Domnall. Humor tugged at the corners of his mouth as he watched the expressions of the two Saxons while he explained his plan to build a pillow mound—a structure of earth surrounded by a strong wattle fence—along the inside of the wall on the far side of the craftsmen’s cottages. ‘Twas not the enclosure or its construction that had both men eyeing him as if they thought themselves the butt of a jest, but what he intended to keep in the mound.
“’Tis a queer thing you ask us to believe,” Randel finally said after Fallard finished explaining. “Hares, but not, you say. But how can a hare be not a hare?”
Trifine chuckled.
“I said not that ‘twas a hare, but a rabbit,” Fallard said, “and that a rabbit is like a hare, but not.” He supposed ‘twas a difficult thing to understand for those who had never seen the difference. “Rabbits are better eating, and, aye, those Saxons privileged to feast on the sweet, tender flesh have pronounced it superior. Trust me. You will see and learn for yourself when the stock I purchased arrives.”
* * *
Across the space nigh to the other firepits, Ysane sewed a new linen tunic for Fallard. She, Roana and Lewena were eavesdropping unashamedly on the men’s conversation.
“Know you whereof Fallard speaks, Ysane?” Lewena asked as she worked on her embroidery.
“Nay, I have not heard of this…’rabbit’ creature.”
“Nor I,” said Roana, “but if one believes Fallard, ‘twould seem a very fine dish, fit for the table of a lord and indeed, even that of the king.”
Lewena nodded. “Fallard did mention the king enjoys it. Ysane, you must invite us when these creatures are served. I would taste this new food for myself and ‘tis a surety Randel will wish it also, if only to assure himself ‘tis not a tale told in jest.”
She chuckled at the disgruntled expression on her husband’s face.
“I will call upon you both to try the dish and judge its merits,” Ysane said, laughing. “Methinks mayhap, I shall also invite Thegn Noll and Lady Matty. ‘Twould be a merry time of it should they also be present at such a noble feast!”
She smiled at the enjoyment on the faces of her companions, glad for the peace of the eve and that she felt so much better from her fall. Though Luilda warned she would be sore for a few more days, she had rested ere sup and the healer’s poultices and potions had eased the worst of the aches that still plagued her. She set aside her sewing, sipped the honey-sweetened blackcurrant tea the women were sharing, and took up a sheet of vellum.
“Look you,” she said, and started to draw the outline of a new tapestry she wanted to weave. “I will soon finish the tapestry on which I have worked, and want to begin a new one. Tell me, what think you of this pattern?”
She began to explain her idea.
The women soon dissolved into giggles, for Ysane wished to weave a comical scene involving the confused unicorn in the song she was learning to play on her dulcimer.
* * *
As the men’s talk moved on to the spacious new cottage being erected for Ceorl, Fallard allowed his attention to wander to the women, or more specifically, to one woman.
I must remind myself when we retire to our chamber this night to ask what inspires so much mirth.
The firelight played on his wife’s animated face and shone like dark orange flames in her green eyes as she glanced at him now and anon.
The sigh he breathed was a deep, slow, silent inhalation, but ‘twas one of profound well-being, for this eve was the first quiet gathering of none but family and close friends since his tempestuous arrival at the burh. Sup had been relaxed and enjoyable. At the far end of the hall, Wurth the scop told the story of ‘The Seafarer’. He strummed his lute in time to the chanting refrain. In the corner opposite, the handful of young children belonging to the hall’s retainers gathered together, laughing or arguing as children will do while they played games under the direction of their nurse. Scattered about the hall, men played chess or knucklebones, Norman and Saxon in comfortable companionship, while others whittled or listened to the music. Roul and Fauques, with the other squires, played at games designed to test their manly skills. Even the hall’s servants went about their ceaseless chores, more at ease than he had yet seen them.
For twelvemonths, he had yearned for this scene to play out in a hall of his own and now, ‘twas difficult to believe ‘twas real. To be complete, all that was needed was the presence of children of his own seed.
Contentment such as he had never known took flight within his soul.
He absently answered a question put to him by Domnall, then felt his glance drawn back to his wife. She looked straight at him, and offered a secret little smile. The room narrowed to naught but the two of them. How long they were locked in that spellbound sphere he knew not, but he was brought abruptly to himself when Trifine nudged his ankle with an ungentle toe.
Glancing around, he saw the hall had fallen silent and everyone grinned at him, even Wurth.
Incredibly, he blushed, the hot blood singeing his face. He could but hope his men would wonder not if being wed had made him soft. From his corner, Wurth launched into a song about a lovesick warrior besotted by a maid he could never have, ignoring Fallard’s scowl.
Trifine leaned over and said, “’Tis not so bad a thing, my captain. I admit I am as equally enchanted with my lovely Roana, and there are others here who are besotted with their ladies, as well. The men are content to see it in you, but now they know, you must make ready to bear their jests.”
Fallard frowned, but then shrugged. He would bear them, for he was sorry not to admit himself enamored of his wife, for already she satisfied him in ways he had never thought to consider. Aye, as a woman of rare grace and beauty, she played the role of lady of the hall with composure and wit, charming her guests. This he had originally desired from her. He also harbored no doubts she would bear him strong sons and lovely daughters.
But she was so much more than the sum of his prideful and selfish expectations. She was intelligent in her thoughts and wise in her decisions. He found, to his constant surprise, he enjoyed conversing with her. His equal in knowledge, he had yet to introduce a subject beyond her ken. He had discovered in her an ability to look beyond that which was obvious, to see from a perspective different than his own. In so doing, she aided his judgments in many ways.
She made him laugh and she had made him blush, and always she quickened within him a desire not only of the body, but of a depth of the heart no other could satisfy. He needed her, if his life and breath were ever to have meaning, or if life itself were to be worth the living. He had not before known how hollow his existence had been, now that she filled and completed him.
Under his eye, she took up a second piece of vellum and began to write, then she brought the page to him. “These are the words I wish written on the runestones for Angelet and my father.”
Fallard read what she had written, and nodded in approval. “The stones will be finished in time for the new moon.”
She slanted him a flirtatious glance, wished all in the hall a good eve, and took herself up the stairs.
A short time later he, too, bid good eve to all and rose to follow her, leaving the others to head for their beds at their leisure.
She was not in their bower when he arrived. Curious, he climbed to her sitting room, but finding that room dark, he moved to the doorway that led to the crosswalk. She stood on the wall, silhouetted against the moonlight, waiting for him. He ran back to the bower to retrieve his cloak and went to join her. The shadows that were the sentries patrolled to either side, but respectfully maintained their distance.
“’Tis so beautiful,” she said as he approached.
She stared across a landscape drenched in moonlight, black and silver, barren of the hues of life. Then a blackbird called, its chirping trill stretching to them across the silence of the night, and they were reminded the seeming emptiness was a false perception.
Fallard stepped close behind her. He slid one arm around her waist, the other about her shoulders and pulled her close, yet mindful of her bruises. She relaxed, seeming grateful to let him take her weight. He pulled aside the edge of her hood to find she had removed her headrail and loosened her braids for him, for he loved to play with her soft hair. Gently pulling a thick strand from beneath her mantle, he wrapped it loosely around his fingers and began to slide its length between them.
“Did you ever wonder, my love, about the stars in the heavens?” The warmth of his breath stirred the hair that lay along the curve of her ear. “Have you read the ancient stories of lands far away, or of the mysteries of life that have yet to be fathomed?”
* * *
Ysane trembled with joy at the simple feel of her husband’s embrace, at the rapture his touch evoked. She loved this man and almost, she told him so. But even as she thought to speak, the cruelty of another slithered in icy paths through her memory and for the nonce, she held her words.
She wished him to know. She would tell him soon, but not at this moment, for she still harbored uncertainty of his feelings. She feared that although he held some small care for her and called her his love, she was still little more than warmth in his bed and grace in his hall. From the beginning, he had failed not to advise her that was all he required of her.
So she waited, and sought to find words to answer his query.
“When I was very young,” she said, “’twas my belief the stars were tiny pieces of ice sprinkled about the sky. One of my fondest remembrances of my mother was the day she showed me snow is made up of individual flakes of innumerable number. We went outside on a day when the snow fell softly. She placed a cloth of black on the ground and we knelt beside it. I watched as the flakes showed clearly against the cloth and then I knew the stars were falling, for what else could the snowflakes be but the beautiful stars of ice brought down from heaven to earth? I feared that one day, so many stars would fall to the ground none would be left in the sky. My mother laughed, but ‘twas many twelvemonths ere she convinced me my thoughts were in error. I was quite relieved, but also a little disappointed. I was so certain my belief was right, you see. ‘Twas rather humbling to learn I could be so mistaken.”
Fallard chuckled at her rueful tone. “Methinks disappointment still lives within you concerning this.”
“Aye, it does. But then methinks, who knows in truth what the stars truly are? Of what material are they made and what is their size or their purpose, beyond that of beacons to guide us in the night? Are they the same in lands far away? Do their mysteries truly have meaning for our lives, as some would have us believe? I know not, but I marvel at their beauty and wonder at their consequence.”
Fallard nuzzled her temple while his hand moved beneath her cloak to find a warm haven. She trembled, but he only chuckled. “Mayhap, I can answer some part of your query. It has been told to me by men of the sea that in lands far to the south, where brave men live nigh to the edge of the world, the stars in the night sky are different than those here. Howbeit, some of those men also insist there is no edge to the world, that the world indeed is not flat but round, like an apple. Thus, one must hark to their words with discernment for mayhap, they seek to make jest with those who are bound to the land.
“Yet, ‘tis no secret among the learned that great scholars of the past also believed in the circle of the earth, among them Pythagoras and Aristotle of the Greeks and Pliny of Rome. I myself have read not of this. But Father Gregory, who has told me of his great fortune to sojourn in Rome in his youth, said certain scholars of our own Christian beliefs have also expounded a circular earth. He, himself, believes this not, but merely states that some, such as Bede, have done so.”
“Aye, that is true,” Ysane’s interest in the subject was keen. “Yet St. Bonifice is said to have objected to the belief. But if such wise and learned scholars can agree not, how then does one consider what the truth might be?”
“That I can answer not, my rose. I, for one, have no wish to follow the paths of the sea to learn of these things, whether to Rome or to the lands of the far south.” Unabashed amusement colored his tone. “The crossing from here to Nourmaundie is more than enough for my liking.
My stomach appreciates not the waves and my feet prefer the firm ground beneath them too well.”
For a time then, their conversation wove around the ancient myths and legends of their two peoples. They debated the existence of elves and faeries, in which Ysane believed, but Fallard did not. They discussed the tales of the terrible dragons and other portents of doom said to have plagued the people of Northumbria in the Year of Our Lord 793, and finally the merits of the even more ancient concepts of Middengeard and Yggdrasill, brought to this land by the Norsemen.
But as the hour grew late and the night’s chill grew deep about them, Ysane sought to huddle closer to Fallard for warmth. He lost no time in taking advantage with an embrace that left them both gasping.
“It grows cold, and I relish not the thought we are visible to the sentries,” Fallard said. He lifted her and carried her back to their bower. Taking care with her injuries, he loved her until all thought of profound scholarly concepts and all conversation regarding the deep mysteries of the universe were forgotten beneath the sweet simplicity of passion.
* * *
Hours of honest introspection later, wearily awake while his wife slept in his arms, Fallard accepted that which he had so long sought to avoid. The unfamiliar emotions Ysane stirred in him since the first moment he saw her—and verily, even before, when Kenrick Wulfsingas spoke so eloquently of her—were now explained. He had fallen in love with his wife.
This was the unknown conclusion he had moved toward, the very thing his soul had longed for, all unaware—that which his parents shared and for which he had long hoped. Foolishly, he had feared that giving so much of himself to another would somehow diminish his manhood and lessen his knightly skills. Yet, now that he thought, naught of the like had happened with his father or with King William, who loved his wife Matilda with a fervent adoration.
Though he was far from ready to reveal this new awareness to Ysane, he was relieved that neither his manliness nor his knightly prowess would be compromised. He smiled in the darkness as he gently kissed her temple, sighed in contentment and promptly fell fast asleep.



CHAPTER FORTY
The quiet days continued as the burfolc enjoyed the return of normality to their everyday life. Randel and Lewena returned home, Lewena ecstatic at thought of being with her children again after an absence so much longer than expected. Fallard chose not to incarcerate Leda. While she had no inviolate alibi for the time of Ysane’s fall, the testimony of witnesses did not agree. Enough uncertainty remained over her whereabouts that in justice, he could do not as he wished and confine her. He did, howbeit, reinstate the watch on her that had been allowed to slacken in the recent rush of events.
Under the assumption that Ysane’s fall was not accidental, Fallard also set men to guard her. They were never to leave her alone unless she was with him or a trusted male member of the hall, and that list of names was short. That she disliked the constant watch he knew, but she complained not. The guards did their best to be as unobtrusive as possible and he would not have relented, in any case.
Early one morn, Ysane came to him in the hall with the request she be allowed to visit Cynric’s cottage, for the seven-day of his absence was at its end and she wished to know if he had returned.
Fallard assigned the now inseparable duo of his valiant knight Varin and the equally doughty Saxon hearth companion Ingram as her escort.
From his position in the south guard tower, Fallard watched her ride into the forest on Freyja, the two warriors trailing behind. Ere the trees cut her off from his sight she turned and waved, her happy smile visible even across the distance of the clearing. Fallard startled himself by laughing in return, but he lifted his hand in acknowledgement.
How knew she that I would be here, watching? Mayhap, because she would do the same.
He surprised himself further by whistling as he traversed the crosswalk back to the hall.
* * *
The ride into the forest was delightful. After a damp, foggy beginning, the day had turned warm and sunny. The green growth was slowly beginning to recover from the unexpected winter blast.
Bluebells carpeted the woodland floor and Ysane caught a whiff of their sweet scent. A nuthatch piped a long and rapid trill in warning of their approach while squirrels scampered away in alarm. She laughed outright when one anxious specimen, its tufted ears and russet froth of a tail twitching madly, ran along a branch above her only to drop the huge acorn it carried right into her lap. It raced from tree to tree ahead of her, chittering and squeaking in apparent rage, and leapt onto another low-hanging branch directly over the path. It did a somersault around it, before dropping to hang from its hind feet as it watched her approach.
She reined in Freyja. Fat, fluffy rodent stared upside down at captivated woman, barely two feet apart. She made no sound. The squirrel’s every muscle quivered with the need to flee. Varin and Ingram fell silent some feet behind her. So slowly she might have been moving in cold honey, and making the offering with bated breath, Ysane took the acorn from her lap and raised it toward the tiny animal hanging in front of her. Moments ticked by as she sat absolutely still, waiting. The squirrel’s nose twitched as it sniffed. With a suddenness that left her blinking, it snatched the acorn from her palm and tore away along the underside of the branch, to disappear around the opposite side of the tree with one last scolding chitter and flick of its bushy tail.
Ingram rode up beside her. “’Twould have made a fine supper, my lady,” he teased with a grin.
Varin grunted in agreement.
“Oh nay, not that one,” she cried, but she had to laugh. The squirrel had clearly found plenty to eat of late in the spring forest, for its coat was thick and its belly round.
They continued their ride, reaching the turn-off to Cynric’s cottage. Freyja no sooner entered the obscure path before Varin gave an abrupt, angry bellow. Ysane twisted in the saddle to find Cynric in the path behind her. He held her two companions at bay with his bow. The arrow, unfortunately, was aimed at Varin’s heart.
“Cynric, no!”
She believed not her brother would shoot the Norman but she could be not sure. He seemed to have changed so much. She flung herself off Freyja and ran to place her hand on the rock hard muscles that held taut the sinew of the bowstring.
Her heart raced. “These are my friends, Cynric. My escort. The escort you demanded. You will harm them not.”
“They cannot pass.”
“But they are my guards. You agreed.”
“I agreed to an escort until you reached my side,” he said, never taking his eyes from the two. “They may travel no further, though they may return to the burh.”
“’Twould be wise to put that bow away, young man,” Ingram said. “We have been ordered to bring the Lady Ysane to you and we are staying. But what say you, Varin? Does he seem the sort capable of protecting our lady without us, should trouble come?”
Varin, who moved not a muscle during the confrontation, looked at Ysane. She nodded.
“Aye,” he growled. “’Tis possible he might be of that sort.”
“Varin, he is,” Ysane insisted. “He has protected me all my life. I still live because of that protection, when twice over I should be dead. Please. In this place, we are none of us enemies. Cynric, allow Varin and Ingram to keep watch here while I go with you to the cottage.”
The direction of the arrow altered fractionally, then dropped to the ground as Cynric held Varin’s gaze. He began to back away. “If you ride to my place without my permission, I will kill you.”
Varin nodded.
Ysane believed neither man doubted her brother’s word. “Worry not,” she said, “if I come not back soon. I may be with my brother until the setting of the sun.”
Cynric took Ysane’s arm and pulled her to the other side of Freyja, keeping the bulk of the horse between them and the two warriors. Ysane walked with him without comment until they were out of the others’ range of hearing, then she turned on him with a fury fed by slowly fading terror. “What monster has come to lurk within you, my dearest friend, that causes you to turn on those who are not your adversaries?”
Cynric looked into her eyes, unsmiling. “They are Norman, Ysane,” he said, as if that answered everything.
“Oh, pretend not blindness! Ingram is as Saxon as we both!”
“He is clearly friend and companion to a Norman, and that makes him enemy enough in my eyes.”
“Oh indeed! I am now married to a Norman, and most pleased to have it so. Decide you that makes me your foe, as well? Will you slay me, too?”
“Speak not such foolishness!” He hurled the words at her. “You are my sister.”
“By your own words, methinks ‘twould seem to matter not who I am, since I have willingly wed one you oppose. Oh, Cynric! This hate you bear is a terrible thing. I fear ‘twill cost your life. What—or who—has turned you against these ones with whom our people must learn to live in peace?”
“You can ask that of me?” Disbelief rang in his voice. “Think you I felt no pain at the companions I lost at Santlache, or that I felt naught when I searched for our father in Normandy? Think you it fed not my rage to know he died in enemy hands, far from home and those who loved him? I saw his grave, Ysane!” His voice was filled with pain. “Aye, I did. They buried him not in a tomb, or even in a graveyard, but in a great field, an unmarked burial site where he lies with a hundred others not even of his own kind.”
Ysane felt the blood leave her face. She reached to hold his arm. “What is this you say? Fallard said Father was treated with honor, and you said you went to Germania. You said naught of Normandy!”
“Think you I would tell that Norman dog you married I spent time in his lands, that I found where our father was laid in his death as if no more than an animal?”
“When, Cynric? How long have you known of this?”
He sighed and took her hand, and they continued to the cottage. He walked her past his home to the lake. Casting himself upon the grass-and-moss strewn shore, he laid back, hands behind his head. He stared at the sky through a canopy of branches that waved in the gentle breeze, then closed his eyes.
“The day we received the news of his death, that was the day I left.”
“I remember,” she said, sinking down into the grass beside him, watching his face.
“Then you also remember ‘twas a time of great unrest and strife. Travel was dangerous.”
“Aye, and that is why I worried so for you, and could understand not why you left without so much as a word. When you returned not, I thought you had died.”
“As I said before, I left a message for you. I am sorry, little one, you received it not. ‘Twas not my desire you should worry. But you should recall I am not a man, as others, to travel only the roads. I went by ways through the forest even the outlaws know not, but ‘twas slow. ‘Twas long ere I reached the coast of the Small Sea that separates our lands from that of the enemy. The closer I got, the more oft I had to hide from companies of Normans, or find a way around them.” He gave a little huff. “They call the sea La Manche.”
“I am aware,” Ysane said, her eyes never leaving his face.
“Another two seven-days passed ere I could find a ship with friends aboard who hid me for the duration of the voyage. When I reached the other side I had to hide again, but my friends gave me shelter. It took time, but they learned more about our father’s death and aided my search for the field where he was buried. I fear I grieved overmuch then, little one, for I wished only to lash out in anger, to kill, as our father had been slain. My friends were forced to bind me and carry me to a place far from where lived any other man, else I would have killed many of the enemy ere perishing, myself.
“The rage gave way to sorrow and I lay as one dead in the place where they took me. I know not for how long. I ate little and slept less. Once the bitterness of grief dulled, I thought again only of vengeance. But my friends persuaded me that to attack the enemy in the heart of his own land was the province of a fool, and would risk the lives of many innocents.
“Thus, they found for me a ship home, and we bid our farewells on a night of storm. When I stepped on the shores of Angelcynn I knew what I must do, what had to be done to avenge our father’s death.”
He grew still, and was silent so long Ysane wondered if he slept. Moss green eyes opened and his gaze flicked to her.
She finished his thought for him. “You joined the rebels, and you killed Normans.”
She ran her fingertips again and again over the smooth surface of a stone that lay half buried in the grass nigh her knee.
“Aye. I killed Normans.”
The movement of her fingers stopped. “Methinks I can understand. What I understand not is why you never sent a message. You allowed me to believe you dead, Cynric. Thought you I would grieve not for you, as deeply as you grieved for our father?”
“I could tell you not, little one. ‘Twas best for you that you knew naught of my actions, or my whereabouts. That which you knew not, you could be not forced to tell.”
“And if someone had believed I knew, but simply refused to tell, what then? Would you have let me die in their effort to gain such knowledge?”
“Be not a fool! I well knew you were safe at Wulfsinraed. Already have I explained I made certain to leave you in safe hands.”
“And I have explained how cruel—how unsafe—those hands were! Why do you believe me not? I have never lied to you. Renouf was a monster and Ruald little better.” She turned away. “Oh, what is the use? If you choose to believe me not, there is naught I can do to convince you.”
“I have not yet made up my mind what I believe in this matter, but I promise you I will get to the truth. Then I will decide what is to be done.”
“Are you in contact with Ruald, Cynric?”
He sat up and stared at her, his face impassive, and made no answer.
“’Tis my belief you are, that you have aided him, as you aided Renouf these past three twelvemonths. You are still fighting Normans, even though you must know the cause is lost.”
“I will give no answer, Ysane. ‘Tis far better that in this, as in other things, you know naught. Yet, say I this…the cause is not lost, not until every last Saxon in Angelcynn has died or given it up. Never will I cease to fight to regain that which is mine. Never will I yield the struggle to take back that which was wrongfully stolen!”
“Then I fear, my brother, whom I love so dear, you will die, and never gain that for which you fight. Why can you not understand you cannot win this battle? The war is over, Cynric! We lost. William’s hand is too strong. For every Norman you kill a hundred more take their place, and a hundred Saxons die. Once we were strong—strong! But still we were defeated, and now we are weak. Too many have died. Too many still die. There is no longer hope of victory.”
“Then I will fight without hope, little one, and if I must die, then be it so.”
Again, a taut silence grew between them, hurtful and sad. So much had changed.
Cynric touched her arm. “What will you tell the black knight?”
“Of all we have spoken this day? I will tell him naught, except mayhap that long ago, you found our father’s grave, and wept there.”
“’Twill please him not.”
“It matters not. He cannot be allowed to know of what you do, though ‘tis possible he already suspects. He is no fool. But did he know for certain, ‘twould be his duty to hunt you down and take you to William. I cannot—I will not, for all our sakes—allow that to happen. I will tell him we spoke of happier days, of times long past and of hopeful times to come where joy might once again spring. Methinks he will question me not. I believe not he would use me in such a way. Whatever he thinks he must learn, he will find by other means.”
“Then he has more honor than I credit.”
“Be not blind on purpose! Normans are not so very different than we. I have told you already there are many with greater honor than some Saxons.”
“And I have told you that is a matter yet to be decided. But well and good. At the least, you are happy now and I am not too blind to see he mistreats you not. For the nonce, I will stay my hand in this place, and what I do will be done far from here, so he will be not forced to search for me. I would not cause you more grief.”
They spoke little after that. Cynric walked with her to the cabin and they shared a simple meal and a cup of mead. She asked not from whence came his supplies. There were still those at Wulfsinraed who were loyal to him for the sake of his blood and her love for him.
So that her words to Fallard might be not a lie, they did speak together of happier times, and of hope for the future. Afterward, he picked up his pole for fishing and took her out on the lake in a skin-covered dugout so ancient she wondered how it stayed afloat. They sat in the warm sunshine in companionable silence until with a series of jerks, accompanied by a great deal of laughing and splashing, Cynric’s supper lay in the bottom of the little boat.
When the noontide sun had moved far along its arc to the west, Ysane knew ‘twas time to go.
Cynric gathered Freyja from where she was hobbled in the shaded grass and escorted Ysane down the path until they heard the desultory chatting of her escort. He turned to her and opened his arms, and she walked into them, embracing him and resting her head on his chest. He cradled her, neither saying a word.
She looked into his beloved face. “Cynric.”
“Come not here again unless I send word, little one, for I will be here not,” he said, his voice low.
She could help not but blanch as she considered his words. “You go to fight again.”
“I know not how long I will be gone, but I promise, now and anon, I will send word.”
“But what of the raising of the runestone for our father and my daughter? The ceremony is but a few days hence. Will you not come?”
“I will come, but not to be present among those gathered. But you will know I am there, and I will hear what you speak.”
“’Tis not my wish you should continue to be estranged. You are my brother, blood of my blood. You belong at Wulfsinraed. Even Fallard agrees. He would have you return, not as a burh workman, unless that be your choice, but as the son of Kenrick Wulfsingas, taking his rightful place.”
“But of a certainty that ‘rightful place’ is not lord of the burh. Is it, Ysane?”
She cast down her eyes. “Nay, my brother.”
“Then until that time comes I belong not, and I will take not a lesser place than that which is mine by right.”
“Oh, Cynric, this is such a tangle! I know not how it may be resolved and for that I am sorry, and afraid.” Teardrops slipped down her cheeks.
“A wise man once told me that in the future, good may come of things that now seem evil. We will pray the good may come.”
He took her face between his hands and kissed her forehead and then the tip of her nose, and she uttered a shaky little laugh. He wiped away her tears with his thumbs. When he spoke, his voice was a whisper. “Westu hál, Ysane.”
“Westu hál, my brother. I love you.”
“As I love you, little one.”
As she turned away, she knew his eyes, solemn but resolute, kept watch while she moved down the path, and that he followed her, out of sight until she reached her escort. He would trail the three of them. As always, he would protect her until she was safely returned to the burh.
Varin and Ingram rose when she appeared, and she surprised unsmiling concern on their faces.
“We were discussing mayhap, ‘twas time to come visiting, my lady,” Ingram said.
“Aye, and never mind the Saxon’s friendly words,” Varin growled, still clearly angry at having had an arrow aimed at his heart.
Ysane offered a gentle laugh that was not entirely forced. Their concern for her welfare was unfounded, but ‘twas real enough. Nor would she allow her fear for Cynric to mar the joy she felt at being with him again, or allow that fear to cause men such as these to wonder why she feared for him.
“Had you come,” she said, “you would have found a brother and his sister, falling asleep in a boat on the lake.”
“You slept in a boat?” Varin’s ugly face mirrored his confusion.
“On the lake, my lady?” Ingram sounded no less mystified, and not a little perturbed by her admission.
“Aye. We fished for Cynric’s supper.” She flung the words over her shoulder as she walked Freyja to a fallen log and climbed into the saddle ere either could move to help. “But ‘tis truth, I fear to say, the fish were in little humor to be caught. Howbeit, we were favored by fortune, for a nice little perch, exactly the right size, obligingly leapt out of the water and landed right at our feet.”
She set Freyja to walking in the direction of the burh, then stopped and looked back when she realized no one followed. Both men stared after her, and neither looked happy.
She burst out laughing. “Oh, very well, I lied. Cynric had a pole and he caught the fish. But ‘tis truth to tell, ‘twas exactly what he needed.”
Varin looked at Ingram. “Her nose seems red enough to have spent that long in the sun.”
Her fingers flew to that appendage and felt the heat radiating from it. Oh, faith! So absorbed had she been with Cynric’s company she had failed to protect her skin. She would need a mild burn ointment from Luilda once she returned to the burh.
“Aye,” Ingram agreed. “And she seems merry enough, like she enjoyed her time with the man.”
She smiled radiantly at them both. ‘Twas necessary they believe she had not a care in the world. “I return home, my friends. You may follow or not, as you like.”
There was naught left to say. They mounted up and followed. But she heard Varin, thinking his booming voice so low she could hear it not, vow to Ingram his captain would know all he could tell of the events of this day.
A chill passed over her at his words.
“I like not the lady’s brother, Ingram, nor do I trust him,” Varin said, “though it seems the captain deems her safe enough with him. But all is not as it seems between the siblings. There is trouble there, or I miss my guess, though my lady seeks to hide it. I can discern naught of what it might be.”
“Aye,” Ingram said, “’tis also my thought all is not well. But ‘tis better to tell of misgivings, than be regretful later. If the trouble lies but in our minds, no harm will be done.”



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Alewyn lifted two unlit torches from their fluted iron brackets. She thrust them into the flames crackling below several spits of pigeons roasting for supper. Once lit, she handed one to Ysane. Carrying the other, she grinned like a young girl at Ysane’s two guards and led the way down the steps into the buttery, a cave-like structure.
Ysane stifled a giggle.
How easily laughter comes these days, and all because of one very large, very determined dark knight. Even my fears for Cynric feel not so hopeless now that Fallard rules here. I know how Roana feels, as if I move in a daze of love.
One of her guards stopped at the kitchen door while the other took up position at the buttery’s second door, which opened outside and led to the well and the smokehouse.
Like the crypts and holding pits, the buttery had been excavated to the island’s bedrock but here, the heavily beamed wooden ceiling was very low. Even Ysane’s head cleared it by mere inches as she moved through the rows of kegs and barrels filled with various spirits. Her escorts would have to bend uncomfortably inside the space.
She dodged hanging haunches of smoked and salted meats and skirted open wooden frames stacked with smoked fish. Linen sacks filled with flour of varying sorts lay against the walls between baskets of dried fruits and vegetables. Winter straw, strewn thick upon the floor, crunched beneath her slippered feet as she moved toward the darkest, coolest section farthest from the doors. There, sheets of ice off the ponds and the lake were layered in the corner among thick stacks of straw, with crocks of fresh butter and cream nestled among them.
The hall’s spice locker was there too. On shelves above were rows of stacked pots of honey, the last of the winter supply. Beside the locker was a small table that held the jars and crocks of dried herbs and liniments Luilda used to make her medicaments.
The two women settled their torches into the brackets on either side of the locker.
“Need you help with your work, my lady, call to me,” Alewyn said. “Alyce is busy with her bread, but I have a wee bit of free time do you need it.”
Knowing full well ‘free time’ was a nigh unheard of luxury for the industrious cook, who usually refused it even when offered, Ysane shook her head. “Nay, Alewyn, I will be fine,” she said as she pulled the key to the spice locker from its ring at her girdle. “’Tis but a simple accounting I plan, so as to know what needs be bought when the spice-peddler stops by. I will require but a short time.”
Alewyn nodded and hurried back to the kitchen, forgetting not to make eyes at the guard, who shook his head even as he grinned back. This time, Ysane chuckled aloud. Alewyn was a notorious flirt, but none took her seriously for she never took herself so. Neither she nor her sister had ever married. They had decided at an early age they needed none but each other. But that stopped not the more outgoing of the twins from playing a game she enjoyed.
The flickering torchlight played over Ysane’s hands as she became engrossed in the inventory. She lifted high on her toes to reach for a small, earthenware pot on the highest shelf. Absorbed in the work, she barely noticed when her left heel came back down on something cool and yielding that had not been there before.
“Ouch!” The exclamation burst from her as a sharp, burning sting touched her ankle above her slipper. She dropped the pot and jumped back, her eyes searching the floor.
What could I have stepped on?
The small prick rapidly increased to a pain shocking in intensity. Something moved in the shadows at her feet. Gasping, tears already flowing, she grabbed the torch and thrust it nigh the floor. A long, cylindrical form slithered away, its motion sluggish. The zigzagging brown and tan dorsal pattern was all too familiar, though she had never seen it inside the hall.
The guards at the doors jerked as her scream reverberated through the long, low chamber. Swords drawn, their faces registered shock as they scanned the dark space, searching for an enemy they could not see. They nigh fell over their own feet as they scrambled headlong down the steps in their rush to reach her.
* * *
Five days later, Fallard stood at the edge of a stream far from Wulfsinraed. Exhausted from too little sleep, too much anxiety and from leading a frustrating, fruitless patrol, he debated the wisdom of following his heart and heading home. They had ranged through his lands for a day and a half and found no sign of rebel activity. The sortie should last several days longer and go further afield, but he loathed not knowing how Ysane fared while he was gone from the hall. He stared into the gurgling flow, letting the hypnotic coursing of the water calm the clamor in his mind.
Abruptly, he made his decision. “Harold!”
“Aye?”
The second marshal’s acknowledgment was wary. Fallard could blame him not. For the duration of the patrol, he had been a distempered wolf, snapping and snarling and generally making life miserable for them all. Even young Roul walked softly around him, his normal ebullience subdued.
“Mount up the men. We go home.”
No one was heard to complain.
As Foudre’s easy canter bore him toward the burh, he tried, without success, to pinpoint the moment when simple lust for a beautiful woman had slipped into love. Nor could he decide when merely desiring a wife to bear him heirs had changed into a need so desperate for this one woman, above all others, he would battle aught in heaven, hell or earth to protect her. He only knew he would find little will to live without her. He remembered fighting the change, but could no longer remember why. All that mattered now was reaching her side. He urged Foudre into a gallop.
* * *
Ysane reclined in the hall amid the low-burning fire pits, facing the courtyard. Her left foot, still slightly swollen and wrapped in a medicinal plaster, was stretched out on a pillow-topped stool in front of her. Through the doors, thrown wide to take advantage of the after-the-nooning breeze, she watched the ruckus of the patrol’s arrival. She squirmed, wishing herself out there to welcome them home as befitted the lady of the hall.
But when Fallard strode through the door her agitation evaporated and her heart lit up. She smiled in warm welcome, her happiness expanding when an answering glow surged like flame in his eyes. Relief was in his gaze also, at finding her recovered enough to sit in the hall, and he made no effort to hide it.
“You are well, my rose?” He gave her no chance to answer as he bent to raise her chin and press a hard, impatient kiss on her mouth, a kiss that slowly gentled, yet became more ardent. He knelt to search her face.
“Aye, my lord,” she said, when she could breathe again. “Luilda says the injury will soon be healed.”
He laid a feather light touch on the skin above the plaster, where the mottled coloration of the bruising was fading to green and yellow. “’Tis a relief to find the skin cool,” he said. “’Twas a close thing, you know, for a few days. Did the serpent’s fangs find full purchase, things might have gone differently.”
“So Luilda said. But ‘twould seem ‘tis uncommon to die from an adder’s venom, though ‘tis not unknown for the bites to become putrid. But that happened not, and we may be thankful.”
“Aye, we may. Now then, as much as I dislike so quickly leaving your presence, my love, I would offend you no further with the rankness of my person. Do you excuse me, I will return as quickly as may be.”
“A hot bath will soon await you in the burnstów. Rush not, Fallard. I will still be here when you finish.”
He growled, pushed aside her headrail and bent to playfully bite her earlobe, then followed it with little nips down the side of her neck. She gave a little shriek of a laugh that dissolved into a shivering, indrawn breath as his mouth found hers. “Ah, Ysane. I could feast on you like slices of honey-spiced apple. I have missed you, my rose…and I will hurry.”
Roul loped up as he left, Fallard’s helm in hand. He bowed. “’Tis good to see you fare well, my lady.”
“My thanks, Roul. Tell me, why is the patrol home so soon? I had no chance to ask my lord.”
The squire’s grin nigh split his face. “’Twas the captain’s decision. You should have seen him, lady! A starving bear would be of easier temper. Why, I feared for my life, and more than once. His very expression nigh tore strips from my skin.”
Ysane laughed. “And what, pray tell, was the cause of this ferocious behavior?”
“Why, ‘twas you, my lady. He worried for you.”
As he dashed for the stairs, Ysane wondered if she looked as bemused as she felt.
* * *
Fallard sighed, rotated his left shoulder, rubbed the old wound and closed his eyes as he eased into the hot, scented bath. He kept them closed as Roul bounced into the chamber and laid out clean clothing. His groan was low, but drawn out. The boy’s unflagging vitality made him feel decrepit, like a pair of boots worn far too long. Faith! Too many years and too many battles were catching up to him.
“Captain, are you in pain? Need you a potion?”
“Nay, Roul. That will be all. Tend to my gear, now, and then to yourself.”
He knew without looking the squire grinned, and he shuddered as Roul bounced back out the door. He rested his head on the rolled linen at his neck and allowed muscles taut to the point of pain begin to relax.
She is well. None of the horrors I imagined these past two days befell her. Saint’s bones, but it has been difficult.
Ysane’s heel had come down on the serpent very close to its head. Sluggish from the cold, it had been unable to twist around to do more than graze her ankle with one fang, barely penetrating the skin. Still, her poor little foot had swollen horribly, the bloating reaching her knee by the end of the day. For a short but terrifying few hours, she writhed and cried out, calling for Angelet, for her father, for Cynric and for himself. Despite Luilda’s quick action, ‘twas nigh three days ere the nausea eased and the painful, blood-filled blisters began to disappear from around the site.
He had never left her side, refusing even to sleep, and he had cared for her, allowing no one else but the healer, Roana and Lynnet into the chamber. Every few hours, he forced the odd smelling liquid Luilda ordered down her throat. He bathed her when sweat poured from her body, and cradled her in his arms while Lynnet changed the bed linens.
Sitting by her side, clutching her hand, he wished with all his heart he could take her pain to himself. Never had he felt so helpless, and he silently raged at that impotence. Aye, love came at high cost, though he would have it no other way.
By nightfall of the third day, the ugly red streaks on her leg began to dissipate. The swelling eased, and the shiny, discolored skin of her foot no longer looked as if it might split open like a ripe plum left too long in the sun. Luilda announced she would live. Only then had he allowed the healer to persuade him to rest. He slept through the night, and the following morn left on patrol.
Though he had reprimanded Ysane’s guards with a restrained rage that left them sweating, his anger was aimed more at himself. He was one of William’s most feared and respected knights, but what good was his prowess with a sword if he could keep not his beloved wife safe in her own home? He ordered her guard tripled while he was gone, leaving Trifine and Domnall in charge of the rotating shifts. Lynnet was never to leave her side and a cot was set up in the chamber so the slave might sleep there. Even so, ‘twas all he could do not to set Ysane in a litter, surround her with all his knights and men-at-arms and send her far away to safety…preferably all the way to his family in Nourmaundie.
He also ordered an even closer watch on Leda, though how she could have accomplished such a feat with the serpent he knew not. Worse, he still had no proof the snake’s presence was aught more than unhappy coincidence, though he believed it not. The little adders were common enough throughout the forest and were awakening with the spring, but they were shy, non-aggressive creatures and usually stayed clear of human habitation. Not even the village elders could remember more than one or two ever found inside the wall. Thus to his mind, not only Leda, but most of the burhfolc were now under suspicion of trying to kill his wife.
* * *
Ysane moved an unfinished piece of embroidery off the small table beneath the south-facing window in her sitting room. Gathering her writing materials, she sat to compose a letter to her sister Gemma. ‘Twas not quite noontide on a very warm, sunny day early in the month of tending sheep, and the ceremony of the raising of the runestones had occurred that morn. She wanted to pen her impressions to Gemma while they remained fresh in her thoughts. She stretched out her left leg and sighed in relief as she carefully rotated her ankle. It felt so good to be off her feet. The adder bite had healed, but her foot still pained her when she had to stand on it for a time.
From the window, she could see the guard tower. She watched as one of Fallard’s knights climbed the wall stairs to speak with the sentry patrolling there. The guard nodded and the other man returned the way he had come.
Below the wall, the brightening colors of her garden glowed like jewels in the sun. She had spent many happy hours there in recent days. She weeded and cleaned, pampered her rose bushes, and prepared the soil in the new lavender beds, which she had created by transplanting the contents of several other beds. She would plant the new cuttings very soon. Did the rootings grow properly, this twelvemonth she would have enough lavender to offer Roana for use in her bath without having to purchase it from the monks.
Sweet air flowed through the open window, carrying with it the damp smell of the river. Drifting up from the garden came the rambling, happy twitter of a goldfinch and the repetitious notes of a thrush. From below in the hall she heard the low murmur as Fallard arbitrated between two of the burhfolc who disputed the placement of a fence.
Her mind wandered, despite her effort to marshal her thoughts.
The morn had not begun well. In their first serious disagreement, she had argued with Fallard over the disposition of the ceremony.
“I am displeased, Ysane, that Cynric refuses to attend.”
“He will be here, Fallard, but not seen. ‘Tis his way.”
“His way is wrong. He insults us both by refusing to attend in the proper manner, especially when I have promised safe passage.”
“And I care not where he is, so long as he may see and hear. I want the ceremony on top of the south wall so he may observe from his vantage point at forest’s edge.”
“Nay! Does Cynric care for you so little he will lay not aside his animosity to honor your wish, then the loss is his. Bah! This is a foolish argument. I will send men to drag him to the ceremony, does he refuse to attend willingly.”
“You will never find him! Do you seek him, you will only succeed in keeping him away entirely. What difference does it make whether he is seen, or not?”
“’Tis the principle of the thing. He is a man. He should act like one.”
“You understand not. He was an unwelcome son in Wulfsinraed while our father lived. The day will come when his bitterness and sense of estrangement will end, but until that time I will force him not to come into the burh to pay homage to his father’s memory. ‘Tis enough, aye, a true beginning of healing, that he is willing to watch from a distance.”
She then dropped her best argument. “Besides, ‘twould be easier for everyone to see and hear clearly if the ceremony was on top of the wall.”
Fallard sighed and she knew she had won. “’Tis that I fear for your safety, my love. I have no reason to believe the attempts on your life are at an end, and to stand on the wall is to be exceptionally vulnerable.”
“I know, and I truly thank you for your concern, but who could hurt me when I am surrounded by warriors? You will be close. I have no fears for my safety, my love.”
In the end, because the runestones were Fallard’s gift to her, he relented. He threw up his hands. “Very well. So long as the ceremony is held inside the tower, you may do as you please.”
She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, but later discovered that when she walked away, he ordered the guard on the wall doubled, muttering that it seemed half the burh garrison had to follow her around.
He was still grumbling.
But he was also less worried, and she got her way.
“Gemma, deorling. I know I should have sent a missive sooner, but so much has happened since Fallard sent the last messenger to Blackbridge. I have been overwhelmed, and was ill from an adder bite. (Fear not. I am quite recovered, and none the worse for it.)
I will write of other events soon, but this morn I wished to recount for you the ceremony of the runestones. ‘Twas so lovely. How I wish you could have seen it, but I will describe it as best I may.
The people filed around the stones, each of which is painted in the prettiest colors of green, white, red and yellow. They remind me of my roses. Angelet’s stone is a little smaller than father’s. They are set into their places beside the crypts.
I must admit my throat was rather thick when Fallard unveiled Angelet’s stone (please forgive the smears in the ink on this page). I did something quite out of character then. I rose on my toes and kissed him—in front of everyone. He took it well, the wonderful man. Methinks he was not overly abashed by my forwardness, for he took me in his arms and returned my gesture with much fervor. The people cheered.
Angelet’s stone is very beautiful. The foremost side bears the likeness of a babe cradled in its mother’s arms. A likeness of the hall is etched on another. The third bears the sweetest inscription. I transcribe it here: ‘I, Fallard D’Auvrecher, Baron of Wulfsinraed and my wife, Ysane, daughter of Kenrick Wulfsingas, do erect this stone in memory of my wife’s infant daughter, Angelet. We commit her innocent soul to the merciful God.’
Father’s stone is inscribed thusly: ‘Together with Cynric and Gemma, I, Ysane of Wulfsinraed, erect this stone in memory of our father, Kenrick Wulfsingas, King’s Thegn and Eorl of Wulfsinraed, a valiant and honorable man. May God bless his soul with everlasting peace.’
(As you see deorling, we forgot you not.)
When all had viewed the runestones, we sent everyone to the south clearing. I climbed with Fallard, Roana, Father Gregory and Wurth to the guard tower there (Fallard and I had a small disagreement about that. I wanted to be out on the wall, but he insisted I must stay in the tower…’twas in regards to my safety. You know how men must be.) But Worth was allowed to be on the wall, and you should have heard how clear and booming was his voice as he read the inscriptions to the people. I have no doubt Cynric heard him easily.
I stood in one of the tower windows to speak of father, of the events of his life that made him the great man he was. Roana spoke of his character, reminding his people of how well he cared for them as their thegn. She made them laugh when she related that silly story about him and mother. You know, the one where father came home unexpectedly one eve after being overlong with King Edward, and pretended to be a traveling scop. I was but ten summers, but still I remember our mother’s face when father began to sing their favorite lay. You remember, Gemma? Mother screamed his name and the hall grew silent. Then she began to weep and all the while, father kept singing, but he smiled with his eyes. Then mother stood up and said, ‘Kenrick, you fool!’ Then she threw her goblet at him, but of course she missed. He laughed, set aside his harp and rose to go to her, and she laughed and threw herself into his arms. He swung her round and round, until we thought they would both collapse. Then he carried her to their bower and we saw them not for two days.’Twas wonderful.
When all of our speeches were over, Father Gregory prayed for the blessing of the Almighty upon us all, then Fallard announced the people were free to spend the rest of the day as they saw fit. That elicited a rousing cheer, I must say. ‘Twas well done of him.
‘Twas then, after Fallard’s kind gesture, I saw that for which I waited all morn. Cynric stepped out from between two giant oaks. Our brother’s gaze met mine, and we needed no words to understand one another. Then he raised his hand and smiled. A moment later, he was gone again. But he came, Gemma, he came! I am content. (Please forgive the overabundance of blots in the ink.)
How grateful I was then for Fallard. His support was much needed and even more appreciated. I fear I wept overmuch, there in the privacy of the tower, for the sweetness of the ceremony and because methinks our brother is in grave danger. I dare say no more, but be much in prayer for him. (Oh, faith! I really should scrape the vellum clean and start over. How you will ever understand what I have written with all these smears, I can tell not.)
There will be feasting and dancing for all the burhfolc this eve, of course. ‘Twill be a fine end to a ceremony of great moment.
There is much more to tell you, though….”
“My lady?” Lynnet’s soft voice hailed from the doorway. “I bring a meal, since you broke not your fast this morn. Will you eat?”
“I will,” Ysane said. She used her linen square to blot her wet face and blow her nose, and then moved aside her writing materials. “I believe I am hungrier than I knew.”
The slave arranged the trencher on the table, with a goblet of mead. Ysane’s stomach growled at the smell of sliced, baked chicken, fresh buttered bread and a blackberry tart.
“My thanks, Lynnet. That will be all.”
“I am beset by well-meaning visitors, Gemma. I begin to wonder, will I have time to finish this missive before the day is out! Lynnet interrupted my discourse to bring my nooning meal. Then I heard Roana speak with my guards—all six of them, now, do you believe it!—who stand watch at my door. She said she wished to know which of two headrails, lavender or yellow, to wear for sup, but methinks she but worries I grieve overmuch in the bidding of ‘fare well’ to my precious babe. Before she took her leave, Ieldramodor came with Marlee (they watched the ceremony from this room). She had naught but good things to say about it all, and Fallard’s role. She thinks very highly of him, you know.
I had but picked up my quill to continue when Fallard interrupted me, but in the nicest way! He took the quill from my hand, threw it upon the table, drew me to my feet and kissed me until I thought I must needs beg aid to stand. Then he strode away without a word. Such a romantic man. See you my smiles?
Finally, Ethelmar came and cleared his throat in that funny way of his to remind me Alewyn asked to speak with me ere sup. A woman’s work is never finished, as you well know.
Last of all, my deorling sister, I will write more at a later time, but I would have you worry not for me, for I have nigh all my heart could desire. I am so happy. No woman could ask for a better husband than Fallard. I am quite hopelessly in love with him, and harbor good hope he also learns to care for me. But should he not, still he is good to me, and to our people, and he has promised to allow our brother into the fold of Wulfsinraed where he belongs, if that is what Cynric wishes. If not, he has promised to aid our brother in finding a position, elsewhere. But when he returns from his latest travels, I will do all in my power to bring him home to stay.
And now, I must bring this discourse to an end ere you sleep from sheer boredom. I am so glad and grateful to hear that you all fare well. ‘Tis my fondest hope to see you and the children, especially little Orland, my newest nephew, ere the twelvemonth is out. I send my love to the children, to Meldred and Faucon, to Arnulf and of a specialty, to you, deorling. Ysane.”
* * *
During the unexpected freedom given the burhfolc on the day of the runestone ceremony, the slave Leda used the carefree and disordered merrymaking to briefly elude her watcher and make her way to the hidden place. The message she left was short.
“I can do not as you ask. He guards her well, and they watch me.”



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
The air grew warmer as spring waxed and waned. The mild month of tending sheep passed into the month of summer reaping.
Tenney and Wigmaer returned with the two Saxon thegns from Montceaster and Nevyndon in chains. Their reports proved the men guilty of theft, but with no evidence that any of the ill-gotten gains had swelled any purses but their own. Fallard examined the assessment of his hoarders and ordered the two terrified men flogged and sent to William, who appointed two new lords, one Norman and one Breton, to take their places.
Naught further untoward occurred. Vigilance around Ysane relaxed although Fallard refused to withdraw it completely.
He deemed the patrols he sent out a wasted effort, for the rebels appeared to have truly withdrawn from the region. Twice howbeit, his men happened upon patrols from Witham. Those troops passed the word that further south the rebels grew bold, especially around London. The rampaging bands of Saxons were said to have fled the Wulfsinraed region because of the vigilance of Lord D’Auvrecher.
Small parties of Norman citizens leaving London were attacked on the roads, the men ruthlessly slaughtered. Oft times, even the innocent were spared not, the women raped or murdered and the children taken. Few of the little ones were seen again, though ‘twas later learned some were sold to slavers and through diligent search, recovered. Armed patrols whose numbers were too few faced the same murderous fate. Lords woke to find outlying crops burned and the farm cottages nigh them pillaged, the farmers and their families missing or dead. Herds of food animals were destroyed. A flock of sheep belonging to Blackbridge was ravaged, the shepherds run off and the sheep slaughtered. While some of the carcasses were taken for the rebel’s use, most were wastefully left to scavengers.
An outraged William responded by drawing on ancient Saxon custom and declaring the rebels “wolf’s head” outlaws whereby any man must, on pain of his own death, kill the rebels on sight as if they were wild and ravening animals. He also ordered a temporary increase of the Murdrum fine he had reinstated after his coronation. This law ordained a punitive fine be levied on the English inhabitants of the specific fief where Normans were found murdered.
Civilians were directed to travel in large caravans guarded by trusted knights and soldiers. The commanders of the garrisons were ordered to send out patrols of no less than thirty troops. Burhs outside the city doubled and tripled their guards. Throughout the south, word was sent to Norman holdings—and to Saxon thegns whose oath of loyalty was freely given to William, for they, too, suffered attacks—to increase their watch.
But at Wulfsinraed, except for the increase in vigilance Fallard had already ordered, life went on as usual, for the depredations of the rebels were far away. Ceorl’s family moved into their new home and the last of the storm repairs of other homes were under way. Haymaking, sheep shearing and the preparing of fleeces for the making of cloth consumed the daylight hours. Huntsmen spent days abroad, returning home with meat to feed hungry burhfolc and furs to warm them when came winter’s chill.
Spring crops slowly ripened. Four-footed babies of every description scampered and frolicked in the pens and pastures. The meadows were awash in a sea of color while a haze of green covered the land. Fallard watched in private delight as the full bloom of early summer engulfed the village with the rioting blaze of color he had foreseen in his first days as lord.
The love between Fallard and Ysane blossomed along with the land. The burh women wagered whether Ysane or Roana would be the first to be found increasing, while the men teased without mercy both Fallard and Trifine over their besotted state.
The only pinprick of serious concern brought to Fallard’s attention came, as summer waxed, by way of his reeve, Aldfrid. The man was worried over the lack of moisture. Rainfall had been normal after the unexpected blizzard, but as summer progressed and the time drew nigh for planting of fall crops, it had slowed to naught. While none wanted storms at this time of year, the slow, gentle showers necessary to crop growth had not come. If none fell within the next few seven-days, Aldfrid feared a drought. Fallard met with Tenney and Ethelmar and ordered supplies be sequestered, in case.
* * *
At break of dawn early in the month of mowing, Ysane sat in the window embrasure of the bower she shared with Fallard. She inhaled deeply to savor the glorious fragrance of the roses in her garden. Woven through the smell of the roses drifted the scent of the lavender. The two scents together were nigh to overpowering. Thanks to judicious watering from the lowering river, the burh gardens flourished, if naught else did in the drought.
She leaned forward to watch as a red deer hind with two fawns wandered out of the shadows of the forest and crossed the far edge of the clearing, heading to the river to drink. Already the new day was unseasonably warm and with water scarce, the river, and the lake in the distance, had become popular watering places. The animals moved without hurry, sensing no threat. The hind stopped to briefly graze on yellowing meadow grass, then all three passed beyond her sight. Despite her worry over the lack of rain, the little group brought a smile to her countenance as she turned back to the room.
She lifted her heavy hair to allow the morning air to cool the heated skin of her nape. Fallard still slept, and she waited for him to awaken. She had news, and decided this morn was the perfect time to tell him. Crossing the chamber, she sat on the edge of the bed beside him. He lay as he oft did, spread-eagled on his back, one arm thrown over his head, with but the lightest of bedcovers tangled about his waist. A faint sheen of sweat glazed his forehead and bare chest. His big body occupied most of the surface of the bed.
She studied him, thoroughly enjoying this rare chance to observe him unaware. His hair had grown considerably in the months since his arrival and now it stuck out in tousled spikes all over his head. The bluish cast to the black had deepened from time spent in the sun without his helm. The powerful muscles of his arms and torso appeared ready to leap into action despite his somnolent state, the skin bronzed as if cast from that brown-gold metal.
His breathing was deep and steady, his mouth relaxed. She had heard the burh women speak of how in sleep, men’s faces lost the hard lines and angles that characterized them while awake, making them look younger. Fallard looked about as innocent as Grendel. Betimes she wondered if he had ever been young. Not that she minded. A playful grin curved her lips as she reached to trace the angry scar on his left shoulder and then spread her palm in the springy black hair that covered his chest.
* * *
Fallard was not asleep. He lay quiet and still, and waited for her to return to bed. When her fingers fanned out over his skin, he grabbed her wrist, pulled her full against him and rolled over with her beneath him, all in one lightning movement. She yelped, and startled moss green eyes blinked indignantly.
Then she started to laugh. “You cheated,” she huffed, and she cuffed him with her free hand, only to find that wrist also imprisoned.
He straddled her hips, pulling both wrists above her head and holding them while he plundered her lips. “Nay, ‘tis but a ploy a warrior uses when he wishes to take an enemy by surprise,” he breathed against her mouth.
Her brows flew up as her eyes widened. “I am your enemy, then?”
“Oh, aye, and the most dangerous of them all.” His mouth ravaged the soft skin beneath her chin. “A man with such a foe must make use of every advantage he may find, especially those deemed unfair. ‘Tis only wisdom.”
“’Wisdom’, ‘tis, then? Methinks mayhap, I should see these advantages you speak of as lessons, and learn from them.”
He chuckled. “’Twould add a most interesting perspective to life, should you succeed. Mayhap, I will offer you many such lessons and give you leave to practice them as oft as you will.” He abruptly changed the subject. “What saw you from the window that had you smiling?”
Her eyes narrowed and her lips made a little moue. “A family scene.”
This time, ‘twas his brows that raised. He bent to rub noses and then kissed her again. Between nips and pecks he said, “What kind of a family scene?”
“Oh, the kind one oft sees at this time of the twelvemonth.” Excitement edged the words with gilt.
He considered this for a while. Finally, he said, “Wolf?”
“Nay.”
“Fox?”
“Nay.”
“Badger?”
“Nay.”
“Hares? Squirrels? Ducks? Swans?”
“Fallard!”
“Ah! It must be deer.”
She grinned. “A hind and two fawns. They were headed to the river, methinks.”
“Two fawns.”
“Aye.”
“Twins.”
“Of course.”
“Did ever I mention multiple births run in my family?” He whispered nigh her ear as he caught both of her hands in one of his own and tickled her with the other.
Her answer was a squeal that turned into uncontrolled laughter as she squirmed and thrashed in an unsuccessful attempt to make him cease.
“Stop! Fallard, please, cease! I can bear no more! Stop!”
“Ask me again, more nicely this time.”
“Fiend!” She yelled in between peals of mirth. “A horrible man you are, Fallard D’Auvrecher. If you stop not, I will, I will…well, I swear I will think of something awful to do to you, and when you least expect it.”
“Hmmm, methinks that is no proper way for an obedient wife to speak to her husband.”
“’Tis good enough for you.”
He chuckled, but ceased his torture and pulled her outstretched arms around his neck as he rolled again, bringing her atop him, tangling them both in the bedcover and in her glorious hair. He ran his hands into the soft mass and gently tugged her down to kiss her again, then wrapped his arms around her and squeezed.
She sought without success to loosen his grip. “Faith! I might as well try to move the tower.” Her voice rose to a squeak on the last word as he squeezed again. “You, my lord, are a tyrant.”
“Indeed? ‘Twould seem instead I have been too lenient. A wife should respect her husband. Methinks mayhap, this calls for more stringent discipline.”
He made a threatening face and his hands moved to cup her bottom.
“Fallard, wait! There is somewhat I wish to tell you, lest we forget all in the moment.” She was full of an expectant excitement.
He waited.
She stared down at him, grinning like a child with a hand full of honeyed nuts. She licked dry lips and he closed his eyes, the sight doing things to his insides that must, perforce, wait upon her news.
“Well?” His voice had gone hoarse.
“Methinks I am increasing.” She blurted it out, grimaced and gave a groan. “Faith! To think I have practiced for days the words I wished to use to tell you, and now, I have forgotten them.”
He watched her face. “Certain of this, you are?”
“Methinks so, aye. I have missed two of my courses, and this month is late.” She blushed at the words and hid her face against his arm despite the intimacy they shared.
“So I had thought, and I am glad. Look at me,” he said, and allowed a grin the size of a farmer’s sickle to plaster itself all over his face. He sat up and scooted so he rested against the backboard, arranging her so her knees straddled his hips. He pulled her against his chest, caught her face between his hands and kissed her lovingly, slowly, thoroughly.
Between kisses, she pouted. “You…knew?”
“When a man is oft intimate with his wife, ‘tis hard not to notice the absence of a certain bodily function.”
She grew quiet and dropped her eyes, then ran a fingertip along his breastbone. “I knew not if I could give you children Fallard, at the least, not sons. Much of Renouf’s anger was due to my lack in producing a male child. It enraged him it took so long to get me with child. He accused me of barrenness, and methinks ‘twas his thought to seek an annulment. When I finally conceived but the babe I bore was not the son he craved, his rage was very great. He despised Angelet. To his mind, a female held no value at all, worth less, he said, than the livestock in the burh. He said at least one could eat the cows and the pigs.”
“By the wolf’s head! That man was a wholly despicable lout. ‘Tis a better world without him.” He ran his forefinger down her cheek. “Ah, wife. Need I speak the words? This news pleases me greatly, Ysane, and that holds true whether you bear me son or daughter. I will love either, or both.” He grinned. “Aye, and ‘tis my thought this calls for a celebration. How would you fancy a trip to the faire at Fallewydde?”
“Oh, Fallard, ‘twould be lovely, my deorling! It has been twelvemonths since I’ve been to the faire, and ‘twas one of my favorite activities each summer. They offer the most delicious foods and the happiest music, and troupes that dance and do the most amazing balancing acts. There are beautiful fabrics and wonderfully curious things from far away and Fallard, there is a man who comes there to sell books or at least, he used to come. Books! Terribly expensive they were, but even to look upon them was a joy. He would bring them out to show to me, and let me touch and admire them. Father would sometimes buy the small ones, and then allow me to read them. Oh, I loved the books most of all!”
He chuckled his indulgence. “’Twould seem my words have unleashed a greedy child. Well and good, we shall leave this very day. But if we are to attend this magnificent event, mayhap, we should leave this bed and quickly, for if you keep looking at me in that way, my sweet rose, I swear we will leave not this bower for a seven-day!”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
They made it to the fair, but not in the manner expected. Lynnet knocked and peeped inside the door, but Fallard sent her away. They washed and dressed together, and laughed in shared enjoyment. He pulled Ysane’s thin linen syrce over her even thinner cyrtel, but declined to tighten the girdle, then combed out her hair at her insistence.
“’Twas you, deorling,” she said, “who mussed it so badly, so ‘tis only fair you tidy it.”
“Ah, so I am a tyrant, but you, my rose, are a taskmaster.”
When he began to plait the strands, she glanced at him over her shoulder. “You are a knight of unexpected talents, my lord. Do I assume you have performed this service for your…sisters?”
He gave her a playful shake. “Play not the jealous wife, Ysane, and aye, when we were very young, I had occasion to help my sisters. Melisent, in particular, loved to sit while others combed her hair. Nay, leave the braid to hang,” he said, when she made to pin it up, and when she held up the headrail, he shook his head. He refused to allow her to wear the hot, confining wrap in the privacy of the hall. “’Tis a wife’s place to wear the thing, but ‘tis a great discomfort when the weather is so warm.”
“I have a husband of much gentle consideration.”
She started down the stairs in front of him, but came to an abrupt halt as he caught the length of the dangling flaxen plait and wrapped it round them both, tucking the end into the sash that secured his braies. “I am considerate in other ways, am I not, little rose?”
“You are.”
“And you are grateful, aye?”
“Oh, of a certainty.”
“Show me,” he said, his growl husky. Their arrival in the hall was delayed by several minutes longer than they intended.
“Your fair face is still delightfully pink, my rose,” Fallard whispered later in her ear as they broke their fast with crisp bacon, cheese and bread slathered with honey.
He glanced at her trencher, piled high with the food Roul brought, then teased, “If you take not care, you will grow fat.”
She grinned. Her pregnancy had gifted her with an embarrassingly increased appetite and naught of the stomach distress she had experienced while carrying Angelet. “Will I still please my lord do I grow overly large?”
He slid his arm around her waist and gently squeezed. “You will please me do you grow larger than the moon and all your teeth fall out.”
She burst out laughing.
He leaned to nibble on her earlobe. “You taste better than the bacon. Shall we tell them, my rose?”
“About the babe? Aye, my deorling. ‘Tis good news for them too, methinks. Besides, ‘twill be exciting to learn who won the wager.”
“What wager?”
“The wager over who first got with child, myself or Roana.” Her grin, offered between bites, was pure mischief. “A smaller wager was placed for whoever guessed the correct month whichever one of us announced it.”
He stared at her.
“Close your mouth, deorling. Is it truly such a shock?”
He threw back his head and bellowed with laughter. “I know not why I am surprised,” he said when his mirth had finally stilled. “But you must know while ‘tis commonplace for men to wager on everything, ‘tis most unusual for the womenfolk.”
She gave him a sidewise glance but said naught. She was too busy chewing.
He chuckled again. “Very well, let us give forth the good news.”
He stood, barely waiting until she put down her hadseax before pulling her up beside him.
“I would have your attention, one and all!” The sound of voices stilled. Roul hurried to stand behind him. Expectant faces, many sporting curious grins, looked up at him. “I have news my wife and I would share. My friends, in seven months….” Ysane elbowed him and he stopped. She lifted on her toes to whisper something in his ear. He inclined his head at her words, then nodded. “My pardon. In six months, a new babe will be born to the hall of Wulfsinraed. My lady wife is with child!”
A clamor broke out, filling the hall. Roul whooped and ran to Fauques. The two hammered each other on the back and then sped out the hall’s doors with a handful of others to spread this wonderful new gossip.
Fallard grinned. With the squires squeaking like overlarge mice, the news would spread like spilled wine.
Congratulations poured from those present. One of his knights began banging his tankard on the table. “Fallard!”
With each metallic bang, the rest of the men, knights and hearth companions alike, took up the refrain until the hall fairly rocked with the noise. “Fallard! Fallard! Fallard! Fallard!”
Ere long, a minor celebration was taking place in the hall, with laughter and new rounds of ale and impromptu dancing and shouts of good wishes to the happy couple. Fallard kept Ysane close to his side, but she, with an eye to the long hours ere sup, continued to eat with dainty greed.
Into the midst of the revelry strode Domnall, an unknown soldier at his side. Fallard sat straight, all gaiety stilled. The stranger’s tunic bore William’s crest. A frisson raced down Fallard’s spine as he eyed the man. Missives from the king were rarely good news.
Domnall made his way to Ysane. Fallard leaned out of the way as the first marshal caught her up in a hug that left her breathless, kissed her forehead and then said something in her ear that brought fresh blood to her cheeks and startled laughter to her lips.
Then he turned to Fallard, grasping his wrist in a hard clasp. “My lord D’Auvrecher! ‘Tis happy news we hear this day.” His hazel eyes laughed and he leaned close. “Proud of yourself, are you then, man?”
He clapped Fallard on the back so hard ale flew out of his tankard to splash on the table.
Fallard scowled at his overly presumptuous first marshal. “Aye, Domnall, proud I am, and pleased with my lady wife. But who is this you bring into my hall?”
“Oh, aye. Almost forgot, I did, what with all the merriment.” He turned to the stranger and handed him a newly filled tankard. “Drink to the lord and his lady first, then speak your tidings.”
The man smiled and upended his ale, downing it in one long pull, then wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Lord D’Auvrecher? I am Geoffroi. Good wishes to you, my lord, from myself for your good news, and also from the king, and to you, my lady.”
He offered a bow to Ysane.
“Our thanks,” Fallard said. “But I bid you speak.”
“I bear orders from the king, my lord,” Geoffroi said. “But they are to be given to you alone, in private.”
* * *
Fallard led the way to the hoarding room and waited while tankards were refreshed and a meal was brought for Geoffroi. When they were alone, the messenger brought out the roll of parchment from inside his tunic and handed it over.
Fallard read it while the man ate, his annoyance growing with every word. William, it seemed, held him responsible for the plundering by the rebels around London, since he had merely chased them away from Wulfsinraed, rather than destroying them. Thus, the letter informed him, ‘twas the king’s charge that he hie immediately and with all haste to London with a full contingent of his knights and hearth companions. There, he was to take command of the effort to rout the blackguards and eliminate the threat permanently. The tenor of the letter left no doubt that while the words were somewhat facetious, William’s intent was in deadly earnest.
But when Fallard read the next portion of William’s commands, he came out of his seat with a roar. The messenger dropped his food, lunged to his feet and half-drew his sword, his eyes seeking for the enemy his host clearly prepared to face.
Fallard ignored him and strode to the door, his anger fear-fed and escalating. He yanked it open so hard it crashed against the wall and bounced back, nearly knocking him off his feet. He stepped out onto the landing and yelled in blistering terms for Domnall and Trifine to be brought to him at once.
Domnall, who had been enjoying a second meal, but had leapt to his feet at his lord’s cry, was already at the base of the stairs. He took the steps two at time to halt in front of Fallard, his eyes searching for the danger. “My lord, what is amiss?”
“Come!” Fallard turned back into the hoarding room and dismissed Geoffroi, whose face expressed his gratitude to be allowed out of harm’s way.
Fallard paced the chamber, his rage lashing in silent futility. Domnall said not a word, but sheathed his sword, seated himself and waited.
The half-open door pushed wide and Trifine sauntered in. Fallard took in his First’s easy stance and grunted. Trifine knew him too well, was prepared from long experience to let the blast flow over and around him. He too, took a seat and waited without a word.
Fallard continued to pace, so angry he could not yet speak.
“Fallard?”
The small, uncertain voice stopped him in his tracks. “Ysane! My rose, what do you here? ‘Tis no place for a woman.”
She drew herself to her full, unimpressive stature. “I was concerned for you, my lord. Your…vocal response to the missive was quite…eloquent. But I see you are undamaged and in no danger. I will thus remove myself from this place where a mere woman should not be.”
“Ysane!”
She stopped and looked over her shoulder.
Fallard sighed and ran his hand through his hair, then crossed to her. His gaze bored into hers. “Forgive me, wife. ‘Tis…difficult. I will apprise you of that which you should know but for now, I must needs speak with my captains. Will you wait?”
Her expression softened. She nodded and returned to the hall.
He watched the sweet sway of her hips until she was out of sight, closed and barred the door and then faced his captains. He let fly with a round of creative expressions, none of which were curses but which eloquently expressed his frustration. Trifine’s left eyebrow rose while Domnall leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest.
“William holds me to blame for the carnage the rebels unleash around London,” he finally said. “I am to hie there, posthaste, with a full contingent of troops and take command of the mission to rout them.” He started to pace again. “’Tis almost as if, after the treachery of Kenrick Wulfsingas and Renouf of Sebfeld, William doubts even my loyalty!”
“Nay, my lord,” Domnall said. “The word among the troops of Witham is that you obeyed the king’s command and forced the rebels to scatter. Does he believe you at fault they chose to re-gather elsewhere?”
Fallard’s frown became a grimace. “’Twould seem he does, though that part of his original orders was somewhat ambiguous.” His pacing finally came to a halt. “There is worse.” He swallowed. “One part of my instructions was quite clear. Upon arrival at Wulfsinraed, were I to discover Ysane was involved with the rebellion, I was to sever that involvement by whatever means necessary, even did it mean her interment in whatever prison facilities were available here. William seems to believe I have failed in the execution of that duty.
“Despite all my assurances, he still believes Ysane involved with the rebels. He says a Saxon soldier was captured, admitted to being a rebel and identified Ysane, by name, as the link between Wulfsinraed and the rebel leadership. I am to bring her with me to London where she is to stand trial. Do they find her guilty, the court will seek to what extent. Do they decide she was coerced into helping the rebels, she will be incarcerated for life at Kensington Abbey. If ‘tis found she willingly aided them, she is to be wedded to de Pardieu. Either way, our marriage is to be dissolved.”
“de Pardieu!” Trifine jerked to his feet, his nonchalance disappearing in a spate of words almost as virulent as his captain’s. “What infamy is this? That man is a perverted beast, worse even than Renouf of Sebfeld. He has already put aside one rich wife and buried three others, and while few would say it to his face, all believe he killed them. Ysane would last not a seven-day in his vile hands. ‘Twould have been kinder to let her throat be slit the day we took this burh.”
“Think you I know that not? Deterrence is the purpose of public executions, but William is unwilling to have the beautiful daughter of a former high-ranking, wealthy Saxon nobleman put to death in a public venue. He has enough trouble with what’s left of the Saxon leadership and to execute Ysane would cause only more. But I know his mind. He believes marriage to de Pardieu a death sentence, and with Ysane, he would be correct.”
He shuddered at thought of his delicate rose in the company of a man such as de Pardieu, and even more so now she carried his child.
The rage in Domnall’s gaze and the frustrated sympathy in Trifine’s nigh undid him. He slammed his fist against the table so hard the massive furnishing vibrated. “I must find a way to prove Ysane is not involved, willingly or otherwise, with the rebels, but I have no time! I am to leave for London within a half-day of the delivery of the missive.”
“Fallard, William knows not Ysane bears your child.”
Fallard’s head snapped up at Trifine’s quiet comment. “What mean you?”
“She can be not given to another so long as she carries your babe. ‘Tis the law. Use it.”
Relief flooded Fallard. “Aye, ‘tis truth. So crazed are my thoughts I considered it not.” Fearing his legs would not support him, he jerked out a chair and sat. “She would still be imprisoned in the abbey, but she would be safe, at least until after the birth.”
“Then we have seven months…,” Domnall began.
“Six,” Fallard said.
“Aye, six months to find the evidence we need.”
“And we will find it,” Trifine said. “To that, I give my word. Enough proof to still even William’s most paranoid fancies.”
Fallard looked into the eyes of his oldest and newest captains, seeking hope, any hope. He found it. “My thanks, my friends. Ysane is….”
“Aye, Captain.”
“’Tis understood, my lord.”
“Another possibility arises here, Fallard.” Trifine filled a tankard and handed it to his captain, then drew another for Domnall and himself. “I have thought much on past treacheries by Ruald, and of the slave Leda’s possible role with the rebels. Despite our watchfulness, we can find no certain evidence to link her with them, and you are reluctant to punish her without that proof.
“As you know, I was raised at court. ‘Tis no immodest claim on my part to state my experience with the various wiles practiced by females is more…extensive than yours. The type of treachery I now have in mind is that which might first take root in the heart of a woman such as Leda.”
“Go on,” Fallard said.
“We have received no word, one way or the other, that your messages—in truth, that any messages—have reached William from Wulfsinraed. Even in this missive, William offers no acknowledgement of receipt of the communications we have sent, and none of our couriers have returned, though there has been time for most to do so. We have been so preoccupied with events, none of us has taken time to think through what that might mean.” Trifine looked straight at Fallard and said, his voice soft, “Mayhap, Fallard, our dispatches were intercepted, and others substituted in their place.”
“Saint’s toes!” Fallard breathed, getting to his feet. “Aye!” He said then, spitting the word out. “Aye, that would bring William’s wrath down upon us all. We are fortunate our king is not one to believe whatever tale he may be told and act accordingly, without first giving the accused a chance to prove the falsehood.”
“Aye, William is a hard man, but just, in especial where a favored one, such as yourself, is concerned, Fallard. He knows your loyalty. He would wait to hear your side.”
Fallard swore again and half leaned, half sat on the table edge. He sighed heavily. “You are right. That is exactly what he does. He calls me to his side, and Ysane is caught in the middle. Bah! A fool I have been. All my defenses and safeguards were to defend against Ruald’s treachery here. It came never to my thought he might take the offensive in such a way, and with William.”
His companions said naught, for there was naught to reply. None of them had forethought of treachery so sly.
He began to pace again. “Would that I could find a way to bring the rebels to me, rather than journey to London.”
In light of William’s order, he wanted badly to drag Leda to the interrogation pit and force the truth from her, not only of involvement with the rebels, but with the attempts on the life of his wife. He had stayed his hand so far because he had no clear evidence of wrong-doing, and because a slave had no rights or protections save those given by their masters. ‘Twas not his way to offer hurt to those with no means of defense. But mayhap, ‘twas time to set aside that way. He could ill afford the noble ideals of kindness and mercy if the life of the woman he loved depended upon their absence.
But even as he thought it, his mind shied away from inflicting torment on a woman. Yet, he would trade Leda’s life for that of Ysane’s without a moment’s hesitation. He walked to the window and looked out upon the orchard. His gaze followed the road to the cool courtyard of the chapel. Suddenly, he smiled, but mirth played no part in the stretching of his lips. Mayhap, there was a way to learn of Ruald’s intent from the girl without physically damaging her.
He turned back to his captains. “Follow my lead.”
He gave no indication of his intent as they trailed him into the hall.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
“Trifine, bring the slave Leda to me!” Fallard ordered. His tone harked of deadly menace. “Tell Harold to bring the key to the interrogation pit…and Trifine? Bid him bring the box we recently removed.”
Domnall and Trifine exchanged a glance. Trifine nodded and moved to obey.
“Fallard, what is happening?” Ysane’s voice was anxious.
“’Tis naught to worry you, my love,” Fallard said, softening his voice as he turned to her. He pulled her into his arms and held her close while he rested his cheek on the top of her head. Then he released her and stepped away, not meeting her eyes. “Go to our bower and don your headrail. I would have you visit the village. Find there tasks befitting the lady of the hall. Come not home until I send for you. And Ysane, bring my gloves.”
His eyes found Roana, who had come into the hall after his retirement to the hoarding room. “I would have you accompany her, my lady. You will go now.”
Roana nodded and slipped away to the bower she shared with Trifine to make herself ready.
“Fallard?” Ysane’s voice was a whisper.
“Obey me, Ysane.”
The steel that underscored his words left no room for argument. He made no further attempt to ease the worry in her eyes.
She left and returned to the hall moments later, attaching her headrail as she came. He took the gloves she carried. Roana, duty basket in hand, linked arms with her and they went together out the great doors as Trifine appeared from the southeast tower, dragging a smirking Leda.
Halting before his captain, Trifine hauled the slave in front of him. The First wrapped his fingers around a fistful of her short hair and pulled back her head so she was forced to meet Fallard’s eyes.
“I know you made several attempts to slay my wife.” Fallard made his voice bitter as ice. “You will now confess, and tell me also of the plans of your lover, Ruald. I would have all that you know.”
Leda’s complacency slipped a notch.
Fallard gave her merit for courage as she kept silent and tried to stare him down, but he had no time to waste. “I know, slave. I know what you have done. I offer you one last chance. Tell me now, all you know of the activities of the rebels around London, of the plans to attack this hall, of the waylaying of our messages and of your murderous actions, and mayhap, my judgment will go easier on you.”
Her eyes widened and she began to tremble, but still she defied him. He suspected she thought him weak because his hand had never been harsh toward her.
“Well and good, slave,” Fallard said to her. “I now honor your choice.”
He nodded to Trifine and strode to the hall doors. Flinging them wide, he stepped outside as Trifine dragged Leda, his hand still fisted in her hair, onto the steps in view of those who were without.
Fallard lifted his voice so all could hear. “I would have your attention, folk of Wulfsinraed!”
Silence fell.
“So that all may know Fallard D’Auvrecher is loyal to King William, hear now my proclamation. The slave Leda has been declared guilty of conspiracy with the Saxons who have chosen to rebel against their king. She also stands accused of the attempted murder of the Lady Ysane, my wife. In front of witnesses, she was offered clemency did she confess. She defied my mercy. She will be offered no further leniency. Therefore, be it known my judgment for the crimes of Leda the slave is death by the punishments of fire and lash.” He looked at Trifine. “Remove her to the pit!”
Collective gasps rose from around the courtyard and in the hall. Fallard caught sight of Roul and Fauques. Their eyes were wide and wondering.
The faint bravado that still lingered on Leda’s face disappeared, to be replaced by terror. She blanched and nigh fainted. She would have fallen had not Trifine held her.
Domnall and Trifine, each taking an arm, half-carried her down the steps. She began to fight and shriek, her screams interspersed with curses no woman should have known. Domnall glanced at Trifine over her head.
Fallard’s mouth tightened. The first marshal knew not what game he played. But Domnall seemed to relax, as if he saw in the First’s eyes that which satisfied him.
As they traversed the courtyard, silence met them as all sidled quickly out of their way. Young children were hustled away from the area by women whose eyes were huge and horror-filled.
They were met at the door of the interrogation pit by Second-Marshal Harold, who held the key to the pit and an open wooden box, filled with a battery of frightful instruments, in his hands. His expression was starkly unhappy. Leda moaned.
Fallard nodded. Harold unlocked the door and led the way into the dark chamber. He went round the room and lit the tallow candles in their holders on the walls. Together, Trifine and Domnall divested Leda of the threadbare syrce she wore, leaving her clad only in her equally worn cyrtel. They shackled her wrists high above her head with her back to the wall, and then locked her ankles into the lower manacles, as well. She gaped as Harold started a roaring blaze in the fire pit against the back wall and began to lay the necessary instruments into the heat.
She screamed again when Trifine picked up the whip and lashed the air viciously in front of her.
He chuckled. “Why do you cry out, girl? We have yet to touch you. Little fool. You thought not to be caught in your treachery. Think you any will come to your aid? Hah! Naught are you but a slave. None will care when your screams fill this chamber. Your lover is far away, but were he here, he could do naught to save you, even did he choose. Truth to tell, could we lay our hands on him, we would have him join you in our play.”
“Nay,” Leda screamed. “Please, I beg you, do this not! I am innocent. I have done naught.”
Fallard moved to stand in front of her. He took her chin in his fingers, his expression unrelenting and his grip firm. He held her amber gaze, as a serpent would hypnotize its prey. She wept freely and loudly, then whimpered pitifully when he stepped away to the fire. He lifted a knife with a blade already heated to a glowing red. Returning to his prisoner, he stood with the blade so close to her face the heat forced her to flinch away.
“Mayhap we will begin with this toy,” he said, the tenor of his voice conversational. He turned the searing blade this way and that as if choosing where against her skin to lay it first. “’Tis my favorite, for it both slices and sears at the same time, doubling the agony. Even strong men scream from the pain. I have seen some rather exquisite examples of facial scars created with it. What think you, Trifine? Shall we start with the face? Or mayhap she might prefer we begin lower.”
He laughed cruelly when he brought the fiery blade close to her breast. She screamed again.
“You ask an interesting question, Captain,” Trifine mused, “but one that mayhap, we should let the slave answer, since she is the one to receive the weapon’s caress. But, should you ask of me which I would prefer to administer, ‘twould be the kiss of the whip. It has been some time since I honed my skills on a living subject.”
Fallard laughed again and pointed to Trifine. “My First jests with you, slave. He is a master with that implement. I have seen him slice the skin from a woman’s belly with one slash.”
The sudden flicker in his First’s light eyes betrayed his effort to keep from laughing.
Fallard lied through his teeth. Trifine was indeed talented in the use of the whip, but he had never heard of anyone that good. But even if he was, his First would not use his skill against a woman unless directly ordered. But Leda would not know that.
“So,” Fallard continued, raising the knife back to her cheek. “Methinks we will let you choose. The blade, or the whip? The face, or…? What say you, slave?”
But Leda only screamed, her eyes all but popping from her face as she writhed in futile effort to avoid the glowing blade.
“Forgive me girl, I understood not your choice,” Fallard said. “Ah, but mayhap you have no preference? Well and good, then I will choose for you. Methinks we will begin with the lash and follow that with the knife, since we will have need to stop the bleeding with the heated blade.”
Again, he stepped back and his voice was sharper than the lash of the whip Trifine wielded.
“Strip her!” he ordered. Domnall hesitated, blinked and then moved to obey.
Leda fainted.
Trifine looked at Fallard and offered a crooked smile, his glance rueful. “Methinks mayhap, you went too far, Fallard.”
Harold sighed, the sound like the flutter of a bird’s wing in the ugly chamber.
Fallard frowned, annoyed. “Mayhap, I did, but ‘tis her terror we need. Domnall, revive her. ‘Tis time to see if our traitorous little slave will now cooperate freely.”
“What if she still refuses, Captain?” Curiosity was the only apparent emotion underlying his First’s question.
“I warrant I have thought not that far,” Fallard answered. “’Tis truth I thought her of less courage. I expected her to have confessed all by now.”
“Aye, that was also my thought.”
“Then, you mean not to torture her?” Harold’s relief was so great he grinned like a fool. “’Tis but trickery, to force her to speak?”
As Domnall approached Leda with a bucket of water, Fallard glanced at the second marshal. “Methinks you should wipe that smile off your face, Harold, unless you can make it appear as if you are anticipating pleasure from her pain.”
“Aye, my thegn.” The grin disappeared as if it had never been.
Fallard nodded, took a deep breath and rearranged his own expression as he lifted the knife. Trifine raised the whip. Domnall threw the water in Leda’s face and then slapped her cheeks, far more gently than a tortured reality would have called for. Her eyelids drifted open slowly. She blinked rapidly, then stared blankly at him. Her eyes flickered around the pit and she jerked away, the terror flashing again.
“We have been discussing your fate while you slept, slave,” Fallard said as he turned a little away from her. He held the knife as nigh as was comfortable to his own eyes, as if fascinated by the deep orange-red color of the metal. “’Twas said to me—and this was naught but a suggestion—that mayhap, we should seek once again to gain information from you ere we begin our play. After all, once the agony reaches a certain level, the victim is no longer capable of coherent thought, much less speech. We would have what you know ere you reach that point.”
Fallard whirled suddenly and fixed her with a gaze as cold as death. The knife was thrust again in front of her. “What say you, slave? Have you aught to tell us about your lover’s plans? Mayhap, if you reveal all, including your role in the attempts on my wife’s life, I might be persuaded to forego my previous judgment. I could choose to offer mercy and kill you quickly, instead of with endless hours of agony. I might even think to let you live, or, since you failed in your task to kill my wife, I might choose to lighten your judgment to a mere twenty lashes. At my behest, my First can make those lashes light, barely raising a welt, though he is also capable of skinning you alive and flaying your flesh to the bone.”
Trifine nodded. That much at least, was truth.
“Would any of those choices loosen your tongue, girl?”
Leda could not hide the hope that sprang into her eyes as she stared at her tormenter.
He waited. Still, she spoke not.
He moved to the fire and placed the knife back into the flame, then lazily retrieved a red-hot implement with a wicked, razor-sharp hook on one end.
He looked up at the ceiling and shook his head. “’Twould seem the girl has naught to say, Trifine. Mayhap, your suggestion was foolish, and I would choose not to hear her confession now even did she think to make it. Methinks I will insure she cannot.” He turned and held aloft the heated hook. “Aye, I have made my decision. I will begin her punishment by slicing her tongue into ribbons and cutting them off, one by one. The heat from the blade will sear the flesh as I cut, leaving no concern she may bleed to death ere our play is finished. Aid me, Domnall. Hold open her mouth. We will feed the pieces to the dogs.”
Domnall reached for her.
Leda shrieked, then suddenly broke and began to babble. “Nay! Nay! What seek you from me? Only ask, I will tell all you wish to know, but hurt me not. Please, I beg you, do this not. Ask me aught, I will speak. I swear!”
She began to scream without ceasing.
“Silence, slave, or I will give you reason to squeal!”
Domnall dropped his hold on her chin and clapped his hand over her mouth, cutting off the noise. Tears streamed down her face as she sagged in her bonds.
Trifine looked at Fallard. “Mayhap, she is ready to speak to us now, Captain.”
Fallard nodded at Domnall, who dropped his hand.
Leda whimpered. Eyes closed tight, she talked.
Profound relief washed through Fallard, though he allowed not a whit of it to show in his mien. By the saints! He hated what he had been forced to do, but by his action, they were learning the truth, and he would have the proof he needed to save his beloved.
* * *
Outside the pit, the quiet in the courtyard was nigh absolute. Roul and Fauques waited in a corner outside the stable, pretending a manly nonchalance. Men with grim faces, and women pale as fulled fleece went about their business as muffled screams rose from the chamber below the ground. All had believed their new lord a man of less barbarity. The fear that held them in thrall while Renouf ruled the burh had returned in full force.
The screams were cut off abruptly, as if by the sharpest blade. To many of those who listened, the silence was worse.
For the time it took the sun to rise nigh to mid-morn position, the quiet in the pit reigned. Then the door opened and Leda emerged, stumbling, sobbing, yet apparently undamaged, though her face was chalk white and her red-rimmed eyes dazed. Her steps wobbled so wildly the First had perforce to support her with both hands.
Harold locked the pit door and returned to the gatehouse, whistling softly to himself, and carrying his box of unpleasant—and to all appearances, unused—equipment. Domnall walked through the tunnel to find Ysane and Roana. Trifine escorted Leda back inside the hall. A great, communal breath seemed to sigh through the courtyard, echoed not the least by the two young squires.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Fallard stopped at the top of the hall steps before the great doors and once more faced his people. In the day’s growing heat, sweat trickled down his brow, but he ignored it.
One by one, he met the eyes of those willing to face him. Many quailed before the white-hot rage that radiated from him like the heat waves that shimmered above the courtyard, for he now knew of all three attempts to kill Ysane, and knew who had given the order. As suspected, the missives he had sent to William had gone astray, the messengers disposed of. New reports, subtly injurious to both himself and his wife as only a cunning woman could craft, had been substituted in their place.
“Leda is unharmed,” he said, and though he raised not his voice, his words were pitched to carry to the furthest corner. “But know this, my people. Whether or not you accept William of Nourmaundi as the rightful king of this land, he is king, and treason will be not tolerated. Nor will I allow any threat to stand against my wife, or any other who obeys my word and goes about their rightful business.
“The slave has confessed to conspiracy against her sovereign. She has acted as spy for the rebel Ruald of Sebfeld. She has also admitted to attempting, thrice, to slay the Lady Ysane.”
He silently drew breath and waited for the response to his declaration. Trifine stepped out of the hall and took his place beside him, even as Roul and Fauques raced to join them. Ysane and Roana appeared with Domnall at the gate. His wife looked ill, and he wondered at her thoughts. Then a notion occurred to him and his eyes narrowed. The look he gave her was grim when she met his gaze.
Fortin the Bald, the brawny burh smith, stepped forward into the tense silence. Fallard gestured for him to speak.
“What will happen to Leda, my thegn?” The smith’s manner was bold as he faced Fallard. He held his forger’s hammer as if he hefted a weapon he was preparing to use. Others among the men inched forward, pinning Fallard with unfriendly glares. Fortin was well-liked, and held influence among them.
Trifine stilled. Silently, and unnoticed by the restless group of burhfolc, a number of Fallard’s knights moved into place behind them. On the wall, arrows were quietly notched into bowstrings. Domnall stepped in front of Ysane and Roana, and urged them back into the tunnel.
Fallard held up one hand, the other resting on the hilt of his sword. Aware that Leda had spent many nights with the blacksmith since Ruald’s departure and that he had become her protector, he held to his temper, but met squarely Fortin’s belligerent stare.
“Think you to challenge my authority, Fortin?” The tenor of his voice was soft, but beneath the quiet words ran deadly menace. “I will gladly face your hammer with my sword, but ‘tis certain the outcome will be not to your favor. Shall I order the gallows readied then, and your grave dug?”
The smith seemed to cease breathing. He did not quail, but neither did he make answer. Finally, he bowed his head, then lowered his hammer and let it drop, his aggression draining away. “Nay, my thegn. I but wish to know the woman’s fate.”
Fallard let his gaze roam over the crowd. “Look around you, then, and to the wall.”
He waited for the threat to register.
The people became aware of their peril. Sullen expressions yielded to fear.
He nodded. “Provoke me again and death will be your reward. I have told you I am a man of just decree, but mistake not fairness for weakness. I will hesitate not to offer judgment—and mete out retribution.
“As for Leda, she will be punished for her crimes, though not by my hand. Her offense against her king is great, and ‘twill be his decision how she will pay her debt. She will be sent to him, as will all others caught defying his rule.
“As for any who choose to defy my rule at Wulfsinraed, be prepared to face the lash, the pit or at need, the gallows.”
Peot the Potter moved forward. He had not been among those who supported Fortin. He faced Fallard, his manner subdued. “We have spoken our oath to you, Thegn D’Auvrecher. We will keep it.” The scowl he leveled against the smith was fierce. “All of us.”
“Be about your business then. These events are closed. ‘Tis my will that none speak of them to any outsider, on pain of the lash. Understand you my order?”
They murmured agreement and dispersed.
“All my tests should go as easy, Fallard,” Trifine remarked, “though I admit these Saxons surprise me. Few serfs back home would dare even so much.”
“’Twas to be expected. Though not warriors, some of these men fought at Stamford Bridge and Sanguelac. They are not easily cowed. But I will allow it only once. I will have their obedience and loyalty, or I will have their life.” He paused. “I should punish Fortin, but the man’s skills as a smith are equal to those of Varin, and I need him whole, so Varin may serve only as man-at-arms.”
Trifine grinned. “Aye. A one-handed smith is of little use.” He sobered. “They know your mettle, now, my friend. Methinks the lesson well learned. Your decision is wise.”
Roana and Ysane approached, Domnall close behind.
“Trifine, go with Domnall and choose threescore and ten of soldiers. I want a mix of hearth companions and my knights. Tell them to be ready to ride ere noontide. Pass the word we journey to London. Harold is to be left in charge of the burh defenses until Jehan is back from patrol, at which time he will take over until I return.” He looked at Roul and Fauques. “Make ready your lords’ equipage. We travel light, but ‘tis not known for how long.”
The two ran to do his bidding.
Fallard followed Roana and Ysane into the relative cool of the hall.
“My ladies, hear me.” He addressed Roana first. “Lady Roana, the king has called for a contingent from Wulfsinraed to come to London. I am to command a company whose responsibility is to find and destroy the rebels. Domnall and My First will travel with me, as will my lady wife. I therefore give leave for you to come with us as you desire, unless Trifine wills otherwise. As you heard, we leave ere noontide, so you have little time to prepare.”
Roana’s eyes went wide at the news, but she nodded. “I thank you for your consideration, my lord. I will travel with you.”
She hurried away.
Fallard was left standing in the hall, staring at Ysane, who looked back with something akin to panic in her beautiful eyes. She trembled visibly. Fallard held out his hand and she took it.
He led her to their bower and closed the door. He softened his expression but kept his tone stern. “I would know your thoughts, wife.”
“You frightened a confession from Leda.”
“Aye. ‘Twas a regrettable ploy, one in which I found no pleasure, yet it worked. The girl remains unharmed, but now I know all she kens, and while she believes it but little, in truth, ‘tis much. But tell me, if you knew ‘twas a deceit, why then stand you before me as if you believe yourself my next victim?”
“’Twas not the trick against Leda. ‘Twas what I feared you would learn from her.” She said no more, and fought for composure, but could hide not her distress.
He took pity on her, knowing what prompted the fear. “My rose, I will do all in my power to protect your brother. But Cynric, like his father ere him, has made his choice. In the end, I may be powerless to help him.”
She gasped a sob and shuddered. Her eyes closed. “’Tis a relief in truth, now you know of Cynric’s activities. I have been so afraid for him. Yet I believe you will offer mercy where it might be granted.”
“Wife, I have suspected his involvement almost since the beginning.”
Her eyes flew wide and she wrapped her arms about her waist. “Even that day in the glade?”
“Aye, and before.”
“You could have taken him, but you did naught. Why?”
“Because I had no proof.” He started to say he had also held his hand because of her love for her brother, but decided against it. ‘Twas not a reason he wished to delve too deeply into, himself.
He drew her to his chest. Her clutch upon his tunic was spasmodic, and she shook so hard her teeth nigh chattered. Fallard tightened his arms. He raised a hand to remove her headrail, then stroked her hair and whispered words of comfort.
After a time, he set her from him. “’Tis truth we must be soon away. I will send Lynnet to help you pack.”
* * *
Marlee, a smile on her old face, pushed Ysane out the door of Lady Hildeth’s bower. “I will explain all to her, lady, when her mind is clear. Go now!”
Ysane grimaced and hurried down the stairs, dismayed her grandmother was unable to understand her farewell. With Tenney and Ethelmar hovering beside her, she edged toward the doors, talking almost without drawing breath as she reminded them of all that must still be done while summer’s warmth lay upon the land.
“Ethelmar, you will work with Aldfrid to insure the stocks of fish and fowl are replenished. Hunting must not slack. Honey, berries and nuts must be gathered. Kegs of ale and mead must be restocked—see the alewife, Tenney—and enough candles dipped to see us through the winter. Forget not to have enough coal made for the braziers and wood cut for the fire pits, and the fall slaughtering will soon be upon us.
“Oh, and do you have the keys to the spice locker and the coin box? I’ve left you more than enough coin, I am sure, Tenney, but should you need more, there is extra in the large chest in the lord’s bower. Jehan has the key. The spice peddler will stop by once more before winter. Ethelmar, did I remember to give you the spice list? And Tenney, forget not the annual delivery of wine from Boar’s Green is due next month, and oh dear, that reminds me, the cloth merchant comes this month and I cannot remember what I did with that list….”
Ethelmar broke in on her frantic recitation. “My lady, be at ease, we have all in hand. Naught will be forgotten, and I know where lies the list for the cloth. You must go. They wait upon you and your lord appears to grow impatient.”
Ysane whirled. Through the small crack in the doors, she could see Fallard standing by Tonnerre’s head. He scowled in her direction. Beyond him, Roul sought to hold a restless, prancing Freyja on a tight rein.
She cast a pained glance at the hoarder and her dish-thegn. “Forgive me. I do trust you both, ‘tis only that….”
Tenney grinned. “M-m-lady, we know! G-g-o!”
He pulled the door wide. The blast of heat nigh knocked her off her feet.
“Mercy! This heat is vicious, and the poor men are in mail. They will roast alive ere we reach the shade beneath the trees.”
And I am a lackwit, holding them up in this heat.
She raced across the courtyard. Fallard, his expression tight, nigh threw her onto Freyja’s back. She winced, chagrined at her tardiness.
“I am sorry,” she whispered. His lips compressed, but he said naught.
She swiveled in the saddle to glance along the lines of mounted men, seeking Lynnet.
Her maid stared back at her with a pleading glance. Lynnet hated travel and feared that every real and imagined danger, from murderous outlaws to fiery dragons, would surely destroy them all ere the day’s march reached its end. Ysane smiled encouragement. Lynnet accepted the refusal of her last appeal with an unhappy nod and looked down at her hands that gripped the saddle horn with white fingers. No one trusted her with control of her own horse. The hearth companion holding her reins had his head turned to chortle at one of the sentries on the wall who, despite the heat, was doing a little dance for his comrades.
Off to Lynnet’s far side Roana’s new maid, Aelthid, a girl of much hardier humor, giggled with the young knight checking her cinch strap. That a strong attraction existed between the maid and the warrior was plain to see in the girl’s adoring expression and the hunger in the knight’s bold glance as he laughed up at her, teeth flashing. Near the far end of the company, Leda sat in sullen silence between two hulking soldiers. She was not bound, but as with Lynnet, her reins were held by another.
Ysane turned forward in time to see the barely perceptible kiss of Fallard’s spurs against Tonnerre’s flanks. Instantly the great destrier trotted to the head of the cavalcade. Roul fell in behind him on his mount.
The clatter of hooves against the paving stones changed to hollow thuds on the weathered wood of the bridge. Saddle leather creaked in counterpoint and the jingle of harness added its own irregular rhythm to the melody of the shifting, jostling column. As Freyja crossed the bridge in her turn, Ysane frowned at the turbid flow of the river, the dull sheen of its surface lower against the brown banks than she had ever seen. She felt as if she emerged from the tunnel into a furnace.
The land looked scorched, yet the air was humid to the point of sapping one’s very humors. Even the trees of the forest seemed to bow in defeat, the varied greens of their leaves dulled by the powdery dirt that covered them. The meadow grass was a dreary yellow-brown that crackled beneath the horse’s hooves. Domnall had told her not even the elders could remember a dry time such as this.
Fallard called her aside to wait with him on the far verge of the road as the first men in the column reined their horse’s muzzles to the west. As the column left the safety of the burh, there came a subtle increase of tension. It seemed to hover in the very air, though the men spoke quietly among themselves, and laughter sounded now and anon. Experienced warriors one and all, they rode to war, and battle could befall them at any moment. But they sat their horses straight, offering no complaint. Ysane watched them with pride tinged with concern.
How bear they the torment of the heat in their mail? They must feel as meat baking for sup. Ah, but ‘tis so hot!
When the last man trailed by, Fallard raised his hand in farewell to Harold, who saluted from his place on the wall. The burh trumpets sounded in acknowledgment of the lord’s departure, the notes brassy on the dead air. Desultory calls of ‘safe journey’ floated down.
They trotted to the head of the column where rode Roul and Fauques with Trifine and Roana.
Feeling somewhat unnerved, Ysane looked to Fallard. “See you, husband. Even the banners hang lifeless on their poles.”
He grunted.
“Aye, and even the surface of the water looks dusty, think you not?”
Another grunt.
On the road, dust roiled from beneath plodding hooves and floated lazily on the still air, the smell of it thick. It mingled with the still, humid heat to create a sense of being smothered by an invisible blanket. Coughs and sneezes sounded among the men. Perspiration trickled down Ysane’s body, dampening her cyrtel.
“How long think you this heat will last?”
“Mmmph.”
“Will we find water enough along the way?”
No answer at all.
She sighed and gave up the effort, letting Freya fall back a little. Warmth beat upon them and as the sun arced across the sky, the heat rose. The air shimmered like watery waves over the road. Freyja kept her nose close to Tonnerre’s hindquarters.
Fallard turned and gestured to her to come back beside him. “Stay close, my rose. I trust you will inform me do you grow too weary to ride. This heat steals the body’s very strength. I would have not my son birthed ere he has chance to grow.”
Now he deigns to speak with me!
“Your son?” She laughed, though the dryness of her throat made it sound more like the crackling of sere oak leaves. She reached for the water leather hanging from the pommel and took a sip. “Oh, ho! By what foresight, husband, say you our child will be a son, and not a daughter?”
“’Tis only that my family has a history of producing sons first,” he countered, an impish light twinkling in his midnight eyes.
“I see. I take it that is similar to your history of more than one child birthed at the same time?”
“Oh aye, though oft times several generations pass between. Then again, ‘tis not unheard of for one generation to follow another with our women bearing twins.”
“So I am to expect this child may be one of two, or mayhap even three?”
“Happens you should.”
“And what would be your thought, my lord, should the first child born of twins be a girl, followed by a boy?”
“’Twill never happen, my love. I have told you, the firstborn are always males.”
“Certain enough are you, that you would wager on that?”
He threw her a sudden, wicked grin. “Now that is an intriguing thought. I would indeed wager with you, wife, but I must warn you. Think not my reward will be easy or quick to pay.”
“Think you I would demand any less?”
“Very well. What propose you to offer when I win?”
“If you win. That is by no means a surety, despite your assertions. But I must have time to think on this, for my desire from you will also be not trivial, and must be that which is worthy of so notable a victory.”
“I need no time to think upon my desire. Lean close and I will tell it.”
She urged Freyja closer to Tonnerre. Fallard lifted her from her saddle to set her down in his lap. The unexpected action startled Freyja and she shied away. Trifine, riding behind with Roana, chuckled, moved forward and caught up the reins.
Fallard looped his own reins around the pommel. Guiding Tonnerre with his knees, he wrapped both arms around her.
She protested, pushing against him in a futile effort to gain her release. “Fallard, ‘tis too hot to ride together, and ‘tis not proper in front of your men.”
“’Tis but for a moment, my rose, and then I will return you to Freyja. But hear me out, for I wish to tell you what my reward will be. Methinks you will wish not for others to hear.”
He put his mouth close to her ear and whispered.
Ysane’s eyelids flew wide and her mouth dropped open. Heat blazed across her face. The longer he spoke, the hotter she felt.
Then suddenly, she giggled. “’Why, ‘tis not even possible, what you say.”
“Oh, but ‘tis, and I will have it from you when I win our bet. Agree you to this?”
She glanced at him through narrowed eyes, then nodded. “I agree. You will have the details of my reward when we stop this eve.”
Fallard glanced at Trifine, who returned his gaze without expression and obligingly held Freyja’s reins as Ysane was lifted back into her saddle.
Some of her enjoyment in her husband’s attentions abated as Ysane glanced at the fields they passed. Despite a new watering project Fallard had recently commenced, too many of the summer crops shriveled ere their time. Though not yet lost, they would be, and soon, without water and an easing of the terrible heat. She listed in her mind the burh’s stocks of food. Even with the extra stores they had purchased, they would have to ration stocks through the winter if they had to supply the lesser burhs whose wealth could not match that of Wulfsinraed. She prayed, as she had done oft in the past seven-days, for rain.
They arrived where the dusty road narrowed to little more than a track as it entered the forest, forcing the company to string out. She sighed with relief when the temperature dropped noticeably beneath the thick canopy. Fallard urged Tonnerre into a league-eating canter. The journey to London was begun.



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
Two pairs of eyes that had earlier observed the long-expected arrival of William’s messenger now watched as the dark knight led his troops into the shadowy tunnel beneath the interlacing confusion of branches. Both men took note—with accompanying jaded comments—of the five women in the group, one of whom was the female their leader so-named the ‘Foolish One’. They agreed he would find that news of merit. They waited until the company passed from sight ere moving north along a narrow track that led deep into the forest. Ere the night was over, their leader had learned of the day’s events at Wulfsinraed.
‘Twas all Ruald could do not to rub his hands together. All proceeded as he wished. The day the king’s messenger was spotted on the road to Wulfsinraed, the recall was sent to the groups of his raiders that had harassed Norman troops and holdings around London. By the time the dark knight arrived in the capital, there would be no rebels left to find. D’Auvrecher would chase ghosts, while Ruald took Wulfsinraed.
Yet, part of the news brought to him by his spies concerned him, for he knew not what it might portend. The Foolish One had been among the riders and though she was fettered not, she appeared under guard, and ‘twas the thought of his spies she favored not her inclusion in the company.
Ah, but her last message repeated she was watched, which surprised him not. She was an incompetent accomplice at best. The dark knight was no fool. Mayhap, he had simply decided ‘twas safer to have her under his eye.
Ruald had received no hint of aught to lead him to believe his plans were compromised, and ‘twas no hardship to him the woman was among those leaving. She had kept to her role and played her part, however ineptly. Should he need her again, he knew where to find her.
Nay. He would waste not time on worry. His brother was due to arrive in the camp by eventide of the following day. Then they would make their move. ‘Twas a simple strategy, and ‘twould be successful because of it. They would launch the assault under cover of night, for even the moon played into his hand. Two nights hence, the light of the night would be in its dark phase. Such exquisite timing meant the fates worked in his favor. This time, naught would go wrong.
* * *
The pace Fallard set was easy, so as not to push either men or horses too hard in the heat. They had not journeyed far when a red deer stag sauntered out of the trees onto the road ahead of them. The animal was majestic, huge, and sported a spectacular rack. It showed no fear. It snorted, and tossed its head as if in challenge, and trotted into the forest on the other side of the road.
“Magnificent,” Fallard breathed. Ysane exclaimed in wonder.
They met few travelers, only a unit of the king’s soldiers on patrol and a young couple, a freeman and his wife and children. Fallard sent them on their way after a brief conversation to put them at ease, for their fear of such a large group of soldiers was clear in their weary eyes.
“The man is a farmer,” he said to Ysane. “His crops died in the field. He moves his family to a burh nigh the coast, where water, ‘tis said, is more plentiful. He has a brother there, and they hope to join him. The load of their belongings is pitifully small. I gave them coin. Enough to hold them, if they are careful, until they are settled.”
He offered the coin for no reason save the couple needed it, and he could easily spare it. But when he glanced at his wife, the look she gave him was nigh reverence. He sat straighter, glad he had obeyed the instinct to help.
“’Tis so sad,” Ysane said, “like the news from Funta.”
“Aye, but our people will be fine. We will care for them.” A fire started by summer lightning from rainless clouds had devastated Funta burh, its village and many of its surrounding fields and farms. Though no lives were lost, there remained naught left of the wooden manor house or the cottages. The burhfolc were temporarily absorbed into Wulfsinraed’s other fiefs, while Lord Belleme and his family had returned to London. “I will seek out Belleme. His service has been exemplary. ‘Tis likely William will honor him and order Funta rebuilt, out of stone, this time. We will plunder the stores of all the fiefs to supply those who have lost all.”
Roana rode to Ysane’s side. “How fare you, my dear? I worry for your delicate condition in this heat.”
“I am well, but what of you, Roana? I fear ‘tis too much for you. You are quite flushed.”
Fallard peered around her to look more closely at Ysane’s lovely cousin. Roana’s face was ruddier than the small carrots Alewyn loved to serve boiled and mashed with butter and spices. “You are drinking enough?”
“Aye,” Roana said with a laugh. “’Tis but the way my skin reacts to heat. I have surely drunk enough to float the swans who stop on the river to rest during their journey to the Fenlands.”
Ysane’s laughter was to Fallard like a sprinkle of cool water. He listened with part of his mind to the two as they chatted of inconsequential things. The rest of his attention was given to their surroundings. As they journeyed, the forest light, already twilight dim with the closeness of the trees, grew darker. Beneath the heavy canopy, the stuffiness increased so the air was breathlessly close, yet it should have been cooler beneath the tree cover.
Ysane looked up and strained to catch a glimpse of the sky. “’Tis growing hotter, methinks. I begin to fear I will either melt or burst into flame. I worry too, for the men. Though they have removed their helms, they remain in their mail. Already we have stopped thrice to water the horses and refill the water leathers.”
“Trifine said his shirt is soaked beneath his hauberk,” Roana said. “Even the hides of the horses are dark with sweat.”
Both women freely bathed their faces with small, wetted towels.
The corners of Fallard’s eyes crinkled. When she thought he looked not, Ysane slid the cool cloth along her neck and down her front beneath the folds of her headrail.
They had reached an area where the trees thinned out to offer a clear view of the heavens. Storm clouds roiled and churned overhead. There would be no gloaming this eve. He pointed to the sky. “Look above you, my ladies. You will see the answer to the puzzle.”
“Ah! ‘Tis as I thought,” Ysane exclaimed. “A storm comes. I knew I smelled rain, but thought it but a false hope.”
“Praise be!” Roana breathed, her face filled with thanksgiving. “’Tis going to rain! Oh, how I wish for it everywhere, but especially at home.”
“Aye,” Ysane answered, “but let us also pray the fields do not flood, lest what is left of the crops rot where they stand.”
A soft murmur rustled through the trees. ‘Twas as if the forest exhaled a long, slow sigh. Sweet puffs of cool air followed the sound, slipping past them like wraiths, briefly cooling sweat-soaked foreheads and heralding the advancing front.
They passed two stone way-crosses leaning drunkenly beside the road, lichen covered, cracked and discolored with age.
Ysane pointed to the one that, had it stood upright, would have directed straight ahead. Carved into the stone was a building with a high, pointed spire. “Fallard, will we make it to the abbey ere the storm begins?”
He had determined to spend their first night at Bedhalh Abbey, a short gallop west of the Crossroads. Some eight leagues beyond, they would catch the main thoroughfare south to London.
“Mayhap, we will,” he said. “The Crossroads are ahead.”
Music and laughter reached their ears. The front of the column rounded a curve and before them, the trees opened out into a clearing at least half a league across. Their westward path cut through it to intersect, halfway across the great field, another road that ran north to south. This northern thoroughfare crossed over a wide bridge that spanned the river and continued southeast to Ceteham, Cantware Burh
and other points along the coast. The grounds of Fallewydde faire straddled the roads and the river in concentric, ever-expanding circles.
As their cavalcade exited the forest, sound and color exploded on their senses. It seemed the faire-goers paid little heed to either drought or heat. Fallard heard Ysane’s stomach growl at the luscious smell of cooking food. The strains of song from more than one traveling troupe were heard as they progressed. Tents and peddler’s wagons of vivid rainbow colors appeared almost garish to his eyes, accustomed as they were to the dusty shadows beneath the trees. Jugglers and acrobats, scops and dancers, men with trained dogs, monkeys and even stranger animals were to be seen on every side. As they traversed the field, merchants waved in welcome, inviting them to stop and sample the wares.
Ysane and Roana exclaimed together at sight of bolts of lavishly hued, exquisitely woven cloth stacked on a table in front of an open tent. Roul and Fauques tried to look everywhere at once, their faces alight with excitement. Fauques spoke rapidly, his hands in emphatic movement.
Roul, awe on his face, nodded and pointed to a very large, brown-furred mound curled beneath a tree. “My lord! ‘Tis a bear.”
The corners of Fallard’s eyes crinkled, but he stopped not.
Domnall, who had ridden forward from the rear guard, uttered uncharacteristically rapturous words when his glance fell on a collection of ancient but beautifully preserved swords. “Look you, my lord! ‘Tis certain I am that weapon there, the last one to the left at the top, is of great antiquity. ‘Tis an Etruscan noble’s blade, do my eyes see correctly, yet see how well preserved it be.”
Fallard nodded and kept riding.
A Romany family, with what seemed a score of children tumbling, gamboling and laughing around their distinctively carved and painted caravan, invited them to stay. The patriarch, his black eyes glittering with avarice above the thickest, most amazingly curved mustache Fallard had ever seen, called to them. “Stay and rest a while, my lords. My eldest daughter will perform for you the dance of the peacock’s tail.” He gestured toward a beautiful, darkly voluptuous girl garbed in multiple sheer veils of shimmering blue and green. “You have my promise you and your warriors—aye, and even your ladies—will find it more amazing than aught you have seen.”
Fallard pointed to the lowering skies and kept riding. A few unhappy murmurs from the men behind floated to his ears. The squire’s faces fell. He ignored them, and the displeasure that replaced the greed in the patriarch’s narrowed gaze. The column continued to wind its way through the throngs of people, passing a large inn and an even larger alehouse, the only permanent structures at the Crossroads apart from the bridge.
Suddenly, Roana caught Ysane’s arm and pointed to their right. “Ysane, look you! ‘Tis the bookseller. He is come!”
Beyond the alehouse, wedged between a fat tent of yellow and green stripes filled with all manner of cookware, and a peddler’s wagon loaded with household notions of every description, was the small, nondescript booth of the bookseller.
“Heard you, Fallard? The bookseller, he is here!”
His gaze followed the line of her finger, but he looked her in the eyes and shook his head.
Her expression lost all animation, and she faced forward. The elderly book merchant saw her, called her name and waved in glad recognition.
Fallard watched her take herself in hand, force a smile and return the man’s greeting, then she tightened her reins and dropped behind with Roana until he rode alone. He hated the disappointment in her face, but his plans did not include stopping at the faire this night.
* * *
Somewhere, deep inside her soul, Ysane felt something shrivel that had begun to grow again after Renouf bludgeoned it into oblivion. She stared at Fallard’s back, uncompromisingly straight. Had he already forgotten his promise to her, made only that morn? Knew he not that by the time they returned from London, the faire would be over? Silently chiding herself for allowing it to matter, she lifted her chin and reminded herself she was the lady of Wulfsinraed, and no longer a child. Life was filled with disappointments and small sorrows. One learned to accept them and go on. Besides, she had chosen to trust her husband. If he refused to stop, he had good reason. But she could help not the hurt wrought by his betrayal of his promise.
A light touch on her hand brought her head around. Roana smiled at her, compassion in her look.
“It matters not,” she mouthed. But as she glanced back at the others, she saw even Domnall had a glum cast to his features. She was not alone in her disappointment.
Thunder rumbled overhead as the hot, hungry, and now rather drooping and disconsolate company followed the western road into the trees on the other side of the faire field. Slowly, the atmosphere grew more charged and a strong wind began to blow. The treetops swayed back and forth, but even beneath the trees, the breeze was forceful enough to buffet them with small twigs, leaves and grit kicked up from the road. To their left, the low, sluggishly running surface of the river bounced in tiny wavelets and splashes.
She sighed and lifted her face. “How refreshing is the cool.”
“Aye, but I fear we will soon be soaked,” Roana said with a laugh. “The abbey is nigh but mayhap, not close enough.”
The lurid, brilliant flare of one lightning flash after another was followed by a cacophony of thunder that rumbled and roared as if all the hounds of hell were baying above them. Some of the horses, already nervous and skittish, pranced away from the blowing debris around their feet, and men’s hands tightened on the reins.
Abruptly, Fallard slowed Tonnerre and moved close to Freyja. “Stay close, Ysane. Freyja is not so well trained as Tonnerre. I would have you nigh should the animal take fright.”
Her heart lightened at the concern in his voice. She smiled. Behind her she heard Trifine murmuring to Roana and knew the silver knight also looked out for his lady.
The fresh scent of the coming rain moved on the cooling air, dissipating the pungent odor of dust and sweat-soaked men and horses. The oppressive atmosphere lightened. The storm front was passing, and with it came the first tiny pellets of scattered rain. It seemed as if the now crisp breeze was spitting moisture in their faces. It began to grow dark.
“Keep up!” Fallard threw the words at her and once again set Tonnerre to a ground-eating canter. “I wish to reach our destination ere the heaviest showers begin.”
* * *
Minutes passed as they sped along. As the first fat raindrops of the storm dropped among them, creating tiny craters in the dust of the road, they came upon another clearing to their right. Set well back from the road, the network of buildings and gardens that heralded the Benedictine community of Bedhalh Abbey lay sprawled behind a wall of brick. The pointed spire of the chapel rose so high it seemed to pierce the dark, lowering clouds. A duty postulant swung open the double gates. The horses surged forward, sensing the end of the day’s journey, and the column swept through, into the abbey yard.
Fallard reined in at the doors to the refectory as a well-fed monk in the black robe of his order stepped out to greet him.
“Well met, my lord, well met,” he cried. “Well come you are here, and in time for sup. Come inside, ere the rain drenches you. The stables are there.” He pointed to his left toward a sizable building. “’Tis dry and cool and the hay is fresh.”
“My thanks,” Fallard said.
The monk hurried back inside.
“Domnall! See to the horses. Roul, you and Fauques go with him.”
He slung his saddlebags over his shoulder and helped Ysane dismount. She grimaced as stiff muscles protested.
He passed into the refectory and Ysane followed, Lynnet right behind her. Aelthid came next, then Leda, flanked by her guards. Trifine brought up the rear. The huge dining room was clean and cool, with large windows regularly spaced in the thick walls. On sunny days, ‘twould be a bright, cheerful space, but with the rain now cascading as if the heavens meant to reverse the drought in but hours, ‘twas merely gloomy.
Another monk came forward. Short and slender, his face was wreathed in smiles.
“Good eve, my lord. I am Brother Paul, and ‘tis my joy to attend your party. You will wish to wash, I am sure. Please follow me.” He threaded through rows of wooden tables crowded with travelers and passed through an arched doorway into a vestibule. A long, narrow hall, unadorned except for a few sputtering torches, stretched in front of him. Identical corridors opened to the left and right. In each, plain doors lined either side. He waved his hand in an encompassing gesture. “I will guide the women to their cells. If the men will wait here, I will shortly return.”
“Nay.” Fallard said. He pointed to Leda’s guards. “I and these two accompany us.”
“But my lord, no men but our own may go into the women’s dormitory.”
No one moved. Fallard stared the man down. Brother Paul huffed. Turning to his right, he started down the passage. Fallard glanced at Trifine and nodded, then gesturing to the women and Leda’s guards, followed the monk. Brother Paul stopped before a door nigh the end of the hall, gesturing to Roana and Ysane to enter.
He opened the door across from it and with hands out, palms up, indicated to the other three women they should go inside. Fallard intervened, raising his arm to bar Leda from following the maids.
“The slave will sleep in her own cell.”
“But my lord….”
“The slave is my prisoner. I take her to the king. I will increase my donation to the abbey do you see she has a separate cell. Do these doors lock?”
“Nay! My lord, this is a house of God. Locks serve no purpose here.”
“Then my guards will stay.”
“Guards? Guards, you say?” Brother Paul drew himself up. “Nay, my lord! As I said, no men may remain in this section of the dormitories. ‘Tis for the women, alone.”
Fallard reached into his sash and pulled out a leather bag. He tossed it up and down in his hand. It clinked softly with the sound of many coins. “Then have one of your own, a trustworthy man, assigned to the task.”
The monk licked his lips as he stared at the bag. “I am not a greedy man for myself, you understand, my lord,” he finally said, his eyes rising to Fallard’s face. He shrugged. “But our order has many needs. I will do what I can. Yet, your request is uncommon and the abbey is nigh full this night. I must learn if a single cell is available, and speak with the abbot. Mayhap, exceptions may be made when ‘tis needful.”
Fallard dropped the bag of coins into his hand. The monk bobbed his head and trotted back down the hall.
Fallard stepped to the door where Ysane stood, waiting. He bussed her lips. “Are you well, my rose?”
Eyes twinkling, she smiled. “Aye, my lord.”
He arched a brow, but the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Come to the refectory when you are ready.”
Laying hold of Leda’s wrist, he returned to the vestibule where waited Trifine.
Brother Paul re-appeared. The energetic little monk led them through a maze of halls and workrooms. He stopped to indicate a small cell, barely more than a closet. “The Abbot has agreed. I will arrange for our Brother Milrath to serve as guard for the night. He is most reliable.”
Fallard glanced at Leda. She glared back. “The slave is a beautiful female,” he said, “and knows well how to use her charms. She may seek to tempt your man in order to escape.”
Leda narrowed her eyes and hissed. She tried to pull away from his grip. He ignored her.
Brother Paul beamed. “Have no fear, my lord. I chose Milrath because he is large and strong, but he suffered an…injury, as a small boy. Should the female attempt such tricks, he will find it no difficulty to resist.”
Fallard searched the monk’s face and nodded. “Well and good.”
He hustled Leda into the tiny space. Inside was naught but a narrow cot with a pallet and a miniscule table upon which lay a pewter washbowl and water-filled pitcher. There were no windows. “My men will insure a meal is brought to the woman. Understand this. None are to speak to her, and once my men have turned her guard to Brother Milrath, this door is not to be opened without my sanction.”
The monk bowed, palms together.
“As you say, my lord, it shall be done. Do you follow me, I will take you to your cells in the men’s dormitory.”
“My First and I will bunk in the stables with our men. We require a room only to wash.”
Brother Paul blinked. “Very well.”
They left the two guards to watch Leda’s door until Milrath’s arrival.
The monk took them to a separate room off the refectory furnished only with a table and several large washbowls. “There is fresh water in the pitchers,” he said.
He bowed again and left them, muttering something about ‘lords’ and ‘difficult’ beneath his breath.
Trifine snorted and went to stand at the single, small window. He leaned a shoulder against the wall and looked out upon an extensive herb and vegetable garden being pounded by the rain. “What are you up to, Fallard?”
“Before you retire, see to it Brother Milrath is given a cup of his favorite mild beverage in thanks for his nightly watch.”
An unholy grin curved over Trifine’s lips. “I take it the drink will have an extra ingredient added?”
They removed their mail and stripped, dropping their clothing to the floor. Fallard wiped the dust and sweat from his body ere ducking his head into a bowl to rinse his hair. He dumped the filthy water into the slop basin. He tipped the contents of a pitcher over his head and stood with eyes closed, enjoying the liquid skimming in cool refreshment over his skin. He threw back his head and like a great beast, shook the water from his hair.
When he answered Trifine’s query, his tone was sardonic. “What think you?”
A long, low chuckle rumbled from his First.



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
“Think you she will take the bait?” Trifine was a dark shadow resting at ease against a stable post some yards away.
“I doubt it not.” Fallard took a bite from the apple he held. The time was long past the mid-watch. The constant play of lightning coruscating through the sky repeatedly illumined a landscape made bleak by the stark white brilliance. He watched in silence as another bolt streaked horizontally across the skies, the flash outlining the form that appeared on top of the abbey wall.
“Ho! Our little bird flies.”
The rain, flung hard in every direction in wind-driven torrents, buffeted the figure and for a moment, he feared she would fall. Darkness swallowed her.
A rapid succession of further bolts gave glimpses of her pell-mell flight toward Fallewydde. She slipped in a mud puddle and went down, but immediately rose, shook her hands, and kept going.
He took another bite from the apple. The sweet juice ran down his chin. He rubbed it off and wiped his hand on his braies. Without taking his eyes off the place where the woman raced into the night, he stretched out his arm to offer the rest of the fruit to Tonnerre, whose massive head hung over the wall beside him. For all his size, the stallion’s acceptance of the gift was dainty as that of any mare.
A whisper of sound alerted him that Trifine drew nigh. “She is gone, then?”
“Aye, running like a hare toward the Crossroads. Resourceful woman that she is, she will seek aid there, ‘tis certain. She will find Ruald and return with him to Wulfsinraed. We will be waiting.”
“’Tis quite a risk you take, Fallard. She loves the man. She will confirm our intent to move on to London, but she may also tell him of her confession, or at least that you know somewhat of his plans.”
“Nay. Set at ease your thoughts. She may care for him, aye, but she loves her own skin more. He would kill her without a qualm if she told him aught of what she has done, and well she knows it. She cannot speak of her knowledge without revealing her own role, so whatever tale she spins, ‘twill be to her own advantage, and thus also to ours.” He paused, and then said, “Ruald never knew of my original strategy to take Wulfsinraed, and knows not now his scheme is the same. Nor will he learn until ‘tis too late.”
“’Twas a good strategy, that one, almost as fine as the new one we chose. ‘Twould have worked.”
“Aye. ‘Tis too bad it will now fail.”
“Aye, too bad. When do we leave?”
“There is time, yet. I have a mind to sample the delights of the faire, and watch the light return to my lady’s eyes and the joy return to her heart when I purchase for her a book of her own choosing. We will set the time of our return for the day after the morrow.”
Trifine laughed softly. “That is what I feared. Roana will insist I part with too much of my coin to purchase some of that lovely fabric she coveted. I vow your decision will beggar me, Fallard.”
“Ah, but think you how happy our friend the gypsy patriarch will be.”
Trifine’s teeth flashed luminescent in the brilliant play of light from the sky. “Do we return the women here, or take them with us back to the burh?”
“Not here. I fear the treachery of Ruald. He holds no respect for the sanctity of the Church. We know not the location of his scouts. Should they learn of Ysane or Roana abiding in the abbey, Ruald might order an assault to take them. The monks are no fighters. They might wish to protect those left in their care, but they would stand no chance against a determined force. We will keep the women beneath our own hands.”
“’Tis a sound choice, methinks.”
“Get some sleep, Trifine. Soon, there will be little enough time for rest.”
“And you, my friend?”
“I will be not long behind.”
Trifine nodded and sought his lonely pallet in the hay.
* * *
Fallard insured the hue and cry the following morn over the disappearance of the slave was sufficiently wrathful none would suspect ‘twas deliberately contrived. Poor Brother Milrath abased himself with such excess for his failure to remain awake and effectually discharge his task that Fallard, uncomfortable at his small deceit, privately took him before the abbot to reassure them no lasting harm was done.
The news that the day would be spent at the faire lightened the mood of the company despite the muddy mess through which the horses trudged. The previous night’s storm left debris strewn all over the road, but it had broken the drought and the miserable heat, leaving the morn brisk and fresh. It promised to be a perfect day for leisurely pursuits, and all agreed a whole day at the faire was far better than a mere evening, as they had at first thought to have.
Ere dispersing the company, Fallard ordered that everyone be back at the abbey by nightfall, for the following day would be long. Catching Freyja’s reins, he pulled the horse close and stared into his wife’s happy face. A doting smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. He knew he looked the fool, but he cared not. Her eyes when they rested upon him were limpid and adoring. That look was worth being seen as a besotted lackwit.
“Where shall we begin, my rose?”
Full-blown delight suffused her countenance. Peering at him from the corner of her eyes, she said, “Mayhap, I know of a peddler we might visit who offers rare purchase.”
The rumble of a chuckle broke from Fallard. “So I thought. Lead on then, my love. I am at your service.” He turned to Roul, who chattered nonstop with Fauques. “Roul, you are released until nooning. Find me, then. I shall have packages for you to secure. Have you coin?”
“Aye, Captain.” His grin nigh split his freckled face as he loped off with Fauques.
They rode slowly through the faire grounds, the hooves of their horses grinding the brown grass of the field into the wet ground. ‘Twas still early and few people were out and about, but most of the tents and stalls were open. Merchants called to them and cried the merits of their wares. Ysane was focused on reaching one stall in particular.
She rose in the stirrups and waved as they approached. “Fair morn to you, Master Claudien. Fair morn!”
The old man turned from arranging his books in the shelves at the back of his stall. The skin of his crinkled face lit up as his longtime favorite customer ran to him, her hands stretched in greeting.
Claudien returned her grasp and leaned forward to place a kiss high on her cheek, nigh her temple. “My lady Ysane, ‘tis very glad I am to see you again. I have missed you, fair one, these past twelvemonths.”
“As I have missed you, old friend. Master Claudien, greet you Thegn D’Auvrecher,” she said, drawing Fallard forward. “He is my husband, and the new lord of Wulfsinraed.”
Claudien took Fallard’s measure in a glance. “I have heard tell of the Norman warrior who walks like a dark ghost in the night. ‘Tis said King William values him above many another knight, and that he is brave as Beowulf in battle and loyal beyond word—which, say I, is all well and to the good. But more to the point, my lady, is he kind to you?”
“Good master!” Ysane bit her lower lip, but her shoulders shook.
Fallard frowned and crossed his arms over his chest, but said naught.
“Nay, ‘master’ me not, lady. I am not yet deaf. My old ears heard more than I wished to know of your troubles with that lout Renouf. ‘Tis a kind man you are deserving of, now.”
“Then fear not for me, Master Claudien, for I can have no complaints of my lord. He is a good man, and treats me well, and I would say such even were he nowhere nigh to hear.”
Smiling, Claudien turned and rummaged in a lidded wooden box. Finding what he sought, he pulled out a small object carefully wrapped in linen and handed it to Ysane.
“I have held this for you for the past four twelvemonths, in hopes one day you would return. I found it at Braehurst Priory and knew at once ‘twould be to your liking.”
Ysane unwrapped the linen folds with care. Her intake of breath was sharp on sight of what lay within.
Fallard leaned to look over her shoulder. One eyebrow rose.
Ysane lifted wondering eyes to Claudien. “You saved this for me, all this time?”
Claudien smiled and glanced at Fallard, who gave the briefest of nods.
Ysane’s hands moved reverently over the small book she held, her fingertips tracing with feather touch the beautifully illumined silver letters on the fine, calf leather vellum of the cover. She gently turned to the first page and a long sigh spilled from her lips.
“What name has the book, Ysane?”
“’Tis the poem ‘Waldhere’, my lord. ‘Tis about a legendary hero of my people whose name was Walter of Aquitaine. You know of him?”
“Aye, but not firsthand. I seem to remember something about a treasure and a great sword.”
“That is the one. Waldhere was a warrior. With his lady Hildegyth, he stole the treasure of the court of King Attila. There is much in the story of battle and glory, but also some of love. It ends well. ‘Tis a favorite tale of the scops.” Her voice was hushed. “Never did methink to hold in my hands the written text.”
“Wrap it carefully, Master Claudien,” Fallard said. “We have far to travel and I would insure such a treasure arrives home in one piece.”
“Oh, Fallard!” Her eyes glowed with emerald fire as she handed the book back to Claudien, then she threw her arms around his neck. She covered his face with happy, laughing kisses. So enthusiastic was her gratitude he began to laugh as well. He caught her in his arms, lifting her high, and returned her affectionate gesture with rather more passion than she had expected.
The clearing of a throat gained their attention. Trifine and Roana stood nigh them. A large linen sack draped over Trifine’s shoulder. Both wore broad smiles.
“’Twould seem your lady found what she sought, as did mine,” the silver knight said.
“Had I known the effect such a gift would have, mayhap, I would have bought her a score of books when first I came.”
Roana took Ysane’s hand. “I would have you come with me, if our lords mind not. Domnall wishes for the advice of our husbands in the choice of a certain sword. ‘Twould seem the weapon is a rare find. Domnall is in raptures, but since you and I have other interests, ‘twas my thought we would walk together for a time.”
Ysane glanced at him. “Fallard?”
He nodded. “But of course, my ladies, but I would have you stay together at all times, and leave not the confines of the faire.”
He handed a goodly portion of the coins in his leather purse to the bookseller.
“I would leave our horses tethered behind your stall, master, if ‘twould be no trouble?”
“’Twould be my pleasure, my lord, and I thank you.”
“Master Claudien, my deepest gratitude for the book,” Ysane said.
“For you, lady, I would have held it till my time on this earth was ended—and then I would have gifted it to you at my passing.”
She laughed. “I would much rather have need to pay for it, my friend.”
* * *
The rest of the day flew by on the speeding wings that always seemed to accompany happy times. Ysane and Roana strolled through the faire, chatting about their husbands, stopping to exclaim in delight at the wares displayed in the many stalls, or, once or twice, with disdain at the poor quality of overpriced goods. They listened to the songs of the scops, clapped and sang with the musical troupes, and marveled over the skills of the acrobats, throwing the appropriate coins to each.
They passed a booth filled with novelties and items of odd nature.
Ysane gasped and pointed to something in the booth. “Look you, Roana!”
The vender moved close. He beamed at them and set himself to charm.
“Think you Fallard would find this of interest?” Ysane picked up a curving, highly polished Norse drinking horn. She twisted it around to view it from every angle. The cup’s silver rim was decorated with an ancient spiral design. Sunlight flashed from the multiple lines of silver ornamentation that swirled gracefully around the curve of the horn to end at the chased silver tip. Etched in silver along the cup’s front was a depiction of the fearsome hammer of Thor. “I have noticed Fallard has taken a particular interest in the collection of Viking weapons in the hall. Mayhap, he would enjoy drinking his ale from this cup, now and anon.”
Roana admired the implement. “’Tis a thing of both use and beauty. What man would not?”
“That particular horn belonged to a very rich and famous jarl, none other than Thorfinn Turf-Einarsson, Eorl of Orkney, also known as Thorfinn Skull-Splitter,” the vender interjected smoothly. “Though ‘tis hardly fit for a lady’s tender ears, methinks you will wish to know—so you may tell your esteemed husband—that legend passed down from that time says the eorl loved to drink the blood of his enemies from the horn.” He leaned forward and motioned with his hand to the two women to come closer, and then whispered in ominous tones. “’Tis told he cut out their hearts while they still lived and poured the blood directly into the horn even as the severed organs pumped their last.”
“Ugh.” Ysane gave a delicate shudder, while Roana pressed her hand over her bosom.
“Aye, and all would expect beautiful and high-born ladies of delicate humor such as yourselves to be distressed by such a wicked and barbaric custom.” His eyes glittered and he spoke directly to Ysane. “But I must ask, my lady, if your husband be a mighty warrior, would he not find it a tale worthy of recounting to his friends?”
Roana’s trilling laughter rang out. “Methinks our friend is wise in the ways of his trade, Ysane. He knows well how to reach our purses through the tempers of our husbands.”
Unoffended, the vender bowed to Roana, acknowledging her insight.
“Mayhap, but he is right,” Ysane said. “Fallard would enjoy imparting that information to his friends. I shall buy it for him.” She turned to the merchant. “Have you also a holder?”
“’Tis good you asked, my lady, for I have here a holder meet for such a fine cup.”
He handed Ysane a heavy, blackened silver holder in the shape of the scaled lower half of a dragon, its clawed feet and speared tail forming the triangle of the base. He set the cup into the holder to show her how well it fit.
“Oh, aye, that will do! ‘Tis as if ‘twere made for the cup. I will take it. Roana, see you here aught that might catch Trifine’s eye?”
“Mayhap, that.” Her cousin pointed to a cloak pin half hidden beneath a jeweled dagger.
The vender handed the pin to her. “Forgive me, lady, if I seem impertinent, but ‘twould appear you are wise not only in the ways of merchants, but possess a discerning eye, as well. ‘Tis clear you note the piece you hold is not one of my finest. Mayhap, my lady would find her interest more captured by this piece, instead.”
Reaching into a drawer behind him, he withdrew a small, cloth-wrapped item. He pulled aside the flaps to reveal a cloak pin beautifully crafted of black glass, silver and black and white cloisonné enamel.
A tiny inhalation and a flicker of her eyelids was all that indicated Roana’s excitement, but Ysane saw the vender note it. He handed the piece to her. “Please, do me the honor of examining it with your expert eye. You will discover ‘tis the finest of cloisonné work, crafted by a master of the art in the fabled city of Constantinople. ‘Tis said the artist is a man of deep religious conviction, who never sells a piece he crafts unless ‘tis first hallowed by a holy father who has received his training in blessed Rome itself. Good luck follows those who wear items of his crafting.”
Ysane smiled as Roana examined it closely. Her cousin loved Byzantine cloisonné enamel. “Look you here, Ysane, at the craftsmanship. The good merchant lies not. ‘Tis an exquisite piece. Think you not it will look well against Trifine’s cloak of sable velvet?”
“That can be of no doubt, Roana. ‘Tis an excellent gift for a knight of consequence.”
Satisfied with their choices, Ysane and Roana settled their purchases with the merchant, bid him good day and wandered away among the other faire-goers.
After a particularly humorous gossip about a most oddly dressed couple that passed them as they ambled along, Roana mused aloud. “Suppose you others gossip about us, as we do about them?”
“If so, ‘tis but fair, methinks,” Ysane said. “Why should we have all the fun?”
Roana laughed gaily and hooked her arm through the crook of Ysane’s elbow. “Ysane, my dear, ‘tis wonderful to see you laughing and carefree again. It has been too long, my kinswoman. My heart rejoices for you.”
Ysane said naught, but smiled and placed her hand over Roana’s. “’Tis almost noontide. We have passed a great many food stalls and the wonderful smells bewitch me. Let us seek our husbands and have them buy us food, lest we starve.”
“You are always hungry, these days,” Roana laughed. “Never have I known a woman with child to eat so much. You must take care or you will blow up to rival Luilda.”
“Fallard said he would still want me were I to grow as big as the moon.”
“Aye, and a good man he is to say so. But men are strange creatures, and ‘tis truth that for all they believe they mean their words, they would still prefer us not to grow fat!”
Ysane giggled. “Oh, methinks you are right, and I do take care, but no matter how much I eat, I still seem constantly famished.”
“Well, at least you are not constantly ill. That is a blessing you may consider well as you happily stuff yourself. But mayhap, there is reason for your unnatural hunger. ‘Tis my thought your babe is a boy, and will one day be the size of his father, and thus, even in the womb he requires more than the usual nourishment.”
“Oh nay! Tell me not I will starve throughout my whole time of carrying him.”
Roana laughed again at Ysane’s expression. “You need not offer such a woebegone look, my dear, for mayhap, I am in error and this hunger will soon pass, and you will then find the babe causes you some other difficulty.”
“Luilda and the midwife have assured me of that. But faith, what a comfort you are, my cousin!” Ysane laughed and groaned at the same time. “With a friend such as you to offer succor in my tribulations, I have no need of a foe.”



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
They rounded a tent of scarlet and yellow, rather larger than most, to find their husbands arguing over the merits of a new style of padded forearm greave. The four of them wandered together to a food seller and sat beneath a shaded canopy to enjoy a repast of hearty rosemary-seasoned mutton pies, spiced fruit and burnt cream custard. There was much merriment and good-natured jesting when Ysane devoured everything on her trencher and then stole more from Fallard.
The meal finished, Ysane and Roana gifted their husbands with their purchases.
“’Tis a good story,” Trifine declared upon hearing the tale of the ‘blood in the cup’, “but ‘tis likely there is little truth to it.”
“Mayhap not, but I will enjoy the telling, all the same,” Fallard said, and immediately ordered a new round of ale, but had his poured into the horn. He raised it in toast. “I declare this horn the finest of cups, surpassing even the silver tankards at home.”
“Hear, hear!” Trifine downed several hefty swallows, then affixed his cloak pin to the collar of his tunic. For several minutes, he swaggered and bowed to all who passed and bade them admire the piece until Roana, red-faced and laughing, pulled him back to the table and enjoined him to cease.
“Methinks the heat grows apace with the day,” Fallard commented after the laughter died down. “’Tis my thought ‘twill storm again this eve. Look you at the sky.”
While they feasted, it had darkened somewhat. The ground beside them was patterned alternately in light and shadow as clouds raced across the face of the sun. Roul and Fauques appeared. The boys’ tunics were dirty and their faces showed traces of honey and cream, but they were nigh delirious with happiness. Fallard sent them to carry the day’s purchases—with the exception of Ysane’s book, which Fallard kept safe in his tunic—to the guards who watched their horses.
“Tonnerre and Freyja are with Claudien, the bookseller,” he said. “Go there, thank him for his aid and take the horses to join the others. After, you may make free until sup.”
Not long after their meal, the foursome met up with Domnall. Pleasure sparked from his hazel eyes as he showed the women the Etruscan sword.
‘Twas a little later that he pulled Ysane aside while the others watched trained dogs being put through their paces. Taking her arm, he walked a little away with her.
“Looks like more rain this eve, lady. Methinks the drought has been broken, mayhap, for good.”
“Aye. Think you some of the crops can be saved?”
“If there is not too much rain, too quickly. ‘Twill be a close thing, though.” His eyes twinkled down at her. “’Tis fine to see you smiling with so much ease of late. ‘Tis clear that great Norman yonder is good for you. Ysane, know you how glad I am for the wee babe you carry?”
Ysane looked up into his face, letting her love for him show. “Betimes, Domnall, ‘tis difficult to believe fortune has smiled upon me so kindly, and in so short a time.”
“You do love him, then. Aye, I see it in you, and I see it in him too, in the way he looks at you, and the care he takes of you.”
“You believe he loves me?”
“Aye, lady, that he does, though he may be yet unwilling to admit to that fair emotion. But fear not. One day he will know it, and tell it, as well. He is a good man, and will be a fine father. Our people have given him their loyalty, true and fair, for even his judgments are sound, and he is generous with what he has been given, even to me.”
“How so?”
“See you this fine old sword I carry? ‘Tis a treasure, and its price beyond my means. I thought to pass it by, and felt blessed at but holding it. But when I left, your husband returned and purchased it. He said ‘twas better in the hand of a man who appreciated it as should be, rather than hanging on some rich man’s wall as a mere decoration, or a tribute to his vanity.”
Ysane smiled. “That would be my husband. I wanted so to hate him, Domnall, when he came and took my home. My enemy, he was, and the enemy of my people. I feared he would bring worse than Renouf. But from the start, from the first moment he came to my sitting room, looked me up and down and said, ‘It pleases me to find you well’, then left me alone, I knew ‘twould be not so. He captured my heart then, with his butchered hair and his dark eyes so filled with gentleness, though I knew it not until later.”
They stood in silence for a time, each lost in their own thoughts.
Domnall turned her back to the others. “I had best return you to him, ere he decides to come for you. I have taken note his attention rests upon us rather than with the dogs. He is a trifle grudging of any man who is with you, even me.” He chuckled at the thought. “But ‘tis no bad thing for a man to hold tight to what is his, so long as he is not unjust in the doing.”
Their time at the faire ended at dusk with most of the company meeting at the gypsy wagon to watch the daughter’s final dance of the day. Ysane sat off to one side with Fallard, his arm draped loosely around her shoulders, and Roana and Trifine to the other side. Their two maids, accompanied throughout the day by Aelthid’s young admirer and one of his friends, sat behind them, as did the two squires. Ysane found she blushed nigh continuously throughout the performance. But she was fascinated by the dancer’s sensual, fluid grace and sinuous movements so perfectly timed to the unfamiliar, but enticing music played on flute and pipes. She had not thought ‘twas even possible for the body to make such moves.
Relaxed and pleasantly weary, the company returned to the abbey amid low conversation and quiet laughter. Above them, leaden skies held the promise of more rain. Upon reaching their tiny cells, the women found their clothes from the previous day washed and folded on their pallets, ready to pack. ‘Twas but another of her husband’s thoughtful gestures. Sorry she was at not sharing her bed with him this night. She wanted to hold him in her arms and show him her love, and be enwrapped in his loving strength.
After sup, she lay in her lonely bed, finding sleep elusive as she considered the morrow when they would begin the journey to London to meet with the king. Her heart tapped a little harder at that thought, for while she did not exactly hate William, she deeply feared him. Always, he would remain the enemy, for he was the conqueror, the man responsible for the murder of her people and the rape of her land, and of the misery she had endured since her father’s imprisonment and death.
‘Twas oft times difficult to prevent the lingering bitterness that dwelled in her soul from swelling into deep resentment, to sour the rest of her life. Thus, she sought to focus on whatever good might come from the events of that terrible day when William came bringing fire, sword and suffering.
Eventually, she fell asleep, the sound of rain soothing her heart, and holding tight to the love she bore Fallard. For her, ‘twas the best thing that had come out of that unhappy time.
* * *
It seemed to Ysane she had barely closed her eyes ere Fallard was shaking her shoulder. “Wake up, my rose! Come, Ysane, open your eyes, let me see you are aware of me.”
“Fallard.” Her voice was throaty, her mind and body slow to respond. He gently shook her again. Reluctantly, she opened her eyes. The flame of the candle he carried was the only light in the cell.
“’Tis still dark, husband. Why do you wake me ere the break of day?”
He grinned. “Slept you not at all last night? You are never easy to wake, but this morn seems worse. Mayhap, ‘tis the babe, for ‘tis said carrying a child makes a woman more tired than is natural. But come. I wish ‘twas possible for you to lie in bed till nooning, but you must wake and dress. We leave soon.”
“Husband.” She rolled over and tried to sit up, but she needed his help to do it. “I feel like a dead tree fallen over in the forest.”
His lips twitched and his shoulders shook in silent laughter. She frowned at him through strands of hair pulled free from her braid. He set the candlestick down and took her face in his hands to kiss her. “You may feel like a dead tree, little mother, but you look like a hedgehog awakened from its winter nap. I am leaving now. Lynnet will be here shortly. ‘Twas difficult to awaken her, too, for she was nigh as sleepy as you.” He laughed, this time aloud. “Mayhap, ‘tis this place! There is peace here.”
He looked back as he reached the door. “Nay, love, you may not lie down again.”
Her scowl deepened as his words stopped her from rolling back onto the pallet. Lynnet appeared at the door.
He turned to the maid. “If the both of you are not in the refectory by the time I return from speaking with the abbot, I will have you carried there like sacks of grain.”
Lynnet’s eyes widened.
Ysane promptly stood up, knowing he would do it. “Lynnet, find my syrce!”
He left them to dress.
* * *
“Why set you the women with the rearguard, Fallard?”
Still seeking to remove the night dust from her eyelids and the cobwebs from her thoughts, Ysane struggled to loosen her cape from where it snagged on the saddle.
Though his fingers were patient as he released the fabric, Fallard’s tone was not. His earlier good humor had vanished. “’Tis where I wish you to be. Say no more! I have ordered silent passage.”
She curbed the urge to snap in return.
As the monk on night watch held the gate to let them pass, Fallard quietly thanked him for the night’s lodging, mentioning they must make all speed to London. But as soon as the man wished them God’s protection, locked the gate behind them and returned to the abbey, Fallard ordered all to maintain silence. Then the whole company, in bewildering defiance of the haste with which they left, and despite Fallard’s careful words to the monk, walked their horses, not continuing west, where they would eventually connect with the southern road to London, but back east, toward home.
Bewildered, Ysane leaned to whisper her confusion. “But Fallard, have you not orders from the king to proceed with haste to London? We have already wasted a day at the faire, which I mind not, of course, but why then do we return to Wulfsinraed? Will not William be angry at our delay?”
“William will soon know the reason, and he will approve,” he whispered back.
“So, William may know why we begin a hasty journey for London, ride like madmen through scorching heat, then spend a day lingering at the faire, only to return home this day, but I may not?”
“There is no time to explain. For now, we must have silence!”
She made a little face he could not see and raised her nose in the air.
Well, then! He speaks to me as if I am one of his soldiers!
‘Twas too dark to see his expression but ‘twas clear from his tone he was annoyed. He urged Tonnerre to increase his pace, and left her. She supposed he moved to the front of the column. Another soldier eased forward to take his place beside her.
She spoke quietly to Roana, whose horse plodded on her other side. “Naught about this morn makes sense, my cousin. ‘Tis still well ere dawn. We are rushed through our departure, haste sends us into the wet night, then we must slow to the pace of a tortoise. I would know what he is about.”
“Methinks our husbands have given us less than a full accounting of all they know.”
“Aye, ‘tis a great failing of all men, that. Know they not our fears would be less did we know what to expect?”
“They believe they protect us with ignorance.”
“They are wrong!”
Her emphatic whisper and Roana’s low chuckle elicited more than one stern ‘Shush!’ from the men who rode with them.
The rain had ceased, but the air was chill and gray with fog. Water dripped from every surface.
They maintained the slow, hushed pace. When they came nigh to the Crossroads, Fallard led them off the road and deep into the trees, where ‘twas so dark ‘twas necessary to light small torches. The horse’s hooves gave off low sucking sounds as they sank into the soaked muck of mud, fallen leaves and other detritus. The constant drip from the darkness above became a vexation.
Ysane finally realized the company was circumventing the faire at a far enough distance none there would guess at their passing. ‘Twas clear Fallard wished none to know of their return to Wulfsinraed. His purpose remained a mystery.
Well past the crossroads, the company returned to the road and Fallard set them to a steady pace through the misty dawn until they came about half a league from Wulfsinraed. Fallard led them once again away from the road to a glade deep in the forest. A hasty, low-voiced, last minute conference was held, this time with the women present, and Ysane learned something of what Leda had confessed to Fallard.
Shocked to her core to discover Leda had learned the secret of the corridor and postern door and passed that information to Ruald, she was further horrified when Fallard explained he expected Ruald to use their absence to put men inside the wall and take over the burh. He was certain the attempt would be made that very night, for ‘twas the dark of the moon and might well rain again, giving Ruald’s men good cover. But a trap had been laid, and they were returning to Wulfsinraed to spring it.
“There will be fighting,” Ysane whispered, trying to hide the fear that loomed as a monstrous shadow over her heart.
“There may be. I will lie not. But mayhap, if all goes well, a battle can be avoided. If not, we are ready. You and the other women will remain here with the horses, for we need them not. Fear not, little mother, I leave you well protected.”
“You must know my fear is not for myself, Fallard.”
“I do know. But think not the worst. Rather, think of how good ‘twill be when the threat is removed. This must be done, Ysane. There is no other way.”
“Fallard, about Cynric….”
“He has been described to my men. As much care will be taken as possible. But if he fights, my rose, I can make no promises.”
He pulled her aside, gathered her in his arms and spoke words of love and encouragement. The soothing warmth of his big hand spread protectively over her belly to penetrate the layers of clothing. It comforted her.
As he pulled away, she saw that Trifine and the young knight enamoured of Aelthid held their ladies close as well, each offering farewell in his own way.
“Lady?” Roul appeared before her. He stammered for a moment, straightened and said, “Know you, I will guard well my captain’s back. I will allow no harm to come to him. I pledge you this, upon my honor.”
Before she could respond, he bowed and hurried away. Ysane watched him speak to Fallard, glance back at her and grin. Her heart suddenly felt a little less heavy.
The men left behind to guard the women began to set up camp in whatever comfort could be found or devised. Fallard split his men into two companies, one large, the other but a handful. The two groups melted away on foot into the trees. Ere he vanished into the swirling fog, Fallard turned to Ysane. He stared with such hunger she shuddered. The power of his look spoke of a love and a need so strong, ‘twas if he caressed her from afar. She sought to return that touch with the force of her own love, and from the way his eyes caught fire, knew she succeeded.
He slipped away, as if to the hunt.
Oh, aye, he hunts this night. But the game he stalks can too easily turn and rend him beyond recall.
She shook her head to rid her thoughts of the danger he would face, for she feared that to think such things might make them come true.
He will overcome, and be safe in the doing. He will!
So she resolved. Roana met her gaze with the same determined optimism. Lynnet stood staring at their camp, forlorn. Ysane set her to work. The women would all need to keep busy this day, for by naught else could they keep the fear at bay.



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
Fallard took charge of the smaller group and set aside all thought of Ysane, for he had need of a clear head. In the lightening day, he led them easily across the sluggish, knee-deep current to the southern side of the river. Flitting like wraiths through the forest, they made their way back to the burh until they were situated in the woods at a point across from the curving southwest end of the wall. They faced the hidden postern gate. Here, the river was wider, and thus shallower than at any other spot.
From the reports of his farthest flung scouts, he now knew that as he had foreseen, the rebel forces operating around London had been traveling at speed towards Wulfsinraed for several days. Small groups were now arriving in the forest beyond the north clearing. The bulk of the force was expected to be in place by nightfall. He had got his wish. The rebels were coming to him.
“Captain. Sir Ruald just finished a reconnoiter of the southwest wall, not far from our position.” The whispered report from his man brought crinkles to the corners of Fallard’s eyes.
“’Tis as I expected,” he said. “Where is he, now?”
“Gone, sir. He waits in a clearing beyond where we lie. The slave Leda is with him, and six others. I believe one to be Cynric Master Carver.”
“Watch them, but not too closely. I would know when they move.”
“Aye, sir.” The man slithered away.
The morn passed while Fallard laid low with his small band.
Shortly after noontide, he crawled back to the edge of the clearing and watched as Varin, on duty by design, paused above the gate. The knight looked out across the space, as he would have done a hundred times already that day. A hare erupted from the woods and shot across the open area to scurry into the underbrush further along. A grin stretched across Varin’s craggy face. Though the skies were overcast and rain threatened, the day was quite warm. He removed his helm, rubbed his hand vigorously through his short, sweaty hair as if allowing the air to cool it, and replaced the headgear. Then, as he had also done throughout his shift, he continued to amble along the wall, keeping watch.
Fallard grunted. The signal had been received and acknowledged.
He thought of Trifine, who led the larger group. They were north of Wulfsinraed, under cover in the same deep ravine where they had all sheltered before the attack on the burh, five months earlier. Throughout the day, they would rest in silence, for there would be no sleeping once night fell. He feared they might be hard pressed to remain concealed, but naught could be done about that, now.
The return of the rebel troops from the London area had confirmed his thought Ruald intended to make his move this night or the next, at latest. Though Leda had not been privy to all the details, her admission that she had told the rebel leader of the postern gate was a critical piece of the puzzle. He was convinced Ruald, with a small group of his best fighters, intended to use cover of darkness to ford the river and enter the burh through it. In light of this, Father Gregory had already been warned to sleep in the village, in pretense of tending a ‘mortally ill’ villager, and the sentries were ordered to remain ‘blind’ to Ruald’s entrance.
Fallard believed Ruald would follow the same strategy that he himself had originally intended to use, to open the gates from within and hold them while the larger force outside rushed the burh in the darkness. That force badly outnumbered the small garrison he had left behind. ‘Twould seem to Ruald an easy victory. But once inside the corridor, Ruald would find the situation rather different than he would expect.
He swept the scene before him with one last, searching glance, then wriggled back from his position and returned to his men. The after noontide hours were spent in rest and preparation. As he had surmised, the scudding clouds thickened. The air grew sultry and the gloaming drifted down early.
He found himself smiling in anticipation. A wet night would aid his endeavors even more than it would his enemy. Soon, Ruald would enter the postern gate. If all went as planned, then shortly after would come the prearranged signal to advise him the insurrectionist leader was secured. He settled to wait.
* * *
Sir Ruald of Sebfeld, camouflaged, as those with him, in dark clothing, and with face and hands blackened with greasy ash, knelt on the wet ground across from the featureless section of wall where the Foolish One assured him the postern gate lay. His reconnoiter of the area earlier in the day had afforded him a keen appreciation of the cunning design, for he would never have guessed an opening resided there.
The storm front had passed, but moisture-laden air still buffeted his face. He waited in growing impatience, for he hoped the gusting rain would start again. Despite the darkness, he needed it to insure the movements of his small force were masked as they crossed the river and climbed to the gate.
He laughed beneath his breath, the merriment a veiled insult to his companions. He was in a fey and dangerous humor. Though his men kept their distance, the Foolish One squatted beside him. He needed her not this night, but had decided her presence might facilitate certain matters. His even more foolish brother rested on his haunches at his other side. He knew Cynric regarded him with wary suspicion, but he cared not.
He could scarcely credit the blind stupidity of them both. They believed all his lies. He could wait not to be rid of them, though Cynric must be tolerated longer than the Foolish One. A sneer crossed his face, unseen in the darkness. After her escape from the dark knight’s keeping, the Foolish One talked unceasingly of ruling the slaves and servants once she was lady of the burh. The thought of costly fabrics, jewels and more coin than she could imagine pleased her not so much as the anticipation of grinding the people of the hall beneath her feet. ‘Twas a sentiment Ruald understood, and ‘twas one of several reasons he had not killed her on sight when she showed up unexpectedly in his camp. Soon though, he would find a way to dispose of her and make it look as if she died at the hands of the enemy, for a man must sacrifice to achieve coveted goals. He would find new bedmates once he got an heir from the noble wife he intended to take once he, and not Cynric, ruled Wulfsinraed.
He inhaled through gritted teeth as a spasm of sheer jubilation rolled over him. In but a few moments, he would hold all his heart desired—all for which he had for so long schemed and devised. None could stop him. D’Auvrecher was well on his way to answer the summons of his rampaging idiot of a king, leaving the burh protected by but a minimum force. Once the sentries were silenced, he would signal his men outside and open the gates. Wulfsinraed’s much-reduced garrison would be quickly overwhelmed did they attempt to mount a defense.
His shoulders shook again with his mirth. As the dark knight had done to him, so he would do in return. ‘Twas a fitting reward for D’Auvrecher’s interference.
As he had hoped, a slow but steady rain started to fall. He lifted his face to its cleansing force and knew in his soul ‘twas time.
He turned to Cynric. “We move.”
They forded the knee-deep river against a sluggish current and climbed the abutment beneath the hidden gate. Leda pointed out the narrow ledge in front of it. He pulled her up beside him. Under her direction, he opened the cleverly hidden latch. The door opened without a sound.
A snarl of victory rumbled from his throat. This had been the only snag in his plan. The day he had learned of the secret entrance, he had sent a return message to the Foolish One ordering her back to the corridor to unbar it. She had assured him the task was done, but ‘twas possible, howbeit unlikely, someone had discovered the unbolted door and resecured it.
One by one, the small force crept through the tunnel and into the corridor. Ruald and Cynric lit the torches they had carried beneath their dark cloaks. Ruald moved to the secret door. His hand found the mechanism that slid the iron locking-rod into the wall, but when he pressed against the door, it opened not. His startled gaze flew to Cynric, who frowned, checked to make sure the iron rod was fully retracted, and shoved, then threw his strength against the portal. It gave not. The two pushed together, but the door held fast.
Cynric shook his head as his scowl deepened. “Should not the door open easily?”
A quiver of foreboding flashed like ice down Ruald’s spine.
“Never mind. We will go through the chapel.”
An amused voice spoke from the darkness behind them, the tone conversational. “Look you, Ingram. They seem unable to pass the door. ‘Twould seem mayhap, some plans have gone awry, think you not, my friend?”
Ingram chuckled. “Aye, Varin. But where Captain D’Auvrecher is involved, plans oft have a way of doing that, as I was saying to my woman this very morn. ‘Tis maddening you know, but oft times, like now I would say, there is naught a man can do.”
* * *
“Well done, Jehan! This night’s work proceeds well.” Fallard commended his Second as he surveyed the line of men—and lone woman—gagged and bound at hands, knees and feet, sitting with their backs to the corridor wall. Some of them, including Ruald and Cynric, looked rather the worse for wear.
In the confined space, the brief fight had been swiftly won, for the warriors of the burh had been waiting to confront the rebels from the chapel and the crypts. After the first hard clash, Ruald’s force had deemed it wise to surrender. Only Ruald and Cynric had continued to fight until overcome.
Fallard and his company had entered through the postern gate moments later, willing hands aiding them up the last few feet of the abutment. He paced the corridor, the hem of his black cloak brushing the feet of his captives, until he stopped in front of the leader. Ruald’s storm-hued eyes blazed with a rage so fierce ‘twas a wonder he caught not fire and burned.
Cynric, the only one not gagged, was far more composed. He wore stoic resignation like a cloak. Shoulders slumped, he relaxed in his bonds and returned Fallard’s stare through his sister’s moss green eyes. A trickle of blood from above his hairline dried on his temple.
“You must know I am not truly surprised,” he said. “I told Ruald you were cunning, warned him not to underestimate you.” He sighed and leaned his head against the wall. “You knew of my involvement all along, did you not?”
“Aye, though not by any word or deed of Ysane.”
“I know it. Her loyalties tear at her, but she would never betray one she loved. This is none of her doing, but rather my own fate, which has again played me false.”
“’Tis not the fault of fate you sit in defeat, Cynric of Wulfsinraed. ‘Tis your own flawed choice.”
Cynric closed his eyes and said no more.
Fallard moved to Leda. Terror flared through the tears in her amber eyes. Her weeping increased, and she began to choke behind her gag.
He bent to take her chin in hard fingers. “Calm yourself. Your fate will be not as you fear.”
He straightened and called to several of his men. “This one,” he said, pointing to Leda, “take to the hall. Lock her within the uppermost chamber of the southeast tower. Remove her bindings, but leave two men to guard her…and know this. I will have silence. If she refuses this order, bind her again and gag her.”
“This one,” and now he pointed to Cynric, “I want gagged and taken to the interrogation pit. Leave him there. I have plans for him that include not the others. Ere you leave, bind his knees and feet again.
“As for the rest, drag all but this one,” he gestured to a nameless rebel, “into the hall of the crypts. Insure their bindings are secure and leave them in the dark to contemplate…defeat.”
Ruald’s frenzied scream was muffled and his body heaved and bucked as he was hauled out of the corridor.
Fallard regarded the rebel kept behind. Even in the chill of the corridor, the man perspired profusely. His eyes darted from one to the other of Fallard’s men and he swallowed repeatedly. Fallard glanced at Jehan and Varin, and jerked his chin. They lifted the man to his feet with ungentle hands, pinning him to the wall. Fallard drew his knife. The razor edge of the blade flashed in the torchlight as Fallard thrust it close to the man’s face, letting it fill his vision. He began to moan.
“If you wish to survive this night in one piece,” Fallard said, indenting the weapon’s tip so deeply into the man’s skin while drawing it down over his cheek that a faint red line appeared, “you will answer my questions, immediately and without attempt at evasion. If you lie, I will know. If you seek to confuse, I will know and I give my word you will regret it.” He glanced at Varin. “Remove the gag.”
As Varin jerked forth the rag, the stench of fresh urine lifted from the front of the man’s braies.
“Now,” Fallard said, as he shaved off one of the prisoner’s eyebrows and made a show of sprinkling the hair from his fingers. “Tell me fully of Sir Ruald’s plan for taking control of my hall, and leave out no detail.”
* * *
The wooden door slammed shut behind Leda, confining her in the upper tower chamber. She shivered. Her hands clenched as she sought to control her breathing. She had one chance, and only one to survive this new defeat, but she must control her fear. As she had done before in the crypts, she fought and defeated the demons of her own terror.
Briefly, she paced among rolled tapestries, extra chamber pots and braziers, storage chests for spare linens, shelves lined with surplus crocks, bowls, and pitchers and other useful, but currently unneeded items of the hall. It had been one of her many responsibilities to keep the chamber organized, to insure all the items were cleaned before storage and to transport them back and forth from the hall as required. She hated the chore, but it had provided a convenient excuse for spending more time closeted in the room than otherwise would be expected.
She crept to the door and laid her ear against it. All was silent, but she knew her guards remained. There was no escape that way.
But the tower chamber was Leda’s sanctuary, and she knew its secrets. There was another way, one she believed even the dark knight’s whore had forgotten. She had found it long ago, by accident when she tripped and fell. Beneath her weight, the wall snapped inward by the space of two fingers, revealing the facade of a concealed door. Curious, she searched until she found and mastered the mechanism of the latch. She edged the door open. Light from the window embrasures disclosed a steep, narrow stairwell of wood. ‘Twas some time ere she found the courage to explore her discovery, for the entrance was filled with webs and smelled of disuse. Who knew how dangerous it might be? Mayhap, ‘twould crumble beneath her feet and she would be lost forever at its base.
In due course, she overcame her reluctance and learned the staircase circled to a long-unused exterior door. This one opened alongside the back garden fence. Concealed by its resemblance to the stone around it and hidden from the sentries by the tight confluence of the fence and the tower’s curve, the stair had been her secret ever since. It had amused her to use it to foil the dark knight’s watchers. Those fools had never known that all the time they believed her busy at some chore in the tower, she had disguised herself in a ceorl’s headrail and syrce and made use of her freedom to accomplish her part in the plots of her true love.
Now, she wasted no time. At the head of the stairwell, she kept a long wooden box. From it, she withdrew a langseax, two fighting hadseaxes and a leather satchel. Within the satchel, swathed in the protective ceorl garb, were the games pieces and folded board of the priceless Hnefatafl set, a bag of coins, two small objects of high value no one had ever missed, her message materials and the set of burh keys she had long ago stolen from the hoarding room and secreted away.
She changed into the ceorl’s clothing, re-wrapped the Hnefatafl set and other treasures in her ragged cyrtel and returned them to the satchel. Keeping the keys in her hand, she bundled the weapons and the satchel inside a linen towel and fastened it securely around her waist. She donned a black cloak and made her way down the stairs, one palm sliding along the cold wall, the treads creaking beneath her weight. Her caution was great, for she had no torch. She let herself out into the wet night. At least, ‘twas no longer raining. She paused and tried to sight the sentries in their oilskin cloaks who would be pacing the south wall, but the darkness was too deep.
If only she could have stolen the keys to the garden gates! ‘Twould have been so much easier to pass through that dark yard to the orchard. But as had Renouf, the dark knight kept the only keys in his possession. She would have to go the long way around, stopping first to free Cynric, and then work her way past the northeast tower and through the shadows in the courtyard. Hugging the tower wall, she pulled tight her dark cloak and crept on wary feet around the base to the pits.



CHAPTER FIFTY
Fallard stood within the north guard tower above the gates. He held a cresset high inside the embrasure overlooking the clearing and slowly swung it back and forth. He covered the light and turned to cross to the opposite embrasure that opened onto the courtyard. Using his body to shield his action from those to whom he had just signaled, he briefly let shine the flame. The burh troops, scattered about below, would note the warning and know their waiting was at an end.
He raced down to the gatehouse and with the help of one of his knights, cranked open the inner portal. The distinctive metallic clank was loud. Even over the sporadic gusts of rain, the sound would clearly reach Ruald’s men where they waited beyond the clearing in the tree line.
The expected questioning shout was raised from one of the sentries above, but as planned, he left it unanswered. Another shout was heard, more demanding this time, and then another, more urgent still. From high above, the alert trumpet sounded. Sentries raced along the wall and down the stairs.
More shouts, and what sounded like a clash of swords began only to quickly die away. The warning trumpet’s clarion call was suddenly silenced.
The outer gate lifted. Fallard stood poised in the tunnel entrance. Once again, he swung the cresset. To those waiting, he would be visible only as the tall, cloaked figure they expected to see. This time, his effort gained a detectable response. From among the trees along the edge of the clearing poured the horde of Ruald’s men, perceivable only as gyrating shadows as they rushed the gate. They were no more than halfway across the clearing, their leader approaching the bridge, when from behind them a semi-circle of equally shadowy and silent men slipped out from beneath the same trees and raced behind them.
Torches flared to life all around the courtyard, sputtering and smoking.
Fallard retreated to the hall stairs, dropped the cresset, threw aside his cloak and grabbed his waiting shield. As the rebels pounded through the tunnel into the courtyard, he drew his sword. Seemingly from nowhere rose the warriors of the burh.
“Dex Aie!” Fallard’s voice roared the terrifying war scream as he leapt from the steps to meet the foe. Dozens of voices echoed the cry from within and without.
Caught in the vise between the armed warriors confronting them unexpectedly from the front and the crush of more falling in behind, the insurgents floundered. The more experienced among them overcame the first rude shock. They fought like madmen, rallying the rest. The chaos of battle spilled over the bridge and into the clearing. Furious shouts, and the screams of wounded and dying men, rose above the resounding clash of weaponry. Thunder rumbled and reverberated overhead, as if the gods approved the conflict.
* * *
Cynric Wulfsingas lay on a straw pallet in the interrogation pit. Yet, he could find little cause for complaint, for his captors had offered him his fill of water to drink and allowed him to relieve himself ere he was bound. They covered him with a woolen blanket, and left a torch burning in a holder on the wall. He wondered at treatment that seemed much too gracious for his situation, but he was grateful, for his clothing was damp and an unpleasant chill seeped from the walls. The warmth of the blanket and the light from the torch that chased away the blackness were very welcome.
Despite Ysane’s conviction her husband would grant him leniency, his heart thudded in bitter recognition of his fate. He held no illusions about the dark knight’s intentions. He had always known the consequences should he be captured, and long since counted the cost and accepted the risk. But he could banish not the shafts of terror that scorched his soul as he thought of the king’s many methods of punishment for traitors. His father’s fate was possible, but unlikely for one who had aided Ruald the Rebel. The death he would face would be not easy.
He was trying not to dwell on the frightening future that loomed all too close when he heard the faint scrape of a key in the lock. His heart slammed, then doubled its pounding rhythm. Who came for him?
Inexplicably, the scraping sound continued for quite some time. Suddenly, the door above him burst open and someone came halfway down the steps. The cloaked figure stopped.
“Cynric?”
He stiffened in shock, then forced his body upright. Blighted hope soared at the possibility of escape. How or why he could guess not, but the voice belonged to Leda. He groaned an unintelligible mumble from behind the gag.
She was at his side in a moment. While he gaped in disbelief, she fumbled with a bundle dangling from her waist to pull out two knives. With one, she severed his bonds. The other she gave to him.
“What do you here, Leda? How did you get free?”
“If you want out of this place, follow me,” she said, “and be quiet!”
She bounded up the steps. Cynric followed as she turned left and crept round the base of the northeast tower. She stopped and pulled the hood of her cloak closer about her face. From the torchlit courtyard came the unmistakable clamor of all-out battle.
Leda turned to him. “There is fighting! Ruald did not expect this.”
Almost, Cynric laughed. He knew well the conflict’s cause. The rest of the dark knight’s trap had been sprung.
“You should come with me, Leda.” He tried to take her arm and pull her back to the relative safety behind them, but she jerked away.
“Leda!” Cursing, Cynric followed her for now she made no effort to hide. Though she hugged the wall, she moved perilously close to the combat.
Unwilling to join a sword fight with naught but a hadseax, Cynric halted at the hall steps. But his companion, intent on some unknown objective of her own, arced a circle around the base, dodging warring men as she went. She fled toward the orchard. Abruptly, Cynric realized where she was headed. The crypts! She was going to release Ruald.
Before he could move, a cry was raised and two men, one massive and the other tall and wearing a black hauberk, chased after her. Cynric recognized the tall warrior as Fallard. He leapt across the hall steps to pursue them, but found his progress impeded by a group of fighters. He was forced to crouch out of the way and wait for a breach through which he might pass. He saw his chance, and ran. Lightning seared the night and far ahead in its lurid glare, he saw the two knights reach the crypts. Instead of following, he raced instead for the chapel.
* * *
The impact as his blade pierced the heart of a rebel soldier jarred Fallard to his shoulders. In the pallid light cast by a nearby torch, the man’s vivid green eyes blazed with shock, then rapidly glazed as Fallard wrenched his sword from his chest.
He paused for a few moments, panting as he stared at his fallen foe. The older warrior had been a powerful and deadly swordsman, probably a knight in former service to some Saxon lord, now dead or disinherited. It had taken all his considerable skill and experience to best him.
This man’s resemblance to Cynric is uncanny. I give thanks he is not my wife’s brother.
He whirled to parry the next powerful blow he sensed slashing toward him, his feet slipping on wet pavement. ‘Twas no longer raining, but faith, he hated fighting in wet weather, and hated it worse at night. His blade clashed with the other, striking blue sparks. As the two blades slid against each other in a teeth-clenching screech of steel, he gave a powerful twist of his wrist, forcing the other blade down. He disengaged, and in that split moment when the other’s guard was off, he plunged. The blow struck home. The man cried out and went down.
In the lessening chaos of the melee, he glanced around, seeking his next opponent. His keen eyes found Domnall, Jehan and Trifine still on their feet. His troops appeared to be steadily winning the fray.
A sudden, furtive movement in his peripheral vision exposed a form in a dark cloak. Too small to be a man, it darted through the pools of torchlight around the base of the northwest tower and sprinted for the orchard.
Leda!
He dashed water from his eyes and shouted. Someone crashed into him from behind. He staggered and spun to face the threat.
Varin’s grinning face loomed over him as the knight’s massive fist caught and steadied him. “Sorry, Captain,” he yelled.
Fallard wasted no time with battlefield pleasantries. The big knight was exactly who he needed for his next task. “Varin, come with me!”
They dodged their way through battling warriors, parrying a blow to the side or stopping briefly to stand back-to-back to defend themselves with thrust or cut, but soon they were clear and following the figure already swallowed by the night.
* * *
Ysane was terrified. ‘Twas frightening to be alone in the forest at night, but that fear was an ordinary unease she could bear. The real dread came from within, for she had awakened earlier from a restless after-the-nooning nap in which she dreamed of her husband’s death. When she woke, she recalled the nightmare in all its stark clarity and feared it a portent.
In the dream, she stood unseen in the secret corridor. Fallard moved into her sight, only to be brutally cut down by a tall figure rushing upon him from behind.
She had awakened, sweating and gasping Fallard’s name, unshakably certain ‘twas a true vision. But the horror that nigh paralyzed her during the following hours was also for Cynric, for she recognized the shadowy murderer of her husband, and ‘twas her brother.
She struggled to think rationally, to convince herself ‘twas but a fiction devised by her own anxious imaginings, but as the day waned her apprehension grew until she could ignore it no longer.
The need to leap up and run to her husband was profound. At first, she fought it, for such a path put at risk the life of her unborn babe. But as the hours passed, the increasing urgency left her with no choice.
Other children might be conceived if this one is lost, but not without my husband. There is only one Fallard, only one man I love more than life.
What hope has this child without him? I fear King William to my marrow, but should Fallard die, I dread his next choice of a husband for me even more. I would put it not beyond his cruelty to take my babe from me to give to another. I know not how, but no longer is there doubt that only I may prevent the horror awaiting Fallard and Cynric in the corridor. I will take great care, aye, and do all in my power to protect my babe, but I must act now.
Her inner arguments finished, she waited till her companions slept. Drawing on the woodman’s skills Cynric had taught her long ago, she used the darkness to avoid the guards and make her way home through the black forest, praying she would lose not her way.
She crouched at the edge of the river, waiting for the sporadic lightning to illumine the opposite verge. A distinctively twisted hawthorn would be visible on the other bank if she was at the right spot. The flash she waited for outlined what she sought. She lifted the hems of her cyrtel and cloak and tucked them into her girdle, freeing her lower limbs of their encumbrance. With the end of the long stick she carried, she tapped around in the water until she found the first of the stepping-stones.
‘Twas Cynric’s belief the stones had been placed there very long ago, in a time when the riverbed was deeper than it was now and the water level lower. The flat stones were firmly embedded in the river bottom and too precisely laid for their placement to be of natural occurrence. He believed when first the stones were laid, their surfaces would have been well above the level of the water so one could easily pass over without getting wet. Why else would anyone bury them there? He could think of no good reason why one would put stepping-stones under the water.
These days, one could normally use the stones without wetting more than one’s ankles. Not that wet feet mattered this night, for in order to follow Fallard, she would have to ford the river twice to reach the southwest side of the island where the postern gate was located. Then she must climb the bow-shaped abutment of solid rock to reach the gate. On a night in her youth, Cynric had shown her a way up the abutment, pointing out small ledges in the rock where her feet could find purchase. She had climbed it at night for no other reason than to prove she could, but it had not been wet then and Cynric had been behind her to catch her should she fall. This night, the rock face would be slippery.
She made it over the stepping-stones to the south bank without mishap, quickly moved into the shelter of the woods, and huddled, shivering, beneath the dubious protection of a heavily canopied tree. The most difficult part of her journey lay ahead. Buttressing her courage with her love for her husband and brother, she rose to follow the riverbank, feeling her way along the edge of the tree line.
Approaching the river’s fork at the west end of the island, she stopped, clutching her mantle. She closed her mind to the fear that battered like the wings of a frantic bird, and reached out with her senses to hear what could not be seen through the darkness. Only when she was certain no one else was nigh did she move, bending low to race across the flat, grassy space until she reached the river’s verge. She came to a halt when lightning slashed the scene, then slithered down the muddy bank and plunged into the water. She pushed her way through the current, surprised to find the surge stronger and the water level higher than when she crossed earlier. It flowed around her thighs, pulling hard, instead of at her knees, as expected.
Still, it hindered her only briefly, and soon she was scaling the opposite bank and seeking the first of the ledges that would provide purchase for her hands and feet. She climbed, all her thoughts focused on finding the next ledge or toehold, until her searching fingertips found the rough, horizontal stone that comprised the low threshold of the gate.
She threw back her head and laughed in defiance of her fear, a peel of thunder drowning the sound, and leaned, panting and trembling with effort against the solid panel of the gate. Her questing fingers found the latch without difficulty.
A sudden freak gust of wind from beyond the wall brought a faint sound to her ears and she tensed. She knew that sound and it froze her heart.
Mercy! The battle has already begun. My time runs short. I must hurry!
Refusing to consider the possibility she might be too late, she slid inside and pulled the door to. Silence met her. Faint light from beyond the access tunnel proved the others had gone this way before her.
Where is Fallard? He should be here.
With palms grazing the chill stone on either side, she made her way through to the empty corridor where torches still burned in sconces along the walls. But she knew her path, and needed no light to guide her way. She turned to the right and sped toward the crypts. She reached to unlock the secret door, only to realize ‘twas already open. She pushed through and it swung closed. She hurried as fast as she dared into the darkness of the wide hall between the vaults.
Too late, she realized she was not alone. She collided with a hard male body and cried out in shock as powerful hands locked around her arms.
“Fallard?”
“Well, now, who have we here?” Ruald’s hateful voice sounded above her, and he held her fast. His hand moved over her in a lewd caress.
“Let me go!” Cringing, she tried to break free of his grip.
“Ah, ‘tis my sweet little sister-by-law.” He laughed. “What a fortunate coincidence, say you not, Leda? Take the flint from my sash, will you, my love, and light the torch we found.”
The whispery movement of fabric as Leda knelt to the floor was followed by light, blinding in the darkness of the crypts, as the tallow of the torch ignited. Leda glared at Ysane through squinted lids, clearly unhappy her rival had appeared. She sputtered obscenities beneath her breath.
“How delightful to see you, Ysane.” Ruald said, as he dragged her with him into the corridor she had just left. “Hmm. ‘Twould seem we had no need of the torch,” he said as he entered. “How kind of D’Auvrecher to leave our exit lit.”
“Where is my husband?” Ysane struggled against his hold as Ruald jerked her toward the access tunnel.
“If my fortunes hold, he is dead, skewered by one of my men. But finding you here is a better circumstance than aught I could have planned. Your presence will provide all the leverage I need should I run into any of his men.”
“I will go not with you!” But she was no match for his greater strength. Still, her frantic efforts hindered him.
“Cease fighting me!” He snapped the words.
“Nay! Let me go! I must find Fallard.” She threw all her weight against his grip in an effort to twist free.
In a burst of temper, he swung her around and slammed her against the wall. So hard did she hit, her breath was forced from her in a heavy, gasping exhalation, but ere she could draw another, he dropped the langseax he carried to wrap his fingers around her throat. He squeezed, his grip growing tighter, and tighter still.
As pain exploded from her neck into her skull, she clawed at his hands, but to no avail. Images of Renouf’s hard hands around her neck and of Angelet’s death, shocking in their graphic detail, crowded into her mind. Darkness rimmed the edges of her vision. It wiped away the memories, but the blackness held flashing, capering lights upon which her thoughts fastened in astonishment. As if from a distance, she felt her body go limp, her hands falling to her sides as coherent thought spiraled away. So entranced was she by the lights no fight was left to her.
“Ruald! Release the woman!”
The familiar voice jolted her failing senses and dimmed the dancing lights. The grip at her throat dropped away, but Ruald whirled, dragged her around in front of him, using her as a shield. Painfully gulping air, she sagged against him, unable to stand.
“Leda, the langseax!” The slave scurried to pick up the sword and hand it to him as Ruald backed away from the two knights who stalked him.
He brought the blade to her throat as he half-pulled, half-carried her toward the tunnel entrance.
Blinking through a misty haze, she saw Leda scamper to one side to set the torch in an empty wall bracket, then back herself into a storage alcove, out of sight.
“Let her go!” This time the demand was a raging roar that erupted through the corridor as Fallard paced toward them, Varin but a step behind.
Ruald’s laugh was ugly. “Think you I am a fool, D’Auvrecher? Nay, I like your little wife right where she is. She will accompany me from this trap as surety of my safety. Come no closer, or I will finish the job I began months ago and slit her throat.”



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
Fallard froze. To be sure, when he and Varin came through the secret door and saw Ruald choking an unknown woman, it meant little to him beyond concern for the life of an innocent. His focus was on his enemy.
But when Ruald swung her around and he saw clearly the woman’s face, for a critical moment his mind blanked like the most callow of squires, unable to accept what his eyes told him was true. He felt like a mace had struck him in the gut. His heartbeat seemed to triple its pace.
‘Twas Ysane. Yet, such was not possible, for he had left his wife safe, far from the burh. He blinked hard and shook his head, believing fear made him imagine what was not truly there. Varin’s hand gripping his shoulder sufficed to break the spell. He opened his mouth, but some obstruction blocked his speech. He swallowed, tried again, and startled even himself when the force of his rage reverberated off the corridor walls. Ruald laughed.
He fought for control but feared when he spoke again, his voice would sound the way his heart felt. Instead, the words came forth cool and remote, but clear. “Release her, Ruald, and you may go free. I give you my word, on my honor as a knight of William. You will be neither harmed, nor stopped. But release her. Now.”
A tense silence, broken by Ysane’s ragged breathing, held for a space as Ruald weighed his chances.
Fallard threw his sword to the side and ordered Varin to do the same. “’Tis no game, Ruald. Come, I offer you freedom, in exchange for the life of my wife. ‘Tis a fair trade, and well you know it. Let her come to me. My man and I will take her out through the crypts. None will follow you.”
Still Ruald hesitated, and though fear ran rampant in Fallard’s soul, he pressed his advantage, never taking his gaze from the man who held in his hands the life of his rose.
He threw all the persuasive power he owned into his plea. “’Tis your only chance, Ruald. You are already defeated. You saw for yourself the forces you commanded are dead or captured. Your effort here has failed and if you harm my wife, you will die, slowly and in pain. That I swear, by all I hold sacred. Let her go.”
“Trust him not, Ruald. He lies.” Leda spoke from her place in the alcove. “He dare not free us, for he is commanded by his king to kill you or bring you to judgment. Even does he let us go now, he will cease not to hunt us like the animals he believes us to be. The only way to be free is to kill him.”
At her words, Ruald’s eyes widened. They glittered, reflecting the light of the torches. Again, his laughter rang out, and again, he retreated, dragging Ysane with him. She looked dazed, and hung limp in his arms.
Silently, Fallard cursed the slave. The fool had chosen to believe her.
Ruald began to taunt him as his arm around his captive’s ribs lifted her off her feet.
Fallard felt himself blanch, fearing the movement would force the edge of the langseax to bite into Ysane’s flesh.
“Ah, ‘twas a good try, D’Auvrecher, but I fear ‘tis Leda who has the right of it. I will take my leave now with the lovely Ysane, but ere I go, I really must tell you of the use I made of her. So predictable she was, Renouf’s little wife, and did my work for me so well. All that was required of me was to whisper in Renouf’s ears how his wife made him look the fool, of how he was bound to her for life while yet she proved herself incapable of bearing him the heir he craved. I whispered of the uselessness of the female child she bore and how easily he could be rid of the brat. I plied him with all the drink he could hold and more, and almost, he killed her for me, but she reacted as I hoped to the murder of her child and killed him, instead.”
Fallard edged forward at a pace so leisurely it ate like slow poison at his self-control. He wanted naught more than to leap on the man and rip him apart for daring to touch his wife. His fear for Ysane and the babe she carried vaulted to new heights as Ruald’s voice took on the high, brittle edge of one on the cusp of madness.
His unwavering gaze caught the sudden flicker of shadowy movement behind the rebel leader, as someone crept upon him from the direction of the chapel entrance. He sought to center Ruald’s attention upon himself, while wondering when Leda would see the newcomer. He would have to use the moment well when the other man’s attention was distracted.
“What mean you, Ruald?” He rapped the words out with an explosive snarl. “Explain yourself!”
“’Twas my intent all along, to be rid of Renouf. I fear I could not bring myself to weep when Ysane played her role so well. The murder of my drunken fool of a brother gave me the excuse I needed to end her life in a perfectly legal execution. Imagine, if you will, how pleasing ‘twas to neatly dispose of those who stood in my way in one swift stroke. With Renouf’s murder, and Ysane’s execution for the deed, the lordship of Wulfsinraed was mine. Mine! I held it in my very hand, the thing I had worked so hard to achieve, only to see it torn from my grasp by your inconsiderate actions.
“Aye, and now you have again interfered, and I may no longer exercise mercy. Someone must pay for what I have lost, and methinks we have come full circle, the three of us, for is this not where we began?”
He laughed again.
* * *
The shadow that was Cynric halted its advance on his brother. One shoulder took his weight as his body slumped against the wall. His very breath choked him and he prayed he would not give himself away by yielding to the nausea that gripped him. Had a langseax skewered his stomach, he could not have felt more wretched. He closed his eyes to shut out the sight before him, wishing he could as easily erase what he heard. Ruald—whom he had loved, trusted and believed—condemned himself, irrevocably, with every twisted word he spoke.
Though his mind had suspected this, his heart had stubbornly held to the hope Ruald truly loved him in return and meant to keep his word. But in assimilating the tense scene playing out in the corridor, he tasted the utter ruin of the last bond between himself and his only surviving brother.
No longer did he doubt or question. Everything Ysane and Fallard had told him was truth. His brother had lied to him and betrayed him, had played him for a fool, seeking only his own gain. In that anguished moment of absolute clarity, for the first time in his life, Cynric’s heart saw his existence as it truly was. He gagged on the knowledge of his failure as bitter tears scalded his face.
He waited in the darkness, laboring for control. The new insight he gained into his brother’s heart revealed Ruald had never meant him to be lord of Wulfsinraed. Far worse was the recognition that Ruald’s intent was to kill him along with Ysane and Fallard. His brother’s disclosure clearly implied that no one would be allowed to stand in the way of his greed.
In that instant, his love for his brother died, writhing in a blaze of pain and regret, while that for his sister swelled to overwhelm all else. The choice between the two, for so long a tangle more convoluted than the most snarled knot, narrowed to a matter most simple. Ruald must die.
He blinked to clear his vision. There was no time now for grief. He must act to save his sister, but he must first let the dark knight know he was there, and somehow indicate he would help. Hoping Fallard could see the gesture in the shadows, he raised his hand to point in Ruald’s direction, then brought it to his own chest and tapped. The dark knight’s answering nod appeared naught but a slow dip of his chin, but ‘twas enough. Then Fallard, with slow deliberation, looked to one side, as if staring at the wall to his right, then returned his intent gaze to Ruald.
Cynric frowned, tried and failed to understand the dark knight’s gesture, then set it aside.
Ruald, still taunting Fallard, had backed nigh to the entrance of the access tunnel.
He could not let his brother make it inside. He pulled himself up and tightened his grip on his hadseax, but held it at unthreatening angle. Praying his appearance would not startle Ruald into cutting Ysane, he stepped out of the shadows.
Somehow, he kept his voice calm, his inflection merely inquisitive. “Ruald, what do you do? Why hold you my sister as if she were a hostage? Let her go, brother. I am here and we will fight together. You have no need of her, now. Send her to me.”
At his first words, Ruald’s head jerked toward him and he whirled to put his back to the wall, dragging Ysane with him. But the blade that menaced Ysane’s throat dropped a few inches.
* * *
Ysane’s senses had cleared. She allowed her body to hang limp in Ruald’s hold while her mind worked out how she might help Fallard. When Ruald flung her around at the sound of Cynric’s voice, she felt the langseax dip. Her response was instinctive. She sank her teeth into Ruald’s wrist. He howled and dropped the sword.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Varin and Fallard launch themselves toward him, but her husband reached him first. His fist connected with the rebel leader’s jaw. Ruald’s arms dropped away from her and he staggered. Fallard caught her and thrust her into Varin’s waiting arms. Ruald turned to run but Fallard hurtled into him. They slammed into the hard stone of the corridor wall, both grunting from the impact. As they fought, Fallard’s heel caught in some obstruction on the floor and he went down, momentarily stunned when his head hit the ground. Ruald reached for his throat.
Ysane was nigh deafened by Varin’s roar in her ear, but before he could move or set her aside, Cynric flipped the hadseax in his hand and drew back his hand to throw it. “Nay, Ruald!”
But Leda screamed, slithered from the alcove and leaped at him, seeking to stab him. He forced her knife from her hand and dislodged her, his face showing his shock at her appearance. He had clearly forgotten her, had not known she was there, watching. He threw her to one side, and turned his back on her.
The slave’s piercing screech also startled Ruald, and in that moment of distraction, Fallard rose from the floor like a charging boar. Cynric crept toward the warring knights, prepared to intervene should Ruald again get the upper hand.
Thrown to the floor beside the hadseax, Leda grasped it, hefted the blade and rose.
Ysane, her attention torn between her husband and her brother, saw the slave attack Cynric ere she could cry a warning.
With all the strength of her fear for Ruald, Leda thrust her blade deep into Cynric’s back. He grunted, staggered from the impact and went to his knees. His body wavered for a moment, then he fell on his face, unmoving.
“Cynric!” Ysane’s cry echoed around the corridor as she fought to break free of Varin’s hold, but the big knight only tightened his hold.
“Let me go! Oh, mercy, Varin, let me go!”
“Lady, there is naught you can do. We must wait!”
“Nay! Mercy, oh mercy.”
She scrubbed the backs of her hands against her eyes to clear the haze of tears as her gaze was wrenched from her fallen brother to the mighty struggle that raged between Fallard and Ruald. The two were evenly matched. Powerful muscles bulged as they fought for supremacy. Ruald tried to twist to break Fallard’s hold but the movement threw him off balance. A moment later, Fallard had his foe’s back against him. He wrapped his arm around Ruald’s head and gave one powerful jerk. Ysane heard the sharp, brittle snap of breaking bones. Ruald’s body stiffened and he went limp.
Panting, Fallard stepped back. The body tumbled to the floor.
“Ruald!” Leda’s drawn out wail held an agony of grief.
She dropped to the floor and scrabbled for the knife Cynric had dropped. She came to her feet. Hate twisting her face into a parody of beauty, she raised the knife and leapt towards Fallard. She managed only two steps, for as she passed him, Cynric’s outstretched hand caught her ankle, tripping her. She hit the floor hard and lay still.
Ysane never afterward knew for how many long, shocked moments, no one moved. Then she jerked against Varin’s hold and he let her go. She threw herself into her husband’s embrace, weeping, showering his face with kisses. She fingered the edge of a deep scrape that marred his forehead.
He shuddered as he ran searching hands over her, but she pulled away. “Cynric is hurt.” She knelt beside her brother. His hand was so cold. She looked up into her husband’s troubled face. “Fallard?”
Icy fingers squeezed hers and Cynric’s mouth curved, the movement more a grimace than a smile. Pain roughened his voice to little more than a croak. “Worry not, little one. I have had worse wounds. I will survive this one, as well.”
He tried to deepen the smile, but blood bubbled from his lips.
“Aye, deorling, of course you will.” Tears flowed down her cheeks like the water over the falls in the little glade. “We all know how contrary you are.”
She continued to croon nonsense as Varin came to stand beside them. Fallard cut a long strip of cloth from the hem of her cloak and bent over her brother.
* * *
“Look away, Ysane.”
When his wife shook her head, Fallard glanced at Varin, who bent with tender strength to force her face against his tunic. She moaned. Fallard’s mouth tightened, but he placed one hand on her brother’s shoulder and with the other, drew forth the knife. Cynric gurgled in agony, and fainted.
Fallard folded the strip of cloth he had cut and pressed it against the jagged, bloody hole. Ysane sobbed in quiet despair.
“Varin, cut another strip to bind this pad.”
The knight patted the top of Ysane’s head in awkward sympathy, then knelt to slice another bandage from her cloak.
Fallard’s jaw clenched. Caught in the fierce, deadly struggle with Ruald, he had been peripherally aware of the altercation between Cynric and Leda, but he had not seen Ysane’s brother go down. His heart hurt for his wife’s pain, even while his gladness at her safety nigh overwhelmed him.
He bound the bandage tight around Cynric’s chest, then said, “We must get him to Luilda.”
Varin’s great hands settled on his shoulders and moved him aside as if he were a child. The knight lifted the fallen man into his arms and strode through the corridor into the crypts. Fallard followed, supporting his wife.
* * *
Leda awakened from the stun she had received from her fall. A keening cry broke from her lips as she knelt beside her true love, but life’s lessons had taught her well. ‘Twould be the height of foolishness to stay to mourn him. As the others turned away with their burden, she scrambled to her feet. She thought the dark knight sensed her movement. She paused, heart pounding, but beyond a glance over his shoulder, he paused not.
She brushed away her tears and rushed to the alcove where she had stored the bundle with her stolen treasures.
Do I leave now, I can travel far ere any may be sent to follow me. I wear the freewoman’s clothing, I have coin, and these treasures will earn much more from their sale. I will make my way back to Fallewydde. I will change my name and invent a piteous story of an attack against my husband’s party, of which only I am survivor, as we journeyed from the north. I will find a new protector who will take me far from this accursed place.
Her flight through the access tunnel to the postern gate was swift. She stepped through the doorway, but her eyes had not yet adjusted from the torchlight in the corridor to the utter darkness without and she tripped over the threshold. A frantic grab for the door saved her a deadly tumble, but she had perforce to drop the bundle with its precious contents. The faint clatter as it rolled down the embankment to be lost out of sight seemed to her the death knell to all her hopes. Sobbing with fear, sorrow and not a little rage, she wasted several moments in a futile search before panic set in and she scrambled down the abutment.
At the river’s narrow bank, she stopped. In the deep darkness beneath still heavily overcast skies, she could not see the water, but when she had forded it earlier with Ruald, his hand holding hers, ‘twas but knee deep. Fear clutched at her heart. What if she fell? She could not swim. Nay! ‘Twas not so bad. At worst, she would but get wet again. She could manage this. She had to. There was no other choice.
She thought to leap into low, sluggish waters. Instead, she stepped straight into a flood. She floundered in the rapid current that closed over her head. Shock and terror held her under for several stuttering heartbeats before she struggled to the surface, but some small corner of her mind screamed the truth.
The rains! The heavy weather to the west had triggered a significant rise in the water level and the cresting surge had arrived. What had earlier been a watercourse easily waded was now a torrent in deep flood, the current dangerously fast. She had seen it happen before, and knew of those who had died when caught by the power of the water.
She fought to stay afloat, but her gasping attempts to cry for help merely choked and gagged her as dirty water filled her open mouth and poured down her throat. In despair, she realized that even had she been able to scream there were none to hear, for no sentries would be walking the wall above her. They would yet be engaged with events in the courtyard. As her waterlogged cyrtel become entangled with something large, horribly soft and yielding being carried along with her in the flow, utter panic assailed her. She went under again. Instinct drove her to gasp for air, but she was dragged beneath the dark water before she could finish the breath.
She was but dimly conscious when her head broke the surface one final time. She thrust a stiffly splayed hand above the river’s surface, but was swept underneath and past the bridge.
She vanished in the night.



CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
Vivid striations of violet and sienna vied with pulses of gold to push their way higher into the inky wash of pre-dawn sky, revealing a disintegrating cloud cover. The increasing radiance overwhelmed the dying torchlight to lay bare a muddy, heartbreaking scene that bespoke the end of a fierce conflict.
Men stood in the shambles of the courtyard, their mail stained with gore, their weapons dripping. Staring at the chaos, they huffed and panted as if they had run a league at top speed. Around them lay the dead and wounded. The cobbled stones were bathed in crimson muck. The stench permeated the air.
In the eerie quiet that oft marked the aftermath to the horrendous maelstrom of warfare, pitiful cries could be heard.
Trifine’s eyes searched through those both standing and fallen. He turned to Jehan. “Have you seen the captain? I lost track of him in the melee and have seen him not since the battle began.”
“Nay, nor Varin, either.” Jehan’s weary face, sporting a new slice on his chin, smeared from where he had tried to staunch the bleeding, reflected Trifine’s worry. “Yet, I see them not among those fallen. I cannot think where they may be. We should search. Mayhap, they lie somewhere we cannot see.”
“Aye. Make it so.”
Harold approached. The doughty old warrior looked exhausted, but still carried himself with pride. “Orders, sir? I see not Captain D’Auvrecher to ask.”
Trifine assured the second marshal they would find the captain and issued orders to see to the wounded and begin the clean up. He began his own fruitless search among the bodies, greatly fearing his friend and captain had fallen. If so, ‘twould be but one more private grief, for another blow had already been struck him this day, one he would mourn for some time to come.
“Trifine!”
When Fallard called to him from the orchard, his relief was as immense as his surprise.
The orchard! What does he, there?
He called to Jehan, just coming from the gatehouse, and pointed to the captain. The Second’s eyes closed and his face was swamped with a grin.
Curiosity piqued, Trifine left Harold, Jehan and Domnall to deal with the mess in the courtyard and ran to meet his captain. He came to an abrupt halt some distance away, stunned to see Ysane step from behind Fallard, her clothing dirty, torn, and blood-stained. Tears streaked her face. She trotted to keep up.
Varin carried a third man in his arms. As they neared, Trifine recognized Ysane’s brother from the description given by Fallard.
But ‘twas the sight of Ysane that inspired in Trifine terror such as he had never known, for Roana was not with them, and where Ysane went, his wife was usually close by. He understood not what he saw, for he had left them both safe in the forest.
“Where is Roana?” He roared the words and cared not if all heard his dread.
‘Twas Ysane who answered to allay his alarm. “Nay, fear not, Trifine. Roana came not with me. She remains safe where you left her.”
“Which is also where you should be, my rose,” Fallard rumbled as they approached. “I assure you ere this day is out, there will be a reckoning with me as to why you are not.”
But the arm he curved around her shoulders tightened.
Trifine closed his eyes and sought to return the steel to knees gone wobbly.
She is safe.
He blew out a long, shaky breath and faced Fallard. “What happened? How is it Ysane is here?”
Varin, with Ysane following so close she nigh tripped him up, moved on to carry an unconscious Cynric into the hall where the noncombatants had huddled, awaiting the outcome of the hostilities. Fallard studied the battlefield, then, as they climbed to the hall and stepped inside, gave a rapid account of all that transpired.
A little stunned at the report—he had thought Ruald still safely trussed in the corridor with the other rebels—Trifine paused to look around at the orderly activity. Someone, likely Luilda, had organized the servants, who hurried to supply clean bandages and fresh water to those tending the wounded. Still others fetched food and ale. The healer was bent over a soldier with a badly bloodied arm.
Someone recognized Cynric, and called his name. Gasps went up among the burhfolc. Willing hands threw a thick pallet on an empty table. Varin laid his burden upon it.
Trifine’s brows rose as the giant stepped in front of Ysane and smiled at her down his crooked nose. “Try to fret not, lady. I have seen lesser men recover from worse wounds.”
He gently stroked her cheek with dirty, blood-crusted fingertips ere striding out the great doors.
Ysane had ceased weeping. She straightened her shoulders as she called for Ethelmar and Luilda. The healer finished binding the soldier’s wound and hurried to the table where Cynric lay.
Trifine found a dark, empty corner where he could savor his relief that his beloved wife was not among the dead or wounded, and where, if his tears for another loss should escape his control, he could let them fall, unmarked.
* * *
From atop the hall steps sometime later, Fallard surveyed the damage. Though the battle was won, ‘twas not without great cost. The rebel force had seriously outnumbered the burh warriors. Despite the twin advantages of surprise and Fallard’s return with his troops, the battle had been close. When they realized they were cornered, the rebels fought with the single-minded ferocity of those who know they have naught to lose. Any who survived would be sent to William for judgment and this time, there would be no rescue. A quick death in battle was better.
Fallard caught sight of an undamaged Harold. “Second-Marshal!”
“Aye, Captain?”
“’Tis good to see you unharmed. We have people in the forest. They wait in a glade north of the road, some half a league west of the burh. Send a contingent to escort them home.”
“Aye, Captain.”
Trifine, in conversation with Ingram as Fallard gave his order, turned to him. “Fallard, Ingram reports that of our people, six and ten of the hearth companions and two of your knights, Wiscar and Deryk, are dead. Of the rebel force, only four and ten survive apart from those we captured in the corridor. There are no numbers yet for our wounded, but ‘tis great. He thinks more than half our total force.”
“’Tis as I expected, though I had hoped the number of dead would be less,” Fallard admitted on a sigh. “But ‘twas as fierce a battle as any I have seen, and it could have been worse. Still….”
“Aye. Nine and ten dead is a hard price to pay.”
Silence reigned for a moment, and then Fallard frowned. “Nine and ten? The count Ingram gave is one less than that.”
Trifine’s jaw clenched tight, and his expression was as grim as Fallard had ever seen. When his First spoke again, unashamed grief colored his voice. “Aye. He knows it not yet, but there was one other. Young Fauques lies among the fallen.”
Fallard’s eyes closed and he cursed. “How?”
“Protecting my back, as you once did at Sanguelac to protect Comte Riviere. Though I ordered him to stay clear of the fighting, I am told he darted in to thwart a blow I could not see coming. He took the thrust in my place. Roul saw him fall and ran to his side. Somehow, he dragged him clear. He died in Roul’s arms. Fallard, if not for that boy’s fearless heart, my body would be among those growing cold as we speak.”
“Where is Roul?”
“He hides—and weeps—beneath the healer’s table in the buttery.”
Fallard stood silent, watching the activity in the courtyard. That his thoughts flowed along the same path as his dear and longtime friend, he knew. They were warriors and battle their way of life, and suffering and death an accepted part of it. But betimes, that cold blade sliced more keenly and closely than at others.
“I will go to him,” Fallard said, his tone heavy.
“Nay. Allow me. Fauques was my responsibility, and Roul’s friend. Ours is a shared sorrow. We will grieve together, as men.”
* * *
Three days later, the body of Leda the slave was found some distance downstream, trapped in the tangled, muddy roots of a tree close to the riverbank. Two of the hall’s kitchen boys, sent to catch trout for sup, saw a scrap of wool floating upon the surface and went to investigate. As they drew nigh, they saw the tree’s roots were exposed by the heavy wash of the current as it ate away at the verge, revealing their sad burden.
They buried her in the mass grave beyond the fields opposite the lake, where lay the rest of the rebel dead.
The bundle she had dropped was recovered shortly after and the priceless Hnefatafl set returned to its place in the hall, but ‘twas much longer before Lady Hildeth, during one of her ‘aware’ periods, remembered to tell Ysane about the old stair inside the southeast tower. Thus was the mystery explained of how Leda had moved about the burh, with no one the wiser as to her purpose.
* * *
Diffused by a fine, lazily rolling mist, the light of early morn fell on Fallard’s torso where he stood by the open window embrasure. The moisture flowed into the bower to caress his skin with gossamer fingers, reminding him of the even more delicate touch of his wife. He thought of the life-affirming pleasure she had offered him this night, such as never before had been his, and shuddered with the thought of it. But the spasm that rolled through him had as much to do with remembrance of how close he had come to losing her as with thoughts of the fiery zeal of their loving.
The burh had been unnaturally quiet the past two days as his people sought to deal with the aftermath of the carnage. The gore was washed from the stones of the courtyard, the wounded made as comfortable as possible, and the dead readied for burial. The latter number had increased by one during that first afternoon when another burh defender died of his wounds, bringing to a score the total number of burh dead. The hall and the village were again in mourning, for some who died had families. Fallard and Ysane visited them all, assuring widows and orphans of continued provision.
So many rebels lay dead the digging of the mass grave was still not complete, for of necessity its size was very great. Fallard thought ‘twould be finished come noontide on the morrow. In the initial heat of his wrath at the man, he had ordered Ruald’s body buried in the anonymous grave with the rest of the enemy dead, but at the last moment decided against it. Instead, he ordered the body washed and wrapped for transport. Since there had, as yet, been no time to send home the body of Renouf, as he had promised Ysane, the brothers would be loaded together into a cart and returned to their family. Despite his own burning anger at the rebel leader for forcing the battle for reasons not of honor, but for the sake of his own greed, Fallard recognized that mayhap, there were those in the Sebfeld home who cared for them. If not, at very least they would know their fate and bury them where they belonged.
But not until this night had Fallard had chance to deal with his own mystery.
By what awful misfortune was Ysane in that corridor with Ruald?
Following a decidedly somber sup, most of the hall’s folk retired early. As soon as he could decently do so, he had pulled his wife from Cynric’s side and led her to their bower, insisting her brother could be left to the care of others for a time, for he needed her just as badly. He bolted the door, stripped them both without a word and carried her to their bed, where he yielded to the storm that had roiled within him since the moment he recognized her in the corridor, Ruald’s langseax at her throat. In loving her with a nigh frenzied passion, he had at last been able to release the terrible fear and embrace the crushing relief that she and his child still lived, that she lay warm and safe and sated in his arms.
She slept now, curled beneath the bedclothes in sweet repose. But his time of waiting for answers was over. He would know, and he would know now, what had brought her there. Since her quickening, she found waking difficult, and needed her rest, but he would wait not. ‘Twould be too easy for the needs of the day to interrupt ere all that needed saying could be said.
He left the window open and clothed himself in a clean tunic. From Ysane’s trunk, he withdrew a nightdress of thickly woven linen and threw it across the foot of the bed. He wanted no distractions hindering their discussion. He picked up a taper, thrust it into what was left of the live coals in the brazier and went around the room, lighting candles. Then he poured a cup of wine for himself and one of mead for his wife.
“Ysane, wake up. Come, my white rose, open your eyes. We must talk.” With gentle hand, he pushed her hair off her face as her eyes fluttered open.
“Fallard? What…?”
Pulling aside the bedcovers, he helped her to sit up and pull the voluminous nightdress over her head. He carried her to the chair beside the brazier and wrapped a fur around her knees, making sure to protect her bare feet from the chill of the floor.
She blinked at him, her mind still clouded, but accepted the mead he thrust into her hands. She stared at the cup as if wondering what it was. “Fallard, what do we do?”
“We are going to talk, my love.”
“Talk?” She sounded grumpy. “But, ‘tis the middle of the night. Can this wait not till the morn?”
“’Tis already morn, and nay, the sooner we begin, the sooner you may return to your repose. So, wife, you will tell me now, and leave out naught, of how you came to be in the corridor that eve, when I had thought you safe where I left you in the wood.”
Ysane sighed and sipped her mead, as if trying to collect thoughts that flittered away even as she reached for them. “’Twas because of the nightmare.”
“A nightmare. You had a dream, and this led you to risk your life and that of our child to leave the safety of the forest? Tell me of it.”
Briefly, she described the moment she had awakened to the certainty he was in mortal danger and only she could prevent his death. She held naught back, not her fear for him, or for Cynric, or even her decision that his life must come before that of herself and their child.
“I could bear not the thought of your death, Fallard, for I love you beyond the words to tell. How it happened so quickly I know not, but you have become my life…and as I have said, ‘twas not only you I sought to protect, but my brother. I am certain, had I not been in the corridor, and Cynric had come upon you fighting with Ruald, he would have done exactly as my dream foretold, for Ruald would not have spoken the words that opened Cynric’s eyes and he would have struck to kill you. I would have lost not only you, the love of my heart and the light of my soul, but also my brother, for well we know now what fate Ruald meant for us all. Cynric’s intent was hindered by my presence. It gave him time to stop, to think, to hear Ruald taunt you with the truth of his plans. In the end, his actions saved both our lives, instead of ending yours.”
“But you could have known naught of how events would play out when you made your decision.”
“I said not the choice was easy. Many hours passed while I searched my heart and my thoughts ere I determined to act. I sensed every moment’s delay might mean I would be too late. But if mayhap, my choice was wrong, I cared not then, and still care not, for ‘tis truth I would do the same again.”
Fallard knelt before her. He took her hands and watched the reflection of candlelight in her eyes. “Ah, Ysane, my sweet rose. Whether ‘twas right or wrong, foolish or wise, I also know not. Yet, ‘tis done now and we may be grateful all occurred in our favor. For that reason, and because there is truth in your words, I refrain from punishing you for disobeying my order.
“But know you this. When Ruald turned with you in his hands and I saw the knife at your throat, I was made helpless as a babe. A vision filled my thoughts of all the barren, lonely, meaningless twelvemonths that would define my life without you, should Ruald’s hand move but a little. Countless battles have I fought with cold will and relentless intent, never fearing for my life, for once hostilities were enjoined there was naught but the need to fight and keep fighting until my enemy was defeated or I lay dead.
“But sight of you rendered me incapable of any thought but impending loss, any feeling but fear. Had not Varin been present to bring me back when I lost myself, I know not what the outcome might have been. I wish not to even think of it, for I love you, Ysane, my rose, my life.”
He stood and pulled her with him, holding her gaze. “I will have your word now, wife, that never again will you make such a decision, to put my life above your own, and that most especially when there is no certainty of danger to me. ‘Tis my responsibility to protect you and keep you safe, but such is not yours in return.”
“It should be,” she said.
“Mayhap, or mayhap not. But ‘tis the way of things, and I will have your word. You may return not to Cynric’s side until you give it.”
“In that case, I may only hope that never again in life will I face such a coil.” She searched his eyes, but he remained implacable. “Very well. You have my word.”
Fallard felt the easing of tension. He had feared she would refuse, and he would never have known peace if she had.
She raised her arms to catch his head in her hands, and offered her lips. The kiss they shared spoke of all that had not been said this night, but as the moments passed it deepened into the promise of all the days and nights of their lives to come.



CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
Wulfsinraed Hall - Three seven-days after the battle
Within the lower chamber of the northwest tower that had once been Roana’s, Cynric lay on his side in the bed. A cool zephyr roamed through the windows to pull at his hair with playful fingers. He sighed and snuggled deeper. He could not remember ever reclining on a mattress so thick and comfortable. He reflected on the fact that the lack of such comforts throughout his life was his fault alone, and acknowledged he could have enjoyed Wulfsinraed’s riches since childhood had he been not so proud and stubborn.
His grandmother sat with his sister by his bedside, both women busy with embroidery.
Lady Hildeth spoke, almost as if in echo of his rueful musings. “An ungrateful wretch you have been, Cynric Wulfsingas.”
He blinked at her glare.
“Never will I understand why my son put up with it,” she said. “’Tis long past time you took up your rightful place in the hall as the son of Kenrick. Were Kennard still with us, methinks he might well have locked you in the gatehouse until you learned to accept Wulfsinraed as your home, which is also what my son should have done.”
Cynric managed a nod at her scolding. While Kennard would never have accepted him as heir, ‘twas truth his brother had been willing to hold him in hand as kin, and welcome him in the hall.
He flicked a glance at his brother-by-law. For once dressed without hauberk in comfortable clothing, Fallard lounged in a chair across the chamber, a tankard of ale in his hand, observing his wife with an indulgent smile. When he noticed Cynric’s look, a cool watchfulness replaced the tolerance in his dark glance.
“Howbeit, that which is done can be not undone,” Lady Hildeth continued, “and I am grateful you have at last gained some sense. Now then, your sister tells me you recover well from your wound, but what say you, Cynric?”
His gaze met moss green eyes, limpid as water, over the needlework in Ysane’s hands. The amusement they shared was silent. Since Lady Hildeth’s arrival in the bower, their grandmother had asked the same question twice before, only to promptly forget both question and answer each time.
“He has recovered so well,
Ieldramodor,” Ysane teased, her tone dry, “that does he lie abed for much longer, he will grow tendrils into the mattress and be removed only with the aid of my lord’s sword.”
Lady Hildeth’s response was tart. “I am well aware, nefene, of my difficulty in remembering many things, but distinctly do I recall ‘twas of Cynric my question was asked.”
This time, neither sibling hid their grins.
“Ysane is correct, Ieldramodor. Already I walk the bower several times each day, and I grow stronger each time. Another seven-day and I will be good as new.”
“Mayhap, you and I will take a walk then, and visit my son’s runestone together. There is much I would tell you of him, especially of his youth, for I would have you learn of your father, of the good man he was and the better man he became. Mayhap, my words will even aid you in understanding the purpose behind his actions toward you. Though in truth, I know not the reason for his refusal to acknowledge you,” she said, a touch of sadness in her tone. “I counseled him against it, Cynric, but he listened not. If only my Lyolf had lived. Your father would have heeded his words.”
* * *
Fallard listened to the byplay between his wife and her family and uttered a silent prayer of gratitude for her quiet joy. Cynric did grow stronger, in body and mind, though there had been a time of despair when all feared he would not. In truth, death lingered all too nigh for many days. The gash from Leda’s blade had gone deep, cutting through a rib and puncturing his right breathing sac. Luilda had stopped the leakage of bloody air, and the wound itself had corrupted not, but he had fallen into a fever neither potions nor constant bathing were able to abate.
At last, in the darkest depth of the fourth night, Father Gregory was called. Ysane, watching with him as Cynric struggled to draw what seemed his last breaths, had fallen upon her knees at his side in tearful prayer, begging her brother be spared. She had clasped his hot, unresponsive hand and wept for the losses they both had endured.
As the painful moments crawled in the long night, enveloped in shades of darkness and mortal grief, Fallard kept watch as Cynric continued to breathe. Ysane finally succumbed to exhaustion and fell into an uneasy sleep on her knees beside the bed, face to face with her brother.
His heart ached for her, for even in sleep she lay crouched against the bed, hunched as if expecting a crushing blow. She had already lost so many, had endured so much pain. He wanted to carry her to their bed where she could sleep in comfort, but knew she would be more deeply hurt did her brother die without her by his side. So he watched, and waited, and prayed, and felt within his own body the agony of every laborious breath Cynric had taken until, as the endless night finally drew down toward dawn, his brother-by-law’s breathing strengthened, and the effort waxed easier. The sheen of perspiration wreathed his pale face, and then began to pour in droplets from his skin. As the fever left him, his bedding grew soaked with sweat.
Fallard held his own breath then, for with the rise of the sun Cynric’s eyes opened and in them lay awareness, exhausted but clear. His lips had curved in the weakest of smiles at Ysane’s sleeping face, only inches from his own. Fallard touch his wife’s shoulder, then gripped more fully to awaken her.
He assured himself the thick knot in his throat had naught to do with tears as Ysane came fully awake.
“Cynric?” She sounded utterly unbelieving. Then again, “Cynric!”
Suddenly she laughed, and fell upon her brother as her tears bathed his face. When he smiled again, she leapt up and ran to the door, calling for Luilda. Then she raced back to the bed.
“Fallard! He lives! Oh, he lives, he lives!”
He laughed, and cradled her when she threw herself in his arms and wept on his shoulder. He gently stroked her back until the bout of tears slowed, then he led her to the window where they could see the sky. Together, they knelt and gave thanks.
* * *
Ysane plied her needle and thread into the pattern of the girdle she embroidered, allowing the talk to flow around her. She humphed beneath her breath. Cynric’s comment of being ‘good as new’ in but a seven-day was an exaggeration, but ‘twas true he healed. ‘Twould be longer than that ere he returned to full health, but ‘twas only a matter of time.
“Of course, ‘twas my thought all along your father knew what Gemma had done, and was keeping silent in deference to her joy in the surprise,” Lady Hildeth said. “What say you, Ysane, remember you that happy time? You were young, I know, but still old enough mayhap, your memory of it still holds.”
Ysane blinked. She had lost the trend of the conversation. Hastily she sought to recall aught that would lead her to an answer, but naught came to mind. She stared blankly at her grandmother.
“Oh, dear, you have done it again. ‘Tis not like you to be so inattentive, though I recall you were oft lost in daydreams as a child. But mayhap, ‘tis the effect of the babe that grows within you. I should be grateful that you suffer something so simple. ‘Tis certainly better than being tearful or having one’s stomach heave every morn.”
Ysane smiled and agreed, for all was right with her world. Once more, her gaze locked with that of her brother in wordless communication even as Lady Hildeth chattered like a happy wren.
But the sympathy between them was severely tested some days later. At that time, Fallard judged Cynric had healed sufficiently to deal with certain matters that must, of necessity, be faced. He had closeted himself in the bower with his wife’s brother for the best part of a morn.
Ysane, fearful of the meeting’s outcome, fidgeted and fluttered around the hall, unable to settle on any one task for more than a few moments. Slaves and servants worked around her, but she paid them no heed. She was focused on the anteroom that led to the chamber where the two men she loved most met to discuss Cynric’s fate.
At the end of their converse, Fallard emerged from the bower with the manner of one who has settled a matter to satisfaction. His eyes met hers. He strode to her, pulled her into his arms and lifted her chin with a finger. He bent to brush her lips, softly at first, with but the barest touch of skin, then with deepening urgency. He sighed and rested his cheek against her temple.
“You smell so good,” he said. “Much better than your roses.”
She squirmed from his arms. “Fallard! What matters that? What say you? How went the meet with Cynric?”
“All I will say at this time, is now I know why there was always somewhat about your brother that seemed familiar, somewhat beyond his likeness to you and your father, that reminded me of someone I knew. But I could not put my finger upon it. I have also recalled where I first saw the fletching of Cynric’s arrows. ‘Twas on several of the burning shafts that thudded into the gate the day Ruald sought to begin his siege. Trifine thought the fletching unique as well, and brought it to show to me. I speak of it now because it ties in with all I have learned. But that may be discussed at another time.” He stepped back. “He waits for you. Go to him.”
She needed no further urging. She offered Fallard a smile she knew was crooked ere she hurried toward the bower.
* * *
Fallard watched her leave, the sway of her hips firing bedchamber thoughts as she sped away. He brooded on all she had come to mean to him, and of how quickly his love for her had bloomed, full wrought from that first glimpse of her on the road to the village.
Did Kenrick Wulfsingas hope for this outcome when he waxed eloquent in praise of his daughter? If so, he would be pleased. The hours I spent with him were wasted not.
The corners of his eyes crinkled. Ysane would find no cause for complaint with the pact he had reached with her brother.
He left not the hall, howbeit, though he had work to do without. He rather thought he might be needed in the bower soon, for ‘twas a morn when full and hard truth must be told. He suspected his wife would need him. He called for a tankard of ale and settled to wait in his chair on the eating platform.
* * *
Ysane’s knock was tentative, but Cynric’s voice inviting her inside held no clue as to his thoughts on the results of his meeting with Fallard. She sat beside him on the bed, her fingers pleating the cover.
“For a Norman, your husband is a man of honor and courage, not to mention unexpected compassion,” Cynric stated without preamble. “He has known all along I fought with Ruald, but he has offered no reprisal, though had there been, I could have faulted him not.”
Ysane stared at him for a moment and then her eyes closed.
Cynric’s thumb wiped away the tears that welled. “Thought you he would do aught else? He loves you, little one, and would do aught to protect you, even defy the edict of his king. Not that the Norman usurper will learn of my involvement with the rebels. The only ones left alive to know it, will never speak of it. But even were the king to discover the truth, your lord would change not his decision.”
She nodded. “’Tis true that is what I expected of him, but hearing it relieves the last of my doubts. Fallard takes his duties and responsibilities to his king most seriously. You understand, had our marriage been but a little more of the body and a little less of the heart, things might well have gone differently.”
“Aye, I know it. His love for you stays his hand.”
“What said he?”
She sniffed away her tears as Cynric eased himself into a more comfortable position. He grimaced slightly as the movement pulled at healing flesh. His voice took on an almost formal tone. “My lord D’Auvrecher acknowledged my part in the saving of your life and in the death of the insurrectionist Ruald of Sebfeld. For that, he agreed to offer his pardon and to keep secret the knowledge of my time with the rebels, but only on three conditions.”
“And those were?” She was certain she already knew.
“First, I must accept his lordship of Wulfsinraed and if I choose to remain here, swear an oath of fealty. Second, I must travel with him to London and swear loyalty to King William. Third, I am no longer to live in the cottage. I must agree to either live in the hall and if ‘tis my choice, continue to serve as master carver. Else, I must find a position that allows me to visit often. Oh, and by the by, part of that third demand is that I agree to accept public acknowledgement as the eldest son of Kenrick Wulfsingas.”
“And what said you to these demands?”
Cynric snorted. “As if you know not. When a man under sentence of slow, painful death is offered not only life and full pardon, but the chance to take up a place in his home, he would be a lackwit of the first order to refuse.”
“Aye, and my brother is no lackwit.”
“Not this day, little one, and I hope never again. But I have been, Ysane. I have been the worst of all fools, though mayhap, my foolishness was not entirely…unwarranted.”
Ysane frowned as her head tilted to one side. “Mean you the accord you held with Ruald and Renouf?” She hesitated to bring up the subject, but it had to be resolved. “Oft I have sought, and failed, to understand your alliance with such men. You have a good heart, my brother, and are a man of honor. It made no sense you should ally yourself with those who were not.”
“But I saw them not in that way, Ysane. In my thought, they were but men of strength, of unyielding decision, capable of ruthlessness aye, but only when ‘twas necessary. The only time I disagreed with their tactics was during these past seven-days, when they ordered the rape and murder of women and the selling of children into slavery. You must know I took no part in that conduct, and allowed it not of those men I led into battle.”
“You have no need to say the words, Cynric. I know it. I know you.”
He nodded, relief in his eyes. “I hoped for such, but as you once said, I have changed, and thus, the words were needful.” He paused, looking off into naught. “Mayhap, had the circumstances been different, I would have seen through their lies from the beginning. But the eyes of my mind were blind, for I saw only what my heart wished to see, that they offered what my own father refused. In so much was I the greatest of all fools, for my blindness nigh led to your death.”
Ysane regarded him, confused at his words. “What your heart wished to see? What say you, Cynric? I understand not your meaning.”
He sighed. “I would protect you from all I must now reveal, if I could. But ‘tis time, aye and past time you knew the truth. ‘Tis a thing our father should have told you long ago. But he chose not only to keep it hidden but also forbade, under pain of severe punishment, that I should tell it.” He shook his head. “’Twill not be an easy thing for you to hear, must less accept—truth is oft that way—and for that I am sorry. Yet, now it must be made known, for I will have no more lies between us. I have already told Fallard. He believes as I do, that you are strong enough to bear it.”
A frission of unease waxed cold against her skin, but she pushed it away. “Cynric, you frighten me. What ‘truth’ can be so terrible?”
Cynric took her hands, inhaled a deep breath and said quickly, as if he feared, if he rushed them not, he would not get the words out at all. “Renouf and Ruald were my brothers and I…I cared for them.”
She gasped, a sharp inhalation. His words hit her like stones thrown by an angry mob. The light as of some powerful, unnamed emotion blazed like the sun in her soul ere it died slowly away, leaving her blank as virgin vellum. Her fingers grew cold in his hands.
“Brothers.” She whispered the word so low he had to lean closer to hear it. “Of the…the heart’s desire, you mean? Brothers, in that you agreed ‘twas necessary to fight Normans? Brothers, as in comrades-in-arms against a common foe?”
“Aye, ‘tis true there was also that bond between us, but that is not my meaning. Renouf, Ruald and I were brothers by blood, as you and I are brother and sister by blood.”
“Nay.” The word was harsh, the tone brimming with rejection, but she could help that not. Her heart hurt, and felt crushed as if some great weight were dropped upon it. “Nay!”
“Aye, Ysane.”
She felt her face blanch. It seemed she even breathed not, and mayhap, for those moments, she did not. A tremor raced through her and little bumps of chill roughened the skin of her arms, making the tiny, flaxen hairs stand on end.
Cynric tightened his grip, and waited.
She thought she could not bear his look another moment and shut her eyes. She trembled in his hold.
“Ysane?”
Her eyes flew wide, but she saw naught but the drunken rage on Renouf’s face as he brutally killed Angelet, and the amusement in Ruald’s eyes as he signaled her own execution. She jerked her hands from his and rose to walk to the window. She held her back straight, her shoulders rigid. She kept herself in check by but the barest restraint.
Her fingertips traced the crooked line of a crack in the stone. “Methinks this is hardly the time for a jest of such little humor, Cynric,” she chided even as she trembled. “I fear your wound has somehow affected your mind.”
She turned in time to see pity flash in the moss green of his eyes. In that instant, she knew ‘twas no jest, but she could accept not his words.
Sorrow twisted her brother’s features. “Aye, ‘tis a jest indeed, but a jest of fate, and one of especial cruelty to you, little one. You must accept it.”
“Accept it?” Her voice was ragged with pain and accusation. “Nay. ‘Tis not possible, this monstrous thing you say. Wish you truly I should believe this…this abomination? You lie. I know not why, but you lie. Those men were monsters. Evil and cruel they were, depraved beyond words to tell. You are naught like them, naught! Why would you say such a thing? How can you be so unkind as to hurt me so? Take it back, Cynric! I believe this not! Take it back!”
Her voice rose on the words until she screamed them. Never had she felt so battered, so betrayed, not even when Renouf smashed her body with his fists or Ruald held a knife at her throat. The storm that encompassed her stole her thoughts and left her paralyzed, unable to think or fight, only to endure.
* * *
Fallard opened the door to his wife’s hysterics and stepped inside the bower. His eyes flew first to her, then to Cynric. His brother-by-law looked mortally stricken as he fought to free himself of the bedcovers. His feet hit the floor and he tried to stand.
Fallard shook his head. Cynric fell back upon the mattress and closed his eyes.
Fallard approached his wife, but when he tried to take her into his arms, she struck at him, blindly, bucking violently against his hold. He feared she would hurt herself or the babe, so he wrapped arms and legs about her like a blanket, her arms trapped against his chest. She wept.
He speared Cynric with his glance, but his brother-by-law lay still upon the bed, his face so white that the jagged scar nigh disappeared. His lips were pinched in a tight, straight line. His features strained, he opened his eyes to stare at his sister. Pain darkened the emerald of his gaze. He met Fallard’s look, and all emotion fled his countenance. He painfully pushed himself straight. His voice was dead. “I never thought she would reject me, or I would never have agreed to tell her. I will leave in the morn. You need have no fear I will return.”
Fallard shook his head. “Nay, Cynric.” There was compassion but no compromise in his tone. “I will allow it not. You knew this would come as a great shock, and the babe she carries renders her susceptible to a humor more bitter than normal. You must give her time to deal with this in her own way. She will come to terms with the knowledge, then she will come to you, and you will deal with it. You will work it out. Neither of you will run from this. I will have it no other way.”
He watched relief flood the other man’s face even as he grimaced. “So be it.”



CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
Three days later, Ysane sat again at Cynric’s bedside. She still felt off balance, numbed from his revelation, unable to understand how both father and brother could have kept something so important, so terrible from her for so long. She stared at her lap, and picked at the folds of her cyrce, thinking how lovely was the lavender of the soft linen and how delicate the embroidery of silver thread. Cynric caught her hands to still their agitated movement.
She looked at him. “How? How can it be true?”
Cynric sighed. “’Tis not an easy story to tell, deorling, and ‘tis a sad one in part, though ‘tis not a long one. I knew not all of it myself until the day when I spoke with Fallard. Our father recounted the whole tale to him ere his death.”
Her eyes went wide.
“Aye. Your husband told of his part in this story, even of his own accountability in the taking of our father to Normandy. ‘Twould seem our father spoke of many things to Fallard, including much that even I never knew. Mayhap, he wished to lay aside what had become a heavy burden, or he simply hoped the truth would one day find its way to us both.
“Long ago, when our father was very young, he journeyed with his father to be presented at the new court of Edward. There he met a beautiful girl, the daughter of a rich and powerful thegn. They fell in love. Our father begged for the girl’s hand, for they both wished to wed, but though our father was of excellent lineage and prospect, her father had already long betrothed her to another of his own choosing. That marriage was but a few months away, and he would not be swayed to change his mind.
“The lovers continued to meet in secret, against the wishes of both their fathers. In due time, as oft happens in such affairs, their love bore fruit.”
Cynric grew quiet and his expression thoughtful, as if he sought an easier way to recount what must still be said. “The girl came in terror with news of her condition to our father. She begged him to flee, for though her father loved her, he was a man of hard countenance, and she feared should he learn the truth he would kill our father for despoiling her. Our father sought to persuade her to flee with him, but she was very young, and greatly affrighted, and would not. She persuaded her mother to return with her to their hall, and she hid herself away. Our father never saw her again.”
“I know not all that occurred then, for our father was able to learn of but a few things. That girl, my mother, went on to marry the man of her father’s choosing, but she told no one she and our father had been lovers, nor that she was with child. On their wedding night, when the truth was learned, her husband forced her to tell all.
“’Twas said that only her husband’s fear of the wrath of her father held his hand from killing her, for she had cuckolded him and his pride was greatly damaged. Aye, fear, and the great dowry she brought to the marriage. Her husband’s family was of high noble lineage, but had fallen on hard times and badly needed the dower.
“Also, the husband, who later became the father of Renouf and Ruald, coveted his own heirs of her blood, so he withheld his wrath and renounced her not. But he sent my mother into seclusion so none but he, a priest and a nurse sworn to silence ever saw her until after I, her first babe, was born.
“I was brought to the hall many seven-days ere my mother was allowed to return. ‘Twas told to all I was the son of a baker woman from another burh, and that she died giving me life. My father was said to be one of her lord’s hearth companions, a man with green eyes who had recently died in battle. I lived at my stepfather’s hearth for nigh to four twelvemonths, though he claimed me never. During that time, Renouf, and then Ruald were born of my mother and her husband, but Ruald’s birth ended my mother’s life. As she lay dying, she begged her husband to send me to our father.
“Her husband thought on her words and found them wise. He feared the truth might one day be learned, and he would risk no trouble between his own two sons and the son of one not of his loins. Thus, at the age of four summers, I was brought to Wulfsinraed. You know the rest of the tale.”
For a long time Ysane sat, thinking of all she had been told. Cynric lay with his eyes closed, unmoving. She thought he slept. She cast a hard look his way. Aye, now she knew to look for it, she could see the resemblance in him to Renouf, though in truth, to her eyes he bore more the look of Ruald. Gratitude filled her heart that the Sebfeld likeness was of far less notice than his look of a Wulfsingas progeny. ‘Twas no wonder she had never seen it. Given time, she could also learn to ignore it.
Trying to make no sound, she rose and paced. Her shock and horror was profound upon learning the brother she had trusted and loved so deeply, had also been brother to the two men who had so brutally used and hurt her. The pain had lashed all the deeper, knowing Cynric had chosen to give his loyalty to them and left her alone to bear their cruelty. Though ‘twas true, she did believe he knew not of their behavior toward her. Aye, they were ever sly and deceitful. As they had also deceived many others, while with Cynric they cleverly hid their true natures, for they had need of him.
She turned in her pacing to find his eyes upon her. She stopped. “’Twas true what you said, that your foolishness in regard to your brothers was not unwarranted. You never knew your mother, and you were spurned and rejected, as you saw it, by your father. You were lonely, and hurting. Though you knew it not, you hungered for the affection and approval of family. Now that I think on it, I understand why you turned to your brothers when they asked your help to fight the Norman invasion. They hurt me, Cynric, but you also were used and betrayed, your loyalty twisted to evil use. I know you. ‘Twas never your intent to cause me harm. You would not have left me, had you known the use they would make of me.”
“I would have killed them had I known, Ysane.”
She turned away, clasping her hands together over the slight swell of her belly. “My heart is torn in pity by the pain and grief your mother endured. Our father too, knew grief at their forced parting, though I believe he eventually came to love my mother.” She looked at him over her shoulder. “What was your mother’s name? How was she called?”
“She was called Otillia.”
“Otillia. ‘Tis a lovely name.”
“Fallard said our father told him she was the loveliest of all the maidens at court, fair and sweet, with a laugh as gentle and fresh as the falling rain. He never held it against her that she ran from him to marry her father’s man. He knew of her fear for him. Her death, when he learned of it, left him bereft. Methinks that is why, even after so long a time, I find it hard to make sense of his rejection. For though I was born of bastardy, yet was I the firstborn, not only of his loins, but of his love.”
“Methinks we will never know his reasons, Cynric. But mayhap, you will one day learn something from our Ieldramodor that will help you accept, if not understand.”
“Ysane.”
She turned to face him.
“Please say I am forgiven, little one. If I am ever, at long last to find peace, I must hear it from you that you hold naught of this against me.”
She frowned and pursed her lips. “You said our father absolutely forbade you to speak to me of what you knew?”
“Aye.”
“You gave him your word you would keep silent?”
“Aye.”
“You liked it not, but were obedient to our father as a son should be, and kept your honor in this matter?”
“Aye.” Curiosity now limned the word.
“Much of it you knew not yourself, until two days before yester?”
“Aye.”
“And after our father died I saw you not, except once at a distance, and twice in recent days, when the time would not have been right to speak of it?”
“A…y…e?” He drew out the word to the point of a question.
“So when exactly, would you have told me of all this, ere now?”
He blinked. A grin, slow and roguish returned the light to his moss green eyes.
She crossed the room to lean over him and kiss his cheek. “’Twould seem, my deorling brother, there is little to forgive, and for what little that may be, I do.”



CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
London
1078 - The Month of Hunting With Falcons - Fall
The summer’s heat gave way to a glorious autumn. The journey to London to meet with King William was made in peace, the trek accomplished in easy stages to accommodate Ysane’s blossoming pregnancy. Fallard wrote to request she be allowed to remain at Wulfsinraed, but the king’s response was inflexible. Fallard debated the logic, or mayhap, idiocy of running his sovereign through if the man’s obstinacy resulted in harm to her or his babe.
As per his demand in the pact they made, Cynric traveled with them.
Fallard had expected to be in the city but a short time, only long enough for the king to hear his report and for Ysane to enjoy the sights and some shopping. But William surprised him. He made them wait a full three days before granting Fallard’s request for a private audience.
‘Twas never a good thing when the king made one of his ‘favorites’ wait, especially when they came at his command.
At least Ysane disappointed him not. A vision in a russet silk cyrtel, syrce of gold velvet embroidered with gold thread, and a veil of sheerest gold with an elaborate headdress Queen Matilda would not spurn, she outshone the stars.
That she was also terrified was no surprise, but she gamely accompanied him to the palace, head held high. His own apprehension was keen as they paused at the entrance to the reception hall. Fallard took in the space at a glance. It looked little different from his last visit, stark and cold except for the dais where the king and his two highest councilors held court. Some measure of comfort surrounded William there, with thick carpet underfoot, braziers roaring and cushioned seating. Luminous tapestries covered the bare stone walls and guards displayed prominent weaponry. Otherwise, the long room was so empty it echoed, but William liked it unwelcoming. He was not a man given to great patience and did not encourage overlong formal dialogue with his barons.
“Fallard D’Auvrecher, Baron of Wulfsinraed, and his wife, the Lady Ysane.” The attendant announced their arrival in a sing-song cadence.
Fallard felt Ysane’s fingers tremble on his arm. He threw her a bracing smile. “Courage, my rose. He will not eat us.”
At the least, ‘tis my hope he will not.
Followed by Cynric and Jehan, who had charge of their escort from the hall, Fallard paced forward. But as they approached the dais, it required no great insight to note the king was in a dark and foul humor.
What has William in such a fit of pique? Mayhap, I should not have requested Cynric be made under-steward of Romleygh Hall, despite Ysane’s insistence.
The king’s heavy frame was sprawled in the massive carved and gilded chair that served as his throne. Fallard had never known another man who could project both majesty and intimidation in an otherwise slothful posture. William watched them advance. Fallard fought to repress a shudder. Beneath the thinning gray hair that rimmed his pate, the king’s eyes were narrowed, his countenance grim.
Fallard spared a quick glance for his wife, who was pale as mist and looked as if she might swoon. He slid his arm from beneath her icy fingers to take her hand in a firm grip and squeeze gently. She gasped, but never took her eyes off the king. Together, they made obeisance. Fallard kept his head bowed as he waited for William’s acknowledgement.
“If I rightly recall, Fallard, I ordered your presence before me…let me think.” William paused as if considering for a moment, than continued in his rumbling voice. “Oh, aye. ‘Twas more than two months past. Has the distance between my hall and Wulfsinraed grown so lengthy since then, that you could make your way here no sooner?”
Fallard felt perspiration pop out on his forehead despite the cool of the hall, but he would allow none to mark the sudden spike of tension that dried his mouth. He knew better than to back down from the challenge in William’s deceptively aggrieved statement. The king demanded backbone in his knights—to a point.
Faith! He is verily in a temper.
“I am certain my liege remembers his last orders to his vassal,” Fallard replied. He kept his tone bland. “I came as quickly as was possible, given it required many seven-days to round up the stragglers from the rebel force, bury the dead, heal the wounded, and repair the damage from the battle that rid my liege’s land of those who would dispute his God-given right to reign.”
It cannot hurt to remind him of my service to him…and its cost.
William’s gaze left Fallard and moved to a point behind him. “All of those who dispute my reign?”
Fallard’s tension racheted several notes higher.
There could be no doubt William’s glower was now centered on Cynric. He hoped his brother-by-law had sense enough not to scowl back.
“Jehan, I know,” William said. “But who is this other fine youth you bring to my hall, Fallard?”
Fallard gestured to Cynric to step forward. He placed his hand on his brother-by-law’s shoulder and squeezed a warning. “My liege, I would make known Cynric Wulfsingas, brother of my wife and son of Kenrick Wulfsingas, whose skill at eschecs I am certain my liege calls to mind with a measure of fondness.”
At the speaking of the names, William abruptly sat straight and leaned forward. His gaze, no longer narrowed but wide and keen, speared Cynric with a piercing glare in which speculation was rampant for all to see.
His cocked his head. “Rumor has come to me in recent days of a fearless leader of the insurrectionists who attacked my lands under the orders of Ruald of Sebfeld. ‘Tis said this man, though he fought masked by a hood, had eyes the color of the green moss that grows in the forest.”
Fallard felt turned to stone. Beneath his hand, Cynric’s muscles tensed. Time seemed to slow and stop. All his surroundings fell away until naught was left but the calculation in William’s eyes. He was enmeshed in an invisible duel to which only he and his sovereign were privy. Once before had he dared such a confrontation. That instance too, had been in defense of a Wulfsingas. He had won that round, but now…?
Does he know, or merely suspect Cynric’s former activities? Of a certainty, Cynric seems somehow known to him, and not in respect of my request regarding Romleygh Hall. Mayhap, it is but that he is son to Kenrick, whom William remembers well.
“’Tis also said,” William continued, his raspy voice menacing, “this nameless leader, unlike others among the rebels, showed mercy to women and children and to those who laid down their weapons. Still, he remains guilty of treason against his king. What say you to this, Cynric, son of Kenrick Wulfsingas?”
Answer with care, Cynric!
The tenor of Cynric’s voice was calm and unruffled. “That such a foolish man is likely dead, my liege.”
A strange expression passed over the king’s face.
Fallard found his voice. Praying the alarm pulsing through him did not show, he said, “My liege, I, myself, killed a rebel with green eyes, an exceptional fighter, during the battle at Wulfsinraed. He lies buried with the others who died.” He paused. “May I remind my liege, that by the actions of Cynric Wulfsingas was the escape of Ruald of Sebfeld prevented, which drew forth from my liege a strong approbation. At the same time, Cynric also saved the life of my wife, but nigh lost his own in the doing. He was sore wounded, and his recovery has but recently progressed sufficiently to enable him to make the journey here.”
At his words, William bent his head and regarded him from beneath unruly brows. He said naught.
Moments passed. Somewhere outside, a woman laughed, the sound incongruous in the dangerous silence. Even as Fallard began to think they were all well and truly lost, that he had inadvertently pushed his sovereign too far, William seemed to come to a decision. He sat back as abruptly as he had risen and murmured something Fallard did not hear.
His gaze snapped to Ysane. “Ah, aye, the lovely rose of Wulfsinraed.” His expression softened and lightened a fraction as he favored her with his fierce regard. Appreciation blazed now in his eyes, for he was a man with an eye for feminine comeliness. “Your brother saved your life, eh? Well and good. A man should be willing to die to protect his sister.”
From the corner of his eye, Fallard saw Ysane nod. She was paler than before and he doubted she was capable of speech. He breathed again. Barely. Ysane’s beauty and grace could fail not to charm his sovereign and divert his thoughts, whatever they were, from Cynric.
I hope.
He slipped an arm about her thickening waist and pulled her close to his side, and not a moment too soon, for she sagged into his embrace. His little rose was utterly terrified of her monarch and feared for all their lives, but especially for Cynric.
The king abruptly laughed. “Well and good! Look at me, woman!”
Fallard groaned inwardly. “Ysane, stand straight,” he whispered. “Meet his gaze with courage. He will respect it. He merely wishes to test your mettle. Show him you are the daughter of Eorl Kenrick Wulfsingas!”
His wife licked dry lips, straightened her backbone and raised her gaze. Her voice was ragged, but clear as she dipped her head in a small obeisance. “’Tis my great pleasure to make the acquaintance of my liege, and do him honor.”
William smiled. His voice was very soft. “And you lie badly, my lady, at least about the pleasure. But come, I would have from your own sweet lips the truth. Look at me, and state your oath you had no part in the insurrection against your lawful sovereign.”
“My liege, I never once conspired against you, nor played I any part in the insurrection. I have never, by word or deed, sought your downfall nor wished you harm. I am but a woman, but ‘tis my thought and belief my people must seek to live in harmony with yours, that we may learn much of each other and meld the best of our divergent cultures to create a world of peace for us all.”
Fallard’s pride soared until he thought it might float him to the ceiling. Behind him, he heard Cynric’s smothered snort and Jehan’s whispered, “Well said, my lady!”
For the first time, the darkness in William’s face gave way to beaming approval. “If I could but persuade my councilors, my friends and my enemies to such a belief, ours would indeed become a world of peace. I am gratified to hear your words, and more pleased still to see in your eyes that you mean them. Have no fear, you will leave my presence in one piece this day, as will those you love.”
He turned again to Fallard. “What is this about Romleygh Hall? I had thought to place Roland Vesli as steward there. Give me reason why my choice should be another Saxon, Cynric, son of Kenrick instead.”
“Nay, my liege, I asked not that Cynric be steward, but under-steward in service to your choice of lord, did that lord approve.”
Patiently, Fallard repeated Cynric’s timely and invaluable aid in quelling the insurrection. But then he added two final caveats, aware that the first would create an instant bond between sovereign and formerly rebellious vassal, and that the second would hasten the king’s decision.
“Of course, my liege, all men know Cynric is but the natural son of his father, which explains the original designation of Kennard, second son, as Kenrick’s heir. Yet, none at Wulfsinraed hold his birth against him, for he has shown himself a master hunter with the longbow, a master carver and a master woodsman. He is well tutored in the skills of an under-steward”—at which untruth he did not blink—”and is of a temper far less prone to nettle than the hall’s current steward.”
Whatever remaining shreds of annoyance the king might have harbored seemed to disintegrate. “A natural son, you say? Hmmm…not so different from myself, it seems. Mayhap, this Cynric may be a better choice than Vesli, despite he is Saxon and I vowed to give no further credence to their use as stewards. I must think on this.”
He turned to his councilors and began a whispered consultation.
Fallard drew them all back to give the king privacy. He exhaled, long and slow. Cynric as steward! Mayhap, his distraction had worked. As it happened, the haughty Lord Estienne and Lady Eufemma of Romleygh Hall had recently been recalled to France. The baron and his wife had become so vocal against William and so demanding that Wulfsinraed be taken from Fallard and turned over to them, that William lost patience. His temper ignited, he dispatched a request to King Philip to have the couple removed from England, stating that otherwise he would be forced to arrest them for treason. The French king, considering the baron a friend and wishing also to preserve the peace, ordered the couple to return home. They were due to depart within the month, taking their personal under-steward with them.
Romleygh Hall, at but a half-day’s ride away, was the closest of all the fiefs of Wulfsinraed. When news of the need for an under-steward reached Fallard, he told Ysane, who immediately suggested Cynric for the position, arguing they could teach him anything he needed to know.
She worried for him. As her brother healed, he became more and more restless. Though he had yielded lordship of Wulfsinraed to Fallard, Ysane believed he would never truly feel at home there. The position at Romleygh seemed a godsend. Of course, his acceptance would depend on the new lord, but if William approved, ‘twas likely the new steward would agree.
Fallard glanced at Ysane, carefully banking his elation. William was no fool and well knew he was being played. But the idea of gifting the rich hall of Romleygh and the title that went with it to another ‘natural son’ like himself, while snubbing the supercilious and treacherous Lord Estienne, would proffer him a profound sense of complacent delight. Still, he might yet choose another, but Cynric was in front of him now, and the temptation to settle the matter immediately would be strong.
Ysane smiled, looking rather better with color back in her cheeks. “Whatever happens, ‘twill be for the best. We will find a place for Cynric worthy of his skills and station.”
“Aye, that we will, though he will always be welcome at Wulfsinraed. But look now. Methinks William has made his decision, and if his countenance is aught to go by, he has decided to look with favor upon my request. But will it be steward, or under-steward? Either way, ‘tis a high standing, and Roland Vesli is a good man. He will easily command Cynric’s loyalty. I very much favor this.”
William stood. “Lord D’Auvrecher and Cynric Wulfsingas, come forward.”
Fallard moved into step with his brother-by-law who walked, head high, to stand before the king. The two took the other’s measure.
William nodded as if satisfied. “I will now accept your oath of fealty, Cynric Wulfsingas. Kneel!”
Cynric knelt and repeated the words as prompted by the councilor.
Fallard’s unease flared again at the recital, for the king, in subtle warning, directed that five words in the oath—’future’, ‘faithful’, ‘never’ and ‘without deceit’—be emphasized as they were spoken for Cynric to repeat.
But Cynric never faltered. “I promise on my faith that I will in the future be faithful to my lord the king, never cause him harm, and will observe my homage to him completely, against all persons in good faith and without deceit.”
In a loud voice, William said, “Arise Cynric, son of Kenrick Wulfsingas. This day I name you under-steward of Romleygh Hall, in service to my vassal, Roland Vesli, subject to his approval, and grant to you all rights, privileges and authority thereof, in my name. You are charged to serve your lord as you would serve me.”
But then he bent nigh, and spoke so that none but Fallard and the councilor heard his next words. “The past is set aside, the future unwritten. Serve me well and faithfully, Cynric, and I may forgive your…father’s…trespass.”
His hard gaze then moved to rest upon Fallard and his voice was stern. “I release Cynric Wulfsingas to your service, Lord D’Auvrecher, until the day my vassal, Lord Vesli, has need of him at Romleygh. Give me not reason to regret my decision this day to appoint a Saxon as under-steward to that hall.”
Ice slithered from vertebra to vertebra down Fallard’s spine. He swallowed and inclined his head to his sovereign. “So it shall be, my liege.”
William sat, and sprawled once again in his chair. He glanced at Ysane. “I will want all the particulars when my newest vassal is born, Fallard. Mayhap, I know of an old man who would be exceedingly pleased to become godfather to that child. Think you accommodations might be made to that end?”
Fallard relaxed. William would make an exacting, but magnanimous benefactor to his son—or daughter, or sons and daughters—whichever the case. For the first time since arriving at the palace, he smiled with true pleasure. “’Twould be a great honor, my liege. I, and my wife, will make it so.”
“Good, good. Then I look forward to our next meeting.”
The audience was over.
Fallard felt as drained as if he had fought a mighty battle with a dragon and won, but had barely escaped being flamed to ash by its breath. He hustled them all out of the king’s presence as quickly as court etiquette allowed, letting not his guard relax until they were back at the inn, for his sovereign’s uncertain temper was not a thing with which even his favorites deigned to trifle.
Aye, it had been close there, for a while. It could have gone very badly for them all, for he was now certain William guessed somewhat of Cynric’s past, though he could know not all or be certain of what he guessed, or both Fallard and his brother-by-law would now be languishing in the least comfortable quarters of the king’s keeping.
He roused everyone early and whisked them from London at first light the next morn, grateful to escape with head and all limbs intact, but he breathed easy only when they were many leagues out of the city.



EPILOG I
Blackbridge Manor, northeast of London
1082 - The Month of Reaping - Summer
“Do you not find Gemma a woman worthy of brotherly affection, Fallard?” Ysane leaned to whisper in his ear. “Is she not kind, and loving and cheerful, a devoted wife and mother? Arnulf wed her the twelvemonth ere the Nor…ere William came. His father is Norman, his mother Saxon. Arnulf was born in this land, though his family returned to Normandy some twelvemonths ago. He is a man sworn to William, as was his father.”
“I am aware,” Fallard said. “’Tis why William left him as steward of Blackbridge.”
“Aye, that is so. He is a good man, though as you see, somewhat grim at times, and he rarely smiles. But he cares deeply for my sister, and provides well for her and the children. ‘Tis my belief they do very well together. Gemma is opposite to Arnulf, much merrier. It pleases me she gives you cause to laugh with her teasing.”
As Ysane turned to answer some comment of her sister, Fallard reclined on one elbow, watching as plodding oxen pulled a heavy cart across the blackened timbers of the bridge. Gemma had just explained those timbers were how the moated manor house of Blackbridge got its name. At the time of its construction, the bridge was thickly coated with pitch to render it easily set ablaze in defense of the house. Nigh a hundred twelvemonths later, those huge, heavy timbers were simply black with age.
His lazy gaze swept across the grasses that fronted the manor. Soft, green, and sweet-smelling they were, and the blankets he and the family were using to enjoy their noontide meal were spread upon them. A great elm sheltered them from the heat of the sun.
His eyes lifted to stonewalled pastures, beyond which was unfurled a pleasant vista that extended farther than the eye could see. Blackbridge was a vast and prosperous demesne, far larger than Wulfsinraed, situated in the midst of water meadows and rolling green pasturelands where huge flocks of sheep roamed—and all of it was his. In all his lands and fiefs together, with all their wealth of crops and herds, Fallard was lord of many hundreds of vassals, knights, men-at-arms, servants and slaves.
Yet, the value of all of it together was as naught to him when compared with the woman who sat beside him, a new babe growing in her womb, and the two children of three and a half summers who tore across the grass, screaming with laughter, fleeing their cousin Sigan. Fleeing aye, but Evart, a true son of his father, was not one to run from aught for long. He suddenly stopped and whirled to face his ‘enemy’.
The corners of Fallard’s eyes crinkled. Galloping along behind Evart was his daughter Evarette, the younger twin, who also came to an abrupt halt to see what her brother would do. Jabbing aloft his wooden sword, carved with runes and ancient patterns by his uncle Cynric, Evart screamed a challenge to Sigan. Evarette echoed the cry, then hopped up and down in sheer delight when Sigan grimaced, dropped his sword and ran in mock terror.
Fallard could not prevent the prideful grin that split his face when the twins came running to tell him of Evart’s great victory. The children’s words were uttered in the strange dichotomy of Saxon English and Norman French that Arnulf and Gemma’s children spoke, for Ysane insisted they be taught to value the heritage of both parents. ‘Twas her belief if ever there was to be true peace in this land, its disparate peoples must learn to live together. After the nigh disaster with Cynric and the insurrectionists, she intended to do her part, in whatever small way she could, to make that happen.
Evart narrowly missed blundering against Fallard’s shoulder with his short, blunt sword. He threw his small arms around his father’s neck and hugged with all his might. “Papa, papa, I won! Sigan ran away. I am a great warrior!”
“Aye, that you are.”
He held his son against his chest with one hand as Evarette jumped upon him from the other side, demanding equal attention. She was passing through a stage where she imitated nigh all her adored older brother did or said. As if he had not already loudly and clearly declared it, she yelled, in a mispronunciation that made Fallard’s lips twitch, “Evart is a worrier.”
“Let go, papa!” Evart wiggled and pushed to be set loose. Fallard squeezed and tickled him until he roared with laughter.
“Me, too, papa!” Not to be outdone, Evarette demanded her share. Fallard obliged and soon both children were rolling on the ground, their voices raised in mirth.
“Children! Calm down, please. I cannot hear myself think,” Ysane said, but she eyed Fallard.
Evart postured in front of his parents with feet apart, hands fisted on his hips in imitation of a stance he had oft seen Sigan take. Evarette immediately did the same.
Fallard chuckled as he leaned to kiss his wife. “We have created monsters, my love.”
Evart’s sturdy little body looked ready to take on the world, his moss green eyes flashing while the sun struck blue lights off the wild tangle of his black hair. Evarette, identical eyes sparking green fire, her tiny form a more delicate and slender feminine duplicate of her brother, stood staunch beside him. Flicking over her shoulder the ebon braids that hung almost to her waist, she tried her best to look stern and intimidating.
“Go and play, deorlings,” Ysane said, shooing them toward Emma’s three youngest, who were throwing a leather ball filled with sand.
Evart dropped his sword at Fallard’s feet and tore off, followed faithfully by his sister.
Fallard eyed Ysane, amused, as she leaned to brush dirt from the children’s boots off his tunic. She turned back to where Gemma sat with Kennard’s widow, Meldred, and Ysabeau, the widowed daughter of Sir Bernard, Arnulf’s older brother and the reeve of Blackbridge. The women were discussing everything from a new tapestry pattern, to the final guest list for Cynric’s wedding to Ysabeau. The betrothed couple was deeply in love and due to be married at Blackbridge in early fall, though their journey to that end had been anything but smooth.
He surveyed his domain once again and heaved a great, satisfied sigh. Even the delicate situation with his brother-by-law had worked out to the good. Cynric was a changed man since the events four summers earlier. Lord Vesli had agreed to a trial period with him as under-steward, but Ysane’s brother displayed an innate skill for the task and the position had quickly become permanent. The anger and bitterness that had eaten at his soul slowly dissipated beneath the love of his sister, the respect offered by Fallard and Roland Vesli and the acceptance of Romleygh’s burhfolc. His instant love for Evart and Evarette at their birth had completed the transformation, though his romance with Ysabeau had nigh cost his life. That affair had been a wild and difficult journey, but all had come right in the end.
William had approved Cynric’s marriage to the lovely Ysabeau for in doing so, he drew more closely beneath his hand the powerful and prosperous burhs of Wulfsinraed, Romleygh and Blackbridge. Aye, the marriage was a good match that further solidified his claim to the throne. Howbeit, the king had informed Fallard the wedding must take place at Blackbridge, which was close enough to London for William to easily attend. The king preferred not to be away from home for too long, for he was busy with the building of his massive new keep, which he deigned to call the Great Tower, and for construction of which he imported a creamy stone from Caen. When completed, the structure would be a sparkling white monument to his reign.
Fallard rolled to his back on the blanket. His anticipation of the day when the wedding was over and he and Ysane could return home to Wulfsinraed was keen. Trifine, with Roana, their son Alart and their infant daughter, Druetta had stayed behind to oversee the demesne, and Fallard had no worries all was well. In truth, he was enjoying this time with Ysane’s family.
But three twelvemonths ago William had called him to service for eight miserable months—far beyond his required number of days—during which time he was kept busy far from Ysane and home. Since this call to duty came not long after his request concerning Cynric and Romleygh, Fallard doubted not the extra service time was payment due for William’s granting of the boon. It had indeed cost him, for he was unable to be home when the twins were born. He had not seen his firstborn children until he had journeyed to Wulfsinraed with William for the ceremony anointing the king as godfather.
Then, he and Ysane had spent more than half of last twelvemonth visiting Fallard’s family in Nourmaundie. Now, after two months at Blackbridge, and another month yet before the wedding, he wanted naught but to get back to his own bed in his own hall and stay there for a while.
He glanced through the open gate to where Arnulf, Cynric, Domnall, Roul and Faucon were gathered in front of the manor hall, staring up at the roof. Arnulf, Gemma’s dour but steadfast husband, had recently discovered one of the great wooden support beams was filled with rot. No doubt, they were debating the best means to repair it.
Roul and Faucon broke away from the older men and walked together into the house. Fallard followed his squire’s progress and sighed. Roul was their one unresolved heartache. The death of Fauques had quenched his bright gaiety, sobering and maturing him as only the hard realities of a life spent in warfare could do. For months, the boy grieved, becoming melancholy and morose, and withdrawing from all but duty. His young spirit wavered so badly Fallard thought to send him home. But time slowly restored a tithe of his natural exuberance, and while he still allowed no one too close, Fallard hoped his budding friendship with Faucon would help. ‘Twas time for him to let go of the past and look to the future.
Briefly, Fallard considered wandering over to join the other men, but instead stretched out to stare through the branches and leaves of the spreading elm above them. He allowed himself to relax. The day was cool under a bright sun, and though he chuckled when Ysane said the sky was so blue ‘twas nigh painful to look at it, he took her meaning. Eyes closed, he listened to her voice as she debated some homely issue with Gemma. Contentment, vast and free filled him, mind and soul.
* * *
Some time later Ysane, noticing an unusual silence, glanced over at Fallard and smiled. Evart, his little face bathed in perspiration, lay sprawled over his father’s chest, sound asleep, her husband’s arm tucked around his body. Evarette, her tousled head pillowed on his other arm, lay cradled close to her father’s side, thumb firmly stuck in her tiny mouth.
As she loved her family with her eyes, she was suddenly reminded of Fallard’s words to her four summers earlier on the road to Fallewydde. He had wagered with her concerning the gender of their firstborn, still less than three months in her womb. He had demanded of her a reward if he won the wager and the child was a boy. At the time, though already she loved him, her relationship with her husband was still new enough the nature of his reward had embarrassed her. Still, she had agreed.
As it turned out, Evart was firstborn by many minutes. Later, when she was healed from the birth, Fallard had reminded her of the promise she made. With a wicked smile, he demanded his reward. Even now, the warm color painted her cheeks as she thought of it, but she had thoroughly enjoyed the payment of her debt. She gazed at the long, graceful length of her husband and felt, as she always did, the slow build of desire. Mayhap, ‘twas time to repeat it.
She thought Fallard lost in slumber with the children, but as if he felt her look like a physical touch, he opened his eyes. Their gazes tangled, neither needing words to read the other’s thoughts. Her heart at peace, she drew her fingertips down his cheek in a lingering caress to his lips. He kissed them, and a familiar flame kindled deep in his eyes.
“I love you,” she said, and smiled a promise for the coming night.
* * *
Fallard measured the love he saw in his wife’s beautiful green eyes, and failed to find its end. Nor would she ever find an end to the love he held for her. He reached to splay a hand over her distended stomach as she answered a query from Meldred. The questing of his fingers was answered by a strong kick from within her womb. He chuckled and Ysane threw him a laughing glance. Certain their active third child was a boy, they had already chosen a name—Marc, after his father’s father. Her abdomen slid beneath his palm as she leaned across the blanket to pick up a pear and a piece of cheese to nibble. As always, pregnancy increased her appetite.
His other hand gently stroking the length of Evart’s small back, Fallard listened to the four women argue the merits of roasting rabbit as opposed to baking it. He let the chatter roll over him. Ysane! How he loved her! He thought of the many twists and turns their separate lives had taken that had, in the course of time, entwined their two paths into one. With her, he surpassed the sweetness of what his father and mother shared, for their relationship was based only on the simple friendship and affection of many shared twelvemonths, while the devotion he shared with his wife was beyond his words to describe. Ysane was the pinnacle, and aye, beyond, of all the dreams of his warrior’s mind and the hopes of his manly heart. The Lady of Wulfsinraed was truly, in every possible way, his rose of hope.



EPILOG II
Two leagues into the forest north of Wulfsinraed Burh lay a small, insignificant glade, dreaming under the summer sun. There was naught about it to set it apart from any other in the wood, or cause a passerby to stop and take notice. But had anyone come upon the glade and decided ‘twas a good place to stop for a meal or a rest beneath the trees at its verge, they might have stumbled across a curiosity.
At the base of a spreading oak, where its wide branches provided some protection from the weather, a flat, white stone lay sunk into the green, mossy turf. At the head of the stone, nigh the trunk of the tree, a little wooden cross of simple construction was stuck in the ground. The cross was starting to lean and soon, it would fall over altogether. In crude lettering across the face of the white stone was scribed a word, mayhap, a name, as if someone had hastily scratched it upon the surface rather than chiseling it properly. It spelled simply: “ANGELET”.
THE END
Thank you for reading Rose of Hope. I hope you enjoyed the story of Fallard and Ysane. ~ Màiri



* * *
AUTHOR’S NOTES
A ‘burh’ was a walled, fortified manor or settlement. They were created to be royal fortresses by Alfred the Great, King of Wessex, his son and his daughter in the 10th century as a defense against Viking incursions. According to “The Burghal Hidage” and the “Anglo Saxon Chronicle”, thirty burhs were constructed within the boundaries of the Kingdom of Wessex [example, Cantware Burh, now modern day Canterbury, Kent; or Lundenburh, modern day London], while three were built in Mercia. Many were founded on the ruins of ancient Iron Age hill forts or Roman forts, and many were located beside rivers. Royal mints were placed in burhs, and most became market towns. A burhmann (sg.) or burfolc (pl.) indicated the peasant class belonging to a burh. Búrlands were the lands around a burh occupied by peasants, including ceorls [churls], Saxon freemen. The suffixes burg(h) and boro(ugh) come from this Old English word. No burhs were ever built in Essex. Making Wulfsinraed a burh was entirely my own invention.
The post-Conquest period was a time of brutal upheaval for the English people. In one day, through one terrible battle, their entire way of life was overthrown. But even in those dark times, there lived women and men who valued honor, compassion and decency. They looked for—and sometimes found—the simple joys of life and the blessings of peace. It is my hope I have portrayed these positive aspects in such a way as to balance the bleakness of the period.
Although I present this tale primarily from the Anglo-Saxon perspective of my heroine, Ysane, it is also the story of the Norman hero, Fallard. Through the joining of their separate lives into one, I have undertaken to blend the diverse customs of the two, just as real Norman and Saxon individuals came together to create, in time, one people.
Anglo-Saxon England was a land of vast forests dotted with fields and pastures, small villages and some few cities. Its people lived in thatch-roofed huts, and in timbered mead-halls and wood-framed manors behind wooden palisades. But as early as the 5th century, some churches were constructed of shaped stone, often garnered from Roman ruins.
By the reign of English King Harold I [Harold Harefoot, A.D. 1015-1040] Normans and Bretons were moving into England to stay. They, like the Romans, brought their architecture with them. At the time of the Conquest, a handful of stone keeps behind stone walls as wide as six to eight feet, had already been built in the land. Thus, the concept of the fictional Wulfsinraed Burh being built of that material by a wealthy, well-traveled visionary, while improbable, was not impossible.
I have endeavored to recreate the person and character of William I, the Conqueror as accurately as possible given the nature of surviving information. He began the construction of the Great Tower as mentioned in Epilog I but sadly, did not live to see its completion. The massive edifice still stands today within the Tower of London complex, and is known by its more recent name of the ‘White Tower’.
* * *
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I invite you to turn the page for an excerpt from Cameron, Book I of the “The Daughters of Alastair MacDougall”,
an exciting series by Lane McFarland set during Scotland’s first War of Independence.
CAMERON
“The Daughters of Alastair MacDougall”
CHAPTER ONE
MacDougall Castle
Kilmarnock, Scotland
May 1297
Cameron MacDougall scrambled up the steep hill, her brown basket clutched in one hand and her woolen skirt bunched in the other. Heart skipping fast, she crested the summit and caught her breath. Her gaze swept the flat landscape carpeted with green grass and hundreds of budding yellow wildflowers. A brisk breeze whipped her hair across her face. She pulled the dark strands from her mouth and tugged her grey cloak tighter against the chill.
She made her way across the grassy mound to her mother’s resting place under the shade of a large blackthorn tree, its branches filled with white spring blossoms. Trees swayed in the wind, and petals skittered across the ground.
Cameron set her basket down and knelt. Her knees grew cold and wet from the damp ground as she brushed leaves off the gravesite. Images of Mum’s sickly face flashed through her mind. Deep purple bruises, symptoms of disease, marred her translucent skin, and dark shadows surrounded her once vibrant blue eyes. Dull and lifeless, the orbs sunk into her pale face, the sharp ridges of her cheekbones prominent. Her once crowning glory of thick blonde hair lay in thin grey strands against her scalp, and the stench of death hung heavy around her shriveled frame.
A sharp pain sliced through Cameron’s heart.
She had not been able to cure her mother’s wasting sickness. Although it had been many months since Mum’s passing, Cameron would never forgive herself for her inexperience as a healer. She ran her hand over the small iron cross the blacksmith made in Mum’s honor—the cold hard surface uncharacteristic of her mother’s warmth.
How she missed Mum, her encouragement and unselfish love. Even in her darkest hours, Mum implored Cameron to continue her quest to learn the healing arts. Follow yer dream. Never give up, my daughter.
Cameron spent fruitless hours combing through manuscripts, desperately searching for a cure. But each potion she tried was quickly discarded after either having no affect at all, or sending her mother into bouts of vomiting, further weakening her frail state.
Tears slid down Cameron’s cheeks, but she rubbed the moisture away. Mum would be disappointed to see her immersed in self-pity. Her mother had longed for strong, independent daughters.
Promises made to Mum in recompense of Da’s indiscretions granted her four daughters the rare privilege to live as their hearts desired. The spirited, yet gentle woman ensured each daughter was educated in reading, writing and even performing basic calculations. Cameron’s heart tugged. Because of Mum, each daughter lived the life of her choice.
Cameron snipped a bunch of the wilted yellow blooms from her visit yesterday, plucked the dead ones from the container and replaced them with fresh clippings.
“I’m worried about Fergus’s arm, Mum. What a shame he may lose it over the Grahams stealing Da’s bull. Why did they have to fight over that beast?” She sighed. “Nay, the bull is not the problem. They fight over anything and everything. I’ve begged Da to end this feud. Perhaps with Fergus’s severe injury, he’ll change his mind.”
She tilted her face to the sun. Puffy white clouds drifted across the blue sky. “Well, I promised Muire I’d be back by mid-morning, and I still need to gather more elder for Fergus.” She rubbed the cold ground over her mum. “I’ll visit ye again tomorrow.”
She straightened, picked up her basket and headed back down the hill. She grinned at the ridiculous sight of the chestnut horse waiting with a long wooden ladder strapped to his back. He nickered and tossed his head at her approach. Perhaps he felt a wee bit silly. She unwound the reins and patted his sleek dark neck. “I know. A dignified beast such as yerself should not be made to tote a ladder.”
The two ambled through a field and along a path winding into the woods. The sun shone through the trees, casting its light on green ferns and awakening flowers. The atmosphere alone should have heightened her spirits, but her father’s aging captain weighed on her mind. Fergus was unusually quiet. His pain affected his mood, and she was determined to collect more elder bark and its white flowers to alleviate the inflammation around his wound.
She ventured farther into the forest, down the worn path to the clan’s southern border. Black elder trees flourished in the damp shady woodland at the edge of a large field covered in yellow rapeseed blossoms. The shifting wind blew through the unfurling plants, causing the tall stems to sway and spread their honeyed musky scent.
A large black elder stood tall amongst the pines and oaks. Fragrant white petals covered the ends of the branches. When made into tea, not only did elder ward off fever, it lifted the patient’s spirit. Just what Fergus needed.
After tethering her horse, she wrenched the ladder off the animal and leaned it against the trunk. She stood back and examined the limbs. The tree must be thirty feet tall. Its berries were turning red, not quite ready for harvest. “If only I can climb up without killing myself,” she muttered.
She looped her basket on her arm and pushed on the ladder to test its strength. Cautiously, she stepped on the first rung and bounced, then did so again, testing before she took the next step, and the next.
Her palms perspired. A deep breath helped quell her fear of heights. She held on tightly, hung her basket on a branch, and hoisted herself into the tree. The flowers blooming at the far end of the limbs were almost within her grasp. She raked her teeth across her bottom lip. All I have to do is inch along…one step at a time.
She stood while maintaining a death-grip on another branch. Rough bark scraped her hands, but her feet shuffled closer to the edge. Sitting on the limb, she stretched forward and retrieved the flowers. After filling her basket, she peered at the ground, and her fingers shook in nervous anticipation of climbing down.
Grasping a limb, she tucked her feet underneath her and clutched her basket. Gingerly, she made her way back to the nook of the tree and sighed with relief. But when she looked down, the ladder appeared much farther away than she remembered.
She let her basket fall to the ground and eased her bottom into the cranny of the tree, stretching her leg, feeling for the top of the ladder. Her foot slipped to the right, and she grabbed the tree and closed her eyes. The ladder scraped against the bark and fell with a thud.
“Grand! Now what am I to do?” She searched the trunk. Gnarled roots ran in different directions, creating a rough hard surface. She rubbed her sweaty palms on her gown and glanced toward the castle. Would anyone hear her scream? Fear twisted her stomach.
Her horse nickered, his head held high and ears pointed to the west. The jingle of bridles and the clop of heavy hooves grew close. Cameron eased her feet into the nook of the tree and stood on shaky legs to get a better view.
Several men on horseback rode in her direction. The one in front sported the Graham’s crest on his saddle.
She inhaled sharply. Oh, Lord. Did they return for more trouble? What would they do if they spotted her? Vulnerable and unprotected, her pulse hammered, her body trembling. Perhaps, if she remained quiet, they would pass without noticing her perched high in the tree.
As if he heard her thoughts, the leader of the group turned his head and met her eyes. He held up a hand, and the men stopped. His brows drew together. He nudged his mount toward her and tilted his head to the side, puzzlement reflected in his brown eyes.
His gaze raked her from head to toe, before coming to rest on her breasts. Her back straightened. How dare he examine her with such boldness.
Dark, shaggy hair hung to his broad shoulders with a single braid on either side of his face. Black stubble lined his cheeks and strong chin. The opening of his tan tunic revealed dark, curling chest hair, and the grey trews hugging his thighs disappeared inside his worn boots. A black and blue plaid draped his shoulder and rested under his leather belt. He crossed his hands on the saddle and raised his brows, as if he expected an explanation.
Cameron swallowed hard. Could this be Robert Graham? Why was he here? Given his outrageous stunt with Da’s bull, what more could he want? The Grahams had severely wounded Fergus over that beast. Her ire rose, and she looked down her nose at the men. She would do her best to regain her composure; however, it wasn’t easy to remain dignified while stuck in a tree.
His gaze dropped to the fallen ladder. A grin spread across his handsome face. To her horror, he threw a leg over his saddle and slid to the ground. The twinkle in his eyes clearly displayed his delight in her predicament.
Her back straightened. “What do ye want? To cause more mayhem like yer dim-witted stunt of stealing my da’s bull? Do ye know what harm ye did? Do ye even care?”
One of the men scoffed. “Mayhem? Did ye hear that, Robert?”
So he was Robert Graham.
He advanced toward her. “Aye, I heard. But yer da was the clever fool who caused the bedlam, mistress. He had no reason to strap on his sword.”
Her breathing quickened, and her nostrils flared. “Da tried to recover his property. Ye were the ones who instigated the attack.”
He shook his head. “I see ye think like the rest of yer clan. So it’s fine for yer da to smear pig-slop over our new smokehouse and not suffer the consequences?”
“Consequences? That is what ye call yer senseless act?”
“Well, aren’t ye the bold one?” the other man behind Robert jeered.
Robert paused, his hands firmly affixed to his hips. “Do ye think it wise to insult and berate someone who can help ye out of that tree?”
He did have a point. “I don’t need yer help. I can get down whenever I want.”
“Can ye now?” The man peered at the fallen ladder, the basket of scattered elder leaves and then back at her.
She lifted her head a notch higher, bobbing slightly with confidence she didn’t feel. “When I’m ready to be down.”
He propped the ladder against the tree.
Her hand clasped her chest. “I’m fine, truly.”
He climbed the first couple of rungs, and the corners of his mouth tugged up, dimples pressing into his rugged face. “Aye, ye are that, but ye need my help, lass.”
What should she do? She did need help, but that rickety ladder would not hold both of them. She glimpsed the bemused faces of the other men and turned her attention back on Robert. “Now that ye’ve propped the ladder back up, I’ll get down on my own.”
He stepped to the ground. “By all means, please come down.”
Cameron wished he would take his men and leave, but evidently, he intended to stay until she was out of the accursed tree.
“Verra well.” She turned, eased into the tree nook and felt for the ladder with her toes. She held on to the trunk and put her weight on the top rung. But when she stepped to the next, it started to topple. She lost her balance. Her arms flailed, frantically grasping at the rough bark. Before she plummeted to the knotted roots, the man caught her.
“Oh!” She gasped and gripped his powerful forearms.
He gently set her on the ground, and she turned to face him. A bit dazed, she ran trembling fingers down the front of her gown. His hands lingered at her waist, and when he didn’t step back, she looked up to find him smiling.
“I believe ye owe me yer thanks, Mistress Cameron.”
At his mention of her name, she searched his face. “How do ye know me?”
He chuckled, his deep voice rumbling throughout his thick chest. “I make it my business to know all the bonnie lasses in the area.”
The men behind him laughed.
Her stomach tightened. She was no beauty. He obviously mocked her—in front of his men. Prickly heat tingled across her cheeks.
“I’ll catch up to ye,” Robert called over his shoulder.
“Oh, aye. Once ye’ve taken care of business,” one man asserted.
“Important business to be sure,” the other bantered.
The men chuckled as they nudged their mounts, then trotted down the path and out of sight.
Robert’s gaze lingered on her mouth before he raised it to her eyes. “I believe it’s customary to thank someone when they’ve helped ye.”
Cameron cleared her throat. “Aye, I do thank ye.”
He studied her lips again. “I had something more in mind. Ye know ye’d still be stuck in that tree if I hadn’t come along, so ye owe me.”
His warm breath caressed her face. He bent and placed his mouth on hers. His arms pulled her close, his muscular frame molding her body against his. Stubble scratched her skin, and she inhaled his male scent of leather, and aye, of horse.
She should be horrified at his advances. What was she thinking, allowing a Graham to kiss her so…so wickedly and deliciously? She should push him away and demand he step back, but somehow, she loathed the idea. Indeed, she reveled in the feel of his hard body pressed against hers.
Robert broke the kiss, and she tried to compose herself. He placed his hand on the side of her face and paused, gazing into her eyes. “I just returned from visiting yer da.”
Cameron straightened. “Ye talked to Da?”
Robert searched her eyes, his thumb caressing her cheek. “We have sealed a truce.”
Her eyes widened. “A truce?”
 “Aye.” He lifted her hand to his mouth. “And I look forward to getting to know my neighbors much better.”
He kissed her palm, and his whiskers scraped her skin. Tingles shot through her belly, and her breath caught at his dark mesmerizing eyes. They stared at each other through stilted silence. Finally, he stepped back and bowed. “Good day, m’lady.”
He leapt onto his horse. The large black animal pawed at the ground while Robert continued to stare at her. The appearance of his dimples and the sparkle in his eyes caused her stomach to flutter. He turned his horse in the direction of Graham Castle and galloped through the woods.
Her hands trembled. She pressed her fingers to her lips and stepped away from the tree, searching the path he took, but no one was in sight. Placing her hand on her chest, she fought to steady her nerves. Her legs shook, but she turned to her basket and gathered the spilt elder flowers.
My first kiss.
The desire lighting his eyes had both thrilled and horrified her.
He was a Graham—Robert Graham, no less.
A man who stole her father’s bull and because of his reckless act, Fergus might lose the use of his arm. She should not feel such exhilaration over her father’s adversary. But, no…he was no longer their enemy. Robert said they’d sealed a truce.
Her heart soared with happiness over an accord she had prayed for and envisioned in her dreams.
The sun shone directly overhead. It was time to return home. Muire would be waiting. She secured the ladder onto the horse and picked up her basket. With thoughts of her first kiss running through her mind, she led the animal down the path toward home.
* * *
Robert’s pulse hammered in his ears. What was wrong with him? They had only shared a kiss. Something about the MacDougall lass intrigued him. He grinned. Her soft curves and plump lips stirred his blood, not to mention his cock. The strain against the front of his trews was a painful reminder of her full breasts crushed against his chest. How he longed to cup their fullness and taste their sweetness. He groaned and shifted from his uncomfortable position, his thoughts not helping the situation.
Robert squeezed his legs around Eton, spurring him forward to catch Lachlan and Kendrick, who road ahead.
Lachlan smirked. “Ye didn’t waste time getting the lass in yer arms.”
“Och, I couldn’t leave her stranded in the tree.”
“Nay, I suppose not. And of course ye wanted a reward for yer services,” Kendrick asserted.
Robert grinned at his friends. “A token of my Lady’s favor.”
“Oh, aye. To be sure,” Lachlan agreed.
What was she doing in the tree? Her spilt basket had been full of elder bark and flowers. She didn’t appear a fanciful lass collecting fragrant flowers. More like willful and deliberate, berating him from her perch. Nay, MacDougall had boasted of Cameron’s healing ways. Most certainly, her habit of climbing trees aided the rendering of her treatments.
She held him responsible for stealing her da’s bull. He wanted to clear his name, tell her he had nothing to do with the raid. Hell, he wasn’t even around when his father’s men took the beast.
Why did he wish her to know he wanted no part of this feud? Did he desire her approval? The idea was absurd. Not since his former-betrothed had he coveted a lass’s acceptance. Upon finding Jacqueline in another man’s arms, Robert learned his lesson, no longer caring what women thought of him. He pleased them well enough and never lacked for bedmates, but he didn’t lose sleep over them nor waste time on a lass’s frivolous emotions. Important matters—the English soldiers and Scotland’s fight for freedom—demanded his attention. King Edward encroached on their land, getting closer to Graham Castle every day.
So why did he want Cameron’s approval? He couldn’t understand his caring what the lass thought of him. The idea was ridiculous and…disturbing. Well, all that aside, he definitely wanted to see her again.
This truce may prove to have advantages he had not yet considered.
* * *
Robert walked into Isobel’s room at dawn to find his two sisters asleep in front of the hearth. A log rolled in the grate, sending sparks flitting up the chimney. Nichola cradled their baby sister in her lap, firelight dancing across them.
When he gently picked up Isobel, Nichola woke and rubbed her eyes. Robert laid the little lass on her bed. She yawned and turned onto her side as he drew a blanket over her shoulder. Relief poured through him. She had survived another bout.
Nichola rubbed her arms. “’Tis my fault she had another breathing spell. I shouldn’t have taken her out-of-doors. I only wanted her to have a wee bit of fun.”
He stroked Isobel’s dark curls. “I understand, but we have to be more careful. She’s fragile.”
Isobel had stolen his heart the day she was born. Could it really be five years ago already? Because of her illness, she had not experienced the joy of running and playing, or having friends. The only life she knew was living inside her bedchamber walls.
He would give anything to find a cure, enabling her to live like other children. Da had brought in healers from around the country to treat her, but she continued to wheeze and cough, oftentimes gasping for air. At the healers’ insistence, heavy draperies covered the windows, and stifling oppressive air hung heavy in the room. Did the healers know what they were doing?
Nothing they had suggested helped Isobel.
He clasped Nichola’s shoulder. “I must start the drills. Ye will let me know if she worsens?”
His sister nodded, and her disheveled blonde hair fell over her shoulder, her blue eyes sad. “Aye, I’ll be with her.”
Robert strode across the room, down the stairs and into the bailey where sounds of clashing steel broke the early morning quiet. He marched across the line, inspecting his men’s progress. Even his old captain, Duncan, and Robert’s young brother joined in the exercises.
At ten years old, Androu had trained with Duncan for three years now and someday would become a fine warrior. His brother struggled to manage his sword, but what he lacked in stature, he more than made up for in attitude.
Robert approached the two sparring. “Well done, Androu. Watch for yer opening. Lunge in to take yer opponent out.”
Androu parried blow for blow, but soon grew tired. Robert held up a hand and signaled Duncan to stop.
“Yer technique improves every day,” Robert said.
Androu proudly straightened his shoulders.
Robert ruffled his brother’s dark hair. “Ye deserve a day off.”
Androu’s eyes widened. “Duncan promised to take me hunting. Can we go tomorrow?”
How Robert would enjoy a carefree day. “I’m ready for a good hunt, too. Mayhap I’ll join ye.”
“Aye!” Androu jumped up and down while holding both arms in the air.
* * *
The next afternoon, Kendrick raced into Robert’s solar. “Laird, the horses Duncan and Androu were riding came in without them.”
Without them? Heart pounding, Robert swallowed the panic rising in his chest. He raced from the room, through the keep into the bailey with Kendrick following. To his left, Michael pumped the sharpening stone as Lachlan held his sword’s blade against the grinding rock, the noise loud and grating. Several others stood by, joking and laughing while awaiting their turn.
“Lachlan, Michael, I need yer help.”
Michael stood as Lachlan and the others turned to Robert. “What is it?” Lachlan asked.
“Duncan and Androu are missing,” Robert shouted. “Brian, David, mount up. Kendrick, send runners to the clan families and have the men scour the area.”
They ran to their mounts. Robert grabbed Duncan’s horse and sprang onto his back. He dug his heels into the animal’s sides, and the men thundered out of the bailey and into the woods.
Duncan and Androu had gone on a simple hunt. Had something happened to both of them? How he wished Laird McCarthy’s untimely visit this morning had not prevented him from accompanying the two. If there had been an accident, he would have been there to help, perhaps prevent it.
His chest constricted. Androu had followed in Robert’s footsteps, tagging along behind, mimicking and trying hard to become a man. He prayed they would find him alive and unharmed.
Robert called for his brother and Duncan repeatedly, but received no response. He had no idea which way the two went. Frantic, he raked his fingers through his hair.
Where would they have gone?
“Split up so we can cover more ground. Brian and David, search the south side of the woods. Lachlan and Kendrick, come with me. We’ll head north.”
Splashes of purple and red streaked the darkening sky. His shoulders slumped. Where were they? He searched the forest and the tall grass. He’d been over this area before, but as he turned, he caught sight of the captain lying in a thicket of weeds.
“There’s Duncan!” Robert jumped from his horse, hurried to the old man and knelt beside him. Two arrows fletched with characteristic red and black feathers protruded from his back.
MacDougall feathers!
Fury welled from the pit of his stomach. His nostrils flared, and his breath came hard and fast. Duncan lay on his stomach, his head turned to the side. He was cold, but air puffed against Robert’s fingers.
“He’s alive!” Robert called over his shoulder. “Can ye hear me, man? Where’s Androu?”
Duncan moaned.
How could MacDougall look Robert in the eye, give his word on a truce and perform such a horrific act? The old laird had betrayed him, broken his oath with this treacherous attack delivered directly to Robert’s gut.
“Here’s Androu,” Lachlan yelled, thrashing through the undergrowth.
Kendrick knelt beside Duncan, and Robert rushed to his brother’s side. An arrow protruded from Androu’s back and another from his thigh. Robert shook with rage.
Blood soaked his brother’s tunic and trews. He lay on his stomach, his young face smeared with dirt and grime. Robert brushed his brother’s dark hair off his neck, pressing his fingers against his pulse point. He held his breath. Aye, a beat, then another—slow and weak—but steady. He exhaled a sigh of relief and wiped the sweat from his face. “We need to get them to the castle.”
He grabbed the arrow shaft in Androu’s shoulder and strained to snap the wooden stick, careful to break it at least a hand’s-width from his skin. Kendrick handed him the rods from Duncan’s back, and Robert stuffed the four feathered-shafts into his tunic.
He gathered the young lad in his arms and glimpsed at Kendrick and Lachlan. “I’ll carry Androu. Can the two of ye manage Duncan?”
“Aye, Lachlan get on the other side of him,” Kendrick said as he knelt.
The men lifted Duncan, and the old man cried out— the pitiful sound poignant. Robert clenched his jaw against the ache squeezing his chest. He cradled Androu in his arms and led the group back to the castle.
His stomach roiled.
Lord, please don’t let them die.
When they entered the bailey, Nichola ran through the door and onto the landing. She pressed her hands to her mouth and shook her head. “Nay, oh nay.” She hiked her gown and dashed down the stairs. “What happened? Are they alive?”
“Aye, barely,” Robert shouted. “Get Aine.”
Although the woman was up in years, she was all they had to treat ailments and mend broken bones. Nichola ran off as Robert carried Androu up the stone steps. He raced into the main hall where the clan had gathered for the evening meal.
Tessa placed a tray of leeks on the long trestle table and turned. “Oh Lord. What happened?” The old cook scurried behind Robert and his men.
“It was the MacDougalls,” Kendrick yelled. “They attacked and shot them in the back.”
The clan gathered. Women hugged their children close, their eyes wide.
“The whoresons,” a man yelled.
“I knew they couldnae be trusted,” another chimed in.
Others roared in agreement. Fists shaking, they followed Robert down the hall. As he disappeared into a chamber, Michael faced the concerned group and held up a hand. “Wait here while Aine treats them. I’ll let ye know how they fare.”
He shut the door as Robert placed Androu on a table face down in order to extract the arrows. Michael hurried across the room and dragged another table next to them. “Lay Duncan here.”
Kendrick and Lachlan eased the old man down. Duncan cried out and groaned as they settled him on the hard surface.
Robert was anxious to begin the arduous task of removing the arrows. He grasped his dagger and took a deep breath. Jaw clenched, he slit Androu’s shirt and tore open the fabric, revealing the implanted barb.
Aine shuffled into the room and peered over Robert’s shoulder. “Ye’ll have to push the arrow through. The jagged edges will do more harm if they’re jerked out.”
Duncan and Androu had lost a lot of blood. Their faces were pale, their breathing shallow. Robert stared at the embedded rod. What if the damn thing splinters and causes worse damage?
How would they extract the fragments?
He exhaled loudly. He didn’t have a choice. The barbs had to come out. Aine handed a mallet to him. His gut churned as he tugged his brother toward him until his small arm dangled over the side of the table. “Ye will need to support him while I shove the arrow through his shoulder.”
Lachlan nodded and grasped Androu’s bicep.
Sweat slid down the middle of Robert’s back. Taking a deep breath, he channeled his anger and slammed the mallet on the shaft. The arrow shot through Androu’s thin shoulder and clattered to the floor.
Androu screamed and struggled against Lachlan’s grip. Blood flowed from the wound and dripped on Lachlan’s boot.
Aine stroked the lad’s head. “Shh, ‘twill be all right.”
Whack! Duncan hollered. Robert’s stomach churned. He tried to ignore the agonizing sounds from behind him and concentrate on his brother, but the man’s wails reverberated through his head.
He drew his mouth into a tight line, focused on extracting the second arrow and dragged Androu’s leg over the edge of the table.
“Nay, nay, please nay!” Androu cried and thrashed against Lachlan’s grip.
“Hold him still.” Robert’s voice sounded harsh even to his own ears.
“It has to be done, lad,” Aine said, cradling Androu’s head. “Take a deep breath. He’s almost finished.”
Sweat peppered Robert’s forehead and upper lip. He hit the rod with all his might, his brother’s screams echoing in Robert’s ears. The sharp arrow penetrated the other side of Androu’s leg, but Robert had to hit it again. “Damn it!”
Androu howled. His arms flailed, but Lachlan grabbed them and pinned his upper torso down. “Shite,” Lachlan cursed and tightened his grip.
“Hold on, lad. Hold on.” Robert slammed the shaft once more, and the arrow shot out the other side of Androu’s wee leg.
Androu sobbed, the gut-wrenching sound piercing Robert’s core. He pressed a cloth over his brother’s shoulder and wrapped his arms around the lad. His small frame hung limp, his chest heaving from his wails.
Robert smoothed Androu’s hair. “Shhh, ye’ll be all right, brother.”
Alastair MacDougall will pay for this, if it’s the last thing I do.
Kendrick wiped his brow with his forearm. “We got the arrow out of Duncan’s shoulder, but we can’t remove the one in his back.”
Robert jerked his head toward Aine. “Can’t ye get the barb out? He’ll die if we leave it in.”
Aine shook her head. “Nay, Laird, not where it’s lodged. I’ve never done that afore, and I fear he’ll die if I start probing around. We should see how he fares afore we put ‘im through that.”
Robert knew Aine thought Duncan would die, and she didn’t want to torture him more. Instead, she bandaged the wounded areas the best she could.
“Carry Duncan to his chamber,” Robert told Lachlan and Kendrick. He glanced down at his brother. “They’ll rest more comfortably in their own beds.”
When he picked up Androu, the lad moaned. His head rolled against Robert’s shoulder as he carried him to his room. He laid him down and stood over him.
“Ye’ve done all ye can,” Aine whispered.
No, I have not done all I can.
But, I will.
* * *
MacDougall Castle
May 1297
Cameron threw off her blankets and slid from bed. A chill in the air sent a shiver slithering across her shoulders, and she rubbed her arms before reaching for her wrap and shoes. She pushed aside the heavy russet draperies covering her window. Sunlight streamed into the room. From her vantage point high in the keep’s tower, she could see forever. To the left, her chamber overlooked a dense forest bordering pastures full of her father’s cattle. Several large birds gracefully landed on a small lake at the back of the field.
To the right, she had a direct view of the inner bailey. A lad with bright red hair chased a young lass around the well. Her dark curls bounced as she weaved between several women carrying baskets of laundry. One of them swatted at the boy, but he sidestepped her and laughed before he turned and ran off.
Cameron’s younger sister, Lindsey, dressed in lad’s clothing, led a chestnut mare through the yard. Like their older sister Heather, Lindsey had their mother’s beautiful blue eyes, but she clearly didn’t give a fig about her appearance. She’d stuffed her thick auburn hair into a cap, and her shirt and trews would most likely be wrinkled and stained. Her sister was passionate about animals, horses in particular. Cameron remembered their father’s rants of inappropriateness while Mum encouraged Lindsey’s desire to work with the beloved animals. As her mother had said on many occasions, Lindsey does run the stables.
Anxious to get out-of-doors, Cameron tugged her tawny woolen gown over her head and thrust her arms in the sleeves. She longed for a breath of fresh air as yester eve she had cared for numerous sore throats and runny noses, tended a woman’s burned hand, and helped bring a bairn into the world.
She grabbed her healing basket and searched the contents. Little ground ivy and yarrow remained in her clay jars, but she knew the spot to find more. Once she collected the special herbs, she would visit Mum. She ran a comb through her hair, picked up her basket and small knife off her bedside table, and headed for the door.
Cameron trotted down the stairs and into the great hall. The room bustled with activity as her youngest sister, Elsbeth, cleaned dust from the wall hangings and replaced stale rushes on the floor.
She held a cushion against her waist. “Ye’re off to visit Mum?”
Cameron stepped beside her. “I am. I need to replenish my herbs as well. Fergus is improving, but he goes through my brews quickly.”
“How’s he doing?” Elsbeth asked.
Cameron sighed. “The wound is healing, but his spirit is low. He fears he won’t regain the use of his arm.”
Elsbeth’s violet eyes softened. “I’ll sit with him later this morning.”
“Thank ye.” Cameron hugged her dear sister. “Well, I’m off. I’ll see ye this afternoon.”
Cameron slipped through the heavy oak door and rushed down the long flight of stone steps leading into the inner bailey. Hurrying along the gravel path, she tilted her face to the sun. The warm rays peeked through puffy grey clouds, and she hoped the rain stayed at bay until she returned.
A woman carrying a basket of vegetables strolled past. “Pleasant morn to ye, mistress.”
“Thank ye, Betsy. I hope ye enjoy the lovely day.” Cameron smiled and tugged her wrap tightly around her shoulders. Hunger pains rumbled, reminding her of Rena’s sweet buns. Mouth watering, she ducked into the dim, stone kitchen. The aroma of fresh baked scones greeted her, causing her stomach to growl in anticipation of tasting one of the treats.
Rena bustled around a worktable, waving her hands as she instructed two serving girls rolling dough. “Spread it even. Not too thick, but not too thin.”
“Good morning,” Cameron greeted the women.
Rena glanced over her shoulder. “Ahh, mistress. ‘Tis a fine morn indeed. May I prepare ye a meal to break yer fast?”
“I want one of yer scones, but a bit of goat’s milk would taste good first.”
“The lads brought it in a few moments ago and stored it in the back room. Yer sister is in there now.”
Cameron skirted around the busy kitchen staff stoking the large fire in the hearth, slipped down the narrow hall, and into a side room. Crates and boxes of kitchen supplies lined the walls, and trays of Rena’s sweet buns set next to the milk urns on a long worktable.
“Get away from me,” Heather shrieked and backed into the room, shoving Symon and struggling against his meaty embrace.
“Symon Fraser, what are ye doing?” Cameron shouted and marched over to them. “Leave her alone.”
Her cousin jerked his head around, his dark evil eyes glowering.
Heather broke from his strong hold and backed away from him, wiping his slobber from her neck. Her upper lip curled, and her face grimaced. “Ye stay away from me.”
He faced the women, and Cameron glared. “I wonder what Da would think of ye attacking his daughter? Yer time here would come to an abrupt halt. He would beat ye within an inch of yer miserable life and toss ye out on yer ear.”
Symon advanced on Cameron.
She held her ground while her hand slid into her basket, feeling for her knife.
His greasy blond hair, shorn to his ears, lay stuck to his sweaty head. “Ye will not tell yer Da, or ye’ll answer to me.”
His hot smelly breath assailed her nostrils. He’d been drinking. The stench permeated the air around his dirty disheveled frame.
Cameron narrowed her eyes. “Ye stay away.”
He smirked while leaning into her. “Or what, healer lady? Or what?”
She pushed her knife against his stomach. “Or I’ll skewer yer fat belly with my wee blade.”
Symon’s eyes widened.
“Mistress?” Rena called down the hall. “Did ye find the milk?”
Symon backed away. He glared at Cameron, then turned his shifty eyes to Heather and back to her again.
“Aye, Rena,” Cameron answered the cook. “Thank ye.”
Symon gave them a malicious grimace. “This is not over between us. Ye’ll both be sorry.”
He leered at Heather before he turned and stormed out of the room.
Heather released a long breath, and Cameron embraced her older sister’s shoulders. “Are ye all right?”
She nodded. “Aye, he caught me off guard without my dagger.”
Cameron shook her head. “He makes my stomach turn.”
“Please don’t tell Da…”
“Why not? He would put a stop to this. Why do ye withhold things from him?”
“I don’t. I do not want him to worry over this. He’s verra busy, his hands are full…”
“Do not tell me he can’t handle his own nephew.”
Heather’s mouth drew into a tight line, and her back straightened. With her blonde hair secured on top of her head, she resembled their mum when she became cross and irritated. “Just let me handle it.”
Why do I even bother to voice my opinion? Heather shields Da nay matter what the circumstances. Ever since Mum passed away, she had protected him. She stepped in where Mum left off, and like Mum, she took his side on every issue. Even over the feud with the Grahams.
Cameron searched Heather’s blue eyes, then reached for the jug of goats milk beside her sister. “I’ll not mention it, but ye need to make sure ye’re not alone with Symon. Promise ye’ll watch out for him.”
“I will.”
She poured the milk into a jug and took a sip. When she moved to leave, her sister grasped her arm.
“Cammie…thank ye.”
Her shoulders relaxed, and she nodded. She placed the mug on the table. “Remember yer promise.”
Cameron held Heather’s gaze, then slipped back down the hall. She grabbed a scone off the worktable and bit into the warm bread lightly sweetened with honey. “This is heavenly, Rena.”
The cook beamed as Cameron waved and padded into the bailey. The light meal satisfied her complaining stomach, and she picked up her pace, passed through the interior wooden gate and strolled into the outer bailey.
To her right, several men hammered a wagon wheel, their loud clanging reverberating against the bailey walls. To her left, Blake stacked cartons next to the barn. His hands, wrapped with leather strips, grabbed a barrel and set it on top of another. Sweat stained the underarms of his tan tunic and damp, blonde hair stuck to his forehead.
“Hello, Blake.”
The stable hand looked up and grinned. “Mistress Cameron.” His forearm brushed a lock of hair from his eyes. “Are ye off somewhere?”
“Aye, to Mum’s gravesite.”
Blake stepped toward her and placed his hands on his lean hips. He glanced at the main bridge leading from the castle and back at her. “Ye shouldn’t go alone.”
Cameron waved in dismissal. “Och, nonsense. I visit her every day.”
He tilted his head, his eyes squinting. “Ye’re sure?”
“Do not concern yerself.” Cameron turned and rushed through the outer gate, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll be fine.”
She strolled down the dusty road past the village at the base of the castle, along the narrow dirt path winding beside several cottages, and into the woods. The sun filtered through the trees, casting its light on green ferns and budding flowers.
She inhaled a deep breath. A brown-streaked skylark sailed to a great height. She shaded her eyes from the sun as the bird hovered while thrusting its melodious whistle across the sky’s vast expanse. A spotted song thrush announced its presence and fluttered about the trees as squirrels jumped from branch to branch. Although it was early May, with the warm sun, the morning felt like summer.
Cameron made her way through the thick forest recalling the manuscripts she had read the night before. Her uncle often brought the precious books to her from his travels. She cherished Ian’s gifts. However, months had passed after Mum’s death before she gathered the courage to open them again. After she had failed Mum, she questioned herself, her methods, whether she should continue to practice the healing arts. But once she opened the binder, fascination with discovering different curing methods took over. She had poured over the documents until the wee hours of the morning, reading about advancements made in treating the sick and injured.
For many years, she studied under Muire, the clan’s healer, and coveted any literature that furthered her learning. Cameron had dreamed someday of becoming a well-known healer, but when Mum’s death shook her confidence, she had a hard time treating patients again. It had taken many months to pull herself out of her self-pitying despair and find the fortitude to pick up her healing basket again.
With time, belief in herself grew, and she immersed herself in learning all she could absorb. At least Da left her to pursue her education. More like, he relished her attention away from him and his silly feud with the Grahams. However, since Da and Robert Graham sealed a truce, the past few days had been relatively calm—no more late night raids, no more pranks played on each other. Indeed, she could get used to this peacefulness.
Robert Graham.
Remembering how he had held her in his arms, his hard body pressed into hers as his earthy scent enveloped her, the corners of her mouth tugged up. She closed her eyes, and her insides tightened in an excited dither. Secretly, she relived those short moments with him over and over again. But those thoughts were only fanciful daydreams.
Her eyes fluttered open. With her quest to become a healer, she had discouraged suitors, swearing never to submit to a man. Too often, she had witnessed her mum’s pain over Da’s liaisons. No, that was not a life she intended to lead. Nevertheless, she cherished the stirring memories of being in Robert’s strong embrace.
She continued down the worn trail to a damp, shady area where ground ivy grew. The plant reduced pain and swelling around bruises and was useful when treating coughs and sore throats. Kneeling beside the vines, she cut the soft, hairy leaves and placed them in her basket.
She stood and made her way deeper into the forest, stopping along the way to collect cuttings. A patch of feathery-leaved yarrow to staunch the flow of blood from wounds, sprouted in the sunshine. She snipped the soft, dark green leaves, and then discovered a cluster of comfrey. The ointment made from crushing the large leaves and mixing them with water soothed and healed cuts and bruises. She clipped several plants and placed them alongside the others in her basket.
A twig snapped.
Her head jerked toward the noise.
Robert Graham leaned against a tree, holding broken sticks in his hands. Her heart slammed against her chest at seeing him again. He didn’t utter a word, but instead he stared at her with solemn intensity.
She stood and faced him. Why was he here? What did he want?
He dropped the sticks on the ground and pushed away from the trunk. Dark hair hung past his broad shoulders. His cream-colored shirt lay open at the neck, exposing suntanned skin and black curls. Grey woolen trews hugged his long muscular legs as he stalked toward her. His eyes no longer held the twinkle that so easily caused flitters in her stomach. In fact, his thick brows drew together, and his dark eyes narrowed.
She clutched her basket in front of her and stepped back, trying to calm her body’s trembling.
He stopped within a few feet of her. Unlike their earlier encounter, his large muscular frame loomed over her, his wide chest and broad shoulders crowded her.
He pushed the sleeves of his shirt up revealing thick forearms. His cold, dark eyes seared her with, what? Hatred? What had she done?
She drew herself up and took another step back. “What do ye want?”
“I want ye, lass.”
* * *
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DEDICATION
for Mother



PROLOGUE
I’ve been defamed. The Bard of Avon dubbed me a villainess, an angry, evil murderess. I’m forever painted as an ambitious, blood-hungry queen. They’d have you take me for a mad woman. Slander. Small men tell lies. Poets tell half-truths. Maybe I’m a bit mad, but who wouldn’t be after all I have seen? Regardless, I don’t want you to believe such deceits. I don’t want my name to go down in the annals of times with such epitaphs. My name. What is my name? Have you ever heard it? Did your professor of English ever utter it? My name is quite the mystery. My father gave me one, my aunt favored me with another, and the Bard, well, he called me by my husband’s name: Lady Macbeth. But I am more than these simple monikers.
I was born in the year 1010 of an Irish princess and an heir to the throne of Scotland. My mother was the reward from a raid into Ireland and a false treaty thereafter. She’s forgotten now, but I want you to know her name. I owe her that. They called her Emer after the Irish legend of Cú Chulainn. She was tall, thin, and had blonde hair that stretched to the floor. My mother died a short nine months after marrying my father, whose name was Boite. My beginning brought her end. They believe she lived sixteen years. Not a long life. And me, I came into the world killing.
My ill-fated birth came at the end of another of my father’s campaigns. As the corpses were paraded past the castle to the burial mound, I emerged squalling from the womb. I was handed to my father who was covered in more blood than I; the sticky red liquid on his chainmail stained the white of my swaddles.
“See here, child,” my father whispered, lifting me to the open window casement. “These men are of your blood. I set the mark of the old gods upon you,” he said, tracing ancient runes upon my brow, my natal blood mixing with the blood of the dead men. “Avenge your kinsman. I call upon the Morrigu, the ancient and dead Goddess of these lands, and ask her to claim you. Let her rise up and take you. Let her whisper battle cries for lullabies. Avenge with the magic of the old gods. Rise up, child, and carry our banner forth. Remember that you are a child of Kenneth MacAlpin’s line and bring vengeance.”
Dark clouds moved across the sky, occluding the full moon. A raven’s shrill pierced the silence. The old gods had listened.
“Hear now, sweet babe, Gruoch, hear how the raven calls.”
Thus the first name fell upon me, Gruoch, an awful sounding name uttered from an angry and vengeful man. Behind my father, the midwives crossed themselves. Though he attended the mass of the White Christ, those close to my father knew his heart belonged to the old ones. And me, the farthest from him, felt his beliefs most of all. Perhaps, in this, he did me a single justice.



CHAPTER ONE
“Toil and trouble,” my aunt Madelaine grumbled playfully as she shook me awake. “Raising you has been nothing but toil and trouble. Wake up, Little Corbie.”
Little Corbie. All my life she had called me Little Corbie, her little raven, on account of my looks: raven-black hair and pale skin. My blueish, almost lavender-colored eyes, added to my midnight pallor. I yawned tiredly and rolled over, pulling my covers over my head. I was too sleepy to get into mischief, but Madelaine’s voice told me she was ripe with it.
“Lazy,” she scolded, shaking my shoulder. “Get up. We’re waiting for you.”
Through my sleep-clouded eyes, I peered out from my blankets past the waterfall of Madelaine’s curly red hair to see the silhouette of Tavis, my aunt’s brawny champion, in the doorway. Madelaine’s husband, Alister, was still away, and she wasn’t going to let even a moment of her temporary freedom pass unenjoyed.
“The night is still fighting the morning and so am I,” I complained sleepily, but my hazy head started to clear, and the first glimmer of nervous excitement filled my stomach. Madelaine’s waywardness almost always resulted in fun.
“The raven caws,” Tavis said from the door. “I’ll meet my ladies in the stable.” The door clapped shut behind him, and I heard the sound of his footsteps recede down the stone castle hallway. I looked out the window. The night’s sky was fading into hazy gray as the first hint of rosy pink illuminated the skyline.
Madelaine crossed the room quickly, her fast movement becoming a blur of swirling skirts as she gathered up my riding clothes and dumped them on the end of my bed. In the heap I saw my leather riding breeches, an emerald-colored tunic, and some pale green undergarments.
With a heavy sigh, I got out of bed. “And where are we going?” I asked as I pulled on my clothes.
“Out, out! To the forest. Amongst the trees. Somewhere where we can run wild,” Madelaine said with a laugh as she tossed me my riding cloak. “I can smell the sap running, can’t you? I swear I could smell daffodils on the wind this morning,” Madelaine said in a sing-song.
I couldn’t help but smile. Madelaine was my father Boite’s half-sister, and I adored her. “Can’t the forest come to us?” I asked with a laugh.
“Don’t worry. The morning air will perk you up,” she said with a grin. Once I was dressed, she grabbed my hand, and we headed downstairs. The castle was quiet. Only a few servants were stirring as we wound down the stairwell, passing through the great hall. A fire roared in the grand fireplace. It burned off the cool morning air.
Moving quickly and quietly, we headed toward the stables. The morning sky was lit up with rose, orange, and violet light. Thin strips of clouds streaked the horizon. As we crossed the yard, we stirred up the flock of chickens that had just risen for their morning meal.
Aggie, the servant girl, was just about to feed them.
“My Ladies,” Aggie said with a smile. A tender girl with reddish-blonde hair and face full of freckles, she was always trying to help me improve my embroidery. Despite her best efforts, I left every lesson with bloody fingertips.
“Aggie, sweet girl, tell your mother I’ll be back by supper!” Madelaine called, referring to Ally, the head of Madelaine’s domestics.
“Of course, My Lady,” Aggie said with a grin. She winked playfully at me.
I grinned, rolled my eyes knowingly, and waved goodbye to her.
Madelaine’s capricious ways were well-known by the servants, but they never betrayed her trust. After all, everyone knew how vicious Alister, Madelaine’s husband, truly was. Everyone loved and pitied her, me included. And when it came to her household, Madelaine was always first to defend and protect them, though there was little she could say in anyone’s defense when Alister found a reason to hate…or punish…or want. I shuddered. I’d learned the hard way that it was dangerous to be close to him. I swallowed hard and tried not to think about it. Alister was gone, for now, and Madelaine was right. You could smell spring in the air.
The yard was a muddy mess. It rained nonstop for three days. All of the grass outside the walls of the tall stone citadel had been worn down to the bare earth. While the rains had finally relented, my boots were caked with mud by the time we reached the stables. Tavis was waiting outside the barn with our horses already saddled.
“Lady Raven,” he said and smiled as he held out his hand, helping me onto my beloved black horse, Kelpie. The steed was the last gift my father had ever given me. Given his bewitching color—midnight-black without a speck of disruption save his dark-brown eyes—I named him for the shape-shifting horse spirits said to haunt the lochs.
“What mischief have you been up to, my water horse?” I whispered once I mounted, leaning over to hug his neck and whisper in his ear. I inhaled his sweet, hay-frosted scent. The horse flicked his ears backward to listen to me then nickered softly. I patted his neck.
Tavis helped Madelaine mount her chestnut-colored palfrey then swung up onto his own steed.
Madeline smiled at me, the first rays of morning light making her red hair glow like flames. “Ready?” she asked, her green eyes twinkling.
I nodded.
With a click of the tongue, she spurred her horse away from the castle. Laughing, Tavis reined his horse in after her.
“Come on, Corbie,” Tavis called as we rode toward a forest trail. “And don’t fall asleep in the saddle.”
The air was cool and fresh. Once the sun had risen, it warmed my raven-black tresses. Despite my best effort to keep up with Madelaine’s energy, my head bobbed drowsily. She and Tavis meandered down the forest path, flirting shamelessly. Madelaine’s red hair shone bright as a cardinal amongst the trees, her gown, the color of brilliant blue forget-me-nots, hugged her perfect shape.
After half a morning’s ride, we came to a lush green valley between three high mountains where a small, still loch reflected the periwinkle-blue sky. Large white clouds were reflected on the smooth surface of the water.
“Let’s stop here,” Madelaine called when we neared a small clutch of apple trees. She smiled brightly. Such trips outside the castle were a rare treat. Only when Alister was away could Madelaine roam the countryside, always with Tavis at her side, enjoying her freedom. She was, after all, a wild thing. She moped like a caged bird in the castle, but the forest—and Tavis—brought her back to life. Since I was almost always part of her capricious plans, I enjoyed the change as much as she did, though I hated to wake up so early.
Tavis helped Madelaine and me dismount then spread out a blanket while Madelaine pulled a wine jug and goblets from her bag. I took off Kelpie’s bridle to let him wander where he pleased. He went to the loch and drank deeply from the fresh spring water.
Madelaine filled three goblets and handed one to each of us. “To this fine spring day,” she toasted.
“And to my ladies,” Tavis added, tapping his goblet against Madelaine’s and mine.
He drank his wine in large gulps, Madelaine refilling his glass when it was empty. She then corked the wine and lay back under the trees. A small wind shook the pink and white apple blossoms, showering her in petals. She giggled when the pearly wisps of silk landed on her face, but she didn’t open her eyes. Tavis laughed and gently blew the petals off. The sweet scent of the blossoms filled the air.
“It’s getting warm. I can smell the earth coming to life again,” Tavis said.
“Humm,” Madelaine commented as she stretched out, seeming to doze under the warm sun. She was settling in just as I was starting to finally feel awake. From the way Tavis was looking at Madelaine, I had an inkling they wouldn’t mind some privacy, so I decided to wander.
“I’ll be back in a bit,” I said, standing.
“Leaving already?” Madelaine asked teasingly. Her eyes still closed, she didn’t see me roll my eyes at her.
Tavis rose and went to his horse, returning with a sword. “My spare,” he said as he belted the scabbard around my waist. His hands were deft, and as he leaned in close to me, I smelled the heavy scent of lavender oil on him. I breathed in deeply. My heart beat a little faster. “Yell if trouble finds you.”
“No trouble will find her,” Madelaine commented sleepily.
I raised an eyebrow at her but said nothing.
* * *
I stepped lightly around the lake. Salamanders and fish swam in the clear water amongst the high cattails. A soft breeze chased the winter chill away, filling the air with the smell of damp earth. Above me, a raven shrilled and flew into the valley. I followed it.
The raven flew from tree to tree into a very old forest. Here the trees were massive, the old oaks reaching far overhead. The bird hopped from one branch to another, leading me around a bog where bright-colored dragonflies zipped from place to place. It cawed at me then led me deeper into the woods. All the hair on the back of my neck had risen. Ravens were the emblem of my family. Surely the bird was a harbinger. I followed the inky bird to a stream where it roosted in a tall willow at the water’s edge. Cawing down once more at me, it then took off quickly, disappearing into the sky. My nerves were set on edge. I looked all around, expecting…something. But there was nothing. I sighed. I was in the middle of the forest near a fallen tree at the edge of a stream with only the eyes of the woods on me. I had followed the raven where? To the middle of nowhere. It was peaceful and far from the confines of castle life, but something told me Madelaine was having a much more exciting time than me.
Sighing again, I spotted a small clutch of snowdrops grew near a fallen tree. I picked a handful, relaxed into a niche amongst the branches, and started weaving a crown. I breathed in deeply. I loved the loamy smell of the earth and the sound of the babbling brook.
Intent on my task, I hardly noticed the passage of time. An hour must have passed when I was suddenly struck with a strange feeling. I felt someone near me. I looked up to find a woman standing on the other side of the creek, just twelve feet away, watching me. Fear washed over me; I bit my lip.
My hands trembling, I set the flower wreath on my lap and studied her. Was she friend or foe? Over one shoulder she had slung a game bag. An herb pouch hung from her belt, and she held a bow in her hand. She had long brown hair pulled into a braid. She wore the leather jerkin of a man and pants to match. On her hands she wore rough leather gloves, and the hilt of a dagger stuck out from the top of her boot.
“You are Gruoch,” she said calmly, her voice deep and raspy.
I didn’t reply.
“Gruoch, tell Madelaine the Goddess calls. Tell her to bring you at the full moon.”
My heart thundered in my chest. Gruoch. No one called me by that name except my father. When he had visited in my twelfth year, he and Madelaine talked in hushed tones deep into the night. Curious, I spied on them through a crack in the door.
“The Goddess will call her when the time is right. We will have to give her up then,” my father had said in his deep, gruff voice. I could just see him through a gap in the closed feasting hall door. A tall fire roared, casting orange light on them as they sat at the slat-wood table. His long black hair was pulled away from his face by two braids which were tied at the back with a silver raven knot pendant. His hair shimmered blue in the firelight. My father was a hulking creature, but as he leaned in toward Madelaine, who looked as thin as a goldenrod beside him, his rugged features were gentle. He tenderly took her hand.
“It will be hard to let her go,” Madelaine replied, and I saw her wipe a tear from her cheek.
My father kissed her on the forehead. “I am so grateful that you’ve loved her like she was your own. I could not…”
Madelaine shook her head and entwined her fingers in his, comforting him. “It was not in your hand.”
“But I love her so,” he whispered. “As much as I can. I hope she knows.”
“Even if she doesn’t understand now, one day she will. After all, we have the same blood in our veins. Our line must serve.”
“Yes…we all answer our call,” he said, touching an all-too-apparent bruise on Madelaine’s cheek. Such bruises were the ongoing handiwork of her husband, Alister. “No matter your will. No matter the price.”
Moving his hand away from his bruise, she replied, “We all endure. But where you can, use better sense than your father.”
Madelaine and my father were half-siblings; they shared the same mother. When Madelaine’s father had died, her mother had been wed to Kenneth, my grandfather. Their marriage produced two noble sons, Boite (my father), and King Malcolm (Boite’s elder brother), and so by marriage Madelaine became their sister and at the mercy of Kenneth’s decisions. It was he who had wed her to Alister in political alliance.
“Wed her to a kind man or don’t wed her at all,” Madelaine pleaded to Boite.
“May the Goddess let it be so,” my father whispered.
“May the Goddess let it be so,” Madelaine chimed solemnly.
That winter, in an effort to pacify strained relations with the English, King Malcolm sent my father and a small army to Wales to help English King Cnut settle an uprising. Heavily outnumbered, with reinforcements far behind, my father died. I once heard Alister say that Malcolm had sent my father to his death, eliminating my father’s threat to his throne. Maybe he was right. But at the time, the line of succession didn’t matter much to me. I mourned the death of my father.
As I sat looking at the woman standing across from me, I wondered about their words. Was this what Madelaine and my father had meant? Was this my call? This moment? Fear and excitement gripped my throat, strangling the words and questions that wanted to come out. I rose and took a step toward the creek, toward the stranger.
The woman smiled, her lips pulling to one side in a bemused look, and turned from the creek. “See you soon, Little Raven,” she called as she made her way back into the woods, disappearing amongst the trees. I took a deep breath, and with weak knees, turned to make my way back to Madelaine.



CHAPTER TWO
By the time I returned to the loch, the sun was high in the sky. I walked toward the trees where I had last seen my aunt, but I was distracted. My mind thundered over my encounter in the woods. Who was that woman? What did it mean that the Goddess had called? Busy with my own thoughts, I was surprised when I finally looked up and saw Madelaine lying naked under the trees with Tavis. I could hear their light moans as he moved over her.
Startled and feeling a bit stupid, I sat down at the water’s edge away from them, hidden by the high cattails. I felt my cheeks redden, but my curiosity got the better of me. Peering through the leaves, I gazed toward the intermeshed figures of my aunt and her lover. Their hands roved in hungry caresses over one another’s bodies. My aunt was beautiful, her red hair lying like a pallet around her. I felt ashamed of my curiosity, but the thought of being with a man excited me. At the age of sixteen, I was still a virgin, but I could be called for a marriage contract at any time. I loved the idea of being in love. I wanted to be wanted. And I hoped I ended up with someone like Tavis. He was kind and funny, and his body was glorious. His muscular back and round ass glimmered in the sunlight, enhancing his every curve.
Tavis kissed Madelaine passionately then lay his head on her chest. She stroked his golden hair, and I could just catch the murmur of their whispers on the wind. A moment later, Tavis rose carefully, tickled Madelaine’s chin, and ran naked to the loch. He disappeared under the water as my aunt began to redress. Eager to tell Madelaine what had happened, I rose and walked toward her. It occurred to me as I walked, however, that maybe Madelaine already knew. Maybe she’d planned it, or at least suspected, all along. I hid my eagerness in order to find out.
She spotted me as I rounded the loch and smiled widely at me.
Grinning, Tavis waved from the loch. I poured myself a glass of wine, sipping the red liquid as Madelaine and I watched Tavis swim toward the shore. He rose from the water and walked toward us, his naked body dripping wet. I looked at him without modesty. In the end, he blushed and began to redress.
“So where did you go?” Madelaine asked.
“Into the forest.”
Madelaine nodded. “See anything interesting?”
“Well, nothing as interesting as you did,” I said with a wink, making Madelaine giggle unapologetically. “But I did make this for you,” I said, handing her the flower wreath.
“Thank you,” she said, putting the ring on her head.
“Oh, yes, and I followed a raven into an old forest. A woman there told me that you are to bring me at the next full moon,” I added offhand.
Madelaine’s cheerful gaze turned serious. She took my hand and looked at me closely. “Who said this to you?”
“The huntress,” I replied, gazing into my aunt’s green eyes. To my surprise, they’d become watery.
“The huntress,” my aunt repeated.
I nodded. “I was near the stream by the tall oaks. A woman with long brown hair came to me there.”
Madelaine nodded and smiled softly. “Her name is Uald.”
“And I’m to go at the next full moon? Where?”
“The Goddess calls,” Madelaine replied and pulled me into a deep hug, squeezing me tightly.
* * *
I rode ahead of Madelaine and Tavis on the way back to the castle. The full moon was only three eves away. I felt overwhelmed with questions. Where was it that I was supposed to go? For how long? And why had my father planned this fate for me?
A mess of nerves, I asked to take my dinner in my room that evening; I wanted to be alone with my thoughts. Perching carefully on the windowsill, I looked out at the grounds around the castle. The landscape sparkled silver in the moonlight. The moon was a nearly-full silver orb. I snubbed out my candles, letting my chamber fill with silver light. The moonbeams made my pale flesh glow. It was late when Madelaine finally entered.
She sighed heavily and sat down on the side of my bed. “I will tell Alister you are being sent to a convent until a suitable marriage match is made for you, that you will learn the ways of the White Christ and to read and write Latin. I will tell him that this was your father’s wish.” She paused then, looking off into the distance. “The convent…well, it is a lie he will believe.” She turned to me. “My Little Corbie, your father wanted this for you. It has all been arranged for a long time. You will go to learn the ways of our family. It was your father’s true wish. Boite would not have his daughter turn to the White Christ, to deny the old gods. You must learn the ancient arts. Old magic flows through the beating heart of this realm. It is your duty to know these ancient truths. It is part of who we are.”
Neither Madelaine nor I ever partook in the ways of the White Christ. As a lord should, Alister kept priests in the castle, in particular, the annoying Father Edwin who always dogged his shadow. I avoided him at all costs. He was a vile man. On more than one occasion, Father Edwin had tried to correct my pagan ways.
Two years before, on a lonely winter’s night, a bard had sung the legend of Tristan and Isolde after dinner. In the ballad, the young lovers were torn apart by a marriage contract which ordered Isolde to marry Tristan’s uncle Mark. The miserable Isolde, married off to Mark of Cornwall, had tried to catch a glimpse of her lover by scrying in the flames. Through the eyes of the fire, the fair Isolde saw that Tristan had married another. It nearly broke the poor maiden’s heart. 
I became enamored with the idea of seeing images in the fire. That night, after everyone had gone to bed, I’d tried to catch a glimpse of my father through the feasting hall fire. I was staring into the fire, trying to work magic like I’d heard in the story, when I’d felt someone come up behind me.
“What are you doing?” a voice asked.
I had been sitting there a long time. Maybe I’d been staring too closely into the flames: I felt dizzy. The heat of the fire had made me sweat. I never saw my father in the flames, but I’d seen what looked like a snowy white field dotted with ravens.
“I’m looking for my father,” I replied weakly.
A moment later, I felt the sharp sting of someone’s hand on my cheek. I looked up to find Father Edwin standing over me.
“Devilry,” he swore, his whole body shaking. “You are conjuring the devil in your uncle’s very hall! Would you bring Satan into this place?” His thin body leaned threateningly over me. He shouted with such venom that his spit splashed on my cheek. Shocked, I shuddered as I stared at the priest’s pock-marked face.
When I didn’t answer him, he lifted his hand as if he would hit me once more.
“Enough,” a voice called from the doorway. I turned to find Alister standing there. His long brown hair hung in a greasy tumble. His stomach had grown so large over the course of the winter that the bottom of his bloated belly peaked out from under his tunic. He was lighting a pipe, the red of the flame making a collage of shadows and red hues across his face. “Enough, Edwin. I’ll school her,” Alister told the priest as he crossed the hall. He staggered as he walked. 
“Yes, My Lord,” the priest said, glaring at me once more, and then smiling before he left me and my uncle alone.
“Little Raven. Come,” Alister called. He dragged a chair before the fire, the legs screeching across the stone floor. He set the pipe down and beckoned for me to sit on his lap. He reeked of ale and the heavy scent of angelica root smoke from the pipe.
Still feeling dizzy from looking into the flames, and my cheek smarting with pain, I did as I was told. But my instincts were on alarm. I knew well that Alister was not to be trusted.
“Does it hurt?” Alister asked, touching my cheek lightly.
The stink of body odor emanated from him. His hair held the light scent of ox fat. Alister stroked my cheek with his sweaty hand then rubbed his fingers up and down the length of my neck. 
“Yes,” I replied quietly, forcing my stomach not to revolt. My intuition told me to run away.
“Poor thing. I won’t let him touch you ever again. Don’t worry. But tell me, did you see anything in the flames?” Alister asked as his hand softly caressed my shoulder.
I shook my head.
“Come now, Little Corbie, I know your blood is full of the old magic. Tell your foster father what you saw.”
His hand rubbed my arm, his thumb pressing against my breast over and over again.
“I saw ravens…ravens in the snow.”
“Ravens in the snow?” he asked, his hand now rubbing my leg. “Poor girl. How frightening. Here,” he said, pulling me against him. This time, he moved my bottom over his pelvis, and I felt his hard cock pressing into me. His hands caught the hem of my dress, his sticky fingers sliding up the insides of my bare legs, my thighs. I gasped. I’d seen Alister use the same move more than a dozen times on the serving girls. I knew what came next. I just couldn’t believe he’d try it on me.
I tried to pull away, but he grabbed me roughly, squeezing my inner thighs, forcing my legs open. He tore my undergarments aside; I felt the fabric rip as I struggled to be free. But he was stronger than me. Forcing my legs open, he jabbed his fingers inside me. 
“Don’t move, Little Raven,” he whispered in my ear. I struggled, feeling sick as his fingers jabbed into me. “You’ll like fucking as much as your sweet auntie does. We can keep each other warm all winter.”
The door to the feasting hall opened.
“Corbie?” Madelaine called. I saw the look on her face as she took in the scene. Her pretty features contorted into a weird grimace.
Alister let me go.
Gagging, I fell to the floor.
Madelaine rushed across the room, bending to pick me up. Tears were already rushing down my cheeks. My stomach tossed.
“Go upstairs,” Madelaine whispered to me, but I was frozen in place, staring, horrified, at Alister.
“Christ, Madelaine, you’re such a nuisance. Barren cunt. What good are you, anyway?” Alister asked sarcastically as he rose. Stepping toward us, he punched Madelaine in the gut.
Gasping, Madelaine fell to her knees.
“Whore. You’re nothing but a whore,” he said. Grabbing Madelaine by the hair, he lifted her to her feet and slammed her against the wall. I heard her moan when she hit the hard stones. He was advancing on her again when I noticed that a carving knife lying forgotten on the table. Jumping to my feet, I grabbed the knife and put myself between Alister and Madelaine.
“Don’t touch her,” I said, lifting the knife menacingly.
“Well now, what do we have here?” Alister asked with a laugh, but he didn’t come closer.
“Keep your filthy hands off both of us, or next time I’ll chop your fingers off,” I spat. I hoped Alister wouldn’t notice my hands trembling. I clutched the knife handle so hard my hand hurt.
“Well, there it is…now that is the blood of a true MacAlpin, not some half-blooded bitch from Strathclyde like you,” Alister said to Madelaine then turned to me. “You’ve got your daddy’s blood, girl,” Alister said laughing. He picked up his pipe and lit it, the heavy smoke twisting upward and turned and left the room, banging the wooden door shut behind him.
I dropped the knife. It hit the stone floor with a clatter. I turned to my Madelaine. “Are you all right?”
She collapsed into my arms. “I’m so sorry,” she heaved, grabbing me tightly. Her whole body was shaking. “Did he…did he ruin you?”
I shook my head.
“May the Great Mother watch over us both. He’s drunk tonight. He’s lost even to his worst self. He knows better. King Malcolm would execute him. I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
My stomach rolled. I could still feel the sharp prick of his fingers in me, crooked, sharp and vile. I felt sick and angry. I felt polluted. And even as bad as it was for me, my heart ached for Madelaine. I knew that what I saw was just a hint of what happened between them behind closed doors. Madelaine had faced far worse, worse than she would ever name. Her body, all the bruises, told the tales she never spoke. In Alister’s house, no one was safe.
I squeezed my eyes tight, forcing the memory of that night away, and tried to focus on Madelaine who was still speaking of what it meant that the Goddess had called: “You will go amongst our wise women,” Madelaine was saying. “They are women of the old ways. They will teach you our faith, the ways of our people. You have no need to fear,” Madelaine explained.
“I’m not afraid,” I whispered. At least, I was not afraid of them.
Dark clouds rolled over the moon. Everything grew black. Madelaine fell silent and did not speak again until moonlight lit the room once more. “Your soul is very old,” she whispered. “Even as a babe, you were always…different. You belonged to the otherworld. I will miss you,” she added and rose, leaving me to my solitude.



CHAPTER THREE
With the blare of a trumpet, a courier arrived the next morning with news that Alister and his men would be home by evening. The house was set aflutter. The beds were filled with fresh straw, the stairs were scrubbed, the cattle slaughtered, and wine casks were brought up from the cellars. Madelaine, paler than the moon, moved through the house dispatching orders. Alister had been away for a month. The cooks and grooms had vacationed from their hard work. The serving girls had enjoyed empty beds.
That night, the light from Alister’s men’s torches glared through the dark, heralding his arrival. I watched from my window as he arrived at the castle gate and was met by Tavis whose formal position in the castle was sentinel and chief guard. Their exchange was brief and stiff.
The smell of roasting meats and wood smoke soon wafted upstairs from the feasting hall. I could hear the call for ale reverberating off the timbers and stones. Lord Alister wanted ale, not wine. I feared for anyone who happened to get in his way, myself included. After the incident in the feasting hall, Alister’s eyes never left me. He was a snake lying in wait.
I watched the activity in the yard. Some of my uncle’s men rode back into the night to their awaiting families. Others pitched tents around the castle. The smell of campfire smoked filled the valley. The sweet sounds of harps and bagpipes rose up from the hall alongside rowdy cheers.
A short while later, Madelaine rapped on my door and entered. “Will you come down?” she asked, closing the door behind her as she headed to my trunk full of dresses. We both knew it was not really a question. Neither of use wanted to go to the hall, and neither of us had a choice. It was our duty to attend. Ladies of our station were expected to make an appearance. Anything less could be taken as a slight to the noble lords in attendance. And Madelaine, most of all, had to play the dutiful wife, lest she earn Alister’s swift and brutal retribution. The cheerful glow on my aunt’s face was gone, and her green eyes looked haunted with the look of smothered terror.
Madelaine pulled a fur-trimmed black velvet dress from my trunk. I frowned but said nothing. It would gain me nothing to complain and would only make Madelaine feel worse than she already felt.
Once I changed, we headed back to the feasting hall. Loud voices, the stench of ale, and rude talk wafted from the room. Therein, drunken revelry abounded. The room was so brightly lit that it made me squint. Madelaine squeezed my hand, but I could feel her fingers had grown cold. I hated Alister. I hated his men. I hated their ale hall. I hated the discord it brought: vomiting drunks, groping hands, and my aunt’s sorrow.
“Ah, my niece,” Alister called.
The men whistled and banged their ale horns against the wooden table.
Madelaine led me to the head of the table. The room was so full of smoke that it burned my eyes. I noticed that Father Edwin had returned as well. He sat near my uncle at the head of the table. He’d grown a scraggly beard while he was gone; it barely hid his pock-marked face. I shuddered.
“Corbie! Come,” Alister called with a laugh. His eyes, already tinged ale-red, tried to focus on me. The smell of hops and body odor reeked from him. He’d grown fatter in the month away, his belly looking rounder than ever. And he had not changed from his mud-splatted riding clothes. I felt a lump rise into my throat. How abhorred it was to be near him. I couldn’t stand the sight of him. “How is my niece?” he asked, motioning for me to sit beside him. Father Edwin looked away from me.
“Well, Uncle,” I replied politely.
Madelaine turned to leave but Alister grabbed her arm and pulled her roughly back. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“My Lord’s kitchens need attention,” she answered.
He let her go. “Then be away with you,” he said, slapping her on the ass as she turned to leave. He laughed loudly as Madelaine hurried off and turned his attention to me. “Well, Little Corbie, what did you do while I was away?” 
“Women’s things, my uncle.”
“Women’s things,” he repeated then laughed. “And what are women’s things?”
“Sewing, gossiping, and talking about babies, of course,” I replied flatly, looking forward. Alister had no imagination beyond the obvious expectations.
My uncle laughed out loud. “Indeed, women’s things.” He set his hand on the back of my head and stroked my hair, his hand moving down the length of my hair to the small of my back.
My stomach turned, and my body shook. I shifted away from his touch, turning to face him. His hand dropped away. “Any news from court?” I asked.
“News?” he asked with a snort. “Nothing to concern you, lass, unless you want to talk over strategies, war, or fucking!” he said then laughed out loud, the other lords around him joining his laughter. “Though,” he said, leaning in toward me, his hand stroking my back again, “maybe you’re finally ready to start talking about fucking,” he whispered in my ear, “I still remember how sweet your perfume was,” he added, then sniffed his fingers and laughed out loud, his breath reeking of meat and ale. Mortified, I turned away. I felt like someone had poured ice water over me; my flesh rose into goose bumps.
“Here you are, My Lord,” my aunt said, coming between us, ”your pheasant.” Alister removed his hand. Madelaine set down a wooden platter in front of Alister. I usually loved the scent and flavor of the roasted bird, but my stomach felt sick; I fought back bile.
I slid over so Madelaine could sit between us. My uncle leaned forward, pushing his platter where I could see it. “Struck down by my arrow along the way,” he boasted. “Would you like a taste?”
“I’ve already eaten,” I replied.
My uncle grinned, pulled the platter back, and began talking to his cousin, Diomat, who sat near him as he carved a hunk of flesh from the bird. He shoved an enormous bite of fowl into his mouth, the crispy golden skin hanging from the corner of his lips. He pressed the morsels into his mouth with his greasy fingers, bloating his checks like a dead thing.
I took a deep breath. I tried to remind myself that it would be Madelaine who would pay if I lost my composure. Or the worse still, that Alister would lose himself again. My head ached.
The food was cleared and the pipers began to play a jig. The smoke burned my eyes. The men—the drunken men—rambled out of the castle to urinate, to vomit, or to take one of the scullery maids. I watched as Aggie passed through the room. One of Alister’s men grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap. She smiled and tried to excuse herself, but there was little she could do. Around the pair, everyone laughed. The soldier tickled her chin then stuck his hand down the front of her gown, fondling her breasts. I saw her cheeks flush red.
I turned and looked at Madelaine. She’d already seen and had motioned discreetly to Tavis. The soldier was playing with Aggie’s skirts, trying to stick his hands between her legs when Tavis interrupted and called the soldier away. Laughing, he dumped her to the floor when he rose. I watched her get up quickly and hurry back to the kitchen. Her cheeks were wet with tears.
What ladies there were in the room were pulled to their feet. My uncle’s cousin Diomat, against my wishes, dragged me to the dance floor. It took all my strength to keep him upright.
“My Lady is quite the beauty,” he said, his speech slurring. He stunk like fox piss, the strange gamey scent emanating from his very pores.
My head pounded, and I wondered if all castles kept in such a manner? Would I have to live like this all my life? I noticed Madelaine and Alister moving around the floor. Their words were heated. His hand held the back of her neck tightly. I could see his fingers pressing into her skin. I then noticed someone else’s eyes on the pair: Tavis. Commoner born, he had no chance, but he loved Madelaine. I could see from his expression that he was smothering his rage. How horrid to see someone you loved not only with another but to be treated so poorly. I pitied him.
Before I could return to my seat, Lord MacKay, whose wife was not present, asked me to dance.
“Ah, our little lass, how you would love the pageantry of King Malcolm’s court! It’s a sight to see all those ladies in their fine gowns. They look like flowers strewn in the wind. But they are dainty little birds, not hardy stock like you and your aunt.” He droned on and on as we danced, his hands resting too low on my back for my liking. I stepped heavily on his feet and didn’t apologize for my clumsiness. When the dance was done, I hurriedly excused myself, fleeing to my chamber.
The house did not hush for many hours, presumably until all the men had passed into drunken unconsciousness. I was trying to sleep when I heard the door open. Terror gripped me, but I turned to see Madelaine in the doorway. She slid into bed beside me. Exhausted, I lay very still. I had just started to fall asleep again when I heard her whimper.
“What is it?” I whispered.
My aunt did not respond. I moved, allowing the moonlight to glide past me onto her swollen face. She held a wet rag against her eye: it was red, puffy, and black. She looked deathly pale.
“Madelaine!” I exclaimed.
“It’s nothing,” she whispered.
I went to the water basin, moistened a fresh piece of cloth, and took the old one she’d been clutching. I gently pressed the clean cloth against her face.
“Why?” I asked. Rage made my hands shake. Violent anger swelled up in me. I was so angry I realized I bit my tongue. Blood swelled in my mouth, filling my mouth with its salty taste. I felt feverish. I wanted to kill Alister.
Tears rolled down Madelaine’s cheeks. “It doesn’t matter why. This is what men do. Husbands don’t love their wives. They especially do not love wives who bear no children.”
I felt sick. I asked said pointedly, “Your miscarriages…did they follow such cruelty?” How many little ones had Madelaine lost? She rarely spoke of it, but I knew she had lost or put into the grave at least six little souls, too many for a mother to count. “He beat you until you lost your children, didn’t he? Then beat you again because you bore none? Madelaine, you must not suffer this! Are you to have no happiness?”
“I have found some.“
“With Tavis?”
“Well, that is something different. You fill my heart.”
“Then I shouldn’t go!”
“You must.”
“Then come with me.”
Madelaine shook her head. “Only nine. Nine is the holy number. Someone else has moved on, and you shall take her place as the new ninth.”
“Were you with these women before?”
Madelaine nodded. “The world is changing, Little Corbie. Soon all will follow the White Christ. But all the women in our family go amongst the wise women when their time comes. Some stay for a short time while others train for many years.”
“What about you?”
“Scant months thanks to a marriage contract. The family needed an alliance with Alister’s clan. I sealed the alliance.”
“Then family duty comes before the old ones?”
Madelaine sighed. “You must realize your immediacy to the throne. King Malcolm is your uncle. As well you know, he had only daughters, your cousins, Bethoc and Donalda. While the line of succession will pass to the next male heir, Bethoc’s son Duncan, you must realize your importance. Any son you bear will have a claim at the throne. You are a valuable chess piece. They will marry you off to the most royal lord in the land, if not to Duncan himself, to ensure there is no rivalry. But there are many young lords who would gladly mix their blood with the line of MacAlpin. Your fate is not yours to determine. These scant few years you have before a match is made must be lived with passion. Learn what you can. Be who you truly are.”
I didn’t want to think about it, but I knew her words were true. I had always known I was meant for a bridal contract. But would they really marry me off to Duncan? My own cousin? Such close matches were not uncommon, I knew, but I shuddered at the thought. Such a marriage would also mean great things for me…I would be Queen of Scots…my sons would be princes.
Nonetheless, my heart sank as I looked at Madelaine. My womb would be used to forge alliances or birth princes. I would never be free, just as she had never been free. We belonged to the crown, and I was a prize like her, waiting to be reaped. I understood then something about the world: legitimacy and power determined your fate.
I sighed then kissed my aunt on her forehead. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
I snuggled next to Madelaine and pulled my covers to my chin, my mind spinning. What if they married me to a man like Alister? What would I do with such a man? Outside my window, I heard the call of a raven. It landed on the sill just outside, a mouse in its talons. The mouse’s dead, bulging black eyes gleamed in the moonlight. With its sharp beak, the raven ripped its corpse to bits.



CHAPTER FOUR
The next morning, I awoke groggy and starved for fresh air. Madelaine had gone back to her duties. My mind spun with a hundred different ways for Alister to die, but none of them seemed violent enough. I lay in bed and stared out my window. A heavy mist rose. Finally, I pulled on a cloak over my night clothes and went below.
I crept past the sleeping men in the feasting hall to the garden at the side of the castle. There, in the first of the morning sunlight, I knelt between rows of herbs. No doubt the cooks would soon, though lovingly, chase me away, so I quickly snapped fresh tendrils of mint, thyme, and other herbs. I thought their sweet scent would cheer Madelaine, and I’d often seen her brew the herbs into a draft. She said it calmed her. Something told me she might need them. The leaves were wet with morning dew. My fingers became moist, dirty, and perfumed with the herbs. I held the bunches in my hands and breathed deeply until the heady scent made me feel dizzy. I stuffed the herbs into my pockets and headed toward the front of the castle.
In the field, fire rings puffed up dissipating tails of smoke. The encampment was clearing; the men were heading home. I prayed this meant that the siege of debauchery was over.
As I walked, I spied a small trembling mass sitting near one of the abandoned camps. I climbed a small hill toward it and found a furry black body battling the wind. When I came to stand over her, she looked up at me with her sad brown eyes. It was a tiny puppy. She whimpered softly, rose on her six-inch tall legs, and waddled toward me, her tail wagging. I patted her head. She started licking me, her little pink tongue working hard. I laughed, picking her up and hugging her. She was shivering.
“Poor little thing,” I whispered to the pup. “Let’s get you inside.”
I turned to head back to the castle only to find myself face to face with Father Edwin.
“My Lady, good morning to you! May the Lord bless you this fine morning! Ah, what do you have there?” He was wearing long gray robes, a large wooden cross hanging from his neck. He peered at my hands with his sharp, gray eyes.
I looked away from him. “Just a pup. She was in the field,” I said and tried to pass by him, but he moved to stop me.
“A faerie thing then. Let me take it to the men and have its throat slit. You shouldn’t bring a foundling inside the castle walls,” he said, reaching for the puppy.
I clutched the puppy closer and looked down at her. Her brown eyes met mine. “No,” I said sternly and started walking toward the castle. I saw Tavis near the gate. He caught sight of me and began crossing the lawn toward me…and Father Edwin.
Father Edwin turned to walk beside me, still pressing his point. “Such temptations should be avoided, My Lady. The fey folk still play with high-born people such as yourself. Give it to me. I’ll be rid of it,” he was saying when we met with Tavis.
“What is that, Corbie?” Tavis interrupted, eyeing Father Edwin suspiciously as he stepped closer to me. I moved toward Tavis.
“Just a wee pup.”
“I told My Lady that it is the work of the faerie folk to leave such traps for young girls. It should be thrown in the river.”
Tavis laughed. “Have you become so suspicious, Priest? Faerie folk? You talk like a superstitious fool, scared of some bitch’s abandoned runt. Be off with you.”
“But, Lord Tavis,” the priest interjected.
“Your master is awake. He’ll be looking for you,” Tavis said sternly, stepping between me and the priest.
Father Edwin glared at Tavis then turned and headed back into the castle.
“It’s early in the day to start an argument with the White Christ, Little Corbie,” Tavis said, grinning at me. Clearly, he had not yet seen Madelaine’s broken face. I pitied the pain I knew he would feel. I pitied the revenge he would not be able to extract. I pitied his love. But I was grateful for his help.
“That is certain,” I said with a wry grin. I set the puppy down. It waddled over to him, its belly bulging.
“So, a foundling, eh? Have you named her?”
I shook my head. “No doubt she already has one. I just need to figure it out.”
Tavis shook his head. “All right,” he said with a smile. “But what if it really was the fey folk who left her? Or maybe even the little people of the hollow hills?” he asked jokingly. Laughing, he picked up the pup and was scratching her belly when two of my uncle’s men neared us. I caught just a snippet of their conversation.
“They say Duncan may take a wife this year,” said the first.
The other man laughed. “Nonsense. He’s just a boy. They will wait until they can make a sturdy alliance,” the other replied as he mounted.
“With King Cnut badgering Malcolm, no doubt there will be some movement very soon.”
“All the movement being done is being done by Thorfinn.”
“He’s just a whelp with a big ship.”
“He may be a whelp, but he’s allied with King Magnus of Norway, and he’s fostering Macbeth.”
“Shame about Macbeth’s father. Findelach was a good man.”
Tavis, also overhearing the conversation, cleared his throat loudly. Both men looked at us.
“Ah, Lady Corbie,” said the first, winking knowingly to his partner.
The second man turned to me. “And here is Boite’s daughter,” he said slickly, casting a knowing glance to his comrade.
Tavis handed the puppy back to me. “Farewell, My Lords,” Tavis said gruffly, cutting off the words lingering on the men’s tongues.
The men laughed knowingly then guided their horses away from the castle, gossiping like two old women as soon as they were out of earshot. I heard my name carry on the wind.
I thought about their words. My cousin Donalda’s husband Findelach had been killed by his own brother, Gillacoemgain, in a quarrel over the rule of Moray. Findelach had fallen out of King Malcolm’s favor, and it was rumored that the King secretly supported Gillacoemgain’s move to take power from his brother. Apparently Macbeth, my second cousin by Donalda, had heard the rumor as well. People said he fled to Lord Thorfinn of Orkney for protection. King Malcom had no problem striking out at his own when it pleased him, much as he’d done to my own father, according to the rumors. My elder cousin Donalda, now a widow, was back at court, and Gillacoemgain, despite killing Donalda’s husband, was now the Mormaer of Moray and the most powerful man in the north. I frowned as I thought about where I fit on that chessboard. Would they really marry me off to Duncan? I’d never even seen the boy. The thought of it made me feel indignant, but in the end, the truth was obvious: King Malcolm would move me soon.



CHAPTER FIVE
For the men who still remained, the revelry began at sunup as opposed to sundown. I spent most of the morning and afternoon playing with the puppy and avoiding the main hall, but by dinnertime, I had no more excuses.
The hall was again too bright. The musicians played too loudly, and the smoke was so thick that it made it hard to breathe. Sweat beaded down my back. The men, still unwashed, were drunk from the day before and continued to drink more. Their speeches slurred.
“This will be the last night. They will all go home tomorrow,” my aunt whispered. The salve she had used to hide the bruise around her eye had faded. The dark ring around her shining emerald eyes was obvious. While Madelaine tried to smile like she had no cares in the world, I seethed.
I moved discreetly and forced my body to feel small so no one would notice me. It was difficult, however, to escape attention. My aunt and I were the most fetching women in the room, and when the food had been cleared, the men sought out attractive dancing partners.
“Dance, niece,” my uncle said, grabbing my hand.
My aunt, despite the risk of accusation, had taken to the floor with Tavis. I noticed their words were soft as he examined her eye and looked on her sympathetically. They weren’t doing a very good job hiding their feelings for one another. And when Tavis looked at Alister, his eyes smoldered. I tried to entertain my uncle, keeping his back turned toward his wife and her lover. I feared for Tavis. His rage was too ready, too obvious. He needed to be smarter. If Alister ever suspected anything between Madelaine and Tavis, Tavis would be dead.
“Such a pretty girl,” Alister said then, stroking his rough finger down my cheek.
“Thank you, my uncle,” I replied, my stomach flopping with nausea.
He pulled me closer. “How many years have you lived in my house?” he asked, his words coming slow and slurred.
“Sixteen.”
“Now you are leaving. And a convent? What a shame! You’ve grown into such a fine and beautiful woman,” he said, his hands stroking slowly upward from the curve of my waist toward my chest.
“Just for a time. King Malcolm will make a match for me soon enough,” I said. “I will be given a royal husband and produce heirs for the realm,” I said pointedly, reminding Alister that his hands had no business on a body intended for greater things than himself.
He frowned and lowered his hands to my waist. “As a daughter of Boite should.”
“Indeed. But, of course, all the realm knows that you are my foster father, and I always think of you as such. I am so glad I bring a father’s pride to your eyes.”
Alister looked away from me then, and I saw a glimmer of shame cross his face. “Well, if you hope to please your royal husband, don’t let those women teach you too much. Take your foster father’s advice, and don’t become as wicked tongued as your aunt. No man will want you, royal or not.”
The harp strings fell silent. “Of course, my uncle and foster father. Many thanks for your good counsel. Let me beg your leave. May I retire to my chamber? The ale has given me a headache.”
With a grunting laugh, my uncle nodded dismissively.
It was his words, not the ale, that made my head ache. He made my poor aunt, one of the kindest women I knew, seem wicked. Worse, I knew Alister fully believed in what he said, making his way reality to so many, simply because he thought he could. I shot a knowing glance to Madelaine, who had untangled herself from Tavis before Alister’s eyes espied the pair, and headed to my chamber.
Back in the privacy of my own room, I could finally relax. My little puppy was sleeping in a basket at the foot of my bed. She opened her drowsy eyes and looked at me when I entered, her tail wagging.
“Sleep, little one,” I told her. “And send me a dream so I can learn your name.”
The puppy rolled onto her back, her tongue falling out of the side of her mouth, then drifted back to sleep.
I went to the open window casement and looked out at the silver moon. It was glowing brightly. In the field below, two men where stringing up a freshly killed stag. The light of the fire and the glow of the moon illuminated the scene. I couldn’t quite catch their words on the wind, but they were laughing and drinking. I saw the flash of silver as the hunter took out a knife and slit open the belly of the deer with a jerk.
Blood and guts erupted like heavy rain. The deer’s intestines burst from the body and with a wet sounding heave, spilled bloody red onto the earth.
The hunter groaned a disgusted grunt as blood splattered all over him.
The image both awed and horrified me. The blood and heap of guts made a massive dark pool at the hunter’s feet. The red of innards and blood glimmered in the firelight. The image of it so unsettled me that I swooned. I gazed up at the moon. My head felt dizzy.
For a brief moment, I saw the world in double vision. Everything around me suddenly felt very far away. I held on to the stone window casement, but my body felt like it was spinning.
The men’s voices grew increasingly distant. Everything became dark. 
The world glimmered from blackness to a rainbow of opalescent colors then to darkness once again and everything became very still and silent and black. The spinning sensation stopped and my feet were on solid earth, but I didn’t know where. The only thing that was certain was that I was not in my chamber anymore.
I saw the light of a fire in the far distance and traveled to it with the speed of thought. I moved as if on the wings of a bird. Propelled through time and space, wings beating in the wind, I soon found myself standing beside a cauldron. A fire was burning underneath. Two women stood aside the fire. One was ancient looking, the lines on her face deeply grooved. The other was more middle-aged; her hair was deep red.
“Twice the raven has cawed,” said the ancient matriarch.
“Twice the star flower has bloomed,” said the red-haired woman.
“’Tis time, ’tis time,” they said together.
“Are you…are you the ladies of the nine?” I asked.
The ancient one laughed a long and heady laugh. “Hail daughter of Boite.”
The red-haired woman bowed to me. “Hail Queen hereafter.”
“Cauldron queen, old one reborn, come join, come join,” they called to me. They joined their hands, extending their free ones to me, motioning for me to join them in their circle.
“Round the cauldron come and sing,” said the elder.
“Like fey things in a ring,” said the younger.
The hair on the back of my neck rose, and my skin chilled to goose bumps. These were not Madelaine’s women. I knew who they were: the Wyrd Sisters. Their dark magic was known only in ancient lore. It was said that they meddled in the world of men. They had not been seen since the time of my ancestor, Kenneth MacAlpin, when their prophecies helped him unite old Alba. My body chilled from head to toe. 
“I know who you are,” I whispered. “What do you want from me?”
“A deed with a heavy name,” answered the ancient one with a laugh.
“A service, Lady,” said the younger. 
“Nay, nay…say Queen,” said the elder.
“But more yet, say Sister,” replied the younger, red-haired one.
“Even more,” the elder said mysteriously. The old woman let go of her younger companion and drew close to me. She was ancient. As she neared me, the sharp smell of flowers effervesced from her, familiar and sweet. While her words frightened me, her eyes were soft and loving. “Bubble of the earth, and Goddess hereafter,” she said then reached up to draw a mark on the center of my forehead. “Wake.”
My eyes opened with a jolt. I was lying on my chamber floor staring up at the ceiling. Pain shot through my body. I sat up and touched the back of my head. It was wet. In the dim candlelight, I could see blood on my fingers. I must have fainted.
I rose slowly and glanced outside. The men were skinning the stag. I went over to my water basin to rinse the blood from my fingers, but I gasped when I caught my reflection. One the center of my forehead, drawn in blood, was a flower with five petals. I leaned forward to look at it better. For just a moment, I spied the image of the Wyrd Sisters standing behind me. I turned to see…nothing. And when I peered back into the basin, the vision was gone. The bloody flower, however, remained. I wiped a wet cloth across the symbol, washing away the flower…the symbol of the Cauldron Goddess, the Goddess Cerridwen.



CHAPTER SIX
On the morning of the full moon, Madelaine, Tavis, and I rode into the countryside. My pup slept lazily in a sling I’d strapped to my chest. Alister hadn’t bothered to wake to see me off, for which I was grateful. We rode past the loch we’d visited just days before. The trees were still loaded with sweet smelling pink and white blossoms. As we rode, I thought about the Wyrd Sisters. Had I really seen them or was it just a dream? The notion that they had appeared to me thrilled and frightened me all at once. After all, the Wyrd Sisters were ladies of legend, dark legend. The Wyrds could be dangerous. Magical beings, they lived in the otherworld. But usually, there were three of them. Where was the third?
“Bid Tavis farewell. We’ll travel alone from here,” Madelaine called when we reached the stream where I’d met the huntress Madelaine had called Uald.
Tavis smiled sadly at me. “Don’t get into too much mischief,” he warned.
I smiled at him. His hair shimmered sunflower-yellow in the morning light. “Who? Me?”
Tavis shook his head and turned to Madelaine. “Are you sure you want me to wait for you here? Shouldn’t I come deeper into the woods? If anything were to happen to you…”
Madelaine smiled gently at him. Leaning from her horse, she reached out and cupped his chin. “I’ll be fine,” she said, passing him a wink.
Tavis nodded, but his forehead wrinkled with worry.
“Let’s go,” Madelaine said. Clicking to her horse, she led us into the woods. After just a few minutes’ ride, Tavis was out of sight, and we were lost to the forest. Madelaine, however, seemed assured of the path.
“You remember the way,” I said, surprised. How long ago had she last come here?
“Somewhat. But even if I’d forgotten, I could follow the pattern of trees,” she said, pointing. “Oak, ash, and thorn. Nine oak. Nine ash. Nine thorn. Where things are in nines, you will find the Great Lady.”
“Are you sure you can’t stay with us? I’m worried about you alone in the castle,” I told her. “You are so at peace in the woods. Can’t you get away, tell Alister you want to retire to the convent as well?”
She shook her head. “I wish I could. You forget, I am still of breeding age. I’m not my own,” she said, and I saw a dark shadow cross her eyes.
“Can’t you go to Malcolm? Wouldn’t he let you join court life, at least until I am married? Then maybe you can join me?”
Madelaine shook her head. “I’ve asked…pled. Malcolm knows. He wants me where I am. Please don’t worry about me. It’s my lot in life, and sick as it is, I’ve grown used to it. At least you will be away from all the misery.” I could tell from the look on her face that talking about it was only making her unhappier, so I stopped.
Madelaine sighed deeply then gazed at the canopy of trees. Blobs of sunlight shone down on her, shimmering off her red hair. Her green riding gown matched the new leaves. I wished she could just run away with Tavis, but she was no freer to love anyone she chose than I was.
Late in the day we came upon a mountain pass that was thick with foliage. In fact, it looked impassable. Madelaine, however, moved toward it.
“There? But it’s a tangle,” I said.
“Exactly,” Madelaine replied with a laugh. “What fool would go in there?” Encouraging her horse, she rode into the narrow passage. I followed. Our horses snorted in complaint as we pushed our way through. We passed into what looked like a gap in the mountainside, barely tall enough for the horses to fit. I bent low above my horse’s neck so my head wouldn’t scrape. On the other side, we emerged into an open space where five small houses sat around an open garden. High mountains and thick, dense, foliage surrounded the space. It was a completely hidden forest grove.
A yellow-haired girl about my age was tending the center fire ring, gingerly pushing kindling onto the fire. Her nimble fingers jumped back when the flames licked them. The woman Madelaine had called Uald, the huntress from the stream, sat beside the fire plucking a bird. A woman with long white hair emerged from one of the houses.
“Greetings in the name of the Goddess,” Madelaine called.
“Greetings, daughter,” the white-haired woman replied then turned her gaze on me. “Ah, Gruoch. Welcome!” she called.
We dismounted.
The white-haired woman hurried to us. She smiled as she looked me over, chuckling lightly when she saw the pup strapped to my chest. “I’m Epona,” she introduced, pulling me into an embrace. The heavy scent of herbs clung to her hair, and her embrace was soft. After she let me go, she turned and gently patted Kelpie’s neck.
“Lovely creature. What’s his name?” she asked as she leaned in and pressed her cheek against his face, whispering in his ear. To my surprise, my horse nickered softly to her.
“Kelpie,” I replied.
Epona smiled. “Are you a Kelpie?” she asked him. He snorted and pawed the earth, causing Epona to laugh. I eyed the woman curiously. Although her hair was pure white, she was not old. Her face was clear and free of wrinkles. Her lips were red, and her eyes were a brownish-gold color. She patted Kelpie one more time then turned and smiled prettily at me. “Uald you have already met,” she said with an open hand directed toward the huntress who’d met me at the stream.
“Happy to have you here,” Uald said, but she was looking at Madelaine who was grinning at her.
“Come here, child,” Epona called to the blonde-haired girl.
The girl dusted her hands off on her skirt and joined us.
“This is Ludmilla. She comes to us from amongst the Rus. Her language is not perfect, but she is learning,” Epona said.
Ludmilla smiled at Madelaine and me. “Hello,” she said timidly. Her voice was thick with a deep, round accent.
“Gruoch, Elaine, come inside,” Epona said then led us toward her cabin.
I raised an eyebrow at my aunt. Elaine?
The air inside Epona’s house was thick with the smell of heady white sage. The main room housed a large table at which nine chairs had been set. Epona’s bed was tucked into a small room in a back corner of the house. The floor had been laid with a rough stone and was covered with soft straw.
“Everything is the same,” Madelaine commented.
“Yes, but you’ll only know Uald and me. The ones who were here with you have gone, been replaced by other adepts,” Epona replied.
“I heard that Dahlia, as she was called, is in Powys,” Madelaine said.
Epona nodded and poured a yellow liquid from a wooden decanter into three glasses. “The others are dispersed from the north beyond the Hadrian’s Wall all the way south to Brittany.” She handed a glass to me and Madelaine then took one for herself.
“Have any gone to the other groves? The other covens of nine? There was a girl, I don’t recall her name, with periwinkle-colored eyes,” Madelaine said, then turned to me. “We all thought she was part fey. Magical thing. What ever happened to her?”
Epona smiled. “She is in service at the forest coven. You see, my dear,” Epona said, turning to me, “we are nine here. But there are, in total, nine strongholds of the Goddess spread across the old country, each always with a count of nine. We keep the sacred ways…in secret, of course.”
I looked at Madelaine. What other secrets had she been keeping?
“Drink,” Madelaine said with a laugh.
I took a sip. The liquid was like nothing I had ever drunk before; I grimaced at the bitter taste and tried not to spit it out. I was embarrassed by my rudeness, but no one noticed.
Epona peered at Madelaine’s bruised face. “Still at it, is he?” she asked. “I’d hoped someone would have killed him by now.” Setting her glass down, she turned and dipped into her wooden cupboard. Inside were a multitude of glass jars and some dried herbs lying in baskets. “The nettles were strong this year.” She handed Madelaine a small green jar filled with salve.
With a nod, Madelaine stuck it into the pocket of her coat.
Epona patted Madelaine’s shoulder sympathetically, but I saw a flash of anger cross her face. She then turned and looked at me, her hand on her hip. “Well, do you like the drink?”
“Yes,” I lied.
Epona chuckled. “Dispense with formalities. We speak the truth here. I know it tastes like stump water. It will give you prophetic dreams. In it are herbs that prompt visions of the future.”
I smiled at Epona. I liked her already.
Uald entered behind us, wiping her hands with a rag.
“Will you help Gruoch get settled while I speak with Elaine?” Epona asked Uald.
“Corbie,” Madelaine said then. “Most people call her Corbie…she’s my little raven.”
“Suits her well,” Epona replied. “Very well, Corbie, please go with Uald while I shamelessly shake news from Madelaine,” she added with a laugh.
Uald nodded and motioned for me to follow her. Without another word, I rose and went back outside.
The puppy stirred at my chest. Stopping, I set her down. She ran straight to Ludmilla. The girl smiled and patted the little scamp. Uald and I started unbundling my horse.
“Armaments?” she asked, poking at the bulky packages.
“Madelaine sent them for you,” I replied. I hadn’t understood Madelaine’s gift when she had Tavis pack my horse, but the more I studied Uald, the more sense it made. Uald grinned happily, her smile pulling toward one side of her face. She was pretty in a rough kind of way. She was nearly the same age as Madelaine, but I saw some tendrils of white streaking her hair. Her skin was tanned from the sun and there was a scattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks. Her eyes were very dark brown, her reddish-brown hair pulled back in a braid. As she did when she called me in the woods, she wore breeches and a tunic. Her arms curved with the muscles of a smith. I could tell from the cut of her that she was a swordswoman. No wonder Madelaine had sent her weapons.
With my arms fully loaded, I followed Uald into one of the little houses. Inside there were two small beds, a small wooden table, two wardrobes, and two chests. Uald set the packages down on one of the beds.
“You’ll share this house with Ludmilla.”
I pulled a chain mail vest and a green gown from my belongings. I handed them to Uald. “These are also for you.”
Uald frowned at the dress. “She always wanted me in gowns. I never saw the point,” she said but took it all the same. “Why don’t you get settled? I’ll come back for you in a while; the others will be anxious to meet you,” Uald said then left. She carried the bundle of armaments strapped across her back and the chainmail over her shoulder. The dress, however, she held in her hands, studying it as she walked toward the barn. I saw the bemused expression on her face.
I stood in the doorframe and watched Ludmilla with the pup. Seeing me standing in the door of her home, Ludmilla came toward me. The puppy waddled along behind her.
“You sleep here?” Ludmilla asked.
I smiled and nodded.
Ludmilla looked at my packages. “You a queen?”
Confused, I shook my head. “No.”
Now it was her turn to look puzzled. “Such beautiful things. Epona says you a queen.”
“I am no queen.”
Ludmilla laughed then shrugged.
I opened the trunk at the end of the bed and lay a bear fur on the bottom. The puppy hopped and hopped, trying to get on my bed. Taking pity on her, I set her on top before unloading all my dresses and other belongings into the trunk. I watched Ludmilla’s eyes widen at what I thought were the plainest of my clothes. I pulled a red gown with an embroidered collar from my things. “This dress no longer fits,” I lied. “Would you like to have it?” I asked, handing it to Ludmilla.
“I sew for you?”
I shook my head. “No, you have it.”
Again, she smiled. “Thank you…Gruoch?” she asked, seeing if she was pronouncing my name correctly.
“Please, call me Corbie.” I smiled back. “Where are the other ladies?”
Ludmilla slid across my bed and looked out the window. “Two is collecting herbs,” she said, pointing to a dense area behind one of the little houses. “The old one sleeps. Another is away, and I don’t know where is the other.” Epona was right, Ludmilla’s language was still a bit broken, but I still understood her well.
A moment later, the two women collecting herbs emerged from the woods.
“You meet them,” Ludmilla said and rose. I followed her.
When I exited the house, the two women looked in my direction. They smiled at one another when they saw me.
“Welcome, Lady Gruoch,” the taller woman with long brown hair called. She was very thin and had a Roman looking nose. Her eyes were pale blue. She wore a long, well-worn gray-colored gown covered by a long apron with many pockets. Small tufts of leaves and twigs stuck out of the pockets. She smiled at me, but her gaze was cool. Something inside me froze against her, and I wondered why.
“Indeed, welcome,” the second woman, who was much shorter, added. Her blonde, curly hair was cropped at her neck. The dark blue gown she wore complemented her eyes which were almost exactly the same shade as her gown. “I’m Aridmis.”
“Druanne,” the first woman with lighter blue eyes said, nodding to me.
“Thank you both. Please, call me Corbie.” Suddenly, I felt a little overwhelmed by all the new names and faces.
Druanne peered closely at me, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “All right…Lady Corbie.”
Aridmis gave her a sharp look.
Puzzled, I frowned and looked around the camp; there was no sign of the other women.
“They will join us shortly, no doubt,” Druanne said, as if reading my thoughts. “Except Tully. She’s currently traveling.”
I raised a questioning eyebrow at her. She smiled smugly and looked away from me.
Epona and Madelaine emerged from Epona’s house. I could tell from the expression on Madelaine’s face that it was time for her to go. Her eyes were watery.
I crossed the lawn and took her hand. “So soon?”
She nodded sadly.
Uald came from the barn leading Madelaine’s horse. “He drank his weight in water and got a good nibble of oats,” she told Madelaine. Uald too looked sad.
“You can’t stay the night?” I asked Madelaine.
She shook her head.
The door to a nearby house opened. A very old woman exited. I had to look twice. She resembled the old woman I had seen in my vision, the ancient-looking Wyrd Sister, but it was not her.
“Bride,” Epona called to the elder woman, raising her voice. “Meet our new sister.”
The old woman, whose silver hair was pinned in a loose bun, came toward me, her arms outstretched. “Welcome, child,” she said and took hold of both of my arms which she squeezed gently.
“Greetings, Mother. I’m Corbie.”
“Oh, I wondered what all the fuss was about. I sleep most afternoons. I am a crone, you see,” she added with a laugh.
When Bride was done, Madelaine embraced me, kissing my cheek. “If you need me, I can come. It will not be hard to send word. They will teach you,” she whispered in my ear.
I held my aunt close. Tears fell from my eyes, but I tried to steel myself. I didn’t want the others, particularly Druanne, to see. Something told me I shouldn’t show her my weaknesses. We held our embrace for a long time. Eventually Madelaine pulled away.
“I love you,” I whispered quietly to her.
“And I you,” she replied, kissing me on the forehead. Uald helped Madelaine mount her horse and then, holding the reins, led Madelaine to the small crevice in the rock wall. When she neared the passage, Uald kissed Madelaine’s hand, passed her the reins, and turned and headed back toward the barn. Madelaine turned once more to wave to me, then rode into the jumble of rocks that hid the enclosure, leaving me to a life all new.



CHAPTER SEVEN
“Come. There is much to discuss,” Epona said. She took my hand and led me around the back of her house. We followed a worn path through the woods.
“I want to tell you a few things so you feel more comfortable and understand more of what will happen in the next few days,” she explained. “First, you will be renamed. This is the hardest for some to deal with so I want you to get used to the idea. Also, let me tell you why you will be renamed. Here, we worship the Goddess. The names we take are our Goddess names. We take them in service of the Great Mother. Do I need to explain her to you?”
I shook my head. We all knew the mother of the land, the lady of the earth and hunt. She was our Goddess before the White Christ came.
“You will be renamed according to which aspect of the Goddess best fits you. It will be your Goddess name. Use it only amongst us. Your name is special and powerful. Anyone who knows your true name holds power over you. All of the other women here have been renamed except Ludmilla. Like you, Ludmilla has not had a renaming ceremony. I was named Epona because of my love of horses. As well, medicine, fertility, crops, language and divination all fall under my thumb.
“Uald is named for a Goddess who was a weaponsmith, a hunter, a forester. Druanne, as is obvious from her name, is Druid-taught. She is one of the last of the old kind. Aridmis is of the silver wheel; she reads the heavens. Bride, named for the cheerful spirit of the spring maid inside her, now belongs to the Crone. She has performed the Croning ceremony, an ancient ritual done by women who have ceased their menses. Taith, who we call Tully, you have not met. She is our scout. She travels from hidden coven to hidden coven, keeping a network amongst us alive. She won’t be back for several months,” Epona explained.
“And the ninth?”
Epona and I reached a spring that ran out of the side of one of the steep hills surrounding the grove. The water fell first onto a little rocky ledge and then into a large pool that was several feet deep. Coins and jewels lay on the ledge.
“Feel free to drink or bathe here, but give thanks to Anwyn, the lady of this spring, when you do.”
Bending down, I pulled a small silver band from my pinky and laid it under the water with the rest of the treasures. In my mind, I whispered a greeting to the Goddess and then took a drink. The water was cool and metallic tasting. It felt icy as it slid down my throat.
Epona drank as well, offering a whispered prayer under her breath.
A rustling came from the brush nearby, and much to my surprise, a woman with brown hair that stretched to her feet fell out of the bushes. Dressed in a mishmash of animal skins and woven cotton clothing, she looked wildly about her and appeared to be talking to the incorporeal air. Her hair was knotted and full of leaves and twigs. Her face, while beautiful, was very dirty. She stopped suddenly as if someone had addressed her and, turning her head quickly, she looked at Epona and me.
“Our ninth. I wanted you to meet her without the other women around,” Epona said quietly. “She is…different,” she added then, turned to the woman. “Come, Sid. Meet your new sister.”
The woman she called Sid rushed toward us. When she reached the spring she fell to her knees. Muttering, she took a quick drink from the spring then looked up at me, water dripping from her chin.
“Darkness has come. They saw you near the loch,” the woman said to me.
I raised an eyebrow at her. “At the loch? I saw no one at the loch.”
Sid laughed, her eyes glimmering. “The dragonflies…of course, they were not really dragonflies…it was their sharp eyes that spotted you when you came the first time with Mad Elaine. They were afraid you would fly down with your raven beak and snatch them up. And you picked snowdrops, which made them afraid.”
Puzzled, I didn’t know what to say.
She took advantage of my silence. “They’ve seen her flying,” she told Epona.
“To where?”
“Through the night. On the silver thread.”
“Yes, but to where did they see her go?”
“They will not say. They say,” Sid said, then paused and tilted her ear as if to listen, “that you will learn soon enough.”
Epona frowned.
“They will forgive you for taking up snowdrops if you will leave them cream tonight and come with me to the barrow at sunup,” Sid told me.
I looked to Epona.
She nodded. “Fine.”
“Ah, darkness, they hear your cries already. But you are an avenger, so what can you do?” Sid asked. She hopped from stone to stone across the small creek to me. She came close beside me and took my hand. She looked at me with sympathy. “I love them but they knot my hair,” she whispered in my ear. She stopped and looked suddenly at her shoulder. “Not you, love, the brownies.”
“Where have you been?” Epona asked her.
“The Seelies are holding court.”
I knew the brownies. They were the riders of the pine marten; they were the six-inch-high brown-haired fey. And there was not a child alive who didn’t know who the Seelies were. They were the fair-folk of the mound, the barrows, the place this strange woman wanted to take me the next morning. They were the faerie people who had walked the land before our kind—mankind—had come. 
“What of the Unseelies?” Epona asked.
Sid sighed heavily. “First they would not come, though they thought they might. Then they sent Rhiannon. Then they all came. It was a joyous and merry event. We celebrated a good many days.”
We turned again and headed back toward the houses. 
“Sister, you must be sure to eat. We’ll join in the house at sundown. Be sure to come,” Epona told Sid when we reached grove. 
Sid nodded. “I am told my house is a mess and mischief will be afoot if I do not clean it.”
Without another word, Sid rushed off speaking harshly with…her shoulder. Ludmilla, who’d gone back to working on the fire, watched Sid skeptically.
“Well?” Epona asked me. She looked in the direction of Sid.
She seemed mad. Talking with apparitions, dressed like a mad woman, speaking of old things, Sid showed all the signs of madness. Yet by the old ways deep within me, I knew she was not crazy. “She is in communication with the faeries.”
“Sid was a victim,” Epona said as she sat down on a wooden bench in front of her house. “To the normal eye, she does appear mad. Long ago, a courtly lady took pity on her. They found Sid when she was just a girl, naked, in the woods. She was taken to court, cleaned up, and sent to the kitchens. Sid spoke hardly at all, and when she did speak, it was in this same distracted manner. The lord of the house took kindly to her form, I’m sure you noticed she is striking under all that mess, and begot a bastard child on her. She birthed the child then bashed it on the hearth until it was dead. She was taken from the castle, flogged, and sold to a group of traveling entertainers. They kept her in a cage; she was left talking nonsense as she did in the beginning, and people paid a price to see her. They tortured her for amusement. She still bears scars.
“I found her on one excursion into Wales. I purchased her, mended her wounds, and brought her back with me. It took me awhile to help her reconcile what she saw and the voices she heard to what I, and you, see in this world. She has bridged a large gap.
“Her trips to the other side, however, leave her physical body in a state of disrepair. She has been gone nearly two weeks. I doubt she has eaten human food. When you go with her to the barrow tomorrow, be prepared for an unusual experience,” Epona told me.
“About the child she killed. I understand her anger, but—“ I was aghast.
“Perhaps, one day, she will tell you the tale, and you can decide for yourself how you feel about such an act,” Epona said with a sigh. “She has borne another child since. It was, she tells me, to the Seelie King. I saw the child after it was born but have not seen it since. She tells me he lives with his father.”
“You don’t travel where she goes?”
Epona shook her head. “No one has ever been able to follow Sid.”
I nodded. My competitive urge splashed up.
“Ah, I see it in your eyes. I hope you can. Sid would thank you for it.”
Uald joined us. “Perhaps we should see to your horse now?”
I nodded and stood.
“Come for dinner thereafter,” Epona said and went within.
I followed Uald to the little wooden barn that sat on the right of the grove entrance. A small, fenced pasture was behind the barn; two mares grazed there. Toward one side of the barn was a smithy with stone half-walls and a wooden roof. Behind it was a little room where, it seemed, Uald stayed.
“I do metal working. Are you interested in such things?” Uald asked.
“I’d love to learn.”
“I’d love to teach you…Elaine’s foster daughter. If you ever need anything, want anything, you can always come to me. Your aunt is very special to me,” Uald told me with a smile then pushed the wide barn door open. I led Kelpie inside. The other animals neighed excitedly at the sight of a stallion. My horse, smelling the mares around him, pranced and snorted. I grinned at the lot of them and then put Kelpie out to pasture to meet his new friends.
We left the horses to their prancing and went into the smithy. Uald had been busy hammering spoons and swords. Metal tools hung from the walls and rafters and equipment sat lined up neatly on a table. Carefully piled wood and kindling for the large fire pit lined the wall.
“I sell some of what I make in exchange for the things we need,” Uald said, then lifted a sword off her workbench. It was a fine weapon. The hilt had been decorated with engraved leaves.
“It’s beautiful.”
“I made a dagger for your father once. It must have taken me a hundred casts to get it right. I molded a small raven figure to sit on the hilt. Did you ever see it?”
I thought back, scant images of my father bubbling up in my memory. I did remember him having a fine dagger he wore on his belt. “Maybe…”
“I always wondered what happened to that dagger. I hoped you had it. Perhaps it will find its way home to you some day.”
I smiled. It was easy to see why Madelaine, who, like me, had grown up with genteel ladies, liked Uald. I doubted that she had any patience for talk of babes and sewing. “Did you know my father?” I asked.
Uald smiled, her lips pulling into a smirk again. She looked away from me and stared out into the forest. She smiled then nodded. I could tell her mind was busy. “Boite the raven. Yes, I knew him well, but that’s a tale for another day. Come on,” she said, then led me back to Epona’s house.
The sky was turning red. I couldn’t believe the day had passed so quickly. Night was coming, and I could feel it in my bones. The puppy scampered from the door frame of my new home. I picked her up and carried her to Epona’s house.
Sid emerged from her cottage. She had rid herself of her furs and wore a plain gray dress that was far too large for her. Her hair, however, remained as I had seen it earlier. I set the pup down and joined Uald in washing my hands in a basin near the door. The fuzzy pup went to Sid.
“Oh my, oh my,” she said as she bent down to scratch the pup’s head. “Better get a talisman,” she said to Epona who stood in the open doorway.
The white-headed woman nodded.
“Why?” I asked.
“Oh, the little meddlers are always up to mischief,” Sid said then scolded her shoulder. “No, no, not you.”
Inside, Ludmilla, Druanne, Aridmis, and Bride had already seated themselves. I sat beside Sid. Her face looked quite sunken, and her body was very thin. Despite her peculiarities, or perhaps because of them, I found I liked her both instantly and intensely.
Epona, who had taken the head seat, looked at each of us and then bowed her head. I followed her in the gesture.
“Mother, we thank you for providing us with food, and we thank you for bringing our ninth to us. Guide us in your will. Protect Tully, who is far from us. Use us, Mother, for your ends. We are your daughters. Blessed be.”
The women stirred, and I opened my eyes. I was filled with warmth and light, the comforts of the hearth. They passed flatbread and crocks of stew around the table. Honeyed butter perfumed the room. Everything looked and smelled wonderful.
“I hope this meager food is to your taste, My Lady,” Druanne said then.
At first I did not realize she was speaking to me. Everyone at the table grew still. I looked up to find Druanne’s eyes on mine.
“You must be used to more sophisticated tastes,” she added. She smiled weakly at me, but her eyes were cold.
I saw Uald shift uncomfortably. She passed a glance to Epona, but the white-haired woman held her tongue.
“Nothing tastes better than a meal made by the loving hands of a mother or sister,” I replied, feeling the warmth I’d felt only moments before leave me. What reason did this woman have to dislike me? I’d only just arrived.
“Droll, droll. Like a beetle clicking. Pick a new tune, Druanne,” Sid said then shoved a bite of bread into her mouth.
Uald chuckled.
Aridmis cleared her throat. “When will we begin planning for Beltane?” she asked Epona.
Druanne looked away.
Epona smiled. “Is your blood stirring?”
“Me?” Aridmis said with a laugh that sounded like a chiming bell. “If I recall correctly, last year it was you who disappeared with that bald-headed Druid into the night.”
Everyone, save Druanne, giggled.
“True,” Epona said. “True enough,” she said with a wink. “You’re right. We should begin our plans. Balor and his men, including a new student, will be coming for the festivities. I have also asked the bards of the North to return. They seemed pleased at the invitation.”
“Of course they were pleased,” Uald grunted.
“Who is Balor’s new student?” Bride asked.
“A very promising acolyte; his name is Banquo.”
“Will you be here, Sid?” Aridmis asked.
“I should, but you know the barrows.”
“So when you say you’ll be back at Beltane, it means we’ll see you at the festival of Lughnassadh?” Uald said with a laugh.
Sid grinned at Uald.
“Will we have a maypole?” Ludmilla asked.
Druanne nodded. “As is customary. Pardon me, Epona, but I have already put together a list of tasks that need to be completed for the celebration. I will, however, need to make some adjustments since I didn’t know you invited additional guests.”
Epona only smiled then turned to me: “Druanne is in charge of the holiday celebrations. As one of the last female acolytes of the Druidic ways, she can best teach you the mysteries of the high holy days,” Epona told me.
“When will I begin her training?” Druanne asked Epona.
“She is going with Sid tomorrow, so I don’t know when she will be back. When she returns, however, I’d like to place her in Uald’s care until Beltane. By then, Ludmilla and Corbie will both be ready for their name-taking.”
“She will begin with Uald? Are you sure that is the wisest—”
“That is what we shall do,” Epona replied, cutting Druanne off.
Sid, arguing with the phantom of her shoulder, distracted us all. After some heated discussion she said, “I am told Corbie’s goddess has already revealed herself, that she already has a name.”
Epona set her spoon down. “And?”
Sid frowned.
“They won’t tell you?”
Sid shook her head.
“Come, Nadia, tell us,” Epona said, addressing Sid’s shoulder.
“They are forbidden to speak,” Sid answered.
“Who dares forbid our Good Neighbors?” Epona asked, looking very upset.
The other women looked from Epona, to me, to Sid.
I listened.
“You know who. Who has the courage and power to dare?” Sid replied then turned back to her food.
Epona looked at me then frowned. “Well, we will learn soon enough.”
One by one, each of the sisters departed after their meal. Druanne, I noticed, left in a huff without speaking to the others. Bride was still finishing her meal and chatting with Uald and Epona when I rose to leave. I filled a cup with a little cream, as Sid had suggested, then wished everyone goodnight.
Outside, I spotted Aridmis sitting at the side of the well. She held a large piece of parchment in her hands and was drawing on it as she looked toward the heavens.
“What do you see in those stars for me, seer?” I jested.
“Under what moon where you born?”
“I was born of the water bearer in the year 1010.”
“Let me look,” Aridmis said and peered into the night’s sky. She scribbled on her paper. “What do you want to know, fair or foul?”
I shrugged. “Often, what’s fair is foul and foul is fair.”
“You will wear a crown.”
“A crown?” Quite involuntarily my hand drifted toward my head.
“It’s not so bad a fate,” she said, looking again to her papers.
“But wed to whom? To Duncan?”
Aridmis smiled. “That I can’t quite see. But I do know one thing about Duncan.”
“What’s that?”
“He should beware of valkyries.”
Speechless, I stood quietly at her side for several minutes.
“Goodnight, sister,” Aridmis said, looking up. Her voice prompted me from my stillness.
“Yes, goodnight.”
I would wear a crown. What crown? At the side of what king? My mind boggled at the idea.
That night I dreamed I lay in Sid’s bed and cried. I saw Epona’s white hair and could hear her comforting voice, but I could not see what was the matter. All I knew was that I was hurt. Some part of my body ached terribly, and the room seemed very hot. It seemed to me that Madelaine was there, but I could not be certain. I heard Druanne chanting, her dry droning voice calling the Goddess. My body was soaked with sweat.
Then the pain cleared, and I was in a soft bed with rich coverings. I rolled over to find a pure white back in my face, masculine muscles curving smoothly. My hands roved upon his skin. The man turned to look at me. He had raven-black hair and clear blue eyes, and those eyes were filled with love.



CHAPTER EIGHT
“Wake up,” someone said, jiggling my shoulder.
I opened my eyes to see Sid’s face peering into mine. She was leaning through the window. I hadn’t noticed the day before how delicate her features were. Her nose was small and pinched. Her green eyes sparkled from under long lashes. Her small mouth was rosy pink.
“Hurry and dress. We must race the sun,” she whispered.
I looked out the window behind her. It was still mostly dark, but the sun was on its way. I rose quickly and pulled on my boots, not stopping to dress in a fresh gown. Leaving my pup to the warm bed, I crept outside. Ludmilla stirred but did not wake.
Sid rounded the house and began to walk quickly toward the woods. “They liked the cream. You are forgiven.”
“What’s wrong with snowdrops?” I asked as I tried to wipe the sleep from my eyes. Suddenly, I felt as if my hair had been pulled. “Ouch!”
“Oh, you,” Sid said disdainfully, “don’t blame people for ignorance,” Sid scolded someone directly in front of her. “She’s sorry.”
“Who?”
“Nadia.”
“And Nadia is…” I asked, rubbing my head.
“A fairy. Don’t you see her? No, no one does. But, she’s right there,” Sid said waving her hand in front of her as she marched quickly through the forest.
“Sorry, Nadia. Please be patient with me,” I said as I hurried to keep up with Sid. Whoever the phantom Nadia was, I was very certain I wanted to be on good terms with her.
Sid laughed. “You’re making friends.” She moved quickly over beds of fern and through thickets. Then, as if remembering that she had not answered my question, she said, “Snowdrops are poison to fairies. They can’t go near them. If you ever fear an evil fey has fallen upon you, take up snowdrops.”
Sid kept one eye on the sky and another on the woods ahead of her. The sun was moving quickly upward. We moved through the forest with great haste.
“Sid, how will I be able to follow you?”
“You can ride the silver thread. Do it the same as you did before.”
“How do you know about that?”
Sid didn’t answer me.
I continued, “And, besides, I did it by accident.”
She looked over her shoulder at me. “There is no such thing as accidents. Do it on purpose this time.”
“And if I cannot?”
“Then you cannot.”
I turned and looked behind me. The village was out of sight, and no clear path returned to it. I was at Sid’s mercy.
We entered a valley where the ground was covered by a vast bed of moss, a barrow in the center. Domed like a turtle shell, it rose some eight feet high. It, too, was covered in lichen. Save its shape, it blended into the land, was part of the earth. The mounds were magical places. Many of the barrows were burial mounds. Ancient kings and queens and powerful bards and Druids had been buried within. The mounds were places where the worlds were thin. They were places where the faerie folk and beings from the other world crossed the border between our world and theirs, just as they did with the standing stones.
“Come on, Raven Beak,” Sid called as she charged right toward the barrow. Pushing some fern boughs away, she revealed a hole the size of a man in the barrow’s side. Grinning madly at me, she slid into the hole. Her feet hung outside for only a moment, and then she disappeared.
“Are you coming?” she called from within the barrow.
I balked.
“Quickly!” she added.
Frowning, I wiggled into the hole.
Sid’s hands found mine, and she pulled me through. It was terribly dark and I felt, not scared, but ill at ease. We both paused and let our eyes become accustomed to the darkness. After a few moments, the pre-dawn light coming from the small hole dimly illuminated the space, and I could see more clearly. I gasped as I saw a skeleton lying on an altar in the center of the barrow. It appeared to be female. There were heaps of silver trinkets at her feet.
“Don’t mind Boudicca. She won’t hassle you, of all people.”
I stared at the skeleton lying on the stone altar. “Is it really her?” I asked and took a step toward her. “The ancient Queen? Is it really her?” My skin cooled to goose bumps.
Sid laughed. “Don’t you remember this place? Well, maybe you wouldn’t. You were riddled with fever from that axe wound when we brought you here, accursed Romans, but I stayed beside you until you passed. Seems I can’t get far from this place.”
“Romans? What are you talking about? I’ve never been here before,” I said, but my mind bubbled up with terrible images, memories of it. A small party walked with me, carrying torches, as we headed toward the mound. I was limping, holding my side. It ached terribly. Blood had squished through my fingers. I remembered knowing I was dying. I remembered sweating, and feeling sick, and pain. And I remember my terrible fear, not for myself, but for my daughters who I would leave behind.
“Yes, you have. Long ago,” Sid said, motioning to the bones on the alter. “What other proof do you need? Here you are. I begged them to wall me in with you, to slit my throat. I wanted to stay with you…you, when you were Boudicca. The last time we were together. You don’t remember?”
I saw Sid in a flash of double vision. She had the same face, but her hair was long and very pale-blonde. She was dressed like a warrior. I saw her leaning over me, tears streaming down her cheeks. In my memory, I reached up to touch her face. Blood marred her pretty looks. She removed her helmet and laid her head on my chest. After that, there was nothing. Everything went black. I closed my eyes. 
“Sid?” I whispered, feeling myself swoon.
Sid laughed.
“There is a chain between us. Never to be broken. We have been and will always be together. You’ve just forgotten. Now, keep those eyes closed. Concentrate on the fey,” she whispered. “Believe that they exist. Know that the portal to their world lies here. Try to hear them.” Her voice began to trail off. “When you are ready, open your eyes, and you will see the portal. Enter. I’ll wait on the other side.”
I stilled for several moments, concentrating, and then opened my eyes. I watched Sid walk into a shimmering halo of green light. She entered the light and disappeared. Trembling, I moved toward the portal, but it evaporated before my eyes. Everything went dark. Now there was nothing. I stood in the spot where Sid had passed through the portal. Nothing. I swore I could hear Sid’s voice in a whisper. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate.
“See me,” I heard Sid beckon. “See me.”
I felt power surge up in me. It was a strange, tingly feeling. I opened my eyes. Green light glimmered before me, illuminating the cavern, shining its light on the bones of the dead queen. When I turned to look on the skeleton, the green light faded, and I couldn’t hear Sid anymore.
“Sid?” I called. A deep, empty silence fell all around me. My skin crept. “Sid? Sid, can you hear me?”
No answer came. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate again, but anxiety racked me. I was too late. A glimmer of sunlight slanted though the hole in the side of the barrow. The sun had risen.
I puzzled at what to do. I was certain I couldn’t get back to the grove on my own. Distraught, I sat by the hole and stared at the bones. My hands were shaking. My comrade, who swore we knew each other in lives past, had just disappeared into the world of the fey, and I was alone with bones—my own? I felt the otherworld pungently around me, more strongly than I had ever felt it before. My skin chilled to goose bumps. My head began to feel very dizzy. The darkness around me felt heavy. I closed my eyes and heard the wings of a bird. Wings. My wings. Raven wings. I felt myself fly though the darkness.
“You’re halfway there,” a voice said.
Startled, I opened my eyes. I was sitting with my back against a wide gray column. Before me stood the Wyrd Sisters.
“Welcome back,” the older woman said.
The world around me was very dark.
“Sid?” I called. I rose to my feet and tried to look around. “Sid?”
“Sidhe is not here, though she is close,” the old woman said.
“Come, come to the cauldron,” the younger woman said.
“Come, Cerridwen,” the ancient matriarch called, motioning me forward.
The younger, red-haired woman frowned. “Not too much or Epona will hide her away.”
“Bah, Epona will do as the Goddess commands.”
“Cerridwen…why call me by the name of the Welsh Cauldron Goddess?” I demanded.
“Welsh!” the elder woman declared in disgust. “The Goddess of the Cauldron is eternal. She is known by many names…Cerridwen, Hecate, Astarte…all ladies of war and magic, all the same divine creature…all just like you.”
I frowned at her. Her answer felt like a riddle. “Why have you brought me here?”
The younger woman with the deep red hair grinned at me. “You tell us. Why have you come here?”
“I was in the barrow.”
 “But your path ends here,” the red-haired woman said.
“Yet still, you are right, Epona will keep her too long,” the older woman complained.
“Epona can smell the magic on her, but that is not why Epona keeps her.”
“You’re right. It is Crearwy she desires.”
“And the other.”
“Look in your cauldron. The boy belongs to the world. Don’t you see the crown on his head?”
The women became silent, their eyes flicking back toward me.
“Come, Cerridwen. I will show him to you. I know you wish to see him,” said the elder.
“Who?”
“The man in your dream. Your raven-haired man with skin like snow and eyes the color of the sky,” said the younger.
“Your King,” added the elder.
Curiosity got the better of me. I stepped forward and looked in the cauldron. He was there, the man from my dream just the night before. He was in battle. I gasped. Many men were upon him, but a blond-haired giant, swinging a massive battle axe, cleared them away. My heart stilled. The women were watching me, but I didn’t care. I watched as the raven-haired man moved through the battlefield. He was beautiful. His clear blue eyes sought out his enemy. His cheeks were flushed red from battle vigor.
I reached out and touched his image in the cauldron. The liquid did not ripple like water; it felt soft like silk. I was surprised when the man stopped and looked around him.
“Can you feel me?” I asked.
“Yes,” he answered.
“Where are you?” I whispered.
“Caithness.”
“Can you see me?”
He shook his head. Then a fierce warrior came upon him. Hearing my voice had caused him to be off his guard. The huge man beat him down, forcing him to hide under his shield, and his blond-haired protector was nowhere in sight.
“No,” I yelled. “No!”
I suddenly found myself floating above the battlefield. Below me my raven-haired man and his foe struggled. I flew downward and knocked the foe away. My black-haired man rose and stabbed his enemy. He turned to face me, and it was clear he could see me.
From behind me, someone shouted my name: “Gruoch!”
I turned to see Sid. I was then pulled with a dizzying force back to the cauldron.
“What do you have in the cauldron today? Eye of newt? Toe of frog?” Sid seethed at the Wyrd Sisters.
“Peace, Sidhe,” said the ancient one.
Sid took my hand. “Come.”
“Come again, Cerridwen,” the younger woman called to me. “You are welcome here amongst your sisters.”
“Hecate watches. Don’t tangle the webs of fate too soon,” Sid chided them.
Sid led me forward into the darkness. Moments later, we emerged in the barrow near the altar of Boudicca.
“Our roads take us to different places in the other realm,” Sid whispered.
The barrow was dark. “Is it night?”
“Two days later.”
“How?”
“That is the way of the otherworld.”
“What do those women want from me?”
“The Dark Goddess is an angry Goddess. Her anger at losing her people to the White Christ makes her seethe. She is full of fury, battle, vengeance, and secret magic. She is the queen of darkness and night. Those women, and you, wear her face…Cerridwen,” she whispered.
“It is my father’s curse.”
“It is not a curse. Call her what you will, Scotia, Morrigu, Hecate, you belong to her. It is a rare coven. They are the most powerful beings in this land. And they want you. You will be an avenger, as the fey have said.”
“Must I go to them? They say Epona is keeping me.”
“Epona knows the will of the Goddess as sure as they know it. And she will do what she must. But first, you must learn to be in the seat of power, not riding alongside. We will train you.”
“Sidhe,” I whispered, repeating the name the elder of the Wyrd Sisters had called Sid. 
She grinned. “It’s just a name. I won’t be impressed until you remember what you called me when you were Boudicca. Come on. I’m starving! I hope Epona has something sweet in her cupboards.”
I shook my head and grinned at her. My mind spinning, I followed Sid down a path between nine oak trees back to the coven.
* * *
When we entered the grove, we found that all the houses were dark save Epona’s. As soon as we stepped into the clearing, Epona opened her door and beckoned us within.
On the table, several scrolls were rolled out, and I eyed them as Epona dipped into her cupboards. She emerged with bread and dried fruit. 
“How are you both?”
“We are intact,” Sid replied. 
“Did she follow?” Epona asked Sid.
Sid looked at me. “She did go to the other side.”
“To the Good Neighbors?”
Sid shook her head. “The Wyrds. I told them that they weave the threads of fate too soon.”
Epona nodded. “They are anxious.” She then turned to me. “So what have your sisters shown you in the cauldron?”
I balked.
“Come, girl.”
“A man,” I answered.
Epona looked thoughtful. “Have you seen this man before?”
“Peace, Lady. We’ve not eaten in days,” Sid said as she sliced bread for us both.
Relieved, I exhaled deeply. I didn’t even know what I had seen or what it meant. Something about Epona told me that she was trustworthy, that I was safe with her. But the Wyrd Sisters also warned that Epona had her own agenda, and I had no idea what that was. I wasn’t sure what to tell her.
Epona softened. “You know my concerns.”
Sid nodded.
“Tomorrow, go to the smithy and work with Uald,” Epona said to me.
I nodded, glad she didn’t ask any more questions.
“What are you working on?” Sid asked, looking at Epona’s papers.
“Calculating our projected harvest compared to last year’s and determining if we will have enough to get us through next winter,” Epona said, her brows furrowing.
I looked at her papers. They looked like scribbles to me.
Epona saw me. “Tomorrow, after dinner, you and Ludmilla will begin your lessons in writing.”
I nodded affirmatively and scarfed down the rest of my dinner. Almost immediately, I began to feel drunk from the food. Sid’s eyes also drifted.
“Go to bed, girls,” Epona said with a laugh.
Thankful, Sid and I departed.
Outside, Sid pulled me into an embrace. Her body was a frail thing, her bones jutting out sharply from just below her skin. But she felt warm and so familiar.
“So what was your name when I was Boudicca?” I whispered in her ear.
“Aife,” Sid whispered back. “But more importantly, your friend…always and forever. So, goodnight, Raven Beak,” she said, tapping me playfully on the nose, then headed back toward her house.
I smiled as I watched her go then went back to my own little house. Inside, Ludmilla was already sleeping. I crawled into bed beside my puppy who now wore a small wreath, a protective amulet, around her neck. I was curious but far too exhausted to examine it. Besides, my mind felt like it was bursting. One day I was sitting, bored, at the hearth beside Madelaine. The next day my world was full of magical tidings and old, forgotten things: I was a reincarnate of the warrior queen Boudicca, but I was called Cerridwen by the magical Wyrd Sisters who had shown me my King. A month before I had lamented that I couldn’t do embroidery; now I was firmly in the hands of the Goddess. The thought of it filled me from head to toe with nervous passion.



CHAPTER NINE
For the next few weeks, I worked with Uald in the smithy. Since court dresses were too cumbersome, I wore my travel breeches and cut my night dresses at the waist as a tunic. The first few days my arms ached. As I continued to work, however, my body got used to the feeling. All my life I’d been kept from men’s work, but now I could see. I loved it, and so did Uald. In fact, Uald surprised me one morning when instead of instructing me to pound steel, she handed me a sword, but not just any sword, a claymore.
I lifted the heavy weapon. The metal hilt felt cold in my hands, but I liked the feel of the weapon. I’d always wanted to learn the ways of the sword, like the warrior queens of old, but I wasn’t allowed. It was thought too vulgar for a woman to wield a weapon. Sunlight glinted off the blade. I swished the sword back and forth. Boudicca. Was it true? Were the visions memory or madness? I had always been imaginative, that was certain, but those who followed the old ways believed a spirit lived many lives. Yet visions sometimes spoke of madness, and my head hummed oddly when I thought of it, like I was hearing muffled voices, as if time had thrust itself out of joint. I gripped the steel and closed my eyes. I was not mad. I had remembered Boudicca’s world, the feel of my body and the warmth of my blood. It was time to practice my skills again.
“I think that claymore weighs more than you do,” Uald said with a grin. “Well, let’s see what you’ve got,” she added. Giving the short sword she was holding a spin, Uald stood ready.
I lifted the sword clumsily and swung it from side to side, trying to get the feel of the weapon. It was very heavy, but I loved it.
“Ready?” Uald asked.
I nodded.
“Just try to block me. Move the sword in my path.”
I nodded again, and Uald made the first lunge. She was so fast that it caught me by surprise. I didn’t have a chance to move in time. Moments later, I was looking at Uald down the length of her blade.
“Dead,” she said, pulling her blade back. “Try again.”
I grinned at her, held the sword, and waited.
Uald lunged again. My instincts worked against me. I wanted to block but my body moved clumsily. She then feinted. I tried to parry, but seconds later, her blade was resting lightly on my neck.
“Dead again,” she said. “Tighten your grip, and try to feel the center of your body. Get your balance.”
Again we moved. Once more I tried to block her but to no avail. On this stroke, however, a vision flashed through my mind. I saw myself on the battlefield, my wild red hair flying around me as a Roman soldier advanced. He wore a glimmering gold-colored breastplate and helmet with a red plume at the top. Like Uald, he struck, but this time I blocked…with a shield, sticking my short sword into the soldier’s gut. It was so natural. I went in for the kill easily and with a spin of the sword, I turned and decapitated the Roman soldier behind me. I took off his head with one quick stroke. A waterfall of blood sprayed across the horizon following the head that spun off into the distance. The startling image rocked me from my memory.
“Cerridwen?” Uald asked, taking me by the arm. “Are you all right?”
I nodded. “Do you have a shield? And a one-handed sword?”
Uald raised an eyebrow at me then nodded. “See something?”
“Let’s…well, let’s just try.”
Uald handed me a round buckler and short sword. I slid the shield into place and gripped the sword. Suddenly, everything felt much more familiar.
“Block,” Uald commanded, then came at me, moving quickly.
This time, I tried not to think. I just moved. Moments later, I heard a clang and felt a vibrating thud when Uald’s sword hit my shield.
Uald laughed out loud.
I looked to see that not only had I blocked her advance, but my sword’s point was sitting an inch away from her belly.
“Well, seems we found your weapons,” she said and pulled back. “Either that or you are channeling the Morrigu. Try not to kill me,” Uald said with a grin.
Once more we stood at the ready. “Again,” Uald called, and we began. Centuries-old memories made my arms move. I was clumsy. I needed practice, but I remembered the feel of short sword and shield in my hands.
Uald and I practiced like this every morning, clashing arms in the morning mist. It was my favorite part of the day. Slowly, I became less clumsy. My body grew stronger. My physical form molded itself into the form of a warrior woman.
While Uald kept my body busy, Epona filled my mind. Ogham, the language of the trees, and the oldest written language known to Epona, was the first language Ludmilla and I were taught. We learned how each symbol, lines with slashes, corresponded to letters and to trees. And Epona read us the ancient poem Cad Goddeau, “The Battle of the Trees,” written by the druid Taliesin.
“There are ancient teachings buried in the poems,” Epona explained, “as there are in many of the old tales. Taliesin was a great druid, and in the poem he tells how he enchanted the very trees, turning them into warriors, to fight on his side. He evokes the energy of the earth and sends an army of trees to advance on a citadel:
The alders in the front line
began the affray.
Willow and rowan-tree
were tardy in array.
The holly, dark green
Made a resolute stand;
He is armed with many spear-points
Wounding the hand.
“But was it the trees themselves, their ancient energies molded into fighting men, or was it the natural energy, the magic found from brewing leaf and root, that did the fighting? If each tree is a letter, does the battle represent a battle of wit or a battle of steel? Taliesin’s poem would have us believe the woods advanced upon the castle, but such wizardry seems lost, and impossible.
“The more you study the mystery of the ancient rhymes, the more you will feel the true meaning, the true answer,” Epona told us.
“What is the answer?” Ludmilla asked.
In my mind, I imagined Taliesin standing before the forest chanting long-dead languages, the trees morphing from their corporeal forms into airy figures, fighting men made of the green. Taliesin had transformed the trees into men.
Epona smiled. “I’ll leave that for you to discover,” she said coyly.
I loved learning about the goddess and the old ways from Epona. And very soon, it came time for Ludmilla and me to take our goddess names. After dinner one evening near Beltane, the fertility festival of spring, Druanne set two blue glass bottles on the table.
“The brew is ready,” Druanne said to Epona.
She nodded affirmatively.
“What does it do?” I asked, picking up one of the bottles.
Druanne took it from me and set it back down on the table. “It will allow your Goddess to come to you, speak to you, so you can learn your Goddess name.”
“Tomorrow you must eat or drink nothing. You will be given the elixir at sunset. Druanne will guide you,” Epona told us.
“Oh, how exciting!” Bride said with a clap of her hands. “Shall we wager on it? Our blonde lass here looks like she belongs to a spring maid.”
Ludmilla looked uncertain, nervous.
“We shall see,” Epona replied simply.
I passed a glance to Sid who winked at me. At least I knew which goddess to expect.
The next day, Uald and I pulled the maypole from the barn rafters and lugged it to the center square. We bedecked the top of the pole with bright colored ribbons and a crown of flowers. Uald spent the rest of the day chopping wood and piling it near the fire rings that Druanne and Aridmis had prepared. Ludmilla, Bride, and Epona worked in Epona’s house and at the fire preparing food. I strung garlands of flowers and greens, mindful to leave out snowdrops, taken from Druanne’s flower garden.
I’d fasted all day. My stomach rumbled a little, but I didn’t mind. I wanted to try the elixir. How would Cerridwen come to me? In a vision? In a dream? Now I would see what the Goddess wanted from me.
After the sun dropped below the horizon, Druanne came to Ludmilla and me in our little house and gave us both one of the blue bottles. “Drink, then rest on your bed. The potion will do the rest. I’ll come back later to check on you both,” she said then left.
Without hesitation, Ludmilla drank hers down, her face puckering at the taste.
“Well?” I asked.
“Sour,” she answered and poured herself a glass of water.
I patted my little dog on her head. She had grown since we’d first come to the coven, but she still had a lot more growing to do. And she had not yet told me her name.
“Perhaps my dog should drink a little too so we can find out her name,” I said with a laugh.
When Ludmilla made no sound at my jest, I looked up. She lay still on her bed. “Ludmilla?” I whispered.
She did not reply.
I laid my hand on her chest. Her heart beat slowly. “Ludmilla?”
“I hear you, sister,” she said in a voice quieter than a whisper.
I looked at the flask, rolling the glass around in my hand. With a sudden surge of courage, I uncorked the top and drank. Ludmilla was right; the taste was horribly bitter. I began to feel very dizzy. I swooned.
Ludmilla rose. She stripped naked, and birds flew in the room and dressed her in a gown of gold. They laid a flower ring on her head. A golden light surrounded her. She smiled at me and disappeared in a shower of glittering dust. I looked back at her bed. Her body lay there, but her essence was missing. I scowled. I looked down at my pup.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
I stopped, disbelieving. “Ludmilla,” I whispered.
“She’s gone with her Goddess. Aren’t you supposed to go too?” the pup asked then licked my chin. “I do like it here,” she told me.
“Am I really hearing you?” I asked.
She wagged her tail.
“What is your name?”
She barked a little bark. “Why don’t you call me Thora?”
I laughed. “That’s a big name.”
“I’ll be a big dog,” she answered.
I grinned, patted her on the head, and then rose. I opened the front door and looked up at the moon. It was high in the sky. The coven square was empty. The fire under the cauldron had faded; the coals glowed red. I moved through the darkness, but my feet never touched the ground. When I reached the cauldron’s side, I looked in to see the moon reflected perfectly in the water, filling the oval of the cauldron with silver light. I stared into the water and a number of images rose. First I saw a white flower with five petals. It fit into the cauldron precisely, five points encapsulated by a circle. I lifted my head and looked around. The whole coven was dark. I looked into the cauldron again and saw a white sow munching on a bed of violets. I stepped back from the cauldron. A dark-robed figure stood in the shadows.
“Druanne?”
The figure took two steps toward me.
I did not move.
She dropped her hood. She had pale white skin and silver hair. Her whole body glowed. A long silver sword hung at her side. I noticed that the whole world around me glowed as she did, with silver light. All objects became black or purple, their auras silver.
I didn’t breathe.
“The Goddess Cerridwen will not come to you because you are the Goddess Cerridwen,” the woman said.
I trembled. “Who are you?”
“I am your mother and your protector. I will move you, Cerridwen, where you must go. You are the avenger. You are the embodiment of an army of dead men. You are a queen. You are a goddess.”
“My Lady,” I whispered, bowing my head, “by what name should I address you?”
“I am the Morrigu. I am Scotia. I am Cailleach. I am the third face. I am the dark face. Call me what you will. Scotia fits this face best. I have waited a long time for you to be reborn.”
“What do you want from me, Lady?”
“Vengeance. Avenge me and the land. Avenge yourself upon those who wrong you. Be the blade of the Goddess. Learn what you can here, from this circle of nine, but know you will move on, and from the next place you go, you will move as well. I will take you where you need to be. I will instill you with the power you will need. All you need to do is call upon me.”
“I am blessed,” I whispered, amazed. Yet at the same time, my blood began to cool. An old, dead part of me rose from a cobweb-filled grave and looked out through my eyes. It was like I was merging, become one with some ancient force that had always lived alongside me, but was never part of me. I felt it rise from the yawning darkness. My body tingled. Scotia had awakened the magic in me, and I began to see what I needed to do.
“Call your power,” she whispered.
I closed my eyes and summoned up the strength within me. I felt the moonlight shining down on me. I began to glow. I began to hum. My power deafened me.
“Avenge yourself,” she whispered. “Punish those who have wronged your blood.”
I lifted up, as if on the wings of a bird, of a raven. I could hear the thunder of my wings as they moved through the air, pulsing under the light of the moon. My heart pounded in sync. I was flying. My eyes roved the land. A path of silvery light led me to Madelaine’s castle. With my raven’s eyes I could see through the citadel walls. I flew around the castle, looking through the walls, searching. He was not there. I raged. My raven eyes searched. Finally, I saw him walking from the barn to the castle. I didn’t think. I didn’t reason. I just acted. I dove down upon Alister with wrath and felt my claws slip into him as easy as sticking one’s hand into water. He screamed a blood-curdling cry. When I rose up, his soul, like a spider web, clung to my talons. Ruthlessly, I shook his being away. On the earth below me, his body lay still.
As I lifted up on my newfound wings, I peered through castle window. I saw my aunt wrapping her arm in stiff white linen while blood trickled from her cracked lip. I opened my mouth to speak to her, but all I could hear was the cry of a raven. My aunt looked out the window, wide-eyed. She ran to the casement and stared outside, watching me as I spiraled back into the night, the moon on my wings.
I flew above the land, over the forest, back to the coven. Below me, lines of silver energy wove through the land between the dark trees and over the hills. I swooped over the forest and returned to the coven, landing once more beside the cauldron. I morphed from the raven back to myself, back to the woman I had become…Corbie no more.
“Feel no guilt, Cerridwen. Avenge where vengeance calls. I mark you as my very own. Do as vengeance and magic bids,” the Goddess said, and then disappeared.
Exhausted, I fell to the earth. The coals under the cauldron kept me warm until Druanne lifted me from the ground and led me back to my house.
“What did you see?” she asked.
My whole body was shaking. What had happened? Had I really killed Alister? Was I a killer? Was it all real? “A flower with five petals enclosed by the cauldron and a white sow.”
Druanne grunted. “That’s all? So much for our glorious Queen. When I took my name, the Merlin came to me. It seems the Goddess Cerridwen has only shown her symbols to you.”
I grinned at her rudeness. “Yes, I am Cerridwen.”



CHAPTER TEN
The next day I emerged from my house, no longer Gruoch, no longer Corbie. I was Cerridwen, and I was an avenger. Alister was dead. Finally. And I had protected the one person I truly loved.
“How were your wanderings? Would you share with us?” Aridmis asked excitedly when we sat down at Epona’s breakfast table that morning.
Ludmilla smiled serenely. “I travel to the most beautiful place I ever see. Two men makes a woman out of flowers. The flower girl comes to me and tells me that I was a maiden, a woman of love. She says that power through beauty and children are mine.”
I smiled at her. “I saw her walk away from her body. Birds dressed her in a silken gown and put flowers in her hair.”
“The flower maiden created by Druids. You will be a mistress of herbs and love potions. You will bless the crops and bring love to all who surround you. Based on the visions Ludmilla described, I chose the name of King Arthur’s beautiful wife, Gwendelofar, for her,” Druanne said.
Epona raised an eyebrow at Druanne. Every girl from our land knew the Arthur tales, knew that Queen Gwendelofar had strayed from King Arthur for Lancelot. Ludmilla, however, would not have known the stories and the fate Druanne had assigned her. What a nasty trick. I glared at Druanne. She pretended not to notice.
Aridmis’ quick curiosity, however, was not yet sated. She looked at me. “And what did you see?” she asked eagerly.
I smiled. What could I say? I could scarcely believe what I had seen. Had the Goddess herself really spoken to me? Told me I was…a goddess reborn? Me? But I had felt the power of the raven inside me. I had flown on its black wings and tasted its power. Just thinking of it made my heart race. Maybe I should feel sorry, shocked, or remorse for what I had done, but I didn’t. Madelaine was finally safe. But would these women understand if I told them? Maybe Sid would, but she was not there. She’d gone again to the barrows. And certainly, Druanne would never understand. “The sow…the star flower…and it seemed as though I traveled on raven’s wings across the night’s sky, under the eye of the moon. But most importantly, I learned my dog’s name is Thora.”
Everyone laughed.
“Clearly, she is Cerridwen, a lady of the cauldron. Knowledge and spells will be her work,” Druanne said.
Bride patted my hand. “Another sister of the Great Mother’s dark face. That is well.”
Epona drained her cup and sat looking at the leaves therein.
“No more smithy for her,” Uald said with a grin.
“I wouldn’t say that,” Epona said absently as she studied the leaves, but she did not elaborate.
Soon after, it was time to for our morning rites. It was Beltane, a high holy day for the order of the nine. We ate quickly and went outside.
Epona gathered us in a circle around the fire ring. Without Sid and the wandering Tully, we were only seven, but I could still feel magic resonating. We held hands as Epona called out.
“Mother, we stand here before you as seven of nine daughters. We are your children and your sisters. We worship you and call you into our midst.”
All our attention then turned on the spirit of the Goddess, and it seemed to me that she was present with her earthy, wet magic. I could hear the sound of the birds. I could feel the morning dew, the damp resin of life, on my skin. The rising sun felt warm and soothing on my black hair. A soft breeze full of the fresh, green scents of spring swirled around us. It set my dress, a light blue gown with flower embroidery, aflutter.
“Mother,” Epona called, “on this festival of fertility, we ask you to bless the crops. Let the spring sowing lead to a bountiful harvest. We ask for your loving help, for you to bless the wombs of maidens. May wise souls be born into this earthly plane. We ask you for peace in our land. In return, we give ourselves, your daughters, whole and complete. We dedicate our spirits to your purpose, and we dedicate our wills to heal the land.”
Epona became silent, letting her words trail off into the ether. After several moments, she turned her attention to us. “What say you, sisters? For what do you ask, and what will you give in return?”
Druanne’s voice sounded. “Mother, I ask you to let the land be fruitful with healing herbs so I may better serve your people. In return, I offer my services as cultivator and healer.” Druanne stepped forward and threw a bundle of white sage into the flames. The smoke from the smudge filled the space. We all breathed deeply, letting the herb clear our minds.
Uald’s voice rose next. “Mother, I ask for successful hunts but pray that the wildlife be repopulated. I honor the sanctity of the herds. In return, I offer the length of my hair.”
Uald drew a dagger from her belt. She then cut off her long brown braid and threw it into the fire. The fire crackled. A whirlwind of ash rose upward followed by the smell of burning hair. It was a heavy sacrifice. I studied Uald’s face. Her brow was furrowed. I wondered what secret wish she might have asked for.
“Mother, I come to you as the Crone,” called Bride’s voice. I turned to look at her. “I ask that you use me in these last few years. Make me your instrument. Don’t let me sit as an old woman beside the fire. I ask for purpose. I offer you this gift, a prayer cloth embroidered by my own hands.”
Bride lifted the prayer cloth so we could all see it. It was a fine thing, a long stretch of linen sewn with birds, leaves, acorns, and swirling symbols like those I had seen carved into the standing stones that dotted the lands. She had sewn words in Ogham, names of the Goddess, and blessings. Such prayer cloths were used during childbirth and at sickbeds to protect the vulnerable. It was heavy hearth magic. Bride handed the cloth to Epona who took it gently, kissing Bride on both cheeks.
Everyone turned to Gwendelofar, who stood beside me. “Mother, I ask you guides me on my new path, and teaches me where I should go. Give me your wisdom, and, in return, I give you morning prayers.”
It was a simple enough offering. Now it was my turn. My mind still reeling from my midnight ride, I took a deep breathe. “Mother, I ask that you take pity on yourself. Weep for the land. Weep for the people who have forgotten you. When your weeping is done, I ask you to take up your sword and banish the White Christ from this land. In return, I give my blood.” I pulled a small dagger from my belt then sliced open the palm of my hand. I let my blood flow into the fire. It sizzled when it hit the hot coals. The smell of the burning liquid joined the smell of the sage and Uald’s burnt hair. The heady scent of death and sacrifice filled the air.
The circle had stiffened and, perhaps, had taken in a breath at my call, but it was mine to make. The aching throb in my hand felt powerful. The dark spirit inside me had not left, and it smiled with satisfaction.
Aridmis broke the tension, her voice ringing like a silver bell, cutting the strange silence my vow had made. “Mother, I ask for clarity of vision so that the images before my eyes may be understood. In return, I spin the silver wheel to the future and offer this knowing: this coven will survive for six hundred more years, and when it is finally disbanded, your daughters will not be lost to you. They will carry on in new ways. You will not be forgotten.” Her words settled the air my vow had stirred.
“Mother, for myself I ask that you watch over our sisters, Sid and Tully,” Epona called. “Their travels take them far and to dangerous places. Protect them. In return, I offer my skills as teacher. I shall keep your coven full and fill your daughters’ minds. May our words ride on the wind. May our wishes become substance. May our hearts be full. We give thanks. So mote it be.”
“So mote it be,” we called in reply.
Everyone smiled and began to disband. Blood dripped from my hand to the ground. Druanne came to me, pulling a piece of clean cloth from her healer’s satchel. She pressed it into my hand. “Come, let’s bandage this lest infection set in.”
She led me to the house she shared with Aridmis. The seer had large pieces of parchment spread all over the walls, mapping what I supposed were the stars. Druanne’s side of the room was filled with jars and drying herbs.
“You are very different from the other women here,” Druanne said as she sat me down on her bed. She frowned as she looked over her jars. Her mouth was pulled into two tight lines as she emptied a pinch of root and leaves into a mortar. I smelled a sharp scent that reminded me of anise. She ground the herbs to a find powder and mixed them with a salve.
I chose not to respond. I didn’t want to go to war with her.
Druanne washed my hand and began rubbing the salve on the wound. “Druidic law teaches us to harm none, but it seems you feel that law does not apply to you.”
I smiled and thought on Scotia’s words, remembering the Goddess and what she had said to me. I would harm, but only those who deserved to be harmed. I would protect the innocent, and I would punish those who brought ill will, cruelty for meaningless gains and destruction. It was beyond what Druanne could conceive and so I was sad for her in that she was so wrong.
Druanne looked sharply at me. “I am not wrong,” she told me, pulling the bandage too tight.
I inhaled deeply. “Can you hear my thoughts?” I asked through gritted teeth.
“Scant pictures,” she answered. “Words as if spoken on the wind. But I heard you now, and I am not wrong. What has the Goddess said to you?”
“Why would I tell you? And what else have you stolen from my mind?”
“Just pictures. I needed to know what kind of girl you are…you are dangerous.”
“What pictures? Name them,” I said, not asking, but commanding.
“A man with black hair and blue eyes. You think of him often,” she said as she tugged on the bandage again.
“Yes, I do,” I replied. Many times my mind wandered, and I dreamed of the man the Wyrd Sisters had called my King. I puzzled it over more than I cared to admit.
“And the Wyrd Sisters. You think of them more.”
I said nothing.
“They are an old and dangerous magic. Their art is not part of our world; it comes from a land now lost. They are something other, and they cannot be trusted. Their ways are not our ways. You are not one of us.”
“The mind, Margaret,” I said, suddenly knowing Druanne’s given name, ”is a trunk full of wisdoms, secrets, desires, and shames. Don’t you dare judge me by what secrets you’ve pulled from me without my permission. I am a young woman and have not yet lived. Think of how you might hate me when you come to know my future. Harm none may belong in your trunk, but protect belongs in mine. Don’t slip your fingers too deeply in or the lid may fall and break them off,” I threatened.
“Or would you rather I look into your trunk?” I continued. “I see you riding away from a hovel where two children and a man slept softly, unknowingly, inside while you abandoned them. Your own children, your family, left behind…what kind of woman are you?” I said, my voice full of venom. I pulled my hand from her grasp.
Druanne paled.
“How does it feel to have someone draw from the well of your mind? Perhaps, all these years, when you have stolen from other people without them inviting, you have been trespassing on a sacred ground. See how it feels, Margaret? Is it kindness? Is it right? No. It is harm. Despite all your pompous piousness, you are no better than the priests of the White Christ.”
Druanne slid to the floor.
It was Scotia who had given me the images, given me Druanne’s secrets.
“How do you know those things?” she whispered.
“It doesn’t matter,” I said and rose. “You are my sister. Treat me with the same respect that you ask for yourself, and we shall get along just fine,” I said. Extending my good hand, I helped the tall woman to her feet.
Druanne looked shaken. “I apologize,” she said, her voice quivering.
I squeezed her hand tightly, a bit too tightly. “Never again.”
She shook her head. “No, never again.”
I let her go. “Thank you for the mend,” I said, looking at my bandaged hand.
“No, thank you,” she replied absently as I turned and left her house.
I stepped outside then leaned against Druanne’s door. I closed my eyes. My head thundered with the sound of raven’s wings, and rage made my hands shake. My anger came too quick, too ready. I took a deep breath and quieted the raven inside me.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
A party of five men rode into the coven. Their rough and brawny appearance made it seem as though we were being invaded by Vikings. But they were the bards of the north, handsome men more built for warfare than music. Each man carried an instrument strapped to his back; some carried a battle axe or a sword as well.
Epona rushed to greet them while Uald helped with their horses.
“Cerridwen?” Epona called.
I crossed the yard to join her.
“This is Bergen,” Epona said, introducing me to a fair-haired giant with a harp strapped across his back, “He is the chief bard amongst this group.” Bergen’s long locks were braided at the temples. He also wore braids in his beard. He had swirling tattoos around his forehead and down his arms.
“My Lord,” I said with a curtsey.
“My my, a Lady amongst your flock, Epona?” he said with a smile.
She smiled in reply but said nothing.
Gwendelofar joined us. “He-hello,” she stammered meekly.
Bergen smiled at her. “Good morrow to you, Mistress. Men, where are your manners? Come meet Epona’s new sisters,” he called to the others, introducing us to Brant, Ivar, Frey, and Sigurd in turn.
The bards bowed to us.
“Ladies, we shall have music tonight!” Brant, a dark-haired bard with a beard that stretched to his belly said as he strummed his lute. “Praise be to the gods!”
The bard introduced as Sigurd, a tall man with fiery red hair and deep blue eyes, laughed. “If you’re not passed out by nightfall!” He then smiled toward Uald and leaned in toward Gwendelofar and me, “I’d recite you fine ladies a romantic ballad, but Uald finds them dull,” he said teasingly.
“Love poetry is dull,” Uald replied, just barely hiding her smile, then headed off to the barn with the horses. “Sing about battle,” she called with a laugh.
“Are you sure she isn’t a raven goddess?” Frey, who had a drum strapped on his back, asked Epona.
It was my turn to laugh.
“Perhaps these ladies are more romantically-minded?” Ivar, a slim man whose bald head was covered in tattoos, said to Gwendelofar and me.
Gwendelofar smiled kindly at Ivar then turned to Sigurd. “I would like to hear,”’ she said but blushed and looked down, her long lashes resting on her cheeks. Beltane was truly the holiday for maidens. Gwendelofar looked lovelier than ever; her skin was pale but her cheeks were as rosy as apples.
“You see, there is always one romantic in the crowd,” Sigurd yelled to Uald who waved dismissively, shaking her head. “Of course, My Lady, as you wish” he told Gwendelofar.
I grinned at them.
“Come,” Epona called. She led everyone to the benches around the fire and soon Brant and Bergen were playing a tune. Aridmis and Druanne, who wouldn’t meet my eye, joined us. Aridmis began pouring ale and honey mead for our guest. The sounds of the lute and harp chimed through the forest in harmony.
I headed to the stables to help Uald.
“Lend you a hand?” I called.
“Well, that sliced one will be no good to me for a day or so, but I’ll take the other,” she replied with a laugh. “I’ve just filled the water trough. Mind leading them over?”
Taking the reins of the bards’ horses, I led the motley crew to the water. They drank quickly while they whinnied back and forth with the mares in the pen. Kelpie was not pleased about the competition. He neighed loudly and kicked at the fence in outrage. After all, he’d just become king of his little herd.
Uald laughed. “Bunch of horny lads, just like those men over there. They are good men, Corb—Cerridwen, but they are men all the same,” she said as she came to stand beside me, watching the horses drink. Uald leaned against the barn wall, gazed at the bards, then leaned in close to me. “Epona won’t say a word, but Elaine would probably curse me if I didn’t remind you that your maidenhead comes with a price…set by the King. Here we are free, but I know it’s not the same for you as it wasn’t with Elaine. But your life is your own. Choose your own path.”
I nodded. I knew her words were true. I had to enter whatever bridal contract was drawn up for me as a maiden. When the Great Mother had ruled the land, women had ruled their wombs, but today this was not so. I felt indignant. If I chanced upon a man I wanted, I would let no such rules stop me.
“You know, I saw you once when you were just a little girl,” Uald continued. “Elaine met me at the brook to show you to me. What a darling thing you were, pretty raven-headed child. She loved you so much. You were wicked though. You damned near drowned just trying to splash her. Boite’s daughter. A wild little pixie.” She paused and looked at me. “Ah, what the hell, come on, let’s go get drunk,” she said with a laugh. Taking me by the arm, Uald led me across the yard and filled us tankards of ale. We sat down by the fire and drank.
Soon Aridmis joined the men in song. They began to recite the tale of Emer and Cú Chulainn. I cast a glance around the circle. Emer. It had been my mother’s name. How odd she would find me there.
I knew the story well. In my mind, it had become one with the tale of my own father and mother:
In the land of Ulster across the sea
The Lady Emer possessed great beauty
Adored by the hero Cú Chulainn 
Emer would wife this man of legend
Forgall sent brave Cú Chulainn to Alba
To Skye and the lady of Shadows
Mighty Cú Chulainn would prove his prowess
If he would win the fair Emer
Sword, shield, and axe did the Lady teach
But still Forgall denied Cú Chulainn’s reach
So brave Cú Chulainn wrung Emer from her father’s side
To wed her and bed her and make her a bride
Fair Emer, whose love never faltered
And Cú Chulainn whose love never died
Forever they live in the land of the young
In bliss
Aridmis’ voice was sweet and rung like a bell. Her words echoed across the hills. The legend of Emer soaked into the land, and I wondered, not for the first time, about my family across the sea. To my Irish family, I was nothing more than a bastard. But whose bastard was I? On what throne on the Isle of the Mighty did my maternal grandfather sit? Whose Irish blood ran in my veins? All my life I was told, and I knew from my father, that I was the kin of Kenneth MacAlpin, the great hero of Alba, the man who had quelled the Picts, united the clans, a High King of Scotland. I was a MacAlpin. But to what other family did I belong? Why did no one ever speak of it? Maybe, my mother and father both gone, no one knew anymore. The thought saddened me.
Between playing songs, the men talked of their travels and gave us news of the outside world. Through them I learned that King Malcolm was busy fighting King Magnus of Norway from his shores and was at odds with Lord Thorfinn over the ownership of the northern-most provinces of Scotland. To the south, English King Cnut was fighting amongst his own people and lesser lords who had risen against him. Unsurprisingly, the affairs of men were the same as always.
Bride poured ale for the men and laughed as they flirted teasingly with her.
“You lads would be surprised,” she told them. “I am, after all, named Bride. Why do you think they gave the name of the loveliest maidens to me? When I was their age,” she said, motioning to Gwendelofar and me, “you would have lined up to woo me.”
“I’ll still form a line!” Brant exclaimed.
“Can you even see your cock over that belly?” Bride asked, causing everyone to burst out laughing, Bergen spitting his ale out his nose.
The day wore on and by the time the second party of men arrived, everyone was quite drunk, myself included.
“One of the last bands of Druids,” Aridmis said when Epona went to greet them.
I raised an eyebrow at her. “One of?”
“There are more…small, secret groups. Their order is all but done, but when they can, they still guide kings…and queens,” she said, casting a glance at me.
I watched them dismount, my eyes resting on the youngest of them, a man maybe five years older than myself. He was tall, nicely built, and his brownish-red hair simmered in the light of the fire. Moments later I found myself on my feet, joining Epona to meet them. I felt almost like some force had snared me and pulled me—to him.
“Ah, Cerridwen, this is Balor. He is an Arch Druid,” Epona introduced. Balor was a thin, bald-headed man who wore long gray robes. His eyes matched their stormy color.
Balor looked closely at me. “My Lady,” he said with sincerity.
I understood then that he knew who I was, who I really was, but I knew my secret would be safe with such a man. I had never been in the presence of an Arch Druid before. The enormity of his title struck me deeply. “An honor,” I said.
Balor nodded kindly toward me.
“These are Balor’s students. Calean, I know,” Epona said, introducing me to a young man with long, straight black hair. She turned to the young, handsome druid. “And Lord Banquo, isn’t it?” Epona asked.
“I’ll leave the titles to my father. Here, I’m just a servant of the ancient ones,” Banquo said, motioning to the small tattoo of a stag’s head on his brow. Such designs were frowned upon by the priests of the White Christ, but the worshippers of the old ways would know the symbol. A man could only receive the mark of the stag after being initiated in the rites of Cernunnos, the Lord of the Forest. “Just Banquo, please,” he told Epona, but I couldn’t help but notice that his eyes were on me.
I smiled at him as I eyed him over. His muscular arms were tattooed with the swirling Pictish designs of animals, trees, leaves, and birds. Banquo’s skin was tanned from hours in the sun. His brown hair, touched lightly with red, curled softly around his face. He was the most handsome man I had even seen…save, perhaps, the black-haired man in my visions.
Banquo’s dark eyes met mine. He winked playfully at me.
I looked away, surprised to feel my cheeks redden.
“Cerridwen, perhaps Banquo would like some wine?” Epona suggested then left us, escorting Balor and Calean to the other side of the fire.
“Please,” I said to Banquo, motioning to a bench nearby. I turned, reached for the jug of wine, but felt Banquo’s hand on mine.
“Please, My Lady, allow me,” he said, taking the bottle from my hand. “I hope you take no offense, but my mother would never forgive me if I let a daughter of the goddess serve me.”
“Your mother is very wise,” I said with a nervous laugh. My hands shook. I felt like a fool.
“So…Cerridwen?” Banquo asked as he handed me the drink. “Named for the Welsh cauldron goddess?” I noticed then that he had stags’ heads tattooed on his hands as well, the antlers extended out onto his fingers. He must have participated in heavy earth magic to earn such marks.
“Cerridwen, yes, amongst other names,” I said with a sly grin. I realized my voice was slurring somewhat.
“Ah, yes, Cerridwen would be your goddess name. Now,” he said, leaning in toward me as he sipped his wine, “tell me why you look so familiar. Have we met before?”
I looked closely at him. His eyes were dark brown, the color of acorns in fall. He had a strong, square jaw and just the hint of a beard. He was so striking. I would remember such a fine man visiting Alister’s estate, but no man so lovely had ever graced those halls. And yet, I recognized him. The ale and the magic of Beltane had my mind lost in a haze. “No, we haven’t, but you look familiar to me too,” I told him. My stomach fluttered.
Banquo smiled, his cheeks dimpling. “Perhaps…Inverness?”
I shook my head. “I’ve never been there.”
“Maybe we were friends in another life,” Banquo said and took my hands. “Let me see. Your callouses are new, your fingernails are unbroken, such lovely, soft, sweet hands. Are you from a royal house?”
“Aren’t you, Lord Banquo?” I smiled at him and squeezed his hands.
“I suppose I am,” he said with a laugh.
“Do you suppose that’s why Epona left us alone?” I said in a mock-suspicious whisper.
“Shall we talk affairs of state?” he asked with a sarcastic deepening of his voice. “Which successor do you favor, Lady? Duncan, Thorfinn, or Macbeth? Or do you promote Moray? Shall we plot the line of succession or shall we discuss the life in service of spirit? Which do you prefer?” He paused. His voice calmed. “Let’s start with how you find this life?”
His boldness surprised me. It caught me off guard to hear my cousins’ names bandied about so freely. Banquo didn’t know who I was, how important the next successor was to the course of my life. The thought that, in this place, it mattered so little, amused me. I chuckled. “Let the Wyrds sort out the kingdom. The castle was a prison. This life is far more preferable.”
Banquo lifted his cup. “I’ll drink to that,” he said, taking a swallow. He gazed into his cup. “The castle life…I agree, a prison…a brothel…or worse. My father liked his whores more than his children. The castle is no place for me either.”
“How terrible for you.”
“It’s worse for my mother,” he said with a frown. His soft features hardened a bit, and I saw the pain behind his eyes.
“I’m sorry…for you and your mother. In the very least, it is a blessing you have her,” I said, the sting of the poem of Emer and Cú Chulainn still fresh.
He smiled softly at me. “You lost your mother?”
“In childbed.”
“She must have been very beautiful, though. You are quite stunning. Are your eyes purple? I’ve never seen violet eyes before.”
“My looks come from my father. My mother was fair.”
“And your father, is he—”
“Dead as well.”
I realized then that Banquo was still holding my hands. He gently stoked my fingers, my knuckles. He looked deeply into my eyes. “You’re an orphan,” he said gently.
Surely, I was drunk. I fell silent and started to weep. Somehow, this man, this newcomer had brought up all my hurt and anger at the loss of my parents. Maybe it was the ballad of Emer and Cú Chulainn. Or maybe it was Beltane, or maybe the ale, or maybe it was just…him. My parents, their loss was a deep sorrow I rarely touched, and here it had been uprooted.
He wiped a tear off my cheek. “I’m an idiot. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…I just opened my mouth and…the words just came tumbling out. I’m sorry.”
“No. It’s not you,” I whispered. “It’s the drink,” I said, trying to chuckle.
“Balor is like a father to me,” he said, his gaze going to Balor and Epona. Calean had moved off and was chatting with Druanne. Poor man. Balor and Epona were sitting very close to one another, talking in low tones. But Epona was smiling in a way I’d never seen her smile before. I realized then that she was flirting. I was surprised.
“He and Epona are…familiar,” I commented.
“By the end of the night, I’d wager they will be very familiar,” Banquo said with a grin.
I giggled, wiping the tears away.
“How old is she, I wonder?” Banquo asked.
“Her face tells one tale, her hair another.”
“They say that those who have done grim magic sometimes loose the pigment in their hair, the magic draining them, but she seems very kind.”
I gazed at Epona, wondering what arts she might have worked that would have changed her so. “She is.”
“It’s good that you are with her.”
The tears welled again, but I fought them back. “Have you any siblings?” I asked.
“A sister who died during the harsh winter two years ago,” he said sadly. “And you?”
“Two half-brothers who did not outlive their cradles,” I said. My father had taken a second wife, but she had produced no surviving heirs, and like my mother, had died trying. It made me terribly sad to think of it. “Let’s talk of happier things. What does Balor teach you, if I may ask?”
“To read, write, heal, and…well…other things.”
“Other things…now, that’s the interesting part.”
Banquo smiled at me again, once more evoking his dimples.
“Do those ‘other things’ include your tattoos?” I asked, reaching up to just barely stroke the tattoo on his forehead. When I did, I felt a sudden jolt. My whole body shook and for a brief moment, I was caught up in a vision. I saw and felt Banquo and me in bed together, naked, making love. In my vision, my long red hair fell in a wild tumble around me. Banquo’s hair was also red and was pulled back in a long braid that tickled my nipples as he thrust into me, his hot mouth on mine. But the eyes, his eyes were still the same chestnut color. I gasped.
Banquo quickly grabbed my hand and peered deeply at me. He’d gone pale.
“Did you…did you see?” I stammered.
Banquo nodded. “Heady magic,” he said, leaning in, away from the bards. “There are old places where the world is thin. Old places,” Banquo whispered, “where old souls remember. Balor says this coven is special, that it is a place of heavy magic. The forgotten world lives just beyond,” he said, motioning to the dark woods around us. “I made my voyage and came back full of old knowing. I feel that same energy here. Soul magic,” he whispered, looking down at my hand. He wore an odd expression on his face.
“I know the places you speak of,” I replied in a whisper. Truly, the barrow where Sid had taken me was a place of heavy magic. But I had journeyed there and elsewhere through the thin veil between the worlds to the Wyrd Sisters. And where, exactly, was it that I had found them? Where did they reside? I didn’t know. I wondered if Banquo had seen them as well. Would it be a betrayal to ask him? I wasn’t sure. I looked at Banquo. The symbols he wore were men’s magic, the craft of the horned god, not the Wyrd Sisters. But what of soul magic? It was often said that when two old souls who have lived many lives came together once again, they remembered each other. That was what Banquo meant. Our shared vision…it had been soul magic.
“Banquo…” I began but a movement caught my eye. Gwendelofar and Sigurd rose and went into the cabin we shared. The others noticed as well, but no one said a word, not even Brant. A moment later, Thora came padding out, looking as if she’d just been awoken from a nap. Confused, she paused and looked around at all the newcomers.
“Here,” I called. I gazed at Banquo but said nothing else.
Thora scampered happily toward me.
“This is Thora,” I said, scratching her head when she joined us.
She began attacking Banquo’s boot laces.
“Thora, eh?” He ruffled her ears. Thora cut the odd energy between us, the nervous familiarity. Soul magic.
Thora nipped playfully at him.
“Vicious little monster,” he said teasingly, “I bet she can track though, can’t you, you little wild thing?” he asked Thora, playing with her. Thora chewed on his shirt cuff and tried to nip hands. She was loving every minute of it.
“Is tracking difficult to train?” I asked.
Banquo shook his head. “Give her the scent of something then go hide it. She will learn to find it, won’t you? Little bad girl. Why did you name her Thora?”
I shrugged. “I didn’t. She told me her name.”
“How?”
“I think that goes into the ‘other things’ category.”
Banquo laughed then smiled at me. I stared into his soft brown eyes. My whole body felt alive, tingling. Something about this man sparked an inner fire in me. I felt light, giddy, near him. It was the first time I’d ever experienced such a feeling before.
Banquo was right about Epona and Balor. After the moon had risen to its zenith, they disappeared into the woods. Uald, who had been drinking great quantities of ale, passed out by the fire. Druanne and the Druid Calean were still deep in talk when Aridmis and Bride went to bed. I sighed, figuring Gwendelofar would not be out of the house again until morning. The bards had spread out their blankets and slept by the fire.
By the end of the night, if not before, I was drunk. The world around me blurred, and the passage of time slowed considerably.
“It seems you’ve lost your bed,” Banquo said.
I nodded.
“You can share my mat, if you will. No harm will come to you. The Mother knows, you are the loveliest creature to ever step foot on this green earth, but I swear to keep my hands to myself,” Banquo offered.
“Only if there is room for Thora,” I said with a grin, but my stomach was full of butterflies. Did I dare lie down with a handsome stranger? Was he really a stranger?
I watched as Banquo spread out his blankets by the fire. He lay down then held out his hand to me. Nervously, I lay down beside him. He gently curled his arms around me. How loving it felt. He smelled of musk and mint. It was a sweet, manly smell. And it smelled so familiar. His body was warm, the blankets soft. I could feel the curves of his muscular arms. I looked up at the stars overhead and exhaled deeply while Thora made a bed at our feet. For a moment, I felt something I’d never felt for a man before. It felt a little like love.



CHAPTER TWELVE
The revelry of Beltane eve would continue on to further revelry on Beltane day. I woke, however, with my head pounding, a sour taste in my mouth, and my head lying on Banquo’s chest. It was early morning still; the sun had barely risen. I closed my eyes and soaked up his warmth. I surprised myself. It felt so good to be close to him. 
I opened my eyes again to see Epona, Druanne, and Aridmis setting food out on the breakfast table. The sweet scent of fresh baked bread filled the air. Bride was sitting by the fire turning sweet cakes over on the cooking stone. She winked at me. My cheeks reddened. It wasn’t like that. Nearby, Uald snored loudly. Untangling myself carefully from Banquo, I rose quietly. He stirred but slept on. I covered him then headed to my house.
I entered quietly. I hoped Sigurd and Gwendelofar would still be asleep. I didn’t want to interrupt their intimate time. My wish was granted. They were both sleeping. I moved silently so not to wake them. Gwendelofar was covered by her soft coverlet, but Sigurd lay uncovered and stretched out on the bed beside her. He was a hulking figure and naked as a babe. I saw he had tattoos all across his chest and down his waist, the tattoos stopping just above his sleeping cock nestled on a bed of straw-colored hair. I paused, feeling my heart beat harder. For a moment I imagined what it would be like to bed him, to feel him inside me, but his image got tangled up in my imagination with Banquo. Gwendelofar stirred and turned, uncovering her breasts. Her small pink nipples were erect in the morning air. She looked so beautiful. I wondered for a moment what it would be like to join them in that bed, to feel both of their naked skin against mine: his cock and her soft, sweet breasts. My cheeks reddened. I turned away from them, knowing the energy of Beltane was getting the better of me. I grabbed a clean dress from my trunk and headed back outside.
Beside the fire, Banquo still slept. Thora had taken my spot on the mat beside him, no doubt soaking up the last of my warmth. I followed the small trail behind the coven to the deep pool at the spring. I removed all my garments and jumped into the water. It was far colder than I expected, but the nipping chill felt wonderful. I was dipping my hair into the water when a huge wave splashed my face. The massive spray came as someone jumped into the spring. Surprised, I wiped the water from my eyes and looked around to find Sid grinning at me.
I laughed and splashed her. “Back again! And just in time. I didn’t think we’d see you so soon.”
“And now you’ve seen me right down to My Lady,” she said with a naughty laugh. She bounced around in the water, washing the dirt from her face.
“Where were you?”
“It’s Beltane for the Fair Ones too,” Sid said with a wink but then frowned. “I need to be clean. Hush,” she called to the invisible apparition above her. “Do they call you Cerridwen now?”
“Yes, and Ludmilla has become Gwendelofar.”
Sid grinned wildly and dove under water. Jerking on my legs, she pulled me under. Laughing and spitting out water, I clambered back upward.
“I am glad you’re back,” I said, “I think.”
She laughed. “Are the men here?”
I nodded. “Epona and the others are preparing breakfast for them now.”
“Ah, Epona the pleaser. Do you know she is over eighty years old?”
“She cannot be.”
“Glamour,” Sid said simply and scrubbed her dirty arms.
Just then, Thora appeared at the side of the creek. She barked a little bark and looked behind her.
“I told you she could track,” I heard Banquo call as he neared the side of the stream. Seeing both me and Sid naked, he then exclaimed. “Oh! I’m sorry, ladies.” He turned his back.
“Don’t be sorry. Strip and come in. The water is warm,” Sid told him.
Grinning, I pinched her under the water.
“Cerridwen?” he queried, looking over his shoulder.
Sid brought out the wicked in me. “Yes, come join us, Banquo,” I said. “Meet my sister, Sid.”
He laughed nervously. “Are you sure?”
Laughing, I splashed him. He chuckled then began to undress.
“Is he yours already, Raven Beak?” Sid whispered but then got distracted by the invisible Nadia near her shoulder. “Hush! I’m asking her—”
I thought on the result of an answer in either direction and decided not to reply.
Sid smiled.
Banquo stripped down and a moment later, before I could get a good look at him, jumped into the water.
“Ahh,” he yelled as the cold water hit him. “You lie, sisters.”
Sid and I both laughed, but Sid swam over to him and wrapped her arms around him. “I just wanted to see you naked,” she told him then looked deeply at his face. “You’ve the eyes of a king,” she whispered.
He grinned at Sid.
“What is it you say?” Sid asked Nadia. “Ah, the eyes of a queen as well. He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” Sid asked me.
“Yes.” He really was beautiful. And for a moment, I saw both Banquo and Sid before me with that strange double-vision as I had seen in the barrow. Once more Sid’s face changed, and I saw her as Boudicca had seen her, with her pale golden hair. And I saw Banquo too. He looked as he had in the vision I’d seen the night before, his long red hair pulled back into a braid. Prasutagus a voice whispered from my memory. He was Prasutagus, your husband.
My husband, but not my King, and not the raven-haired man from my visions.
Sid stroked her hand across Banquo’s chest then leaned in and kissed him while she moved his hands to her breasts.
Banquo quivered.
I giggled nervously, but for some reason, I didn’t feel jealous. It felt…okay…for Sid to be there with us.
“Don’t laugh, come,” Sid said and pulled my hand.
I glided easily in the water.
She moved one of his hands to my breast as she kissed his neck. “Eyes of a king,” she whispered in his ear.
Banquo stared at me, uncertain if he should take his hand away or not. Sensing his uncertainty, Sid pulled away from Banquo then guided me in front of him, putting his other hand on my other breast. I inhaled sharply. It felt so wonderful to have him touch me. My hands drifted to his waist. I touched his bare skin, felt his body. A feeling like lightning shot through me. Sid swam around behind me and joined her hands with Banquo’s. They both gently touched my breasts, playing with my nipples. Sid then took her hands away and stuck them under the water. I shifted, uncertain, when her hands drifted between my legs. She gently moved my legs apart and touched the soft folds therein.
“So sweet,” Sid whispered. “Feel,” she then told Banquo. Taking one of his hands, she guided him between my legs. He gently stroked me, his fingers never intruding, just touching me gently, his thumb working the sweet spot. My whole body shook. I closed my eyes. I could feel Sid’s hands on my breasts again, stroking me softly, then the feel of her wet, hot mouth sucking my nipples. Banquo leaned forward and kissed my neck as he rubbed me, touching all of me. I trembled when I climaxed.
Banquo took his hands away then held me gently by the back of my head and leaned in and kissed me. I didn’t resist him. His mouth tasted sweet. I caught the light doughy taste of sweet cakes and spring water in his mouth. After a moment, he pulled back. He was breathing hard.
Sid reached up, cradled his face, and kissed him playfully. Her hands roved under the water once again, but this time she found Banquo. “Impregnate Anwyn,” she whispered to him, “offer the spring your seed.”
Banquo closed his eyes. He breathed deeply, and his face began to twitch with excited sensations as Sid touched him under the water. I kissed him passionately, my tongue roving inside his sweet mouth. I felt him shaking. A few moments later, he contorted with excited release. Panting, he wrapped his arms around us both and kissed our cheeks.
“You are very sweet,” Sid told Banquo as she waded out of the water. Grabbing her heap of clothing, she tucked it under her arm then headed naked back to the coven, leaving me in Banquo’s arms.
Banquo sat down on a large rock underwater, and I crawled onto his lap, my arms around his neck, my head resting upon his chest. I could feel his declining manhood under me. We relaxed in the cold water, Banquo’s arms wrapped around me.
“What is she?” he whispered.
“A faerie thing,” I replied.
“How is it I feel so deeply for you but only just met you?” he whispered.
I smiled and looked deep into his eyes. Prasutagus. The named floated on the wind. “This is an old love renewed,” I whispered.
“May the Goddess let it be so,” Banquo replied.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
That morning, when the bards played, the rest of us danced around the maypole. Taking hold of bright, colorful ribbons, we ladies and our druid guests wove around the tall pole and sang the songs of spring. I giggled happily as we strung the symbol of the Forest Lord, the erect maypole, with his lady’s purse, the colorful ribbons. I was holding a bright purple ribbon, weaving it in and out between the other colors. Laughing, my heart pounding, I soon began to feel a little dizzy. As I danced, my mind went back in time, and I saw Madelaine threading purple thread in and out of her embroidery frame.
“How do you get it to look so perfect?” I had asked her.
I had been sitting at her side, all of the women around the house gathered by the fire sewing as the chill of deep winter blasted the castle walls.
“I don’t think about it,” she replied. “My hands move, do the work, but my mind is elsewhere.”
“Where?”
Madelaine laughed. “That, Little Corbie, is none of your business,” she said then playfully tapped my nose with one finger.
The other women giggled.
I sighed heavily then set down my sewing. “I’ll be back in a minute,” I said but both Madelaine and I knew it was a lie.
“Of course. Fly back soon.”
I rushed out of the hall and upstairs, stopping in my chamber to grab my heavy bear-fur coat, and headed toward the castle turret. Eager to get outside and away from the boredom, I rushed as quietly as I could down the dark castle hallways toward the turret door. The brass pull on the door was freezing cold; it burned my fingers. When I opened the door, freezing wind blasted down the spiral stairwell. I went into the turret, clapping the door shut behind me, then rounded up the spiral stairs and pushed open the outer door. I emerged onto the roof, startling a flock of ravens roosting under the arches. They cawed then flew off, black specks against a white canvas. The wind whipped violently, but it was a magical sight. The whole countryside was covered in a blanket of snow that shimmered like blown diamond dust. The sun was just beginning to set. Dim hues of heather purple and marigold orange trimmed the horizon.
The vista was so bleak that it surprised me when I spotted a woman standing at the top of a hill close to the castle. She wore long, flowing green robes and had golden hair the color of daffodils. I gasped when I saw her. Surely she was near freezing dressed in such a sheer gown. Her hair whipped wildly around her. A moment later, she beckoned. My skin turned to goose bumps, and I felt a sinking feeling inside as I peered more closely at her. I looked around. There was no one on the turret nor in the yard below. I gazed back at the blonde-haired woman. She beckoned once more then walked over the rise and out of sight.
Gathering up my skirts, I headed inside, snuck down the hallways and the grand staircase, and ran out the front gate. The snow was deep. I hadn’t taken more than ten steps, however, when someone called my name.
“Corbie?” I turned to see Tavis, who was new to our household then, at the gate. He’d just come back from riding. His horse’s winter coat, its hair long, was covered with small balls of ice. “Where are you going?”
“I…” What would I say? “I saw a woman on the hill.”
“A woman? Out in this weather? Are you certain?”
I nodded vigorously. “I swear it. I was on the turret. I saw her from there. She is wearing green robes.”
“Which direction?”
I pointed to the hill where I had seen the golden-haired woman.
Tavis lent me his hand then pulled me on horseback in front of him. “And just what were you doing on the turret?” he asked with a chuckle as we rode off in the direction of the hill.
“Avoiding needlework?”
Tavis laughed. “Just like your lovely aunt, always up to mischief.”
Tavis’ horse fought through the heavy snow. The wind blew icy cold across the hill. My nose froze, turning red. I pulled my arms inside my coat and wrapped them around me.
“Bitter cold. A person would freeze outside tonight once the sun goes down,” Tavis said as we neared the hill. He rode to the top, but there was no sign of the woman anywhere.
Puzzled, I looked around. “Where did she go?”
Tavis scanned the ground. “No footprints.”
“Wind must have blown them awa—” I was beginning to say when I saw the woman again. She was walking over a small rise near the loch in the valley below. Her green robes and yellow hair still blew around her. She stopped and beckoned to me.
“There! There she is!” I said to Tavis, pointing excitedly toward the woman.
He peered in the distance. “Where?”
“Near the loch.”
“Near the loch? I only see trees.”
Again, the woman passed over the hill and disappeared.
“There, she just passed the rise. She must be lost. Hurry before it gets dark.”
Tavis reined his horse in, and we fought the deep snow. The castle was lost behind us in the gusting wind. We couldn’t even see our path back.
“Corbie, are you certain?” Tavis asked again. “There is nothing in this direction for twenty leagues. Why would a woman be out here?”
“I don’t know, but she was just there. I swear.”
We rode through the snow, finally reaching the rise where the woman had gone. We reached the pinnacle just as the sun dropped below the horizon. I scanned the frozen wasteland around us. The woman was nowhere to be seen.
“Corbie?”
I looked all around. Surely she was there. I scanned the vista. For a brief moment, I thought I saw the woman. She appeared as a shimmer on the distant horizon. I squinted to look closer. When I did, however, the woman disappeared, and I saw five black dots against the white snow, barely visible in the whipping wind.
“There, do you see that?” I asked, pointing.
Tavis following my gaze. He held his hand to his brow and gazed off into the distance. “Men,” he said then.
“Who? Alister’s men?”
The small party moved toward us. In the fading sunlight, amongst the party, I saw a flash of color.
Tavis clicked to his horse and headed in the direction of the party. “Did you see? Did you see that too?” he quizzed me, his voice quivering with excitement.
How could I miss it? The party rode carrying a standard boasting a black raven winging across an amethyst background. It was the standard of Boite. My father had come.
We crossed the snow quickly and soon we met with the other party. My father rode with four other men, a young one of whom appeared to be injured. Boite was bent in the snow wrapping one of his men’s forearm. He hadn’t yet recognized me, but I could never mistake him, even though I had not seen him for at least two years. He looked enormous under the weight of his heavy furs. His head was covered by a wolf pelt, the face of the wolf hovering on his forehead.
“Hail, Your Lordship,” Tavis called as he neared them.
“Are we near the castle of Lord Alister?” one of my father’s men called.
My father gave us a quick, passing glance as he worked at the boy’s arm, setting it in a sling.
“Yes, My Lord. I am the castle sentinel. The castle is but a league behind us.”
“Good,” my father said as he finished then helped the boy up and back on his horse. “We got turned around in this accursed weather. The damned horse spooked and tossed my standard bearer. His arm might well be broken. I need to get him to sist—” Boite was saying when he finally turned and looked at Tavis and me. 
Finally, he rested his pale, violet-colored eyes on me. “Gruoch?”
“Father,” I said with a smile, trying to hide my excitement.
My father moved quickly across the deep snow, the drift reaching up to his knees, toward me. It almost seemed as if the snow moved to make way for him. He pulled me from Tavis’ horse and cradled me in his arms, pressing me tightly against his chest. When he finally relaxed his arms, he looked down at me, studied my face closely, then kissed me on my forehead. “By the Gods, what brings you out in this weather?”
I didn’t know what to say. Should I tell him I’d followed a phantom woman? “Why, the Gods, of course.”
Boite laughed. The sound of his voice echoed through the valley. “Then praise be to the Gods, because we were lost, my young man here is hurt, and night is upon us. Not to mention, I brought you a gift,” my father said, motioning to a black horse tethered to his own steed: Kelpie. “I think you might have saved your daddy’s life,” he told me then kissed me on the forehead.
My father set me on his horse then turned and helped his wounded man mount. Once the man was secure, Boite swung up behind me. “Lead on, good man,” he told Tavis.
Motioning to his men to follow, my father fell in behind Tavis, and we headed back through the deep snow and gusting wind toward the castle. I loved the feel of my father. He held me with one arm around my stomach, holding the reins with his other gloved hand. His black beard was grown long and was full of small balls of ice and snow. He wore heavy skins and wool clothes. His horse snorted in the cold wind, steam curling from its nostrils. The temperature was dropping fast now that the sun had set. It had grown very cold. I shivered in my gown under my heavy cloak.
“Well, Little Raven,” he whispered in my ear. His voice was deep and gruff but not unkind. “Now tell me, how did you find us?”
Something told me he already knew. “I saw a woman.”
“A woman? What did she look like, my little fledging?”
“Yellow hair the color of daffodils and long green robes.”
“So you see her too?”
“I did see the woman…but I never saw her before. Not until today.”
“What would you say if I told you I was following her myself? We were lost in this damned storm. When the wind gusted, we couldn’t see a thing and have been riding blind. I’ve been following her for the last hour.”
“Who is she? A faerie woman? A spirit?”
“No, lass,” he said then laughed. “That was your mother.”
“My…my mother?”
“Her shade, at least. I see her from time to time. She often appears when I need her. Your mother was such a lovely thing. I know the story goes that I stole Emer from her father and forced her to be my bride. But the truth is, when the castle was sacked, Emer’s father brought his seven daughters before me and allowed me to choose my bride. I chose your mother for three reasons: she was the only one amongst her sisters who looked me in straight in the eyes, because she wore tattoos on her hands, marks of the old gods of the Isle of the Mighty, and because my soul knew her spirit. Soul magic. It was not the first time I’d met her spirit; I was drawn to her by a powerful force. And your mother, she knew it too. She knew the old ways and had no fear. I loved that girl for all the months she was my wife. And even before I had married her proper, I took her to the woods, and we shared vows under an ancient oak. Neither of us knew the other’s language, but our souls knew one another. I hand-fasted to her before the Gods, and she was my bride. Your mother died too young, all that magic still bottled up inside her. Now you’ve the spark in you, Little Raven. What will you do with all that magic?”
* * *
The ribbon finally wound to the bottom of the pole, and I crashed breathless onto the ground, the others laughing and giggling. Aridmis took Epona’s arm and swung her in a circle as the bards played on. Even Druanne smiled, and she relaxed, breathless, onto grass. Calean, Banquo’s druid companion, was twisting Sid in wide pirouettes, dancing to the music. Sid was laughing and flirting shamelessly. Banquo flopped down into the grass beside me. He put his arms behind his back and was breathing hard from dancing. After a few moments I stood up and extended my hand to him.
“Come on,” I said.
He took my hand, and we headed into the woods. “Well, my lovely priestess, where are you leading me?”
“I want you to see something. I want to see if you…well, I just want you to see something,” I said.
I retraced the path of nine oaks to the mound where Sid had taken me, to Boudicca’s mound. The new, green leaves were shimmering overhead. Sweet young ferns, their chartreuse fingers uncurling, dotted the forest floor. The air smelled loamy under the rays of the warm spring sun. We entered the moss-covered valley where the mound sat at its center. Banquo slowed to a stop and stared at the mound. When I looked back at him, he’d gone absolutely pale.
“What…what is this place?” he asked.
I didn’t say anything.
Banquo took a few steps toward the mound, staring at it, and looked back at me. He looked shocked. “Cerridwen?” he said, his voice sounding hollow. He took a step toward me and reached out and took my hand. With his other hand, he reached out and stroked a stray hair away from my face. “Your hair was red,” he whispered.
I smiled up at him. “So was yours,” I replied.
I cast a glance toward the burial mound. Prasutagus, Boudicca’s husband, died many years before his wife. He would not have seen her burial mound. He would not have been buried nearby. But the energy of the place, the power emanating from the great queen’s very bones, charged the place with memory. I wanted to see if it would affect Banquo as it had me. I wanted to see if the name whispered on the wind—Prasutagus—was more than just a fantasy. My soul knew this man, loved him, but I didn’t want to fall prey to passion. I didn’t want to give in to the energy of Beltane. I wanted to be sure. Did our souls know one another as Boite’s and Emer’s had?
Banquo leaned in, took my face in both of his hands, and kissed me. First he kissed me gently, putting soft, sweet kisses on my lips. Then he grabbed me and pulled me hard against him. His tongue roved inside my mouth. I soaked up the softness of his lips, feeling the brush of the sharp stubble of hair on his face. He smelled so sweet, but even more, he felt so familiar. My heart was racing, my knees weak.
Banquo whispered in my ear. “I never felt this before. Nothing, nothing like this. I have seen lovely girls, danced, kissed, and felt magic before. But not until I stepped foot in this place have I felt anything like this. I know you,” he whispered in my ear. “This place whispered your name. Am I right? All that red hair,” he said, running his hand down my smooth, blue-black tresses, wound for the day with colorful ribbons, “Boudicca. My wife. My wife of old. I found you again.”
I pulled back and looked at him, sucking my bottom lip in, entwining my fingers in his. “It’s true. I felt it as well. That’s why I brought you here. I wanted to see if you remembered too.”
“But what is this place?” he asked again as he stepped toward the mound.
“The tomb of Boudicca.”
Banquo froze and stood staring at the mound. I didn’t know what he was seeing, what he was experiencing, but I could see from the expression on his face that it had moved him deeply. After a few moments, he turned and smiled at me.
“Let’s go and dance and make merry. We are lucky. Let’s revel in our luck. We found each other once again. I have you now, and I won’t let you go,” I told him.
“Promise it,” he said, pulling me close, “Cerridwen, with the violet eyes, promise it with your soul.”
I kissed him deeply then whispered in his ear. “I promise.”
Banquo bent and plucked a small purple violet from the forest floor. Smiling, he stuck it behind my ear. I took his hand and lead him back to the coven. My visions were not fancy. I’d found my love once again.
* * *
Night came quickly. And, as before, the expected pairs disappeared. That evening, however, my mind was clear. I had drunk very little. Banquo and I stayed up talking very late.
“You’ll leave in the morning,” I said regretfully.
“Yes, but I will be back again at Samhain.”
“You speak as if six months is a short time.”
“Isn’t it?”
“Not to me.”
“It will pass quickly.”
 I smiled serenely and gazed into the fire, staring at the glowing red coals. The flames flickered and popped. My eyes felt drowsy and soon I thought I saw images in the light. It seemed that I could see myself in a grand castle hall, and I was shouting at the black-haired man I had seen in the cauldron. And, somehow, it seemed to me that Banquo was the reason for our quarrel.
“Cerridwen,” Banquo said and shook my arm.
I pulled myself away from the image and looked at him.
 “What did you see?”
I didn’t want to tell him. With Banquo at my side, I had completely forgotten the dark-haired man. After all, what good to me was a phantom in comparison to the real, sweet flesh sitting beside me? Who was this ghost in my cauldron compared to Banquo, a noble lord himself, for whom I felt an ancient pull? I felt with all my heart that I belonged to Banquo. I always had.
“The court life,” I said in a half-truth.
“Will you rejoin the court one day?” Banquo asked. I heard the edge of excitement in his voice.
“I must.”
“When we leave here, I ride north for a brief time to my father. I am…I am also of a noble house. I will inquire with my father on his plans,” Banquo said cautiously.
“I…” I began, but I didn’t know what to say. I dare not tell him who I was without talking to Madelaine first. I would have given him anything, my very soul, but I didn’t dare do anything that would bring harm to Madelaine. I had to think of her too. “I need to talk to my family,” I said.
Banquo smiled. “Then let us talk again. At Samhain.”
We both sighed then giggled because we had done so. The rest of the evening we talked until our eyes could barely stay open any longer, and then we fell asleep in one another’s arms.
The sun woke us, and the sound of the others packing the horses fell on unhappy ears.
Lamenting, I followed Banquo when he gave his goodbye to Epona. Afterward, he pulled me into his arms held me tight against his chest. His kisses grazed the top of my head. He lifted my unbandaged palm and looked into it. I followed his gaze.
“The Roma can look at the lines on one’s hand and see the future. I cannot do so, but in my heart I am certain that I see myself here,” he said and traced his finger down a line on my hand.
“Don’t be so certain,” I said, and took his hand and placed it over my heart, “because I was sure I saw you here.”
He kissed my lips; it was a sweet, soft kiss of love.
“Well, son, will I have to pry you from Cerridwen’s side?” Balor asked.
Banquo smiled. “Not for long, I hope.”
“We shall see you in October?” Epona asked.
“Certainly,” Balor answered.
“Then farewell and blessed be,” Epona told them.
Banquo mounted. I reached my hand out to him. He took it, squeezed it tight, and leaned toward me. “Tell your family I am Banquo of Lochaber. I will be Thane after my father, and I would have you as my bride. And the next time I come, I will ask my future wife’s name,” he said, smiling mischievously at me, then turned and rode away.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
I sighed heavily. I wasn’t sure if Epona had heard Banquo’s words or not, but she said nothing. The bards were leaving and goodbyes were being given. Not having the heart for another farewell, I went to Sid’s house.
I knocked on her door. The door opened swiftly. She pulled me inside before I could think of resisting and banged the door shut behind me. We both watched in horror as several objects—a brush, a cup, a scarf, and a scroll—whirled around the room.
“What…what is this?” I stammered.
“Brownies. I can’t get rid of them.”
“Let me go get some snowdrops. I think Druanne has some in—,” I said and reached for the door handle, but a brush came hurling at me. I ducked before it could hit me in the face.
“Buggers,” Sid shouted.
“Where is Nadia?”
“She went back through the barrow.”
“Well, what now? How do you get rid of brownies?” I squinted around the room. I didn’t see sign of the actual creatures themselves, just the items they had enchanted.
“Drive them away.”
“How?”
“You must see them first. Call your wings. Do what you were taught, Raven Beak.”
I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to calm my heart, which was slamming in my chest. At first all I could hear was Sid’s upset breathing. “Scotia,” I whispered in my mind. “I need you. Scotia?”
There was a distant, hollow, rustling sound. Faintly, I heard: “Yes?”
“Aid my eyes.”
“It is within you, ancient one,” she said in an echoing reply, then the voice disappeared. 
I slowly opened my eyes. The room shimmered gold. Then, I saw them. Neither fairy nor troll, brownies were kin of the fey folk somewhere in the middle. They were no more than six inches high, had wings like wasps, lionesque manes, and bushy tails like squirrels. Their skin was furred and spotted like spring fawns. They had small, wrinkled faces with long noses. When they saw me looking at them, really looking at them, they stopped and stared, their small black eyes gleaming.
I took a deep breath and felt my body, my power. My arms had become the wings of a raven, yet my body remained intact. I rose on my wings; the brownies scattered. They flew toward the fireplace and went up and out. As if I were translucent, I floated through the roof. The brownies balked to find me on the other side. I laughed, and in a heartbeat, I overtook them. I flapped my raven wings on them, teasing them a bit. I didn’t want to hurt them. I just wanted them to go. They zipped off on their tiny wings, never looking back. It was a warning. It was enough.
I opened my eyes. With a whooshing sensation, I floated back into my body. The wings were gone. 
“My thanks,” Sid said then went to pick up the fallen items. She looked up at me from under her long lashes. “Raven Beak,” she said then chuckled, shaking her head.
“How is it you see all these things, them, me?” I whispered.
“I see what no one else wants to see.”
“Yet you don’t dislike or mistrust me. Druanne dislikes me.”
Sid set the brush on her bureau. It was then that I realized her room was very beautiful. I hadn’t noticed before, but Sid’s room was decorated with fine furniture. The ornately carved bed, looking glass, and armoire inlaid with shells were all beautifully designed. As well, her bed was covered with heavy green velvet blankets and black bear furs. Her room was outfitted finer than my old chamber in Madelaine’s castle. I was puzzled.
“First, for all her pomposity, Druanne lives in this world. She knows only the rules, the procedures. She never takes the next step into the unknown, to really feel the magic at the heart of it all. She says the words then calls it done. That is not the way of the otherworld, so she does not understand the powers you possess. You are a protector of the land, as you have always been. Because of the White Christ, the fey now live on the other side. I speak for them as best as I can, and it is time for some wrongdoing to come to an end. And second, dislike you? If I disliked you, why would I be back with you yet again?” Sid asked then laughed. “Besides, it has been a long time since anyone has understood me. I’m so thankful you’re finally here. Ah, and here is Nadia,” she said then looked toward her fireplace.
I followed her gaze. Floating before the fireplace, inside a capsule of golden light, was a tiny woman in a gown made of flower petals. She had long, bronze-colored hair strung with ribbons. She floated on tiny gossamer wings. The look of surprise on her face was a mirror of my own. Instantaneously, however, she disappeared. Nadia. I had seen her.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
After Beltane, my training in the magical arts continued. Epona finished her lessons on Ogham then turned to the symbols carved into the standing stones by the ancient people of the land, the Picts. My father’s blood was the blood of old Alba. I was descended from the woad-painted Picts. The first people here, the native people of this land, the Picts, practiced ancient and arcane magic. Engraved on stones, worked into embroidery, and even tattooed on bards, Pictish symbols were everywhere. I wanted to know what the symbols meant.
“Why do a husband and wife exchange a comb and mirror at their wedding?” Epona asked as we stood alone, deep in the forest, beside a large boulder. Epona had cleared away some lichen and fern to reveal that the stone was carved. On it were many symbols, boars, crescents, and a set of double discs, but it also had a comb and mirror carved thereon.
“I always thought it had something to do with the woman’s beauty,” I replied.
Epona smiled at me. “As do most people, but I want you to look at the actual objects,” she said, and from her small bag she pulled out a small round hand mirror and a comb. She handed the comb to me.
“What is it made from?” she asked me.
I felt the pale-colored comb. On it, someone had engraved the image of a merwoman. “Bone.”
“But what kind of bone?”
I shook my head. “Stag?”
“That is whale bone, a great creature of the sea. And, of course, you see the traditional merwoman carved thereon. Have you ever noticed there is always a merwoman or some sea creature carved on the comb?”
I nodded. She was right.
“The comb,” she said, “is a symbol of the sea. If the ritual is performed properly, the comb is always made of whale bone and always decorated with water images.” She took the comb from me and set it on the boulder. She then lifted the mirror to reflect my face. I had grown tan from my work in the smithy. The sunlight overhead made my black hair shimmer blue and brought out the violet color of my eyes. Behind me, the forest glowed vibrant green. “A woman, and her womb, is all earth, but around her is all spirit, air. She is ready. She is all. She is the fertile land. Around her is the air of heaven. But her womb cannot grow without—”
“Without seed…water,” I said.
Epona lowered the mirror. “Land and sea. The mirror and the comb are fertility magic. They have nothing to do with beauty. They are a reflection of the two forces, male and female, that come together to bring life into the world, the land and sea merging to become one living force,” Epona said then turned and touched the stone. “Someone married here.” She reached out to touch the symbols. “In days long past, true love was pledged here. Long forgotten.” She gently put the items back into her bag, and we headed back to the coven.
As we walked back, I could not help but think of Banquo. Would I be permitted to marry the Thane of Lochaber? Certainly, it was the title of a lesser house, but it was still a title. Maybe if Malcolm knew I had found someone I cared for, he would permit it. And certainly Banquo’s father would never deny my family. I would have to entreat Madelaine. She would come soon. If Alister was really…dead…she would come soon.
* * *
But Madelaine didn’t come that day nor the next. What if my vision had been false? What if Alister was alive and well and still beating Madelaine every night? I couldn’t stand the thought of it: her dislocated shoulders, broken lips, swollen eyes. It made me sick. It made me angry. So I waited, every day, praying she would come. Days turned into weeks and then months.
One day near midsummer, when I still pined for my aunt, Epona and I took the horses out for a ride so Epona could teach me rule of nines Madelaine had mentioned.
“The natural order of things comes in specific sets of numbers. Three is a holy number, as well you know. Even the priests of the White Christ know this with their Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is interesting, no, that the Christians maintain a pantheon of gods, or a single god with three faces, but still call us heretical for having more than one god?”
“I am afraid I know very little of Christianity. Madelaine didn’t permit the priests to teach me.”
“Then you must read the holy writ of the White Christ.”
I frowned.
“If you seek to help the Goddess, you must understand what mistruths and wrongdoings you are avenging. To do so, however, you must know their holy tales. You must learn Latin. It should be easy for you. You have a quick mind for languages.”
I was often complimented on my beauty or my lineage, but rarely complimented for my mind. Epona’s words made me smile; I felt proud.
We rode across the windswept Lowlands. The rolling fields spread across the land, a vista of shades of green: emerald, chartreuse, and sage. We’d left the woods and had been riding toward the east coast.
“Yet, I digress. Three is a holy number. It relates to the three faces of the Goddess. Nine, as well, is a holy number. A multiple of three, it is the number of the Queens of the Fisher King, and goes even further back to the old covens, such as the ones on Avalon, Hy Brasil, the Fortress of Shadows, and Atlantis. The number three also relates to the stone circles that dot our land. Your friend Banquo is riding from circle to circle to learn the mysteries of the stones. He walks where the worlds are thin, much like you do. That is why he wears the mark of the stag god. He has walked in the old worlds, encountered his god, and survived. Your Banquo is a rare talent,” Epona said.
I could tell from the look on her face that she was baiting me. But I didn’t mind. Epona felt like a mother. I felt natural warmth and protectiveness coming from her.
“He is special,” I replied. 
“I am not certain that a match with Lochaber will be permitted. You must steel your heart, just in case. It is so painful to love someone but be given to another,” she said, and for a moment, her brown-gold eyes looked far away.
Her words struck me. She was right. What if we were denied? It would be hell to be married off to someone else. I couldn’t stand the thought of it. I gazed at Epona. A single tear streamed down her cheek. She wiped it away. “Epona?”
“Once, long ago, such was my fate. A wild girl in love with a wild boy…given to a harsh old man in marriage,” she said.
“I’m sorry for you,” I told her, reaching out to touch her hand. “But you’re here now. What of your wild boy? I mean, if you are here now, perhaps he—”
“He is long dead.” Epona cleared her throat then painted on a smile again. “Yes, all that is long past. But remember, dear Cerridwen, no one is married on Beltane,” she said with a smile. “Now, besides three, four is also a number of significance: four seasons, four elements. Fire, of course, is the most volatile of all the elements. It creates energy in a quick and forceful way. Even the priests of the White Christ can sense the power of fire. That is why candles burn on their altars. The power in fire can bring images to the mind and help one divine the future. Have you ever seen images in fire?”
I nodded.
“What did you see?”
“Recently, myself and a man. We were arguing.”
“Have you seen this man before?”
“Not in the flesh, but I have seen him…in the cauldron. It was the Wyrd Sisters who first showed him to me.” Their words haunted me. Your King, they had called him. But did they mean that he would be King of Scotland, ruler over us all, or would he be my King?
“Go cautiously with the Wyrd Sisters. They have their eyes on you but they plot and meddle at times where they should not. Heed my word and be careful.”
I nodded. Epona was right. I sensed their old, dark magic. It had a hint of danger to it. “And once, in the fire, I saw a vision of ravens in the snow, bloody snow, when my father died.”
“Then the talent for divination lies in you. Not surprising. Use this power. Practice it. If the power to see the future lies in your hands, it is a great tool. Never trust the Wyrds blindly. Always seek answers for yourself. Fire, of course, is not the only diviner. Water can also show the future. Water and air are essential elements. The winds, however, come from four directions, and those directions each have a specific function. When the wind comes from the north it can mean death or change. An east wind indicates wisdom. A south wind is a powerful wind. A west wind is fertile and love-giving. And, finally, we come to earth. Earth is the embodiment of fertility. Think of it; we put a seed in the ground, it grows, from it springs food that allows us to live. To me, that is magic.”
Epona directed her mare up the hill. When we reached the top we found ourselves at the shoreline. Far below us was a sandy shore and dark blue water. It was beautiful. I looked behind me to see the horizon rolling with fat hills.
“Look. There is a ship,” Epona said and pointed out toward the water.
We dismounted.
Epona plucked some grass. The wind took it and pulled it behind us. “We have a west wind.” She then took my left hand and lifted it above our heads. She raised her other hand. I mimicked her.
“We call you, wind of the west, wind of love and fertility, and we offer you our love and respect in exchange for your power.”
We both stilled, and the wind continued to blow around us.
“We ask for a fair wind if those upon that ship are friends to our land and country. If those upon that ship mean to do ill to our kinsmen, then whip up your strength and banish them from the sea!”
I channeled my power into Epona’s words, closing my eyes, and let my body feel the wind around me. At first it blew erratically, but then began to blow strong and steady. A firm, good wind pushed from the land to the sea, lending its power to the ship’s sails. In my mind’s eye, I could see the wind whipping around me, sparkling gold.
Epona brought our hands down.
I opened my eyes. “Friend,” I said as I looked out at the water.
Epona nodded and pulled a wine flask from her saddle bag. She took a long drink and handed the skin to me. We rested quietly, and after a while decided it was time to turn back.
My mind was lost to my thoughts as we rode back. Epona, too, was quiet. I couldn’t help but wonder if she was thinking about her wild boy. Who had Epona been before this place?
I sighed heavily. So much was happening. I knew I had come to the grove for training, but I had not expected…well, all of this. It was far beyond any girlish expectation. I felt awed by the world that had opened itself to me. I felt strength under my skin I’d never felt before. That strength made me feel powerful. I felt alive. I felt anger and lust. It was almost like pieces of myself were collecting themselves back to me once again. When I was with Sid, I felt more solid. Banquo ignited feelings I had only ever dreamed of. He was my wild boy, a druid who walked between the worlds. I wanted to be with him…and with Sid. I wanted there to be a place, a world, where we could all be together. I wanted to feel Cerridwen, and the raven wings, and be that part of myself living just under my skin. What would that place look like? What would that life look like? If my visions were true, that life would look like the life of Queen Boudicca, and it was a life I’d already lived.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
I was not visited again by the Wyrd Sisters all that summer, but I remembered my visits to them and began practicing their art. I sought visions in the flames or in the cauldron, looking for what I knew and what I didn’t. Mostly I sought Sid, when she was away from the coven, Madelaine, and Banquo. Once I found Madelaine at Malcolm’s court, the King looking at his half-sister with disinterest. Sid was harder to find. She always appeared like a shimmering silhouette surrounded by hues of green. There were people, glimmering people, near her, laughing, but I could never quite make anyone out. When I found Banquo, I could not see where he was, but around him I often saw darkness and fire. Sometimes I would catch glimpses of the black-haired man, usually at the side of his blond-haired warrior giant friend and at sea. Despite the Wyrd Sister’s words about him being my King, my curiosity had faded. I wanted Banquo, not a phantom.
Thora was growing into her fat little feet, and with the passage of time, she had grown several inches. As Banquo had mentioned, I began teaching her how to track. I started with little things, just hiding objects in my cabin and letting her find them. It wasn’t very long until she seemed expert at the task.
Thora and I were not the only ones growing, changing. It was harvest season. Just days before the autumnal equinox, I woke to find Gwendelofar crying. She was curled up on her bed.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Oh, Cerridwen,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wakes you.”
I slid out of my bed and on hers. I put my arm around her. “What’s happened? Should I get Epona?”
Gwendelofar shook her head.
“What is it, sister?”
“I’m pregnant,” she whispered. “I want the child, but I’ll have to leave, and I have nowhere to go.”
“The father? It’s…Sigurd?”
She nodded glumly. “Oh Cerridwen, think I loves him, but I don’t know where he is or if he loves me! My child is a Beltane babe!”
Gwendelofar was shaking. I took her hands. “Sigurd will be here for the harvest festival any day now. Talk to him. Tell him your feelings. Perhaps he feels the same. The child is merry-begot, which means it will be a special child. Perhaps Sigurd will want to raise the child with you.”
“I don’t know,” Gwendelofar said sadly.
On Beltane, any child conceived is a child of the Stag God, the Father God, the wild man of the forest, not the human father. The human father could not claim and had no right to a merry-begot babe. This also meant the father had no responsibility toward that child. It would solely be on choice, both Sigurd’s and Gwendelofar’s, if they should raise the child together.
“Well, soon you will learn. If not, you will raise the child yourself. Madelaine can find a place for you and your child in her household.”
“Really? You’re sure?”
“Yes,” I said without hesitation. Knowing Madelaine, I knew I didn’t even have to ask. And with Alister gone, it would be a safer place. Or at least I hoped.
“Fate gives me a mixed blessing,” she whispered, wiping away a tear.
“That’s something fate likes to do,” I answered. I thought of my own mixed blessings—how much I loved Madelaine, but how much I wished I could have been raised by my own parents. But then I remembered, when it had been put to the question, I had once chosen Madelaine over Boite.
That cold winter eve when I had found my father in the snow, we rode back to Alister’s castle, surprising an unsuspecting Madelaine. My father convinced Tavis and I not to announce his arrival. He wanted to surprise his sister.
“This way, father,” I told him, trying to hide the excitement in my voice as I led my father down the hallway to the small sitting room where Madelaine and the others sat sewing beside the fire.
I kept turning again and again to look at him. He was so enormous, like a giant bear in his furs. He smiled kindly at me. Every time I looked at him, I searched his face for myself. And every time, be it the shape of his nose, the line of his brow, or his eyes, I found traces of myself there. When I was with my father, it made me feel like I actually belonged somewhere, to someone. I loved Madelaine, but she was not truly my mother.
“Wait here,” I told my father as I pushed open the chamber door.
Madelaine looked up at me. “Corbie, I’ve been worried. Where did you fly off to, Little Raven?”
“I went to get a present for you.”
“For me?” She set down her sewing and looked at me. “What do you have today? Let me see!”
“It’s quite large,” I told her. “Close your eyes.”
The other ladies in the room suddenly became interested.
Madelaine giggled. “All right, my dear,” she said then closed her eyes.
I opened the door to let my father in. I put my finger to my lips, shushing the other women in the room who all gasped when I led Boite inside. I led him to stand in front of Madelaine.
“Ready?” I asked.
Madelaine wrinkled her nose. “I smell snow.”
“Open your eyes,” I told her.
When Madelaine opened her eyes, a shocked expression crossed her face. She dropped everything and jumped up, wrapping her arms around her brother’s neck. Boite had to hold her by the waist to keep her up.
“My brother!” she said excitedly. “My brother! Why have you come? Is anything the matter?”
Taking their cue, the waiting women picked up their belongings and left.
“Here, come close to the fire,” she told him, pulling a chair near the hearth. She pushed him into the seat then began unlacing his boots. “You’re chilled to the bone. Warm your feet by the flames. Corbie, get your daddy a mulled wine,” she told me, sending me scrambling. “Is it Malcolm? Has he died? Alister? He was at court. Has anything happened to him? Is war coming?”
“Sister, sister,” Boite said with a laugh. “Peace, sister. I do come with family news, but the news is fair,” he said.
I poured a mulled wine from the copper decanter sitting by the fire and handed it to my father. He took the drink from me then kissed my hand.
I stood behind Madelaine and watched.
“I’ve a new wife,” he said then.
Madelaine stopped for a moment, her hands growing still. She didn’t look up.
Boite drank his wine. “Northern girl. A daughter of Moray. She’s quite young. I’ve got her at Malcolm’s court. I’ve come…I’ve come to see if Gruoch would like to join her stepmother.”
For a moment, Madelaine said nothing. “If she would like?”
I stared at both of them. What did he mean he had a new wife? Would he really take me to Malcolm’s court? Would I really join the royal household? Certainly, I deserved to be there as much as anyone. But how could I leave Madelaine? 
“I’ve no wish to break the hearts of the two women I love most in this world. It is Gruoch’s choice. I would not abuse either of you by forcing my will on the matter.”
Boite looked from Madelaine to me. His eyes were soft. The awkwardness of the situation struck all of us. My father wanted me. I could live the life of a royal girl, be exposed to all the niceties of court rather than the debauchery of this castle. I could be near him. And in exchange, I would leave the woman who raised and loved me.
Madelaine turned at looked at me. “Don’t answer now. Think it over,” she said then looked back at her brother. “Tell us about your new wife,” she said then, pulling off Boite’s boots. 
“Aedha. She’s a wee lass. Pleasant spirit, but not hardy stock. I had expected more from Moray. She is sweet and kind.”
Madelaine nodded. “Is she one of us?” she asked. One of us. Madelaine used the phrase from time to time. One of us, a follower of the old ways, those who carry on the belief in the ancient things.
Boite shook his head. “There are not so many of us left, dear sister.”
I stared at them. My father wanted me. He wanted me with him. My heart sung. But then I looked at Madelaine. I had grown up under her watchful eyes, felt her loving kisses. Madelaine had always put me first. How many times had she taken a blow from Alister then straightened her back and attended to my needs with no thought for herself. There was nothing worse I could have done to Madelaine than leave her.
“I’ll stay with Madelaine,” I blurted out, interrupting their conversation.
They both turned and looked at me.
“Are you certain?” Madelaine asked. “The court life would be a good life for you. You would be able to get to know everyone, grow up amongst the royal ladies, alongside your cousins.”
I shook my head. “I’ll stay here,” I told Madelaine whose eyes watered. I turned to my father. “If you’ll pardon me, father, I will stay with Madelaine.”
My father smiled at me. “Praise the gods you love each other so well. As you will, Little Raven. But should you ever wish to come, you are welcome.”
Fate. Fate had offered me my father. But my will had trumped all. I stayed with Madelaine until the Goddess called. And my father and his new bride…both were dead before I ever had the chance to make good on his invitation. If I had known that visit would be his last, I might have chosen a different fate.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Two days after I found Gwendelofar in tears, the bards arrived to celebrate the autumnal equinox. It had been a magnificent growing season. We had a bounty of food. Every day leading up to the celebration, Druanne had us all harvesting herbs, gourds, grains, and all manner of foods. Uald brought home fish and wild game. All of our houses and the coven square were filled with flower cuttings. Gwendelofar worked with Druanne to extract plant and flower oils. She came home smelling like flowers.
I was in the square preparing a broth with Uald when the bards arrived. Epona came out to give greetings.
“My friends! Welcome back,” she called.
Uald, her hands sticky with fish guts, smiled in welcome.
I saw Sigurd scan the coven grove. Aridmis and Druanne were crossing the lawn to join us, but Gwendelofar was still inside our little cabin. She had been napping all morning. Something told me fate was going to need a little help. I set down the onion I’d been cutting, wiped my hands on the skirt of my once-lovely green gown, now worn to tatters, and went to Sigurd. I took the reins of his horse while he dismounted.
“Ah, sister Cerridwen. Pleasure to see you again! Where is Gwen?” he asked, and I saw a glimmer of worry cross his face. Was he worried she was gone? Maybe he did care for her after all.
“Within,” I said, motioning back to my house. “Let’s go surprise her,” I said with a smile.
I handed Sigurd’s horse’s reins to Brant. “Lady Cerridwen,” he greeted with a smile.
“Welcome back,” I said nicely then led Sigurd across the lawn to the little home I shared with Gwendelofar. I could feel the eyes of my sisters, who now all knew Gwendelofar’s condition, on us. I felt a bit bad for Sigurd. I knew Gwendelofar would find a happy life for her and her child with or without him, but I could feel the hopes of the women around me…and Druanne’s judgment.
I opened the door to my house. Gwendelofar was sleeping. The sunlight was just shining through the window and cast a scattering of light on her golden hair. Her cheeks were rosy. She wore a pale pink gown, a simple thing that she had embroidered around the neckline with small blue flowers.
I heard Sigurd gasp at the sight of her. Her belly had just begun to show.
“I’ll go,” I whispered. “You wake her.”
“Are you certain?” he said nervously then looked at me. He was such a hulking figure. His muscular and tattooed arms peeking out from under his tunic, his wild hair woven into braids, and he had grown a beard since we’d last seen him, as most men did as winter approached. He was the very picture of a warrior. But his voice trembled. I realized then that no matter what, the Goddess wields her own power. Love, beauty, sex, these powers belong to the Goddess in us all. Lying there the picture of beautiful, blossoming in motherhood, Gwendelofar’s power emanated from her even as she slept. Sigurd and Gwendelofar were a great match.
I took his hand. “I am. It will please her so. May the Gods bless you both,” I said. Then grabbing a bag filled with my clothing that I had packed in anticipation of his arrival, I quietly left.
I would stay at Sid’s house, I’d decided. I took my pack and crossed the lawn. Quietly and carefully entering Sid’s home, hoping to find no brownies within, I went inside. I was surprised to find Sid lying on her bed.
 She was a sorry sight. She was extremely dirty. Her feet were bloodied. Her hair was all tangles. He dress was torn. I had not seen her in several weeks. I dropped my pack and went to her. I lifted her wrist to feel for her heartbeat. It was faint.
“Sid?” I whispered.
She did not stir.
I shook her shoulder. “Sid?”
She groaned a little.
“Sidhe, wake,” I whispered, kneeling down by her bed. 
She opened her eyes a little. “Cerridwen?”
“What happened?”
“I haven’t eaten,” she whispered.
I rose and poured her a glass of water. Pulling her up in bed, I helped her drink. After she’d drunk the full glass, I went outside and retrieved a bowl of broth. Lifting spoonful after spoonful, I fed her.
“It’s so hard to remember the passage of time,” she whispered.
“Why are your feet in such a state?” I asked.
“I got lost,” she answered quietly.
“Lost?”
“I traveled far. I wasn’t certain where I was.”
“How long have you been back?” I asked.
“A couple of days.”
“A couple of days!”
“I couldn’t…” she said and then paused. “I couldn’t rise.”
I went to her small fireplace and stoked a fire. I set a small pot of water to warm beside it. Once it was heated, I wet a rag and began washing Sid’s cut and bruised feet. She cringed but let me clean them. When I was finished, I went to Epona’s house and retrieved salve and clean bandages. Sid had fallen asleep sitting up. I applied the salve, the sharp scent of the herbs making my nose tingle, and then wrapped her feet. She never woke.
A few minutes later, Druanne rapped lightly on the door. “I thought I saw you come in here with bandages,” she said as she slowly opened the door. I watched her eyes quickly assess the situation. “Damn her. She is never careful enough.”
“I’ve bandaged her feet, gotten some food into her, and her heart has quickened.”
In a huff, Druanne turned around. “I’ll be right back,” she said, slamming the door behind her.
Sid slept on.
Druanne returned with a flask. “It’s a sweet mixture which will quicken her blood and wake her.” She moved to rouse Sid.
“She has food in her belly. Let her sleep a bit longer,” I said.
Druanne frowned at me.
“I’ll wake her in a while.”
“You should have let me know. I am your elder. I am trained in the healing arts. I know better than you what to do,” Druanne said then shook Sid’s shoulder, waking her.
“Don’t underestimate me. Epona has taught me as well.”
“Willful girl, your power is reckless.”
“What do you know of my power?” I glared at her.
Sid woke somewhat. Druanne held her jaw, a bit too roughly for my liking, and poured the liquid down her throat. Sid sputtered a little.
Druanne patted her back, helping the liquid clear, then lay her back down. “I know your power is more harmful than good, that’s what I know.”
“You fear it because it showed me your true nature. You have no reason to be afraid of me. I wouldn’t strike at you unless you gave me a reason.”
“Fear you? I hardly fear you. You simply don’t belong here,” Druanne said, and in a huff, she rose and left, slamming the door behind her once again.
“Try not to peck her eyes out, Raven Beak,” Sid said in a whisper.
“I’m doing my best,” I assured her, glaring at the door.
Sid laughed softly.
“You smell horrible. Let me get this dirty thing off you,” I told Sid.
She nodded, and with my help, she sat up. I pulled her old gown, a tattered black cotton dress, off her. It smelled so bad and was in such a shamble that I set it aside to be burnt. I went back to the fire, warmed some wash water, then grabbed the sweet smelling lemon balm soap Sid had sitting on her bureau.
Sid lay naked in her bed. She was drowsy, her eyes opening and closing softly. I covered her body and washed the grime from her legs. She was a thin woman, but her legs were muscular. I washed her arms. They were a mess of scratches and grime. 
“Where did you get all this fine furniture, anyway?” I asked her as I cleaned her up.
“A gift…from the Seelie King when our son was born,” Sid whispered absently.
“Your son, is he—”
“Eochaid.”
“Eochaid?”
“My son,” Sid said quietly. “His name is Eochaid. He’s so beautiful.”
“Like his mother,” I said as I gently washed the dirt smudges from her face.
Sid smiled. Her eyes closed.
I gently pulled the cover away and washed her soft, white stomach. My eyes were drawn again and again to her small, pert breasts with their soft pink nipples. My mind went back to the day at the spring with Banquo.
Sid rolled over and looked at me. She took the rag from my hands and pulled me onto the bed beside her. Despite her exhaustion, she leaned forward to press her mouth against mine. I could taste the potion Druanne had given her, the sweet taste of honey, marigold, chamomile, and other herbs lingering in her mouth. I kissed her gently, again and again, tasting her. My hands shaking, I gently touched her breasts, my fingers grazing those small, sweet nipples which hardened to my touch. It was not the power of Beltane guiding me. It was something different, an old longing. I wanted to feel her body close to mine, but I knew she was weak. I removed my clothes pulled her against me, enveloping her in my embrace. It felt so good to feel our skin touching. Sid kissed my neck and gently stroked my body. Her touch felt wonderful, so sweet, so familiar. Sighing deeply, she laid her head on my chest and entwined her fingers around mine.
“Now we just need Banquo,” she whispered, and moments later, she fell asleep.
* * *
A couple of days later, we all reveled in the celebration of two things: the harvest and the handfasting of Gwendelofar and Sigurd. Sid was still not well enough to join us. Most of the time she slept. I stayed by her side as much as I could, but joined the others for the wedding celebration.
Gwendelofar was dressed splendidly. Aridmis had surprised us all a day earlier when she emerged from her house with a wedding gown to give to Gwendelofar.
“I was my mother’s,” she’d told us. “I will never have the chance to wear it. My life is here. Wear it in good health,” she told Gwendelofar.
“Oh, no! I cannot. One day maybe you—”
Aridmis shook her head. “No, I will not. My life is here,” Aridmis repeated again with finality. From her words, we all understood that Aridmis knew her fate and was resigned to it. 
“Thank you,” Gwendelofar said, tears welling in her eyes.
I stood with the others at the center of the coven, the fire burning brightly. We said our prayers and listened attentively while Epona performed the marriage rite. Near the end of the ceremony, Epona pulled out the same comb and mirror she had shown me, handing the comb to Gwendelofar and the mirror to Sigurd.
“By the Lord and the Lady, exchange these tokens of marriage and become…not two in one union…but three. The earth is fertile,” Epona said.
Sigurd handed the mirror to Gwendelofar.
“And the seed is sewn,” Epona added.
Gwendelofar handed the comb to Sigurd.
Epona then pulled out a long cord of red ribbon. The couple held the marriage talismans as Epona wove the ribbon around their hands, beginning the wrap on Gwendelofar’s arm, circling until the ribbon was tightly wound on Sigurd’s arm.
“I unite you. God and Goddess. Husband and Wife. Mother and Father,” Epona said, touching Gwendelofar’s stomach gently. “You are now one. In life and in spirit. May the great ones bless you.”
“So mote it be!” we all called happily.
“So mote it be,” Gwendelofar and Sigurd answered in unison, and then they kissed, sealing their wedlock.
By the next morning, Gwendelofar and her husband had gone. Sigurd would take his wife and unborn child north to his small farm. In my heart, I wished her well. Fate, in the end, had been kind.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
In late September, we heard the sound of hooves coming toward the coven. Madelaine’s red hair shone through the trees, most of their leaves now fallen. Uald and I had been practicing at swordplay in the coven square while Sid watched on. Dressed in riding breeches and a night shirt cut off at the waist, I was a little embarrassed to have Madelaine see me. Not to mention, I was completely soaked in sweat.
“Seems I’ve left my niece here too long already,” Madelaine said with a smile from atop her horse. “She’s a doppelganger of you!” she told Uald with a laugh.
“Even worse,” Uald said. “She’s already better than me.”
I slid the sword into its scabbard and crossed the lawn to join my aunt. I smiled at Uald’s compliment. It was an elaboration, but my daily sparring had improved a lot. I was getting good. I held Madelaine’s horse’s bridle while she dismounted. She practically leapt from her horse, catching me into a fast hug, squeezing and kissing me. 
“I’ve missed you so much,” she told me.
“Me too,” I replied, kissing her cheek.
Madelaine cupped my face in her hands and studied me. “How beautiful you are.”
I smiled back at her then turned to Sid. “Madelaine, have you met Sid?” I asked, turning to Sid who had, apparently, been talking to Nadia. When I said her name, Sid ended her conversation with the invisible fairy woman, frowning at her with annoyance.
Sid smiled. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
Madelaine took Sid’s hand and smiled at her, but I saw Madelaine’s brow furrow as though she was puzzled. “Have we met before?”
Sid smiled knowingly. “No, we haven’t.” Sid then frowned and shushed Nadia. “Not now,” she whispered to her invisible companion.
Madelaine looked puzzled. 
“Epona is out riding,” I said. “She should be back soon.”
Uald, also drenched in sweat, caught Madelaine up in her arms, lifting her off the ground.
Madelaine laughed loudly. “Put me down!”
Sid then fell into an argument with Nadia. The fight ended when Sid sighed loudly. “I’ll be back soon,” Sid told me then headed off into the woods.
“Come. We’ll wait for Epona,” Uald said, motioning to her little home at the back of the smithy. I tied Madelaine’s horse to a post then followed Uald inside.
Uald slid her tools into a box, wiping the table clean with her hands, then motioned for us to sit while she poured us both an ale.
“There is much to say,” Madelaine intimated with a serious look on her face. She took my hands. “Alister is dead, and I have been remarried.”
Uald’s slammed the mugs down angrily. Ale sloshed over the top. “They treat you like a common whore, pushing you on one man and then another.”
Madelaine looked at her with soft eyes. “It is the way of things.”
“To whom are you married?” I asked.
“To the Mormaer of Fife. He is an old man, kind and sweet, enamored with his new, young wife.”
I smiled and squeezed Madelaine’s hands. Alister was dead. My vision was true. He was dead. And I had killed him. I had released Madelaine from her pain and punished a man most deserving of punishment.
“So Fife and Lothian are now locked,” Uald grunted as she threw herself into a chair. She propped her feet up on the table and drank deeply from her mug.
 Madelaine nodded.
“Who made the marriage match?” Uald asked.
“King Malcolm,” Madelaine said, “and he asked after you, Corbie.”
 It took me a moment to respond to that name.
“Ah, you would no longer be Corbie, would you? What do they call you now, my sweet?”
“Cerridwen.”
Madelaine thought it over. “A dark goddess. It fits you. Your father would be proud,” she said with a smile.
The thought that my father would be proud of me made me smile, but the notion that the King was making inquiries had made my heart beat faster, and worry gripped my stomach. “What did King Malcolm ask?”
“He asked your age, your looks, your welfare, and your whereabouts.”
“He’s considering marrying her off too?” Uald hissed.
“He’s planning.”
“Did you see Duncan?”
Madelaine nodded. “He’s fair-haired and gangly. I’m not sure there is much of a mind rattling behind those eyes. His mother was always dim-witted. I don’t see any of the MacAlpin blood in the boy.”
Duncan was not the black-haired man I had seen in my cauldron, then. I had wondered, given it was known Duncan was slated to be king, if he was mystery phantom who’d haunted my visions. But if the raven-haired man wasn’t Duncan, who was he?
“I’m glad your new husband is kind,” I told Madelaine and shifted, unsure how to broach a new topic but wanting badly to interrupt the last. “Aunt, there has been an inquiry for my hand in marriage.”
“An inquiry? How? From who?”
Uald smiled smugly but lifted her mug of ale so Madelaine wouldn’t see.
“A druid…a young man who visited here. I was quite taken with him. He will be the Thane of Lochaber. He has asked that he be considered.”
“You told him who you were?” Madelaine looked alarmed.
I shook my head. “Only that I am from a noble house, like him.” I smiled as I thought about Banquo. If the marriage could be arranged, I could travel to Lochaber with Banquo after Samhain.
Madelaine smiled softly. “You are young, my dear. At your age, the flame of love can fan quickly. There are many lords who are inquiring for your hand. And many lords with titles far above Thane of Lochaber.”
I frowned at Madelaine’s words. I was young, and Banquo and I had just met, but that didn’t mean what I felt wasn’t real. “It is a noble and powerful house.”
“Ruled over by Gillacoemgain, Mormaer of Moray, who is also unwed and has begun making inquiries. I don’t know Malcolm’s plans, but there is great strife in the north. Thorfinn the Mighty, as they call him, is gaining power over the northern-most provinces but is backed by Norway. Something will be done to quell him, by war or marriage.
She took a drink and continued, “And Thorfinn fosters Lord Macbeth, your cousin Donalda’s son. With Macbeth’s father dead, at the hands of the Mormaer of Moray mind you, he too holds sway in the north. The matter is desperately convoluted.
“But what I know for sure is that Duncan, Macbeth, Thorfinn, and Gillacoemgain are all unwed. All four have a claim on the north. All four would be a strong marriage match for the daughter of Boite. And all four would rule over the Thane of Lochaber.”
“But…I love him.” It was true. I did love Banquo. He was my soulmate.
“What is his name, this druid who has charmed you?”
“Banquo.”
Madelaine looked at Uald who was smirking. “Well?”
“He is a good lad, and he is a druid. And he bears the marks of the stag god. He is well-suited for this dark goddess, and the two of them would be a stronghold for our faith. Ignore the duties of your line and follow the duties of your religion. Move Malcolm. Convince him on the match. Cerridwen is right. Lochaber is a strong province and a good ally. Perhaps the king would consider it since love is involved.”
“Malcolm is not moved by sentiment.”
“Let Malcolm take the north by force. Lochaber could stand with him and raise the isles, their ally, to Malcolm’s banner.”
Madelaine looked thoughtful. “He doesn’t know who you are? You are certain?”
I nodded.
“That helps. Malcolm has enough of the old blood in him to hear me out. He knows where you truly are. He will understand how you and this Banquo came together. I will do what I can. Lochaber has always been friendly to our line. Their Thane would want the marriage for his son, but I cannot promise anything. My Little Corbie, you must realize you are the last gem in Malcolm’s treasure chest, the last little bird he can marry off to win him an alliance. You must not get your hopes up, but I will do my best.”
I sighed heavily.
Madelaine took my hands and smiled gently at me. And I realized, for the first time in my remembrance, no ghosts lived behind her eyes. I saw no bruises anywhere on her. It was finally over. I was happy for her, but I worried for myself. Surely, Banquo and I were meant to be together. Nothing could stand in the way of such old soul magic, could it?
Epona arrived a few hours later. Madelaine shared her news with her.
“I will be moving my household to Fife. Malcolm will put someone from Alister’s line in place. I won’t be far, but when you return, you will come to Fife.”
“So the Thane of Fife has another wife,” Epona said. “His history with his brides is not good.”
“I am his fifth wife, but he is not Alister. I quizzed the household women hard on the matter. All the others died in childbirth, by accident, or in sickness. There were no questions, just misfortune. The Thane is a fat old man looking for a pretty woman to sit beside him and tell him jokes. He has done his duty in the bedroom once or twice but doesn’t seek it. He is in his gray years. He seeks a companion.”
“Speaking of? What of Tavis?” I asked.
“He is part of my household. He will accompany me to Fife.”
I smiled. I was so glad.
It was late in the evening when Madelaine finally took our leave.
“I promise you I will inquire as soon as I can on this matter with Lochaber,” she told me.
I kissed Madelaine on the cheek then buried my nose in her hair. I had missed her smell; she smelled like hyacinths and home.
“I love you,” she whispered.
“I love you too,” I replied.
Madelaine, accompanied by Uald, who would journey with her to the stream, rode out of the coven.
I sent a silent prayer out to the Goddess: let the King be swayed. Let me marry the Thane of Lochaber.
The only reply I got in return was silence.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Fall drifted away. The hills turned purple with heather and then back to a dingy brown. It was not long before the cold winter winds began to whip. The fresh fruits and vegetables disappeared from our table and were replaced by potted foods, meats, and breads.
 At the end of October, we began preparing for the Samhain celebration, and I began counting the days until Banquo returned. There had been no word from Madelaine. I didn’t know if she’d yet spoken to Malcolm. A holiday for dark magic, Samhain marked the eve when the veil between the worlds would be the thinnest. And it was the night most sacred to the dark goddesses. I waited on Samhain, but the days before dragged on with excruciating slowness.
“How did you stand living in the castle? If I spend even a few days walled up I begin to feel my mind slip,” Sid complained as she paced her room one evening.
“I didn’t think about it much, and I had Madelaine to entertain me.”
“Mad Elaine, Mad Elaine, ever full of life. Let’s pass the time. Want to learn how to send a casting? I know you’ve done it before, but you can never practice too much, Raven Beak.”
I nodded.
“Then lie down,” she said and crawled onto her bed. She grinned at me.
I smirked at Sid. We’d never said anything about what had passed between us. Sid acted as if nothing unusual had happened, but I’d begun to see her in a different light. I adored her, and she was intimately tied to Banquo, whom I loved. I wanted to marry Banquo, to be his bride, to bear his children. I wanted to rule Lochaber at his side. With Sid, I just wanted to be with her. We belonged together, her and me and Banquo. The three of us. When Sid lay down, I felt a strong urge to touch her, to put my lips and hands on her, to feel that wild energy inside her. To feel her. When I thought about it, I wondered about the deep affection I saw between Uald and Madelaine, and wondered if it was similar.
“Not now,” Sid said with a grin. “Lie down and learn something.”
“I’m fairly certain I learned a few things the last time I lay down on this bed,” I said with a wink.
Sid laughed, reached over, and pinched me. “Pay attention, Raven Beak. What you must do is lift out of your body. Rise up without moving a muscle. You will have complete control of where you go. You will not be at the whim of chance. I’ve seen you do it before. Go ahead and try.”
I looked at Sid. “But how?”
“Ride the silver thread as you did in the barrow when you visited the Wyrd Sisters or glide on your raven wings. Close your eyes and rise up as you did before. But rise up and out of your body.”
I tried to quiet my mind, which still rumbled with thoughts of Sid’s soft skin and fiery touch. After some time, I became still and focused on my breathing, on the beating of my heart. I pulled my energy in and focused. I focused on my soul. I tried to see Sid’s room through my mind’s eye. I thought about the moon. Determined to look at the glowing orb, I bade myself sit up. And I did. I saw the room around me and Sid lying beside me. I rose, walked to the window, and gazed out at the silvery disc. It was nearly full. In two weeks it would be Samhain.
“See,” Sid said. “You’ve done it with no trouble at all.”
 I turned around. Our bodies lay on the bed. Sid stood beside herself. It was different, much different, from when I had traveled to the Wyrd Sisters. And this time, I did not have my raven wings. I was myself, but in spirit. And this time, I was in control.
“Is this how you usually go the faerie?” I asked.
“Sometimes. Sometimes I go to them whole as I did that day in the barrow.”
“How did you do that?”
“I saw the portal to their world. Sometimes it is a glowing light. Sometimes there is a door. It is easier to walk between the world as solid flesh when you are in the old holy places, cairns, circle stones, or even caves. There are many caves in our realm that lead to dark, old places. They are guarded by the little people of the hollow hills who will trick you and kill you if they can. That’s how I got lost at the autumn festival. They turned me around in the caves, and I emerged far from here. They are dark, old, and dangerous things.”
“What are they?”
“Not human. Not faerie. Old. Ancient. From another world and time,” she said. I couldn’t help but notice her tremble. “Come, let’s send before we grow too tired.”
“Send?”
“Who do you want to see?” she asked.
“Banquo,” I said right away.
She smiled.
It was strange to exist as a specter. I lifted my hands and saw through them. The world outside my window was silver.
“Where do you suppose Banquo is?” Sid asked.
“Somewhere north, or on his way here.”
“Think then. See him. Find him. There is a tie between you and him. It is strong. Feel that pull and follow it.”
I closed my eyes and thought about Banquo. I suddenly became warm, as if I was standing near a fire. I smelled men’s bodies and ale. The heat was stifling. It made me feel heavy with sleep. I cracked my eyes open and saw a roaring fire in the center of a hall. Men slept on the floor under heavy furs. The wind outside whipped at the doors, but the heat backed the chill away. I opened my eyes more fully and looked around. I noticed Balor sleeping near the fire. My eyes sought out Banquo. He was half-awake, half-drunk sitting on a stool in front of the hearth. I walked toward him. He spied movement and looked up. At first he squinted, as if he could not see me clearly, then his eyes opened wide.
“Cerridwen?” he whispered.
Could I speak? “Hello, Love.”
He paled. “Is something wrong?”
“All is well. It is only that I missed you. Are you coming soon?”
“Lord Thorfinn has just given us his leave. We ride south in the morning.”
“This is the stronghold of Thorfinn the Mighty?”
Banquo nodded.
Another man stirred and sat up. He stared at me. He had long black hair, a long black beard peppered with white, and a sharp gaze. He wore black robes and had the pelt of a fox draped over his head. Around his neck, however, we wore a medallion carved with runes; it was the badge of a skald.
“Soon then,” I whispered to Banquo and pulled back. As if I was being reeled in like I fish, I felt my energy snap back, and I stood once again in Sid’s room. Her shadow was waiting. Both of our bodies still lay on the bed.
“You spoke to him?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Let’s go back to ourselves before you tire too much,” she said.
“How?”
“Don’t look at your body, simply lie back into it.”
Looking out the window, I lay back down on the bed, lying back into myself. I heard a loud noise as I took a sharp inhale. Suddenly, my flesh felt solid. I felt my heart. It was beating very softly. After a moment, Sid took a similar breath. She rolled over and rested her head on my chest.
“There was another man there who was able to see me,” I whispered.
“Besides Banquo?” Sid asked, lacing her fingers in mine.
“A skald. Banquo is north with Lord Thorfinn. They will leave in the morning to join us.”
“Thorfinn is said to have a gifted seer who travels with him. Those with the gift can see you when you cast.”
“That must have been him then,” I said and closed my eyes. “I feel so tired. And dizzy.”
“It’s always like that after a casting,” Sid replied. Her voice sounded distant. “You’ll get more used to it, but it always wears you out.”
I wanted to reply but was too weak. I snuggled closer to Sid, inhaling the scent of lemon balm soap in her hair, and fell asleep, the moonlight casting silver rays down on us.



CHAPTER TWENTY
In the days before the Samhain, I stayed busy preparing for the celebration and tried not to focus solely on Banquo’s return. Uald and I arranged rocks around the center cauldron in the shape of a star. We then banked up five fires at each of the star’s points. Aridmis and I collected gourds, acorns, and late fall herbs to adorn the tables. The others were busy as well. In preparation for the event, Druanne and Sid had gone to prepare a special elixir that would loosen the spirit and allow us to interact with our ancestors.
“The elixir of the ancestors is a heavy potion. Druanne must fast and pray in order to prepare it properly. She and Sid have journeyed to a sacred place to prepare the draft,” Epona told me when I’d gone looking for Sid.
“The mound?” I asked.
Epona shook her head. “There are many sacred places nearby. You will learn them all, in time.”
I frowned. I didn’t like the idea of Druanne and Sid together. I knew Sid would watch over Druanne, would keep her safe, but who would watch over Sid? The thought of the two of them together made me feel nauseated. As I waited, I also worked alongside Bride, who had been repairing and making new ceremonial masks.
One evening before Samhain, I sat working in Bride’s small house. Her home had two small bedrooms, one reserved for the mysterious Tully who I had not yet met, set off from a main sitting room where we worked in front of a stone fireplace. Her room was adorned with dried flowers and framed embroidery. It was warm and clean and smelled like milled soap. Bride had unbraided her long, gray hair and let it fall freely all around her. She looked lovely, but ancient, in the firelight. Her lined face wrinkled like ripples on the water.
“When the moon rises, we will all wear our masks so the gods may come more freely amongst us, and the Samhain potion will loosen our spirits. The dead will wander freely amongst the living. You never know who you will see, my dear,” she said as she handed me one of the completed masks, “but I know the last person I want to see is my late husband!” she added with a laugh which I joined.
“You suppose old MacAlpin will visit me?” I asked jokingly.
Bride smiled and shook her head. “We both best be careful whose names we whisper on the wind. After all, you keep what you conjure,” Bride said, then looked thoughtful. “Maybe I’ll see that young buck who lifted my skirts on Beltane eve when I was fifteen, if he’s on the other side,” she said, then laughed again. “He had such lovely eyes, lovely skin. In fact, he looked a bit like your druid.” Bride winked at me.
My druid. I grinned at her then studied the stag mask I held in my hands. Half of the mask had been made from the skull of a stag, its antlers still intact. It had been sewn onto a pelt so it might be worn over the head. Small bells and feathers had been strung to the antlers. I set the mask into the basket with the others. Within, I saw that Bride had made a mask with black raven feathers. I lifted the mask. She had shaped the leather so the face looked like a beak.
Bride smiled. “I made that one for you.”
“Thank you,” I said, lifting the mask to my face. It touched me that she had made something for me in particular, a gift for the new me. I looked out the eye-slits. I was struck with a strange, dizzying sensation.
“Not yet,” Bride said, gently taking the mask from my hands. “It may look simple enough, but every stitch is a spell. It is the craft of the Crone,” she said with a grin, her blue eyes twinkling. “One day you will learn,” she added then set the mask into the basket with the others, “when you are gray like this old hare,” she added with a chuckle.
* * *
On Samhain eve morning, the jingling of rigging woke me. With no regard to the tangle my hair had become nor the fact that I was still wearing my bed clothes, I jumped from bed and ran to the coven square: Banquo had come. My heart pounded in my chest. Finally, he had returned.
“Merry met!” I called to Banquo and Balor.
Balor smiled as he removed the red hood he was wearing, uncovering his bald head. “Blessed Samhain to you, Lady Cerridwen.”
“And to you, Wise Father,” I replied, but my eyes had already turned to Banquo. I fought back tears of joy.
Banquo dismounted and rushed to me, catching me up in his arms. “My dear,” he whispered in my ear, kissing me on the cheek.
Behind me, the door to Epona’s house opened. I didn’t see her, but I could feel her behind me. She cleared her throat.
Banquo set me down. Blushing, he turned and bowed respectfully to her. “My Lady,” he said, “may the Old Ones smile on you.”
She laughed good-naturedly then clapped him on the shoulder. “Dear Banquo. May your ancestors bless you on this holy day.” She then gave Banquo an odd look, the expression looking like something between curiosity and sympathy, and I wondered why. Was she unhappy with the relationship that had grown between us or did she know something?
I didn’t care. It was Samhain eve, the night when the dead walked, and Banquo and I were together again. It was the holiday that marked the new year for those who celebrated the old ways. The harvest done, the Goddess would begin her winter slumber.
Aridmis emerged from her cabin to welcome Balor and Banquo, and Uald stuck her head out of the smithy.
“Cerridwen,” Uald called. “You and Banquo can come help me.”
Banquo and I crossed the square while casting nervous glances at one another. My stomach was full of butterflies. I felt so happy but also uneasy. Had Banquo talked to his father? Did he have any news? Would he be angry to learn I had nothing to tell him? Would he wait longer? My mind was filled with a thousand questions and worries.
“Are you all right?” Banquo asked. “When you sent the casting, I worried.”
I smiled at him. “I just missed you desperately.”
“I’m glad I was able to make it in time. I nearly had to enchant Lord Thorfinn in order to get him to release me. But he is a romantic. When I told him I traveled to see my love, he let me go.”
I squeezed Banquo’s hand, but remembering Madelaine’s words about Thorfinn, my mind spun with a flurry of questions. “A romantic, eh? Is Thorfinn wed? In love?”
“He’s mad for a girl from Norway, doing anything he can to win her hand. He’s almost as mad as I am for you.”
We stopped at the gate of the smithy. Uald was in the barn.
Banquo leaned in and kissed me quickly. I reached up and touched his face. His beard was filling out. It looked handsome on him and was long enough that it felt soft to the touch. I gazed into his chestnut-colored eyes.
“Later…let’s talk?” Banquo asked.
I nodded just as Uald came around the corner of the smithy. She stood with her hands on her hips, a bemused expression on her face. I noticed then that she was dressed for hunting. Her hair was pulled up into a braided bun at the back of head, her bow strung on her back.
“Well, did I give you enough time?” she asked.
I winked at her. “No.”
“Sorry,” she said with a laugh. “Hurry it up a bit next time. Let’s go.”
“Go?” Banquo asked.
“I’m headed out to check my traps. We need game for tonight’s celebration. The ancestors will be hungry. But if you’d rather stay…” she said, looking behind us.
Banquo and I turned. Balor, Epona, Aridmis, and Bride had already gathering in a circle to begin what Sid had forewarned me would be a long day of prayer.
“Lead the way,” Banquo said, and soon we were following Uald into the forest.
Kelpie and the other horses nickered at us as we passed the pen into the woods. Soon, we were deep in the woods. Most of the trees had lost their leaves. The bright autumn hues of orange and red had faded to dull brown. It was cold at night, and in the morning, the first frosts froze the grasses, making them brittle. The loamy scent of the decay of fall had started to fade, replaced by the nose-chilling wind and the threat of snow.
Uald led us to an area in the woods where I’d never traveled before. Here, the trees were massive. The last leaves clung to the branches, twisting like bats hanging from the limbs.
“A moment,” Banquo called as we passed under an ancient oak tree. He pulled a small golden sickle from his belt, stuck it between his teeth, then grabbed a limb and pulled himself up into the tree. “Mistletoe,” he explained through clenched teeth.
As he pulled himself up, his tunic lifted, and I saw the line of dark hair trailing down his muscular stomach and below his waistline. My body tingled as I thought about that day at the spring and the feel of his hands. Banquo easily pulled himself up into the tree.
“Cut a bundle for me as well,” Uald called up to him.
We stood under the tree and watched as Banquo moved adeptly amongst the limbs harvesting the herb. For the Druids, mistletoe was one of the most sacred of all herbs.
“He is nice to look at,” Uald said. She cocked her hip and grinned as she looked at Banquo, her lips pulling to one side.
“I thought you didn’t care for romantic nonsense,” I teased.
“I’m not being romantic. He’s just nice to look at. But I do like him. I hope it ends well for you.”
Madelaine. Madelaine, where are you? I thought. How could I explain to Banquo? I still wasn’t sure what I was going to say. I knew, without a doubt, that Banquo and I belonged together. But I still could not tell him who I was for risk of losing it all.
Banquo jumped from the branches and landed with a grunt, righting himself at once. He handed a clutch of mistletoe to Uald who nodded to him in thanks, stuck the herb into her game sack and headed back into the forest.
“I was surprised to see you,” Banquo told me when Uald was a good distance ahead of us.
“The casting?”
He nodded.
“Sid is teaching me to control my power.”
“You once mentioned that you too have walked in the forgotten spaces.”
I nodded.
“Where did you go?”
For a moment, I thought of the Wyrd Sisters. I had not seen them in so long. Perhaps they were done with me. “I’m not exactly sure,” I said with a shake of the head.
“Once I—” Banquo began.
“Here,” Uald called.
We hurried up to Uald who was standing over a trap where a small hare struggled to get free. Uald motioned for me to open up the bag. Grabbing the hare with her gloves hands, she snapped the creature’s neck then tossed him in the bag.
My mind drifted, dreaming of the taste of roasted rabbit. I hadn’t eaten since the evening before. I was starving. The fast had me feeling dizzy. But of course, this flesh was not for me. Tonight we would serve our ancestors. We would welcome them back to the realm of the living, offer them a feast, and pray for their guidance. It was Samhain eve. Tonight, the dead would walk.
After we emptied Uald’s traps, we started back toward the coven. Then suddenly Uald stopped.
“Nine Ash,” Uald said as she pointed west. “Follow nine ash trees. They will lead you home. I have something I need to take care of. You’ll reach the coven in about half an hour…or so,” she said with a wink then left us alone. She disappeared into the trees, whistling as she wandered away from us.
“Where is she going?” Banquo wondered aloud.
I suspected she was headed to check on Druanne and Sid, but I didn’t say so. It was not my place to divulge my sister’s secrets. And I also suspected Uald had formulated this plan just to give us this time alone. I was grateful to her.
Despite the chill in the air, the long walk had made me hot. I was parched and my head hurt, but Epona had forbidden us to drink. “Can we rest a bit?” I asked Banquo, motioning to a boulder near the first ash tree.
He nodded then joined me on the rock. I rubbed my eyes and stretched out my long legs.
“So you missed me?” Banquo asked with a teasing smile as he took my hand, “my lady with the violet eyes.” He touched my chin gently.
“Enough to jump out of my skin for you!”
He laughed. “Then it must be love. I certainly haven’t had a woman do that for me before. But then again, I’ve never met anyone quite like you.”
I smiled softly at him.
He leaned in and gently kissed my lips. “Sweet priestess of the cauldron,” he whispered. “I did stop in Lochaber when I traveled north. My father…he wants me to serve alongside Jarl Thorfinn for a year before he will hear of any marriage. But he did say, perhaps, if he knew more about the lady he could be convinced otherwise. He wasn’t keen on the mystery of your identity, though Balor vouched for your lineage without divulging details. It seems my master knows who you are. And your aunt, did she…?”
“I spoke to her and pled our case. We have a male relative—my uncle—who must decide. Ultimately, it is for him to say. I haven’t heard from my aunt. I don’t know my uncle’s decision on the matter yet.”
“Cerridwen,” he said looking closely at me, “Lochaber is a vast holding. Surely, I am a good match for you.”
I sucked in my bottom lip, chewing on it as anxiety wracked my stomach and made my already pounding head feel worse. What could I say? He was right. For just about any girl in the land, he was a great match, and he loved me. And I loved him. “You, my love, are the only match for me,” I said, leaning in to kiss his sweet lips. I caught the scents of rosemary and mint in his hair. I inhaled deeply, trying to draw in his very essence.
Banquo pulled me toward him and began to kiss me passionately. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight. He slid from the boulder and came to sit on his knees in front of me, between my legs, clutching me about the waist. He buried his face against my chest. “I love you. Please, tell me who you are,” he whispered.
The words nearly tumbled from my mouth, but I bit them back. He was asking for the hand of Boite’s daughter. Without knowing it, he was positioning himself so his sons would have a claim to the throne of Scotland. What would he think, what would he do, when he knew who I really was? Would he fear to aim so high? Would he flee from me out of hopelessness? Would he divulge it too soon to those who would make decisions for us? I didn’t want to lose him. Maybe Madelaine could convince Malcolm. I had to let her try. If she succeeded, Lochaber would win a great prize. And if Madelaine was not successful, Lochaber’s bid was just one out of many, and no one would begrudge him. It was not impossible that if he knew who I really was, he might leave me, knowing it could never be. I couldn’t take the sting of it, not yet, not while there was still hope.
“I’m Cerridwen,” I whispered. In the end, I was hiding my bloodline while admitting the truth of my soul. My kin could cost me his love, but my soul belonged to him.
Banquo stood, kissed me on the forehead, and held out his hand. He looked pale, his mouth turning sadly. “Let’s go back,” he said. We walked silently back through the forest. I bit back tears. I knew I had hurt him, and it wounded me terribly. But there was no way I could make him understand, at least not yet. I was so sorry. I wanted to explain everything to him, but I couldn’t. I was afraid. The whole way back to the coven I wrestled with the problem, but never found the right words to make him understand. I loved him. I loved him so much. I chewed on my lip and tried not to cry, all the while cursing the blood in my veins.
By the time we had returned, the bards had arrived.
“Lady Cerridwen and Lord Banquo,” Bergen, the leader of the bards, called when we emerged from the woods. It was almost as if he was announcing us at court, like a married couple. I felt the sting of it.
“My brothers,” Banquo called cheerfully, pulling on a false face, then he turned to me. “My love, do you mind?” he asked me softly, motioning to the bards. His face looked haunted, his eyes watery.
“Banquo,” I whispered and reached up and touched his cheek. He closed his eyes when my hand rested on his skin. “I love you. Please know how much I love you.”
He smiled, took my hand, and kissed my fingers. “I trust you,” he whispered then pressed my hand against his lips. “And I love you too.” Once more, he kissed me on the forehead then went to welcome the bards.
I scanned the group. Sigurd was not there.
“My Lady,” Brant called to me as he led the horses to the watering trough. “Fasting makes you even more beautiful! Your skin is glowing like the moon!”
“What can I say? I am a dark goddess,” I replied, grateful to have a distraction. My stomach felt sick. It was too horrible to feel Banquo’s hurt and frustration. I didn’t know what to do. At the risk of losing him, I didn’t speak. By not speaking, I risked losing him.
“Then it is your night. Let’s see who seeks you from the other side!”
I smiled. Whichever of my ancestors would walk that night, I hoped, at least they would come with some guidance. Because once again, I felt to my core that I was an orphan.
We spent most of the day in silent prayer or busying preparing the feasting table. Once Uald returned, I worked as much as I could with her; she seemed adept at avoiding Epona’s ministering. Epona and Uald, old friends, functioned in many ways like equals. And, I noticed, Epona was more apt to let me slide when Uald had a good reason for me to do so. Uald was also very astute, and she picked up on the distance between Banquo and me.
“Are you all right?” she whispered as we sat in the smithy skinning hares.
I nodded, working a knife just under the skin of the hare, a trick Uald herself had taught me. I shot a glance over my shoulder at Banquo who was sitting in silent prayer near the center cauldron.
“I haven’t told him who I am, my family. He wants to wed me, but he needs to know who I am. Who I really am.”
“Of course. They won’t marry Lochaber’s heir to just any girl.”
I nodded. “When he reaches for me, he reaches—”
“For Scotland, without knowing it,” she finished my sentence. “Do you love him?”
“With all my heart. I know him, Uald. As sure as I know myself.”
Uald threw a pile of guts into a slop bucket. Her knife got away from her, dropping into the pail. I reached down to get it for her. But when I pulled my hands back, they were completely covered in blood and bits.
“Ugh,” Uald groaned. She grabbed my hands and tried to wipe the blood away. The more she tried to clean the sticky liquid, the more it spread. “Out, damned spot! Out, I say,” she cursed jokingly.
I stared at my hands. Blood dripped from my fingers. I swooned. All at once, the images started to get mixed up, and I fell into a vision of myself on a battlefield. Blood, lots and lots of blood, dripped down my hands and arms. My whole body shook. Mist swirled around me. I could hear men nearby, but they were lost in the fog. A corpse chopped to bits lay on the field below me. I looked up; I was holding a heart, its blood emptying all over me, in my raised hands. In my vision, I screamed loudly, triumphantly, then cried out Banquo’s name. Hearing his name knocked me from the vision.
I stood with a start, bumping the stool out from under me. The half-skinned hare dropped to the ground. The image of the hare’s carcass overlapped in my mind with the image of the bloody dead body I’d seen in my vision. I shut my eyes and squeezed them tightly, trying to force the gruesome image away.
“Corbie?” Uald asked, so startled she’d dropped my goddess name, grabbing me and holding me steady.
“Cerridwen!” Banquo jumped the smithy wall and took me from Uald’s hands, holding me firmly but tenderly. “Are you all right?”
“A vision,” I whispered, trembling.
Aridmis rushed up behind Banquo. “Cerridwen?” she called. Worry racked her usually placid face.
“She had a vision,” Uald whispered. “The blood.”
“I’ve got her.” Aridmis took me gently by the arm. “Don’t be alarmed. It’s the nature of Samhain, a night where blood is sacred. It draws out the images, the past and future existing all at once with the present.” She led me back to the fire.
Silent, Banquo walked alongside us, his arm wrapped around my waist.
Aridmis sat me down near the cauldron then wetted a cloth. She pulled a vial of lavender oil from her satchel and sweetened the fabric. “What did you see?” she asked as she cleaned my hands.
“So much blood,” I whispered. I was still shaking. I wasn’t sure if what I saw was a memory of the past or a vision of the future. It terrified me.
Aridmis looked at Banquo and me as she worked on my hands. “It is no mistake you called his name,” she told me then cast a glance at Banquo. “I have spun the wheel and looked into your future. As you have always been, the two of you are one, but heed my words. In this life, your love will bring an end to one of you. I cannot see who. The tie between you is the strongest bond I have ever seen. It glows like a silver light from one of you to the other. But this love will end in blood.” Aridmis stood. “I’m sorry,” she said then left us to stare at one another dumbfounded.
Banquo put his arm around me. “Don’t fear,” he whispered. “Tonight, we will put it before the ancestors and let them decide.” His words were mysterious, and I was too shaken to puzzle it out. I bit my lip, closed my eyes, and rested my head on his shoulder. In that moment, all I wanted to feel was the present.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
It was sundown when Druanne finally emerged from the forest. She wore long, black robes and carried a vial of red liquid and a small wooden goblet. Her face looked very pale, and her eyes had a faraway look. Her arrival marked the beginning of the night’s ritual.
“Where’s Sid?” I whispered to Uald who was standing beside me. I had recovered from the vision the blood had prompted earlier that day, but Aridmis’ words and the tenor of the day left me feeling shaky and on edge. It was as if I could feel the worlds thinning between us as we moved toward midnight. What was real, what was past, what was present, all were starting to get confused. I hated the feeling.
“Gone.”
My stomach dropped, churning with worry. “Gone where?”
Uald shrugged.
We gathered at the center of the coven, standing in a circle around the star we had laid with stone, the five fires at each point, the center cauldron fire burning brightly. Druanne came to stand in the middle. Once she was in place, we began.
“Once the wheel has gone round,” Druanne called.
“Once again the year has come and gone,” Balor echoed.
“And with time, we too shall fade. And with time, we too shall die,” Epona called.
Her words chilled me. I glanced sidelong at Banquo. What did Aridmis mean that our love would result in one of our deaths? Was she right? 
“But not this night,” Druanne answered.
“This night we live and bid you spirits rise,” Bride called.
“By the Morrigu, by Scotia, by the Crone, join our feast,” I called.
Banquo spoke next. “Ancient ones, cross the divide. Join us on this night.”
“In peace,” Bergen called out, striking a cord on his harp. The discordant sound carried across the night’s sky.
“In goodwill,” Ivar the bard added then began beating his drum rhythmically.
“With our thanks,” Druanne called.
“So mote it be,” Balor intoned.
“So mote it be,” we all answered.
As Ivar continued to beat his drum, Druanne began her progression. One by one, she went to each person and offered them a drink of the potion, whispering something in their ear. After, everyone stood in quiet contemplation. I saw Aridmis swoon, struggling to keep her footing. Behind Druanne, Bride followed with her basket of masks. Epona donned a mask with long silver and red horsehair, the face made from a horse’s skull. Seeing her like that made me shiver.
A moment later, Druanne stepped in front of me, blocking my view. I was surprised to see how…changed…she looked. Her eyes were very distant. Her skin was pale, the blue veins on her forehead protruding. She looked almost ethereal.
“Blood of MacAlpin,” she whispered in my ear. “Honor your ancestors,” she said, handing the potion to me. Her voice sounded hollow.
Her hand was shaking as she held out a small wood cup full of the potion. I drank the sharp liquid then handed the cup back to her. It tasted bitter; my tongue caught the taste of mushrooms, berries, and acorns. There were other sharp, herbal tastes. When the liquid hit my stomach, I almost vomited. Taking a deep breath, I held the liquid down.
With a smile, Bride handed me the raven mask. “Now, my sweet girl,” she whispered.
I pulled the mask on, again hit with that same dizzying sensation. I stared out through the slits in the eyes, and this time my vision seemed sharper. I felt like I could see from far away. I looked at Ivar who had, at some point, put on some odd mask formed from a bear’s skin. I blinked, and it seemed then truly to be a bear standing in his place.
Once everyone had drunk the potion and donned their masks, we all walked around the circle counterclockwise, meeting again at the feasting table. Epona stood at the head of the table. Silently, we all stood behind one chair at the table. Banquo stood across from me. He was wearing the stag mask, looking out at me through the sockets in the stag’s skull.
“We call you, ancestors. The walls between the worlds are thin tonight. Join us from the beyond. Dine and dance with us this night. Come amongst us. Take pleasure in these earthly things. Whisper your secrets and feel our love,” Epona called.
“Call your ancestors!” Balor ordered.
“Thomas,” Epona called.
“Aiden,” Bride called.
“Dorrit,” Uald called.
They went around until they came to me. “Emer!”
“Brighid,” Banquo called. His sister, I guessed.
Once we’d all evoked our ancestors, Balor called out, “Ancestors, you are welcome. Eat! Dance and be merry so they may remember the feel of flesh and the pleasure of life!”
With that, we all filled the plates before us, not to eat, but to serve. I never knew my mother. I had no idea what she liked to eat. I knew nothing about her. Feeling miserable, I set her plate and poured her a glass of honey mead not knowing if she would have preferred ale or wine. Behind my mask, tears streamed down my face. In the end, my mother was a stranger to me. She would never come. I felt alone in my misery.
“Come, my dear,” I heard Bride say, putting her soft hand in mine. She wore a dark mask that covered her face with black lace. She led me to the fires where the bards had pulled out their instruments and joined Ivar, who was still drumming, in making wild music. I scanned around for Banquo. He was gone. Aridmis and Epona began to dance. The place shimmered with glowing orbs of silver and while light.
I felt hot and very dizzy. The entire world spun. I looked out with the raven’s eyes and my vision doubled. The music clanged strangely. Everyone looked deformed in their masks. And suddenly, the coven seemed to be full of people. I sensed a great number of spirits lurking there with us. Intermixed in the crowd, I swore I could see the smiling faces of maidens, Priestesses and Druids who’d come before us. Their clothes, from courtly dresses to animal skins, hinted at ages past. The dead, our ancestors, had heard our call. For a glimmering moment, I saw Epona standing face to face with the shining spirit of a young, handsome man. Her wild boy. Their eyes were locked on one another. Had his name been Thomas? Was that who she’d called?
And then I felt someone very close to me. I turned to look for Banquo, but it wasn’t him. A woman had touched me gently then turned and walked away from me toward the forest. I squinted with my raven eyes and studied her. She hand long, daffodil-colored hair and green robes. Emer. She turned and smiled at me, beckoning me to follow her. Like a fey thing, she floated over ferns and fallen logs deeper into the forest on feet that never touched the ground.
“Mother?” I called after her.
She turned and smiled at me but didn’t stop. She beckoned me forward, leading me deep into the forest. I moved swiftly after her. I prayed she would stop, would talk to me. I would have given anything to hear just one word from her. I desperately wanted to look at her face. My mother had come. I rushed deeper into the woods, following her. We passed through a thick stand of trees and came to a clearing. At the center of the clearing, bathed in moonlight, stood my druid.
My mother stopped at the edge of the clearing. I moved toward them, stopping as I neared my mother’s shade. My heart felt like it was shattering in half. I looked into her face, into her eyes. She shimmered. Her eyes were so green! I had never known that, that her eyes were the color of new leaves in spring. She smiled at me, raising one heavy brow at me, then smirked playfully.
“Mother?” I whispered, but she shook her head, motioning with her fingers to her lips that she could not speak. She smiled at me gently then flourished her hand toward Banquo. I turned and looked at him.
My druid. My bridegroom. My love. My husband. He was everything to me.
I took two steps toward him but turned and looked back at my mother. She nodded to me then turned and floated back into the forest. Not far away, waiting on a small knoll, was my father. My mother went to him and took his hand then the pair faded back into the ether. I turned back toward Banquo.
Behind the raven mask, my vision was still in double. The world around me glowed with the silver light of the moon. Banquo motioned for me to follow him then began walking through the trees.
“Where are we going?” I tried to ask him, but I swore that instead of my voice, I heard the caw of a raven.
Banquo looked back at me, but he was not himself. He was a stag, strong and powerful, his wide horns glimmering in the moonlight. He was no longer a man; he’d become the embodiment of the horned god. He had morphed into his true form. And as I moved, I realized that I was no longer myself either. I followed him on my raven’s wings. I too had revealed my true nature. I was the embodiment of my clan’s crest. I was Cerridwen, but I was also a MacAlpin: I was the daughter of ravens.
I followed my stag deeper into the forest. Soon we came to a giant oak tree at the center of a grove I did not recognize. The tree was immense and seemed as old as the woods itself. How was it I had never seen this tree before? I looked around me and realized that nothing looked familiar anymore. I wasn’t near the coven. I had walked…no, I had flown…between the worlds. I scanned all around. In the darkness just beyond the tree, tall Samhain fires burned. I saw silhouettes of men and women spinning fire. They held long torches, flames burning at the ends, and spun the flames, making ancient shapes appear on the canvas of night. From somewhere in the dark, I heard the beating of drums and the sound of flute music.
“Where are we?” I asked Banquo who stood before me still in the form of a stag. This time, however, I heard my voice. And moments after I spoke, I felt a shift in myself. My raven wings had gone.
Banquo turned and looked at me, morphing from a stag to a man. He took my hand. “Lost in time.”
I peered around me, trying to make out the people nearby. I saw their woad-painted faces and primal clothes. Their hair was braided in a strange fashion, and they beat on shields made of leather. They carried copper swords, and the bards amongst them played flutes made of bone. They were the Picts, the ancient blood of Alba. We had traveled back, or perhaps we had been conjured back, in time.
I stared at Banquo and then I knew the truth. Banquo had led me to one of the thin places. We had not traveled back in time: we had simply found a place where all times exist. He had taken me between the worlds, to a place stuck in the very middle.
Banquo reached toward me and pulled off my mask. Tentatively, I too reached up and removed his. With the masks off, Bride’s spells were undone. Some of the dizziness passed. Druanne’s potion, however, still had my mind reeling. Regardless, we were, once more, Cerridwen and Banquo. And in that moment, all of the chaos and noise and fire and people simply faded. The ancestors departed. The forest became still and quiet. There was no one and nothing but us and the moon. We stood alone under a tall oak tree in the forest in the dark of night.
“Marry me, my love. Here, in this old, sacred place, before the Gods and our ancestors, marry me,” Banquo said then.
I stared at him.
“Maybe our families will deny us in the end, so marry me here, as my priestess and I am your druid. Marry me here as Cerridwen. And as Cerridwen, you are my wife, my bride. Before your ancestors and mine, marry me. Before the old gods, please, Cerridwen.”
“Yes.” I knelt down on the mossy ground at the foot of the oak tree. Taking Banquo’s hand, I pulled him down to join me. My druid then pulled out his ceremonial, silver-hilted knife. I wasn’t surprise to see it was capped with a stag’s head.
“By the Father God,” he said, “Stag Lord Cernunnos of the Forest…”
“And by the Great Mother, as Maiden, Mother, and Crone…”
“I pledge my soul, my heart, and my blood to you,” Banquo said.
With a quick move, Banquo ran his hand along the top of the blade. Sharp crimson erupted from his flesh, blood pooling in his hand.
“And I pledge my soul, my heart, and my blood to you,” I told him. I took his knife and sliced my hand the same way Banquo had done. The metal bit sharply. The pain seared my palm, shooting pain all the way to my shoulder. I shuddered but accepted it. The sacrifice of blood would bind us, no matter what fate threw in our way. I was pledging myself to him, to my druid, with my blood and my soul. There was no deeper bond. This was the old way of marrying, bonding our spirits together. My guess was that this was not the first time we had performed such a ritual. No matter what, Banquo and I would always be connected. And beyond all imagining, my mother had been the one to bless my marriage.
We joined our hands together, our blood mingling. The essence of our beings mixed together. I closed my eyes. The cut throbbed. I felt the warmth of Banquo’s hand, his blood wet against my palm, my fingers.
“You are mine,” Banquo whispered. “And I am yours.”
“You are mine, and I am yours,” I replied. “Bound through time.”
“From life to life.”
We leaned in and kissed one another.
“No matter what happens, we are linked as man and wife, priest and priestess, before the gods,” Banquo whispered in my ear.
“So mote it be,” I whispered in reply.
Banquo kissed me gently then lay me back on the forest floor. Above me, I saw the tall limbs of the oak tree stretching into the night’s sky, the moon high and full above us. I kissed my husband desperately. I tasted the potion on his mouth, the sharp tang of mushroom and herbs on his lips. I smelled his skin and tasted the sweat on his neck. Though the air was cool, I pulled off his shirt. I wanted to see him. His chest was tattooed with swirling designs, old symbols that pledged his undying allegiance to the old gods. I stroked my hand across his skin, feeling the hair on his chest.
“Land and sea,” I whispered then pulled off my dress and undergarments.
Banquo undid his pants. “Forever one,” Banquo replied. He pulled me up and toward him, kissing me hard, then lay me back down on the ground. I felt the bare earth beneath me. Its energy rose from the ground and filled my spirit. Banquo kissed my face, my neck, my breasts. He opened my legs and soon I felt his wet mouth below, making me tremble. He then rose, and I reached out to stroke him.
“I’ll be easy,” he whispered in my ear, and moments later I felt his cock press into me. I felt the sting as my maidenhood tore for him. I whimpered a little, and Banquo moved easily, carefully. “I love you,” he whispered in my ear.
As he moved, the pain faded. We locked our eyes on one another. His curly hair became wet with sweat and stuck to his forehead. His eyes were soft and loving. He leaned down and kissed me again and again. I loved the feel of him inside me. I closed my eyes and stretched my arms out on the ground, feeling the leaves and earth under me. I looked up at the moon. Everything around me was alive with magic.
I wrapped my legs around Banquo and moved in tandem with him, feeling my body rising in passion. Banquo began to breathe hard. I was sweating with him. My body began to shake with pleasure, a feeling like lightning shooting from my head to my toes as I felt Banquo inside me, growing larger, moving faster, until he found release.
Exhausted, we both lay still on the ground, Banquo still inside me.
“My Priestess,” he whispered. “My bride.”
It was the last thing I heard before I fell asleep.
* * *
I woke the next morning to find the forest covered in thick fog. I could barely see an arm’s length in front of me. Banquo was gone and so were my clothes.
“Banquo?” I called in a whisper. My voice echoed in the mist. “Banquo?”
There was no answer, but I heard the sound of a small hammer striking an anvil somewhere in the distance. Uald?
I sighed. Where had Banquo gone? And how had I managed to lose my clothes? I headed toward the smithy, prepping myself for all the jokes I knew Uald would make. But I had given myself on my own terms. I had wed the man of my choice. It was done now, no matter what anyone said. Now I would be the bride of the son of Lochaber.
I moved forward in the fog, following the sound of the small hammer. I stepped carefully. I was not certain where Banquo had led me, but surely it was somewhere near the smithy. I just must not have noticed the tree before. Perhaps Balor had shown Banquo the place. Druids, after all, were oak seekers.
Soon the outline of the smithy started to clear. I walked toward it but got confused. It didn’t look quite like Uald’s smithy.
I saw the shape of someone standing near the anvil. They stopped and turned to look toward me. I took two more steps in the fog as it swirled around me. Across from me, the other person took a few steps toward me. Moments later, I was standing across from the black-haired man from my visions. He was wearing a leather smith’s apron but was shirtless underneath; sweat rolled down his neck. He was very fair. He had skin white as snow, his eyes clear and bright blue. In one hand, he held a small hammer, in the other, a shield he had been crafting. On it he had pounded the symbol of a raven.
“You!” he whispered then stepped toward me.
I opened my mouth to speak, not even sure what I would say, but all I heard was a raven’s shriek.
I sat up with a start.
“Are you all right?” Banquo whispered, sitting up beside me. “Heavy mist,” he said then, pulling me back down beside him. He covered us with his tunic. “Balor says to never sleep in the fog…too dangerous. The worlds are too thin at such times,” he said sleepily. “But you are so warm, and my head is still so heavy,” he said, snuggling close to me, “wife” he added with a chuckle. He closed his eyes and slept again, leaving me alone and shaking.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Banquo and I returned early in the morning before the others woke. The pentacle fires had burned out but the coals under the center cauldron were still glowing red. Quietly, I led Banquo into my little house where Thora was sleeping on what used to be Ludmilla’s bed. She raised her head and looked at us when we entered then rolled on her back and went back to sleep.
“Get warm,” I whispered to Banquo, motioning to my bed. The air had cooled overnight, and we’d woken on the cold, frozen ground. After my…vision…my sleep had been restless. I was woken over and over again by strange, bloody nightmares. The dreams featured people I didn’t know, rain, fire, and blood. And my raven-haired man was at the center of it all. Who was he? I shuddered just thinking about it.
“You’re trembling,” Banquo whispered, pulling me onto the bed beside him. “You’re not afraid, are you? Your aunt…”
I shook my head as I nestled into his arms, pulling the covers up to my chin. It wasn’t the real world that frightened me. “No, only cold. I love you, and my mother’s spirit led me to you. I have no doubts in my mind.”
Banquo kissed my shoulder. “Balor and I will ride north again this morning. I have to rejoin Jarl Thorfinn. Once you talk to you aunt, just send word. I’ll make the arrangements to have you join me. You’ll like Jarl Thorfinn. He’s got a kind spirit. He’s like a brother to me.”
“Then Lochaber promotes Thorfinn’s bid for power?” I asked nervously. If Banquo’s family was allied against mine, then I would have no choice but to abandon Madelaine and Malcolm. I would have to turn on my blood, throw my allegiance behind the north, just to keep my husband. It was an act that could cost me my head, but my choice had already been made. I had given my heart.
“Lochaber favors Thorfinn and Macbeth as the rightful powers in the north, but we are not interested in waging war…at least not yet. My father is waiting to see how the King will play out the game now that Gillacoemgain of Moray has usurped power by killing Macbeth’s father, Findelach. No one knows for certain why King Malcolm plotted against his own daughter’s husband, but Findelach is dead. Macbeth’s claim is weakened. One thing is for certain, the path to the throne is much less complicated for King Malcolm’s favorite, Duncan. Cerridwen, my father’s allegiances…do they complicate things for you?”
More than he could ever know. “No,” I said then. “You are my husband now. The matter is no longer complicated.” And in my heart, I told myself that I really believed it.
* * *
Banquo and I didn’t speak a word of our marriage to anyone. And he was right, as soon as Balor had risen, he roused Banquo and bid him say his goodbyes. I followed my husband around the coven like a sick, miserable thing. No matter how hungry I had felt the day before, now my stomach tossed and turned with anxiety. Maybe the potion of the ancestors had pushed us beyond where our logic would have allowed us to go, but we loved each other. My mother had led me to my druid. I had wed him before the old gods. That’s all there was to it.
“We will not be back until spring,” I heard Balor tell Epona. She held the reins to his horse while he mounted.
“May the great ones watch over you. The winter will be long and harsh. Take care,” she told him, kissing his hand in respect.
I turned my attention to Banquo. “I’ll send word soon,” I whispered, handing him his reins. Hot tears were streaming down my cheeks. My heart ached.
“As soon as you can,” Banquo said. His eyes were watery. “I hate this.”
“It will be done soon,” I reassured him.
He leaned over and kissed me on my head. “Let it be done then. Come to me in Caithness. Let’s make babies all winter,” he said then laughed.
In spite of myself, I chuckled and wiped the tears from my cheeks.
Balor reined his horse in and motioned for Banquo to follow. With a wave, my husband rode off, leaving me amongst my sisters. I watched him go, studying every inch of his body. I tried to memorize his frame. I tried to remember his taste and the feel of his hands. I etched his image in my mind. And once more, before he passed through the wall sheltering our grove, he turned and looked back at me. And in that moment, I felt my heart break.
* * *
I decided I would wait until night to tell Epona everything. The bards weren’t planning to leave until later that afternoon. I stayed inside my little house most of the day and thought over what I would say to Epona, to Madelaine. In my mind, the matter was final. It didn’t matter what Malcolm wanted. He could marry someone else to Duncan, or Thorfinn, or anyone else for all I cared. I was married to Banquo.
The moon was high in the sky when I finally went to seek Epona. The coven was dark. All the women had gone to bed. Smoke rolled out of the little chimneys. It would be hard to tell Epona that I was leaving, and I would need to send a casting to Madelaine. It had to be done. I wouldn’t keep any more secrets from Banquo. I would send the casting and be done with it. As I headed across the square, I noticed smoke trailing from Sid’s house. I looked at Epona’s door. It could wait a few more minutes. Surely, Sid could advise me.
I stopped at the center fire on my way to Sid’s. No doubt she hadn’t eaten. Small pots sat warming on stones all around the cauldron. Aridmis had made lamb mutton. I could still smell its sweet scent. I bent beside the fire.
The bank of coals under the cauldron flickered like a beating heart, thumping red, orange, and black. It had grown very cold outside. I could smell the threat of snow in the air. I was about to lift one of the pot lids when I saw a shadow out of the corner of my eye. In the hours waning from Samhain, it did not pay to ignore shades. The dead, especially those who did not wish to be dead, still roamed the land. And they were not all friendly.
I stood to find a woman standing a few feet back from the fire. She was half-concealed by shadows, but I could still make out her features. Her hair was scarlet red, the color of velvet and blood. Her locks were twisted over her shoulder, decorated with black gems and small bones. She held a tall staff topped with a human skull, and on her left shoulder sat a raven.
“My Lady,” I whispered, bowing my head. My knees went soft. A sharp pain spread across my chest as wild panic beat through my veins. Why had the Goddess of Death come?
“Do you know who I am?” she asked, and I realized then that she sounded angry.
“You…you are the Morrigu,” I stammered, looking up at her.
She smiled, her lips curling to reveal sharp, pointed teeth. “I am death.”
“Pray, what service can I offer you, Lady?” I whispered.
 She laughed a full-blooded laugh. “Prey,” she said then paused. “I have marked you as mine since your birth. It was me who answered Boite’s call. The time has come for you to do my will.”
My whole body shook. My heart beat so hard I could hear it slamming in my chest, my eardrums throbbing. “I am yours to command.”
“It is time to join your sisters of the cauldron.”
“The cauldron…the Wyrds?”
The Morrigu clenched her jaw. I could feel anger emanating from her. Her eyes narrowed. She took a step toward me. “Did you think your destiny was your own to choose? Saucy and over-bold, how dare you traffic and trade with Banquo in riddles and the affairs of men, giving what was not yours to give? You don’t belong to Malcolm or Madelaine or Banquo or even yourself. I am your mistress. Boite gave you to me. I am the source of all that power locked inside you. You…are mine. And you will go where I command. You will learn what I deem fitting when I decide.”
“I—” I began, but I wasn’t sure to what to say. My knees were shaking.
The Morrigu nodded to her raven. It flew to Epona’s window to peck on the glass.
“I’ve honored you with this choice. You are the first to join my coven in nearly five hundred years,” the goddess told me.
Shocked, I looked from the Goddess to Epona’s house. Epona’s door opened slowly. She stepped into the doorway, her hair all a mess. She pulled a blanket tight around her and squinted outside.
“Cerridwen?” she called.
With the most subtle twist of her wrist, the Death Goddess recalled her raven. It was then that Epona spotted her. I heard her gasp as she took two steps toward us then she bowed deeply.
“She is for the ether,” the Morrigu told Epona.
Thora emerged from the darkness and padded across the coven square to me. She stood beside me whimpering softly.
Epona said nothing. I could see she was shaking.
“Do you understand, horsewoman?” the Morrigu asked Epona.
“Yes, My Lady,” Epona answered hesitantly.
The Morrigu laughed. “You’ll get what’s yours. I’ve already agreed to that bit, but for now, it’s time to play,” she said then turned to me. “Before this one complicates matters further with her…will.” With a flourish of her staff, the space around Thora and me began to roll with twisting black smoke. It snaked around us like it was alive.
“Cerridwen!” I heard Sid scream.
I turned to see Sid rushing from her house toward us, a look of shock and fear painted on her face.
The Morrigu stepped forward, grabbed me by my neck, and looked at me face to face. Her eyes were dark as a starless night, her skin pale, lips red. “Why Gruoch, you look confused,” she said with a laugh then everything went black.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The Morrigu let go. I twirled like I was trapped in the middle of a windstorm. Around me was a whirlwind of black smoke. I felt dizzy as I twisted in the wind. My head throbbed like it was being squeezed, and my ears popped. Then I hit the ground hard. I was lying on the ground under a flower arbor. Enormous, long purple flowers growing on vines twisted around the ancient stone column. Their smell was sweet, like mint, milkweed, and lilacs. I had only seen them once before. Madelaine had called the vine wisteria. The world around me was lit in hues of black, purple, and silver. I closed my eyes and inhaled the wisteria’s perfume. My ears were ringing; my head felt heavy. I felt disoriented, but I also felt very angry. Slowly, I sat up and looked around.
The arbor opened to a courtyard surrounded by crumbling stone columns. The flagstones glimmered silver. Wisteria grew all over everything. The sky was black; only scant beams of moonlight managed to slip though. Outside the circle of the cracked and tumbling columns, I could make out the shapes of half-tumbled buildings. Stones littered the ground. I was in a ruin. And at the center of the courtyard, in an ancient and decayed temple, was a cauldron. Beside that cauldron stood the Wyrd Sisters. The Morrigu was gone.
I rose and walked toward the women. My blood was thundering through my veins. My nostrils flared in fury. “Where am I? How do I get back?” I demanded.
The older woman, who stood bent and leaning against a staff, half-grunted, half-laughed. “You’re in the otherworld, girl. Where do you think?”
“Come, Cerridwen,” the younger woman beckoned. “Drink and be at ease,” she added, dipping a silver ladle into the cauldron and lifting it, offering it to me.
“I need to go back. Now. Tell me how to go back.”
“Why?” the old woman answered me in a voice that was too loud and too abrupt. Her voice echoed throughout the space. I realized then that wherever I was, it was very…empty.
I opened my mouth to answer, but she interrupted me.
“You cannot defy the Dark Lady, unless you wish for death. Or maybe she would just punish you by condemning your druid. You are here because the Morrigu wants you here. Would you disobey the Goddess of Death?”
I stared hard at the old woman, who stared equally hard back at me. Then, after a moment, she chuckled. “Stubborn girl. Still stubborn as ever. Drink, Cerridwen. Drink and learn. I am not your enemy. I’m just a bubble of the earth,” she said with a laugh then turned and sat down on a bench nearby. I stared at her. She was an ancient thing, her long gray hair nearly sweeping the ground. Her face was deeply wrinkled, and her fingers gripping the staff were gnarled and boney. Exasperated, she sighed and looked expectantly at me. When I didn’t move, she flourished her hand in irritation toward the younger woman who still held the ladle, waiting expectantly for me.
“Come, sister,” the red-haired woman said. “We will not harm you. Drink so you may know,” she said.
Hesitantly, I moved toward her, eyeing her carefully. This was the first time I’d ever seen either of them very clearly. Every time I’d encountered the Wyrds before they had always seemed so mysterious. Now, they both seemed common: an old woman and her middle-aged companion. The younger woman’s auburn locks curled down over her shoulders, and her eyes were hazel, a mixture of soft blue and green. She was, perhaps, the same age as Madelaine, and she was very pretty.
“Drink, daughter of Boite,” the ancient woman said, tapping her staff, “so we can get on with it!” she added.
The red-haired woman handed the ladle to me. I was surprised when the metal felt cold to the touch. A hot fire burned under the cauldron, that was certain, but the ladle and the liquid were cold. I lifted the ladle. The liquid within smelled strange; sweet and vile at once. I eyed the red-haired woman who smiled encouragingly at me. I drank. The liquid was as cold as water from a frozen stream. I felt its chill as the liquid slipped down to my belly. For a moment, I worried I had been poisoned. I swooned.
“Grab her,” I heard the old woman call before I dropped into unconsciousness.
Images flashed before my eyes like I was dreaming. I saw the cauldron courtyard and the wisteria arbor as it had been many, many years ago. I saw the ruins basked in sunlight. The place had been alive. The place where the cauldron sat was the courtyard of a temple. Like a ghost, I stood watching the world moving around me while everyone else was unaware of me. Everywhere I looked I saw priestesses dressed in dark purple robes with black capes. They moved through the wisteria-covered buildings chanting, swinging incense, and carrying offering bowls, many of which were filled with blood. They left their offerings before a massive, white-stone statue of the goddess that sat further within the temple.
Then I moved with the speed of thought beyond the walls of the temple, which sat on a hill far above the city, into the streets below. The city bustled. The citizens passed by, their bodies tattooed with symbols of death: ravens, skulls, weapons, even monsters. This was a city that reveled in death. Red-robed priests, carrying staves topped with skulls, passed in and out of a smaller shrine at the bottom of the temple stairs. Warriors carrying heavy swords dressed in glimmering armor hurried up and down the streets.
But the streets were filled with common people too. Rugged, seafaring commoners hustled down the streets: fishermen on their way to sea, mothers chasing children, old men driving mule carts. The people looked…content. They did not fear the priests and priestesses of death who intermingled with them. They nodded in respect. This island belonged to the Dark Lady. This was the home of death. Here, the Dark Goddess had ruled.
The images around me began to spin and blur, and I felt that I had moved forward in time. When I stopped again, it was in a scene of cataclysm. The ground shook. Even in my vision, I could feel the earth trembling. My knees felt weak. The ground shook. The people fled past me, through me, around me. The ground shook, and the buildings collapsed. Fire ravaged the place, and in terror, the people of the island fled in red-sailed boats into the wine-dark sea. The buildings collapsed. Those who stayed…well, their bodies littered the streets.
And when it was done, just as she had done to me, the Goddess of Death wove a smoky cloak around her island and pulled it into the abyss. She snatched her land, shifting time and space, and moved it into the otherworld. Her city hidden, her acolytes dead or dispersed, she shuttered her world in darkness, leaving it inaccessible to common man.
The vision left me. Pain shot across my head. I felt like a bolt of lightning struck me. I could feel someone holding me.
“Welcome home,” the old woman said. Then, I slept.
* * *
It was a long time before I woke. I remember what Sid told me about how time moved in the otherworld; days in the otherworld could be weeks or months in the human realm. There was no way to know how much time had passed. I was lost to the world of man. Lost. Everything I loved had been taken from me. My friends. My husband. Everything. The Morrigu had snatched me up just as my life was beginning. She seemed angry that I’d dare to choose my own path, but she never bothered me even once before. All my life she had left me in peace: why would she demand ownership of me now? Why? I didn’t dare command answers from the Morrigu, but the Wyrds…surely they knew.
It was dark when I woke. I was lying on a bed covered in deep purple satin. The room was very small. The walls were made of the same crumbling gray stone I had seen outside. Wisteria snaked through the window, into the room, and across the wall. It filled the place with its sweet scent. A corridor led from my room to the open space outside. I danced my hands across my body. I had been re-dressed in a dark purple velvet gown. A black robe lay across the end of my bed. It was the same clothing the priestesses had worn in my vision.
Quietly, I padded out of my room. Outside I found the stone courtyard with the massive center cauldron. The women were not there. I crossed the courtyard and went under the flower arbor. It was dark, but there I found a path leading downward. As I traveled, I recalled the vision the cauldron’s potion had given me. I remembered that the courtyard was at the back of the temple of the Dark Goddess, which sat above the town. If I followed the path downward, around the side of the massive temple, I would emerge into the old city.
The temple rose high above me, its walls higher than any castle I had ever seen. The pathway was covered in rubble and wisteria grew wildly down the walls. Finally, I came to the end of the trail. There, I found a wide, stone-paved city street; it was the street I had seen in my vision. True to my vision, the city was in ruins and was completely abandoned. It felt so…hollow. I scanned around. The city street was lined on both sides with shops that had collapsed or been burned black. I also spotted the smaller temple I had seen in my vision, the one where I had spotted the red-robed priests. Everything was in ruin and charred. But when I closed my eyes, I still remembered the streets as they had been: bright, filled with people, children, and dogs. Dogs. Thora!
“Thora,” I called, suddenly afraid. She had been at my side when the Morrigu had snatched me from Epona’s coven. Where was she? Had she been left behind? “Thora!” My voice echoed through the dead city.
After a few minutes, a bark echoed through the hollow space.
The sound had come from further within the city. I rushed down the street, dodging fallen stones and massive fissures when there ground had cracked open, hoping that Thora was unhurt. “Thora!”
She emerged from a side street and ran toward me. I knelt and ran my hand across her black coat; her tail wagged with joy. “Are you all right?” I asked her, half expecting her to answer me. Instead, she only licked my hand.
“Cerridwen?” a voice called. The younger woman was walking down the street carrying a lantern in front of her. I noticed then that the light burning in the lantern was purple. She was dressed exactly like me: in a purple robe with a black cloak. “There you are. I heard you calling for your dog. Please don’t worry. We’ve taken good care of her,” the woman said. Thora trotted over to her. “I’ve missed the companionship of animals,” she said, rustling Thora’s ear playfully. “Please…I’m Nimue,” she introduced then smiled apologetically at me. “I know how she brought you here,” Nimue said then, linking her arm in mine. “I think the Morrigu forgets we are human. Andraste and I saw it all through the eyes of the cauldron. I’m sorry it was so jarring. Please, let me take you to Andraste. There is much to be said.”
Andraste. Andraste. Where had I heard that name before?
“It was the same for me when I first came. One moment I was walking along the coast back to the cave I shared with my master, the next moment I found myself here. From that moment on, I belonged to the coven of the Dark Goddess.” Nimue sighed then continued. “I was angry at first. I loved my master. But, in time, I came to understand my role.”
“Who was your master?”
Nimue smiled at me. “Merlin.”
“That’s not possible,” I blurted out. Even if Merlin had been real, he would have lived nearly five hundred years ago.
“Time does not move the same here. For me, it seems like yesterday. I will let Andraste explain. She has been here a very long time.”
I looked up the street at the temple, which had been so clear in my visions. The path around the side of the temple did not give justice to its glory. At its front, great steps led upward to the domed building that sat high above the town. What had been two exquisite statues of ravens now stood battered and crumbled at the base of the stairs. The temple’s main body was circular. Wisteria had nearly overtaken the walls. Rubble lay on the steps though a path had been cleared to the top.
Nimue and I walked up the long steps, Thora bounding ahead of us. I was awash in a hundred different emotions. But most of all, I was determined to go home. My heart ached for my love. I gazed down at my hand. I was surprised to see that the knife cut had healed, and a scar had sealed itself over the cut. I stopped and stared at it.
“What is it?” Nimue asked.
“I had…I had a cut here. It’s gone.”
Nimue took my hand and examined the scar. “Was it a bonding ceremony?”
Apparently the Wyrds didn’t know everything. I nodded.
She ran her hand over the scar. “Your druid?”
“Yes.”
“Time has passed in the real world. Now you know how much.”
“Banquo will be looking for me.”
“He is a druid. He will understand.”
“He will not abandon me here. And I will not be left here to rot!” I said, feeling indignant.
Nimue smiled softly and let go of my hand. “I remember what it feels like to love,” she said in something of a whisper then turned and led me up the stairs toward the shrine.
As I followed behind her, I felt sorry. The Wyrds had always seemed…menacing. But Nimue was nothing of the sort. She reminded me so much of Madelaine. And if her words were true, then five hundred years had passed since she had loved. My anger must have seemed trite to her. Five hundred years was a long time to nurse a broken heart.
“Nimue?” I called.
She stopped.
I rushed up the stairs to join her. I was surprised and saddened to see her cheeks wet with tears. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.
She shook her head dismissively. “It’s all right. I understand you. Come,” she said, then led me into the temple.
We walked through the crumbling hall into the main shrine. Here, a massive statue of the Dark Goddess lay on the floor. Her nose and arm had been broken in the fall. I remembered the statue of the Goddess as it had been before the earthquake. It had been made from crystal dragged from the sea and polished to shimmer with sparkling white light. At its base, offering platters and vases were heaped with flowers, blood, and bones.
“This is the eternal flame of the Morrigu,” Nimue said then, motioning to a large chalice nearly five feet in height that burned with flickering orange and blue flames. The room smelled strongly of lamp oil. Nimue then led me down a hallway in the back of the shrine.
“Here is your room,” Nimue said, extending her hand toward a hall on the left, and then we emerged onto the cauldron courtyard where the older woman, Andraste, as Nimue had called her, rested on a stone bench.
Thora wagged her tail and went over to her.
“Well, Graymalkin, up to no good?” the old woman said to Thora, gently setting her hand on Thora’s head.
I stood in silence.
The older woman rose, leaning heavily against her cane, then came to look at me. To my surprise, she pulled herself upright so she could look me in the eye. Her face was lined, and those lines had lines. But she smiled softly, and her eyes, which seemed very gray, crinkled. “I’m Andraste,” she said.
 Where had I heard the name before?
“Oh, it rings in your memory, doesn’t it? Your face rung in my memory too. Always the queen, are you? Come, Cerridwen, sit,” she said, then led me back to the stone bench.
“Do you remember anything?” she asked.
I frowned, not sure I understood her question. “I remember this place through the images your cauldron gave me.”
Andraste grinned. “But do you remember this place?”
She was talking about soul magic. “I…I’m not sure.”
“Cerridwen, when you drank the potion of knowledge, what did you see?” Nimue asked.
“This place as it had been and its fall.”
“This place was once the most beautiful and magical of all places. Our people were strong. My father would go off to battle on the Morrigu’s red-sailed ships. I remember how my mother, dressed in black and purple, would stand by the ocean and let drops of blood fall into the water to protect him. We did not fear death. Death was a passage.
“We worshiped the Dark Goddess in each of her aspects: battle goddesses, death goddesses, and goddesses of magic. Yet our lady destroyed us much as she destroyed others. She shook the earth. The people fled. When it was over, the island was empty and cluttered with dead bodies. And I, a small child, had hidden in a trunk. It was the goddess of this land, the same who plucked you from Epona’s grasp, who opened the trunk and bade me crawl out.
“She told me, ‘I have changed what had to be changed. Now you are the only one left. You will age and grow old as one grows old in the otherworld. I will give you the ability to look into the world of man, and I shall counsel you on what must be done. You will do my bidding.’
“And I, a child of ten, became mistress of this island. And while I was a child, the Morrigu taught me what I should know. And now, I will teach you.”
“But what is your…our…purpose?” I asked.
“We are the Wyrds. And now, finally, we are three. Now we will change the course of history.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Later, and I am not sure if it was day or night since the sun never rose, Nimue took me to explore the city, Thora trotting along beside us.
“Why only darkness?” I asked Nimue.
“When she drew this island into the abyss, the Dark Lady cast out the sun. She permitted only her colors to rule in this place.”
I looked around then said, “Black, gray, silver, purple, and red.”
“White as well. All colors of the Dark Goddess. Silver is the color of the spirit of this world and of the Crone. Black and gray are the colors of magic. Purple is the color of the soul. Red is the color of war. White has many meanings; it is the color of divination, visions, anything involving power and consciousness. This is why the moon is sacred to all aspects of the Goddess. Its light is all-powerful.”
It seemed to me that the Morrigu was like a petty child. She was capricious, killing and taking what she believed to be hers. When she’d grown weary of her people, she’d simply snapped her city into the otherworld, painted it with her colors, then went to play somewhere else. While I had no love for the White Christ, his priests—other than Father Edwin—sometimes counseled love and justice. Their Savior was said to have been a kind man. The Morrigu, on the other hand, seemed vicious.
But as much as I loathed her viciousness, I felt her within me. I knew she was right; I had belonged to her all along. I had been hers the night I took on my raven wings and killed Alister. I had always been hers, whether I knew it or not.
“Here we are,” Nimue said as we stood outside the smaller temple at the base of the main temple stairs.
I looked up at the face of the building. Stone skeletal figures had been carved all over the walls. They fought with swords and carried shields. Whole legions of the undead were depicted fighting the living. Similar images existed throughout the city. Stone skeletons seemed to be a common decorative fixture.
“The priests were much like the Druids of my time,” Nimue continued. “They were acolytes, and bards, and warriors. They had an understanding of music and the power of resonance. Sound, they discovered, was a fabulous killer,” Nimue told me as she pushed open the door. “But unlike my people, and yours, they also knew necromancy,” she added, glancing back at me.
A shiver went down my spine. Necromancy. Just beside the door was one of the stone skeletons. Carefully, I reached out to touch it. It had a stain of blood on its head.
Nimue slapped my hand away. “Careful. This place is not quite as dead as it seems.”
I stared into the empty eye sockets of the statue and got the eerie feeling that it was looking at me. I could feel its…disappointment. “Is it…what is it?”
“Sleeping,” Nimue said. “You’ve heard the stories, I am sure, of how the standing stones that dot our beloved isle were once giants dancing with ladies. The truth of that story is not far off. You are looking at a hint.”
I looked from Nimue to the skeleton and back to Nimue again. “Come on,” she said, leading me within. “I’ll explain later.”
We stepped over broken stones as we made our way inside. The left side of the building was completely burnt. Nimue led us down a hall on the right and into a large room. The front of the room near the widows had a raised stone platform. Stone benches, most of which had fallen over, faced the platform.
“This is where they used to perform music. See how the wall is open there?” she asked, pointing to the far right. “The townspeople, though not permitted to enter the temple, were allowed to come to the courtyard to hear the priests play and sing.”
Carefully, Nimue led me up some crumbling stone stairs to the second floor, where we found the priest’s chambers. Some of the bedrooms contained elaborately carved furniture that had begun to decay.
“You can’t reach the third floor anymore,” Nimue told me. “The stairwell was destroyed, but you can just spy the space from here,” she said, pointing to a hole in the ceiling.
I gazed upward to see an overturned trunk. Plaster and stone loosened from the third floor ceiling and dropped to the floor overhead. It stirred up a swirl of ash, making both me and Nimue cough.
“We’d better go. The building is not stable.” Nimue said, turning quickly.
As I turned to join her, I spotted something on the floor overhead. It was sitting just at the edge of the hole in the second floor ceiling.
“Wait,” I said. “There, do you see that?” I asked her. I took a few steps to the side to get a better look. There, at the very edge of the hole, was a small silver box. “A box.”
“Probably just an old stone, part of the wall or ceiling.”
“No, no. It’s silver. It glows. There, do you see it?” I asked, pointing.
She stood beside me and looked up. “It is a box.”
I spotted a bench toward the side of the room, just tall enough to help me reach the hole in the ceiling. The temple groaned in protest as I slid the bench across the floor. From below, I heard stones clatter to the ground.
“Easy,” Nimue cautioned, her eyes darting about nervously.
Nimue steadied the bench as I crawled up. I had to stand on my toes to reach the very corner of the box with the tips of my fingers. But working slowly, I was able to scoot it to the edge. It tumbled into my waiting arms. I crawled down and set the box on the bench. Nimue stood beside me as I opened the lid.
Inside was a pair of silver wrist torcs capped with raven’s heads and a matching raven amulet. The ravens held glimmering purple stones in their beaks. Their eyes had been crafted with the same sparkling purple gems. The amulet was adorned with three silver ravens twisting around a large purple stone. The stone glowed. I had never seen anything like it before. The jewels were tarnished but in no other way damaged.
“Beautiful,” Nimue whispered. “You must show these to Andraste.”
I stared at the jewels. They were finer than any piece of jewel-work I had ever seen before. The silver looked very heavy, and the stones, well, I didn’t know what they were, but they looked like amethyst. “It seems so strange to find something so old. So…lost.”
“Just like us,” Nimue said, then set her hand on my shoulder.
I looked up at her. “Isn’t there a way out of here…a way back? Did you ever try?”
Nimue stared off into the distance. “Once. But I was…brought back. And not without consequences.”
I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth. Anger seethed in me, and for a brief moment, I swore I heard my raven wings.
“Let’s go,” I said then, closing the box lid. I followed Nimue out of the temple.
As we headed back up the main stairs of the temple of the Dark Goddess, I remembered the skeleton statue that had stood outside the priests’ temple. I turned and looked back toward the temple. My body trembled when I realized that the statue’s head had turned; its dead eyes were watching me.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Andraste was sitting at a table on the cauldron terrace. Before her was a basket full of fresh bread and rolls, their crusts flakey and golden, ripe red apples, grapes, and wheels of pale yellow cheese. She was drinking a huge goblet of wine. I stared at the food. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.
“Well, curiosity sated?” she asked when we entered.
The bread’s yeasty scent filled the air around me. Even from this distance, I could tell it was still warm.
“Cerridwen found a treasure,” Nimue said.
When I didn’t move nor speak, Andraste laughed. “Sit, child. Eat. You are hungry, aren’t you? Didn’t Sidhe tell you to remember to eat?”
“Where does the food come from?” I asked as I joined her.
Andraste handed me a hunk of bread, and I slid the box across the table to her.
Thora trotted over and sat down beside me.
Andraste laughed. “Here, Graymalkin,” she said, then unwrapped a huge bone. It must have been lamb’s leg. It was thick with meat. Thora struggled to get a hold of it, but eventually found a grip. She trotted over to the fire where she lay down and began chewing her prize. “It comes from the market, of course,” Andraste finally answered me.
“What market?” The bread practically melted in my mouth. Nimue handed me a slice of cheese and a glass of red wine that I ate and drank greedily.
“Any market. I bought these in Glasgow.”
I set the bread down. “Glasgow?”
Andraste opened the box. She stopped chewing as she stared at the jewels. “Where did you find these?”
“How did you leave?”
“In the priest’s temple. Cerridwen spotted the box on the third floor,” Nimue answered.
Andraste set down her food and lifted one of the torcs. “Beautiful. No doubt they were a hero’s prize. Now they are yours. A gift from the goddess,” she said, then slid the box back across the table to me.
“Certainly, our lady owed her a gift,” Nimue said leadingly.
Andraste frowned at Nimue. She wiped her hands on a cloth napkin then looked at me. “Our lady is growing impatient and sloppy,” she said, tossing the napkin onto the table.
“Don’t let her hear you say so,” Nimue warned.
Andraste puffed air through her lips in disgust. “Her charms are naught to me.”
“She could curse you in the afterlife.”
“Aren’t I dead already?” Andraste answered with a laugh then turned to me. “What did you think of my city?”
“Strange.”
“Indeed, it is strange. It’s little more than a tomb now.”
“Andraste, what happened to all the bodies? I don’t mean to be insensitive, but…”
“But you felt them? They didn’t go anywhere. And until you are ready, I suggest you don’t creep far from the temple.”
“The skeleton outside the priest’s temple?” I asked, turning to Nimue.
“He refused to leave when the island shook, and he paid the ultimate price. Stubborn. Now he is like me, a relic,” Andraste said with a laugh.
I suddenly felt very frustrated. “Andraste, why am I here? Why did she bring me here?”
“You are here to learn.”
“As I did with Epona.”
Andraste laughed. “Writing? Herb lore? Poems about trees? No, girl. You are here to learn what has been lost,” Andraste said, then leaned toward me. “You are here to learn wizardry.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
After I ate my fill, I went back to my small bedchamber to lie down. My head was turning over a thousand ideas at once: Banquo, the Morrigu, the black-haired man from my visions, Sid, the skeleton statue, Andraste, and…wizardry. Andraste said I would learn, not magic, but wizardry. The word itself was alive with power. I tried to sort it all out but it was useless. Before I knew it, I slept.
My sleep was fitful. In my dream, I walked down the street of the ancient city as it had once been. The priestesses in their purple gowns rushed up and down the temple steps. The red-cloaked priests wove amongst the citizens. They carried skull-capped staves and many wore head-dresses made of bone.
“Are you coming or not?” someone walking beside me asked. From the sound of the exasperation in their voice, I could tell it wasn’t the first time I’d been asked.
I turned to find Sid, but not Sid, walking beside me. She had flowing black hair, dark eyes, and wore an elegant black gown made of silk and finely-spun lace. The gown was nothing like what the priestesses of the Dark Goddess or the common citizens wore.
“I’ll come, but he won’t believe me. No one does,” I said.
Sid sighed heavily then reached out for my hand. I felt conflicted emotions swirl inside me, but then laced my fingers with hers. When I did so, I realized that I was wearing the purple robes of a priestess of the Dark Goddess. “He will,” Sid said matter-of-factly.
Sid and I turned down an alley off the main city street. Here, the passage was narrow and dimly lit. The alley twisted and turned, and finally we came to the entrance of a small, sloping building.
“Stay close,” Sid whispered.
We passed through the entryway into the low building. On both sides of the narrow entrance, braziers burned with blue fire. Inside, skulls and bones lined the sloping walls. It was a catacomb. We wound downward, deeper into the earth. At the end of the long hallway was a cave. An elaborately carved door sealed the cave entrance.
“Are you sure?” I whispered anxiously.
“My Lord is not as cruel as some make him out to be. And, he always liked you,” she said with a wink. “Stand back.” Sid slid her finger around a myriad of shapes on the door. A trail of blue light followed her fingertip, illuminating the strange runes she traced.
The door opened slowly. Inside, the room was very dark. The heavy smell of the thick white sage rolled out. Under the smoky scent of sage was the loamy perfume of earth and mud.
“Come on,” Sid said, then went inside.
My heart pounded in my chest as I followed Sid. I chewed my lip nervously. Inside, the cave was very dimly lit by the strange blue light. People dressed in black, just like Sid, moved in the shadows. The place was much larger than I imagined it would be; the ceiling of the cave was very high. There must have been more than two dozen tunnels stemming off from the main area, and wooden ladders led to cave openings on the upper levels. The place felt damp. A bat shrieked, and I could hear the sound of water trickling down the cave walls. The natural cave floor was wet. In the center of the room I spotted a tall throne. I looked away. Every hair on my body felt like it had been shot through with lightening. I shuddered.
Sid led us to the throne then stopped. “My Lord of the Hollow Hills,” she whispered as she kneeled, pulling me down with her. I saw, for just a moment, someone seated on a throne before us, but he was hidden by shadows. I altered my gaze away from him.
He shifted in his seat and then, in a voice rich as velvet, he said to Sid, “Little Dia, why have you brought me an acolyte of the raven?”
“She is an oracle, My Lord. She’s had a vision,” Sid answered.
“Look at me, daughter of ravens. What have you seen?” he asked me. His voice was dark and sultry. Mesmerizing. I could not help but do what he asked. I looked up. Seated on the throne, leaning forward to look closely at me, was my raven-haired man. “What have you seen?”
“The end. We are doomed.”
He leaned back against his throne. “We are like candles. Out, out brief candle,” he said with a hard laugh.
I stared at him, but then the dream started to twist. I heard someone calling my name. At first the sound was very distant. I clung to the dream.
“I told you he would believe you,” Sid whispered to me.
I looked once more at my dark-haired man, light and dark hues playing on his face. His pale skin was illuminated by the blue light. He looked exactly the same as I had seen him in my cauldron. He smiled at me, but I couldn’t read the meaning of his expression. The smile was seductive and condescending all at once. I felt confused and a little afraid.
“Cerridwen?” someone called again. This time the call woke me from my dream. The sound echoed through the empty space.
Now fully awake, I sat up. “Hello? Nimue? Andraste?” There was no answer. I rose and went to the courtyard.
“Cerridwen! Where are you?” I heard someone call once more. It was not Andraste or Nimue. The voice was male. Banquo!
“Here,” I whispered. “Banquo? I’m here!” I yelled, looking around.
“Cerridwen!” Banquo’s voice rang through the hollow expanse. He was somewhere outside the temple, in the city itself.
Picking up my skirts, I rushed through the temple, passing the broken statue of the goddess, and down the main stairs.
“Banquo!” I called into the empty space. I looked everywhere for signs of movement. My eyes scanned past the priest’s temple and I halted. The skeleton statue was gone. My heart skipped a beat.
“Cerridwen!” I heard Banquo call again.
I knew where his voice was calling from. I ran down the street and into the alley, retracing the same walk I’d made with Sid in my dream. Caves were hollow spaces where all worlds existed at once. Ruled by the little people of the hollow hills, creatures of legend, goblins or half-humans, such spaces were dangerous. But such places were also powerful passageways that could lead you anywhere. I ran to the outer door of catacomb. The blue lights still burned at the entrance.
“Banquo?” I called into the dark space below. My voice echoed.
“Cerridwen? Cerridwen, I heard you!” Banquo called back.
He could be anywhere. The hollow spaces were doors between realms, time. But then I remembered, Banquo knew how to walk between these realms. We had journeyed between the worlds on the night we wed. This was why he wore the marks of heavy earth magic; he had mastered realm walking. Banquo was a high priest of the Horned God.
“I’m coming!” I called to him. “I’m coming,” I whispered, reassuring myself.
I walked into the dark cave. It had been damaged by the earthquake. Many of the skulls had fallen out of the wall and lay tumbled on the floor. I stepped on a leg bone that shattered under my foot, turning to dust. I coughed heavily when the heavy powder assailed my nose.
“My wife! Where are you?” I heard Banquo call.
“In a cave. I’m coming,” I shouted back.
At the end of the hall, I saw a flicker of orange firelight.
“Banquo? Is that you?”
“Cerridwen?” he yelled. At the end of the hall where the catacomb met the cave, only one small blue fire burned. The doors to the Lord of the Hollow Hills throne room were open. The torchlight I had seen must have come from inside.
I moved carefully around the fallen stones and bones into the cave room. The sound of dripping water still filled the place. I cursed myself for not bringing a torch. Only one of the blue fires still burned leaving much of the place in shadow. The place felt wet and had the heavy scent of mud and algae mingled with a tangy smell of lime.
“Banquo?” I whispered as I scanned the tunnels. I saw torchlight flicker inside one of the tunnels at the far end of the cave room.
I moved toward it, but nearly stumbled on something. I looked down to see a skeleton lying at my feet. And then, as I scanned the room. Skeletons were lying everywhere. Then, I heard whispers. Someone or something was inside the cave.
“Cerridwen!” Banquo called, and this time I could feel he was close. I could see his torchlight moving along the walls of the tunnel. I stepped around a skeleton and headed toward the tunnel. I could clearly make out the firelight bouncing off the cave wall, coming in my direction.
“Banquo,” I whispered and moved quickly, but suddenly, someone grabbed my arm.
I looked behind me. My heart skipped a beat. The skeleton from outside the priest’s hall held me. His boney fingers dug into my flesh. He tilted his head then leaned in closer to me. Terrified, I couldn’t move or breathe. The skeleton reached out his other hand and grabbed for my throat.
“Cerridwen!” I heard Banquo scream in terror.
I turned my head away to see Banquo standing at the entrance of one of the tunnels. A look of fear washed over him. The skeleton grabbed me by the back of the neck. Its boney fingers choked the air from me. I couldn’t breathe.
“Cerridwen!” Banquo cried, and a second later, I heard a loud crack.
Forcing my head around, I saw the silhouette of Andraste. The crack I heard was her tall staff slamming hard against the floor.
“Go!” Andraste yelled at Banquo, her voice echoing powerfully throughout the cave. With a wave of her hand, black smoke enveloped the tunnel where Banquo stood, snuffing out his torch.
“No,” Banquo shouted. His light faded.
“Banquo,” I choked out, reaching for him, but he was gone.
“How now you secret, black, and midnight fiend?” Andraste growled at the skeleton. “Sleep, you stubborn fool,” she added and then, tracing her finger in the air, she drew a strange rune. Blue light followed her finger. “Sleep,” she commanded again.
The skeleton’s hand loosened its grip, and the bones crashed to the ground with a strange hollow-sounding chime.
I coughed loudly the moment the bony fingers left my throat. “Banquo,” I cried again and rushed to the tunnel where I’d seen him. The black smoke was gone, and so was Banquo.
“I told you not to wander,” Andraste said.
“Where did he go?” I demanded.
“Home, I’d guess. Talented, your druid. No one has found this place in hundreds of years. But then again, he knows the shadowlands. Light,” Andraste called then traced another rune in the darkness. Once again, blue light followed her finger. “Light,” she called again after the shape was made.
At once, the cave sprang to life. Blue fires lit the square sconces all around the circular space. I finally saw the room clearly. It was filled with skeletons. And the man from my dream, the Lord of the Hollow Hills, still sat on his throne. His body had decayed to nothing more than bones, tatters of cloth hanging from his frame.
Andraste bowed to him then turned to me. “Come, girl,” she said, beckoning me to her. “Give me your hand.”
I did as she told me.
“Raise only your index finger,” she told me. Then, taking my finger, she traced a rune with my finger on the palm of her hand again and again. “Now,” Andraste said, letting go of me, “point your finger to the heavens.”
I did as she directed.
“Select one,” she said, motioning to the skeletons lying on the floor. “But not him. Stubborn fool. You are dead,” she said, referring to the skeleton from the priest’s temple. “And not him,” she added, motioning to the Lord of the Hollow Hills.
“That one,” I said, eyeing a skeleton that lay at the feet of the dead lord.
“Of course you would select her,” Andraste said, then laughed. “Point to the heavens. Tell her, ‘wake.’ Make the rune then command her ‘wake’ again.”
I knew what Andraste was teaching me…wizardry…necromancy. My body shook. I lifted my finger to the heavens, and this time, I felt power rush into my fingertip. It was like a bolt of lightning was racing into my finger and through my body. I shivered. “Wake,” I told the skeleton. I made the rune in the air. The same blue glow followed my finger. “Wake,” I said again.
The skeleton rose.
Andraste grinned as she took in the scene.
The skeleton’s bones clattered as she shifted. Dust swirled around her. She took two steps toward me. Then the undead thing reached out for my hand. I was struck by the memory of my dream.
“Now what?” I asked Andraste.
“Now she is yours to command. She will do anything you ask.”
I stared at the skeleton. Its dark eyes looked expectantly at me, its hand still outstretched. I shuddered. “I want it to go back to sleep.”
Andraste took my hand. Again, she drew a rune in her palm over and over again. “Speak the word. Make the rune. Speak the word again then release the power back into the ground by pointing your finger downward.”
“Sleep,” I told the skeleton. Then I made the rune Andraste had showed me. “Sleep,” I said again, then pointed my finger down.
The skeleton fell to the ground with a rattling crash. She lay on the ground before me, inanimate, though her arm lay outstretched, reaching for my hand.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
I spent the next several days working with Andraste, who taught me more of the mysteries of the Dark Goddess. One of the most important subjects Andraste taught me was history.
“This place is just one of many of the islands that exist in the otherworld. Surely you have heard the names of Atlantis, Lyonesse, Hy Brasil, and even Avalon.”
It was then that Nimue, who had been sewing a hole in her cloak, looked up. She stared into the distance; her gaze was far away.
“You were a priestess of Avalon,” I stated more than asked.
Nimue turned and looked at me. Her eyes were watery. “Yes,” she whispered then went back to her sewing. She said nothing else. One day, I would be like her, forever mourning a life I’d missed hundreds of years ago. By the time I understood the Dark Goddess’ magic well enough to master it, Banquo would be long dead. And it was clear now, neither Andraste, nor the island, would let him come to me here. But then again, if what Andraste was saying about the other islands was true, then maybe there was still hope…still, a chance.
“Are there others, like us, on the other islands in the mist?” I asked.
Nimue raised her head and stared at Andraste.
Andraste smiled. “That’s a good question. Perhaps.”
“Could we reach them?”
Andraste shrugged.
“You haven’t tried?”
Andraste shook her head. “I never had a reason.”
I looked at Nimue. Excitement flashed across her eyes. In her, I knew I had a partner.
* * *
That night, I couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking about necromancy, and dreams, and my feelings about Sid, Banquo, and the dark-haired man. The more I worried about getting back to Banquo, the more I missed Sid, the more I puzzled over the dark-haired man, the crazier I felt. It was like I had a whirlwind in my head. I wanted to learn the things Andraste was teaching me, but I also wanted to go home. I felt conflicted. Annoyed with myself, I got up. While I knew I shouldn’t walk through the city, I also knew I could handle any skeletons that might come my way, thanks to Andraste.
“Come on, Thora,” I said, stealing quietly out of the temple. I stopped at the top of the temple stairs and looked the city over. It was tragically beautiful: dark, covered in wisteria, fire-scarred. I hated being brought here against my will. Hated it. But there was something about the place that I had come to love. If the dreams and visions were true, I had been here before…with Sid and the dark-haired man at the very least. As Boudicca’s memories lived in me, my memories of this place were starting to come back to me.
I headed down the main city street toward the docks. Nothing was moving. The skeleton was not back at the priest’s temple. I hoped that meant he was still sleeping in the Lord of the Hollow Hill’s throne room. As I neared the docks, I saw evidence that this really had been a nautical society. There was an open square where ships sat mid-construction. Several of them had fallen and were smashed, some burned, but they were still there. Heaps of wooden fishing traps littered the ground. What was missing, however, was the smell of the ocean and the call of sea birds. There was no roar of waves. I spotted the piers. Then, I saw the sea.
Three ships sat on an ocean of black smoke. Piers, at least thirty of them, jutted out into blackness. It was then that I really sensed the size of the fleet that had been lost. The ghost ships, their red sails hanging slack, sat in a sea of nothingness. Fearless, Thora ran up the steps and onto the main pier. I followed behind her.
The first ship I came across looked, up close, much like a Viking ship. The masthead was ornately carved. It was made of tan wood, and true to my visions, the sail was crimson in color. Age had dampened the brightness of the sail’s hue. I jumped when Thora barked at the empty vessel.
I followed her gaze. The ship was moving. It pitched as if it were sitting in water, bouncing up and down as if small waves moved it. I looked over the side of the pier. The bottom of the ship was not visible. It was covered in black, and the blackness stirred, making swirling designs. The sea was still alive. And if it was still alive, that meant I could sail to the other isles.
Lifting a plank, I set it on bulwark. Thora jumped on the plank and bounded into the boat. Her feet on the rail, she looked out at me.
I laughed. “Okay, I’m coming,” I told her. More careful than my dog, I shuffled up the plank and lowered myself into the boat.
I was surrounded by things I didn’t know what to do with. There were pulleys, ropes, and other devices I couldn’t name. I walked the length of the boat; it seemed sturdy. I entered the small captain’s quarters. On the table was a map; its edges were yellow and crumbling. Thereon I saw other islands and the tip of the mainland. Some of the islands had names, but not the island of the Dark Goddess. I sat down in a chair and closed my eyes. A name. I needed to know the name of this place. I lay my hand on the map. It spoke to me in an ancient and dead language but one I nearly understood. Everything around me felt hollow. I felt like I was surrounded by cobwebs. The map below my hand began to feel hot. I started sweating. Through my mind’s eye, I looked at the map. It was glowing with a red light. Names began to burn onto the map: Hy Brasil, Atlantis, Lyonesse…and then I saw it, the name I had been searching for: Ynis Verleath.
I was shocked. Yes, that was the name. I knew it. I remembered it. Ynis Verleath. I bounded out of the captain’s cabin, off the ship, and down the pier. I rushed back to the temple. When I got to the steps, I shouted, “Andraste! Ynis Verleath!”
A few moments later, Andraste and Nimue emerged at the top of the stairs. “I remember! Ynis Verleath,” I called to her.
“Come, Cerridwen,” Andraste bade me. She had a serious look on her face.
Nimue looked pale and worried.
“Come,” she called again.
My stomach dropped. Something was wrong. I nodded and headed up the stairs, Thora walking beside me. Andraste turned and headed into the temple. Nimue waited for me at the top of the steps.
“What is it?” I whispered to her.
She shook her head but took my hand. Together, we walked past the broken goddess and the flame of the Morrigu toward the cauldron courtyard. I could hear Andraste speaking to someone in low tones.
“Cerridwen?” A voice called.
It was not Andraste who’d called my name. Thora barked excitedly, and dodging around Nimue, she raced ahead.
“Cerridwen?”
When we passed the arbor, I was shocked to see Sid standing there. A green light glowed on the far side of the courtyard. Sid must have cut a door. If she could do that, why hadn’t she come before? I realized then that Sid look frightened.
“Sid?”
She smiled weakly at me. “Hello, Raven Beak.”
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Uh…” Sid began hesitantly, sounding uncertain. She passed a glance at Andraste. “Nothing is wrong, sister, but you must return. A bridal contract is confirmed for you. Madelaine is here with us. She will wait for your return, but you must come at once. Mind the time.”
A bridal contract was confirmed! At last, Madelaine had secured my marriage to Banquo. I closed my eyes and sent out a silent prayer of thanks to the Mother Goddess. “But the Morrigu…I never thought she would let me go so soon.”
“So soon?” Sid asked. “Oh, my dear, I know your pains,” she said with a sympathetic smile but then added, “It was the Morrigu who sent me, plucking me up with her talons and dropping me in the otherworld.” Sid looked at Andraste. “I wish your mistress did her own bidding.”
Andraste shrugged then sat down. “She loves for her own ends. Now Cerridwen will do her work in the mortal world.”
“Cerridwen, my door is fading. I have to go. Come at once,” Sid said, then stepped back into the swirling green light behind her, disappearing.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Andraste and Nimue exchange glances.
“I can go,” I said astonished. I had learned so little, but it didn’t matter. Finally, I could return to my love. “I can leave!”
“A pity. A desperate pity,” Nimue said, her voice filled with disgust.
Andraste shot her a sharp look. “Come, Cerridwen.”
Andraste and Nimue led me to my room where Nimue gently disrobed me then re-dressed me in the plain dress I had worn the day I arrived.
“I’ve washed it,” Nimue told me.
“It will make no difference,” Andraste mumbled as she shoved the silver box containing the raven torcs into a bag which she handed to me.
“No,” Nimue said bitterly. “You’re right.”
I didn’t understand their words. “Why not?”
Andraste grimaced oddly, casting a passing glance at Nimue. “There is thunder, lightning, and rain. Now, where is Graymalkin?”
“By the cauldron,” Nimue replied.
We went back to the courtyard. Andraste came to stand before the space where Sid had stood. Opening her arms wide, Andraste whispered secret words and a portal opened. Black smoke swirled in a spiraling oval. It made my hair blow all around me. From within, I swore I could smell the scent of earth and rain.
Nimue pulled me into an embrace, kissing me on the cheek. “When shall we three meet again?” she asked, turning to Andraste. Her eyes were welling with tears.
“When the hurly-burly’s done. Now, the world of man calls,” Andraste said, and taking my hand, she led me to the portal. “My girl, remember, what’s fair is foul and foul is fair,” she said with a sympathetic smile. Her expression both surprised and worried me. “Now on with you into the fog and filthy air.”
I turned and looked into the portal. I was going home. The Morrigu had set me free. Taking a deep breath, I entered the portal. I felt a strange pull as I was swept back to my world. But in the split second before I left Ynis Verleath, I heard Andraste speak. Her voice was full of sorrow.
“Something wicked this way comes.”
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DEDICATION
To Suzi
my childhood friend.
Like Isobelle, 
to have survived 
is our greatest triumph.



PROLOGUE
Scotland, Castle Ross’s dungeon, 1496
In an out-of-place workroom, hidden among the twisting and turning caverns below Castle Ross, James Ferguson—until recently, an MI6 agent—stood between two Muir witches and stared at Laird Ewan Ross across the top of a large barrel. The bulky, shaggy-maned, fifteenth century man stood perfectly still with a torch raised in one hand, his head cocked to one side.
“Do ye suppose they’re gone?” James finally asked when he’d heard nary a whisper for some time.
“Aye,” said the witch to his left. “They are far from here, though they’ve been gone only a moment.”
James eyed the hole in the ceiling that led to the inside of the tomb of yet another witch, Isobelle, a tomb that had become a portal in time. It was true, he’d come through that very tomb from the twenty-first century and into the fifteenth, but it now seemed as if the future was but a dream.
He tried not to dwell on the fact that, only moments before, he’d had a chance to join the others as they tried to travel through time in the opposite direction. But he hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that his place was still here, in the past. There was so much to see of history as it was being made. How could he give up the chance to witness a bit of it? Even if it meant he might never return to the amenities of the future. After all, there was no one special waiting for him, wondering where he’d disappeared to, other than a few fellow agents at MI6.
While standing inside that tomb a few moments ago, contemplating the lures of both the future and the past, James had known in his bones he should stay. But he’d needed a more tangible reason to bow out, and a search for Montgomery Ross’s sister was the best excuse he could pull from the air on short notice. Finding this Isobelle would remain his first priority, of course, but there was no hurry. She was in another country, for one thing, so he couldn’t very well walk up to her, toss a bag over her head, and carry her back to Castle Ross. 
When he did find her, as he’d vowed to do, he’d need to convince her he was no madman. She’d been buried alive at one point and he was going to suggest she not only return to Scotland where she would be in danger, but that she climb back into her tomb. What reasonable woman would believe his assurance that this tomb would spirit her away to a strange land where her brother and sister awaited, along with their new spouses, for their family circle to be complete?
He would simply hold out hope that Isobelle Ross was not overly reasonable.
James sighed and turned to Ewan. “Montgomery said ye’ve received a letter from Ossian, that he and Isobelle had been staying in Spain. Do ye ken the city? Spain’s hardly a wee place, aye?”
Ewan’s hoary brows rose toward the thin, long hair on the top of his head. He opened his mouth to answer, but was interrupted.
“They are no longer in Spain.” A bony hand wrapped itself around James’ arm. The frail sister witch frowned up at him. “East,” she said.
“Yes, East,” said the other. “An island. Perhaps an island city.”
“Venice?” James glanced at the sisters, then at Ewan. The big man’s eyes were wide as saucers as he too looked from one sister to the other. He then met James’ gaze, shook his head, and shrugged.
A great help he was.
“Venice,” the sisters said in unison.
James peered closely at the one holding his arm. Her confidence shined back at him in the reflection of the torchlight. Not a wrinkle wavered. 
“Fine, then. Venice.”



CHAPTER ONE
Porto di Lido, Venice 1496
Ossian Ross stood near the bow of the Spanish carrack and growled.
Where the bloody hell is she?

He would worry for Isobelle’s safety if it weren’t for the fact that every man on the ship, including the rowers, believed she was his wife, a Highlander’s wife—and believed they would die if they so much as stared overlong in her direction. In spite of the fear Ossian engendered with his braw form and his tendency to carry a blade in his hand at all times, however, there was always a chance a weak man might succumb to temptation. But then, Ossian would have heard screamin’. Not Isobelle’s screamin’, of course, but that of any man who dared lay a hand upon her. For his bonny cousin was nearly as dangerous as himself—he’d seen to that—and Isobelle had a temper to match her impressive red mane. By instinct alone, men aboard the carrack had backed away from the pair of them since they’d first boarded the ship. It was a pity the Spaniards and Moors of Segorbe had not shared that instinct, or he and Izzy might have found peace on the Spanish coast. 
Ossian stared at the young Italian lass, Sophia, standing on the quarter deck wearing Isobelle’s best dress, a dress for which he’d paid far too much for it to be handed off to a spoilt child. The green velvet puddled at the lassie’s feet, and she repeatedly pushed the over-large sleeves off her hands so she might better hold onto Trucchio, the young man beside her. Anyone with eyes could see the dress belonged to someone else. Everyone who’d traveled with them knew who that someone was.
Isobelle.
But if the lass wore Isobelle’s finest, the very dress his cousin planned to wear as she greeted her new city, what was Isobelle wearing? 
The ship had arrived a day ahead of schedule, so they’d been ordered to stand at anchor just inside the Port of Lido until a dock was free. If they hurried, he and Isobelle could find room in one of the small lancha boats and not be forced to wait.
Ossian turned away from the young lovers and went in search of a mass of red hair, since he had no ken how his Scottish cousin would be dressed. Young Sophia was headed for the Franciscan abbey, so it was understandable she’d want to look pretty for Trucchio while they spent their last few hours together. But Isobelle was mistaken if she expected Ossian to stand about waiting patiently for the lass to finish with the dress. 
Izzy was not on deck, damn her.
Another lancha was lowered away from the ship and his patience fled.
What the devil was she about?
He stomped the entire distance to the ladder, then lowered himself into the cargo hold where he and his bonny cousin had separated themselves from as many of the passengers and crew as possible. Isobelle’s hair never failed to cause problems; she refused to cut it, and the hair itself refused to be controlled beneath caps of any kind, so it was best Isobelle’s entire person was kept from sight as much as possible.
None of their meager belongings remained, nor the hammocks they’d slept in.
Ossian started stringing together some choice words for the moment he found her. But by the time he finished scouring every corner below decks, they were all but forgotten. A tiny seed of worry began to sprout in his belly, but he ignored it and planned to drown it as soon as they found a public house. 
Assuming his and Izzy’s paths had crossed while he’d been searching, he returned topside. A quick glance around proved the last of the lanchas was gone, damn it anyway. He sighed and meandered to the railing. There was no hurry now. He would leave it to Izzy to find him.
Ossian maneuvered his elbows between ropes and spindles and leaned on the wood rail. A twist and a stretch, this way and that, loosened the muscles in his back. It would be good to sleep in a real bed for a change. Isobelle would feel the same after sleeping in a hammock. She might be dreading the task of settling in a new city, but she was as anxious as he to get off the carrack. He was surprised his cousin wasn’t the first over the rail when they reached the harbor.
He frowned down upon that last lancha moving away from the ship. It was full of black-veiled nuns in brown tunics with a uniformed guard at each end. In the center of the boat sat Sophia, the new addition to their order. She was dressed in brown as well, but with only a white veil. By the time Ossian had a glimpse of her, the girl’s face was but a pink circle in the center of her wimple as she looked back at the ship. The veil seemed terribly large for her size, as if her hair were standing on end beneath it. 
He knew the spoilt lass didn’t wish to join the convent, but she’d been promised to the abbey by parents who could better afford a dowry to the church than a dowry to a husband. 
A horrible possibility suddenly occurred to him, and Ossian’s gullet started climbing up his throat. He couldn’t manage to swallow or breathe. He pushed away from the rail and spun on his heel. Up on the quarter deck, the green dress remained, as did Sophia, standing in the circle of Trucchio’s arms. She was all teeth and tears as she watched the small boat move farther away. Trucchio looked over at Ossian and lifted his chin.
The highlander hoped the fury on his face expressed even half of the contempt he had for the wee bratlings. When the boy finally lowered his chin and blushed, Ossian was mollified, but only for the moment. He would follow the pair, of course. He would need to know where to find Sophia in case the nuns tried to keep Isobelle.
Heaven help them if they did.



CHAPTER TWO 
Gaspar stood in the chancel behind an iron lattice. The screen, with its intricate spiral pattern, was a bit grandioso considering the abbey housed a Franciscan cloister, but it was not for him to judge. No. His judgment was reserved for more important matters.
Discretion was necessary for another moment or two while he gave the Bishop Gallo time to leave the grounds. There was no need for the man to know he’d been spied upon. An anonymous report claimed the man enjoyed a questionable relationship with one of the abbey’s nuns, and since Gallo was a bit enthusiastic about serving those particular sisters, the report warranted a closer look. Gaspar had been sent by The Patriarch of Venice to observe the forty year old bishop, but as it turned out, one of the cloister was a blood sister to the bishop, nothing more. It would be a rare treat to be able to report that all was well, and he was almost eager to make it. 
But he was equally eager to leave the abbey grounds for the simple fact the place was filled with women and therefore no place for a man like him—not that there were others like him. He’d made a vow twelve years ago that he would forswear the company of women and dedicate his life to serving God however he could, a vow easily honored if he kept his distance from any and all females. And though he was often called upon to judge a woman, he was determined to remain as detached as possible, especially if she could not be helped. 
And after twelve years of distance, it was difficult to linger in their presence, nun or no, holy ground or no.
A few minutes, but no more. A few minutes to prove to God that I am able to withstand the temptations of the flesh. To prove I am able to stand in a nave full of nuns and virgins and come away with unsullied thoughts.
Of course, after a dozen years of discipline, he hardly noticed temptation anymore.
The narthex doors flew open and banged against the stone walls interrupting his thoughts. The nuns were still about then. He’d been wise to remain concealed.
Gaspar Dragotti, sometimes called God’s Dragon—though typically not to his face—was Special Investigator to His Beatitude, The Patriarch of Venice. He was an Inquisitor, sometimes a judge, and when the circumstances demanded, an executioner. He was not Italian by birth, but had come to the church states to be closer to those who could speak to God. He’d taken the name Gaspar to replace that uglier name, the one women had called him by long ago, the name he’d all but forgotten. It was no longer a part of him.
Gaspar was no priest, of course, but his position made him a powerful man among the clergy. Though his missions were usually grave and secretive, everyone knew their nature. Therefore he was given a wide berth by the people of Venice and the rest of the church states, for to have God’s Dragon knock upon one’s door could sometimes stop a man’s heart in his chest. Especially if that man suffered a guilty conscience. 
Women simply fled. Well…after pausing a moment to stare.
Nuns were different, however. His business rarely involved the sisters more than it had that day, so for the most part they flitted around him like excited birds that imagined themselves immune to his dragon’s fire, exempt from his adjudication. Their fearlessness made him uneasy. 
Through the streams of sunlight and dust motes, he watched four guards usher a novice inside the narthex and then hurry back out the doors and bang them closed once more. The woman stared at the blocked exit for only a moment before her shoulders began to shake.
What was this? A novice being handled so by guards? And worse yet, the chapel used to cage her? What irreverence!
The woman’s voice broke into pieces, but she was not weeping as he’d supposed, she was laughing. And the unholy sound winged into the rafters on sharp feathers and chased away Gaspar’s concern for her treatment.
Is she inebriate ?
The laughter died with a sigh, and the novice turned and walked up the far aisle. Her gait was light and animated and she turned this way and that, walking sideways at times as her attention was drawn to the nave’s architecture and not where her feet fell. The silhouette of her veil swelled out behind her head as if she were hiding a satchel there, and the odd thought made it impossible for him to look away. 
When she reached the transept, she turned and walked to the center, her head bowed, her hands lifting to her veil. She pulled off the head cover and flung it toward a pew as if it meant nothing. Then she raised her hands again to her wimple.
Gaspar wrenched his head to the side, refusing to look upon her, refusing to feed his own curiosity. He turned bodily toward the small door at his back, no longer content to stand behind the rood screen and wait for others to go along their ways. If someone noticed him, so be it. His observations were complete. There was no true need for secrecy. Besides, the young woman would answer to God for her irreverence, not to Gaspar. He had a vow to keep, after all.
“Damn you!” 
The curse struck Gaspar as if he’d taken a blow to the stomach, and he turned back to the screen, his reaction no longer his to control. Avoiding the woman was no longer possible. He could not walk away and leave her free to further desecrate God’s house. But he hoped a brief bit of instruction would be enough to put an end to her thoughtlessness.
He stomped to the screen and raised his hands to the gate, but they stilled in the air before reaching the latch, his attention caught on the sight unfolding in a glorious stream of late afternoon sunshine. And he the only witness.
A thick, decadent mane of red hair poured around the woman’s shoulders while she struggled to remove the wimple from her face. Dark red hair that looked far too familiar, though it could not belong to one of the ghosts from his sinful youth. How could it be anything other than a test from the Almighty Himself? 
Chaos galloped and kicked in his breast like a mad horse in a confined space. He could not bring order to his thoughts, though in the back of his mind, he suspected he was being punished for believing himself above temptation. He immediately prayed for forgiveness, his mouth shaping the words easily and silently, but he should have closed his eyes to do it, for the prayer was forgotten as he watched the woman struggle with the wimple. A long copper strand wrapped itself around the white cloth like a living vine.
Perhaps God means to strangle her. 
A preposterous thought, considering that in all Gaspar’s years engaged in the patriarch’s business, he had yet to see such direct intervention from Heaven. 
The woman took a firm hold on the wimple with both hands and braced her feet apart as if preparing to rip the hair from her very head. Gaspar’s gasp betrayed him and the woman stilled. For a long moment, neither of them moved. But the silence was broken when the large doors opened once again. The woman released the worrisome cloth and glanced in his direction before turning to the back of the church. 
The manly-sized abbess glided into the nave with six nuns behind her, seven faces lit with a combination of determination and excitement, all hands tucked modestly inside their sleeves. They moved in such uniformity, they might have been a company of soldiers.
The woman in the transept pushed aside her wayward hair to watch the newcomers, but still Gaspar could not see her face clearly. He was pleased she hadn’t damaged her head, then chided himself for wasting his concern. Was he not prepared to reprimand the woman for defiling the chapel only a moment ago?
That hair. It was all the fault of that hair. A mane of red, marking her for the devil, some would say. So perhaps it was the devil who had sent her to tempt God’s Dragon and not God reminding him of the weakness of his past. But if so, the devil had underestimated him. A simple head of red hair was not enough to erase twelve years of discipline.
“Young woman,” the abbess hissed in Italian. “You will be silent in God’s house. God’s Dragon may still be lurking about, and I won’t have him bothered by the likes of you.”
Ah. So. Someone had noticed him after all, but no one cast a glance at the screen.
“I doona understand ye,” came the woman’s muffled voice. “I’d be much obliged if ye’d help me. I tried to tell them it wouldna fit over me hair. Now it’s tryin’ to strangle me, aye?”
Scottish!
Gaspar exhaled carefully, wishing he could expel the woman from his sight so easily. And so silently. The chaos increased in his chest, but with stark fear added, Gaspar felt true pain and clutched his tunic. The face and form of a different red-haired Scotswoman tried to rise from his memory, but he forbade it. At any moment, he might be forced to cry out just to keep all his old demons at bay. He only hoped the nuns would take their charge and depart before that happened. Leaving one hand clutched over his heart, he released his tunic with the other and clamped it firmly over his mouth, just in case. 
“You don’t speak Italian?” the abbess asked in English while she untangled the red lock of hair, then placed her hands on her hips. “Any Latin?”
“Latin?” The young woman straightened. Her hair fell away from her face and Gaspar’s breath grew cold in his chest. 
Perhaps it was he who had underestimated the devil, for she was a beauty. As beautiful as he’d once been himself, he admitted, before he’d removed that curse. 
“Some Latin,” she said. “Me brother is a Highland Chieftain. We were educated—or more like, he was educated and m’ sister and I spied in most days.”
“So. You are not Sophia Pedrotti,” the abbess said, though she could not have suspected the woman to be Italian once she’d opened her mouth.
The redhead gave a wide smile. “Alas. I am not.” She reached for the rope at her waist and began picking at the knot.
The abbess gave a dainty shrug of her shoulders. “Pity. But you’ll do.”
The Scotswoman stilled. “I’ll do what?”
The abbess shook her head and smiled. “You’ll do in her stead. You intended to take her place, certainly, if you donned her habit and allowed our order to remove you from the ship without a word of protest.” She nodded at the nuns behind her. “Gag her and bring her along. We’ve got to get her hidden before that dragon pokes his head in the church.”
“Oooh, no,” said the woman. “Me...me husband won’t take kindly to me takin’ the veil, I assure ye.” A couple of brave nuns took her by the arms while another peered closely at the discarded wimple, then at the woman’s mouth. Surely they didn’t expect to shove all that cloth between her teeth.
Gaspar considered that mouth for a moment. Pink, plump. The lower lip a bit fuller than the other, as if the woman pouted too often. There was nothing more to observe, and yet he could not stop staring. It was so rare that he considered a woman’s mouth. He rarely looked at women at all, and rarer still did he look them in the eye, let alone study their faces. 
The chaos had settled. The dread had ebbed away while he’d watched and listened. This woman would not be his downfall, nor had she managed to unearth his demons enough to be a threat to him. He turned his head aside again to break the spell, for a spell it must be if she was able to distract him as she had. It would be best if he slipped away and left the woman in the abbess’s capable hands. It was no business of his how the large woman ran her abbey—unless an order from the patriarch instructed him otherwise.
A scuffle, a yelp and a grunt, brought his attention back around to find the two women who had been holding the Scotswoman lying on the floor. The third, the one who’d been holding the wimple, pulled one corner of that large white cloth from her own mouth while the final three sisters advanced to finish what the first three had started.
The devil’s temptress grabbed the fumbling nun before her, spun her around, and pulled the teetering woman back against her like a shield. Then she turned her head and looked through the screen as if it weren’t there. Bright green eyes stared into Gaspar’s own as she mouthed the words, “Help me.”
Gaspar was suddenly affixed to the stone floor upon which he stood. The fear that had ebbed away returned and washed over him like a baptistery poured over his head.



CHAPTER THREE
A great roar erupted outside the church. If Gaspar wasn’t mistaken, and if his memory served, they’d just heard a Scottish war cry. His Gaelic was a bit rusty. He couldn’t understand a word of it. But an entire clan of Scotsmen might well be surrounding the church and preparing to attack it.
 The nuns needed warning and possibly protecting. So for the second time, he raised his hands to the gate intent on taking charge of the situation. But the doors crashed open again, and he paused to assess the danger, to determine if his position might give him the advantage of surprise after an enemy entered. But surely, even a hoard of Scots wouldn’t defile a church… 
Then again, hadn’t their countrywoman already done so?
One of the church guards flew, prone, through the opening and slid to a stop at the baptismal font. His fellow fell just inside the narthex. A single man entered afterward, stepped over the second man, then put his hands on his hips and glared toward the front of the church. But it wasn’t the abbess at whom he glared. It was the Scotswoman.
“Isobelle Ross,” he snarled. “It would serve ye rightly to leave ye here. I dare ye to tell me I am wrong.”
“Ye’re wrong, husband,” she said, stressing the last word. 
Scots spoke so oddly, Gaspar could not say for certain whether or not she was trying to give the man a signal of some sort—possibly to tell him the role he must play before the nuns. Was she not married in truth?
He ignored the small thrill caused by the question.
The Scotsman started up the aisle nearest Gaspar, in no rush, as if his thoughts were impeding his progress.
“I’m nay so sure, Izzy,” he said, halfway to the transept. “Ye’re nothing but trouble. It makes no mind where we go. Perhaps yer antics and meddlin’ have finally brought ye to a safe place, aye?”
He spoke to her as if they were the only two in the room and Gaspar felt as if he were eavesdropping where he had no right to do so. But he determined to wait and see if these two were married in truth. The abbess might have a new initiate after all. And it was only right that he should observe in case his opinion were requested in the matter. It had nothing at all to do with the woman’s devil hair or her interesting mouth, or the way she seemed to soften when the man called her Izzy.
Gaspar was tempted to test the name on his own tongue, but pushed the thought aside. It was simply a strange affair inviting strange thoughts, not his youthful weaknesses rising again in his blood. After all, he was standing on holy ground; the devil could not truly touch them there. Could he? If he were a priest, he’d know. 
“Ossian,” she called the Scotsman. “I couldna just stand aside and watch another tragedy. Surely, ye ken that. I’d be haunted, I would, if I let another lass be torn from the arms of the lad she loves. Or would ye have me try to fix Sophia and Trucchio with some witch’s spell? Must I be buried alive again?”
Another one!
The nuns gasped and crossed themselves. Gaspar could not resist doing the same.
Could the woman be a witch? A true witch? Even after all the women he’d had arrested, he’d never reported one. Guilt wasn’t a judgment he relished making. And on those rare occasions when he’d been ordered to judge a woman’s guilt, he’d never believed one to be guilty of witchcraft. Guilty of other sins, yes. But never witchcraft.
Scotland was an odd place, filled with more than its share of odd people. Clever people. A place where the word witch might not cause others to cross themselves. A word that was used for a good many characteristics. And the way the woman used the term in God’s house made him suspect she had no notion of the danger witch engendered. 
No. He would not report it. But neither would he be surprised to be called back to the abbey in a day or two to investigate a report of a witch, even if the Scotsman managed to remove her. It was still uncertain whether or not the pair of them were truly wed.
The man stopped ten feet from where the redhead still held the nun as a shield.
“I do understand, Izzy. You couldna stand by. I must admit young Sophia is shrewd for her age. She kenned just how to win ye to her side. Whether or not she exaggerated her feelings for the boy, I canna say. He was the only young laddie available to her—”
“Ossian!” The woman shook her head, horrified by the man’s words for some reason. “Just because no man can truly love me, that doesna mean I doona ken real love when I see it, aye?”
The man sighed and gave her a pitying look, and Gaspar wondered what might make such a beauty unappealing. 
“Let the nun go, Izzy.” The Scot gestured for her to come to him. “Let us be away from here and hope we’re nay tossed from Venice before we’ve tried the place.”
Again, the redhead looked at the screen, frowning.
Gaspar took a step backward into the shadows just as the Scotsman began to follow her gaze.
Suddenly, she released the nun. “Beg yer pardon,” she said sweetly, though sincerely. Then she bent forward, took hold of the bottom of her brown robe, and pulled it up and over her head before Gaspar had a chance to avoid the sight. But instead of the woman standing nude before them all, she was clothed like a man, in hose and a tunic. 
While the nuns stood in shock, the man took his countrywoman’s hand, and together they ran to the near aisle and raced the abbess to the doors. Gaspar didn’t know who he hoped would win until the last locks of red hair disappeared from sight and his gut clenched. The abbess stopped at the last pew and sat, breathing furiously.
Damn, he thought, and in a church too.
* * *
Isobelle’s heart beat like the hooves of a heavy horse across a thin wood bridge. The little stone house was everything their home in Spain had not been. This one had windows in all three rooms, and better still, sunlight shining through them. In Spain, the windows had been small, the single room dark and smelling of the parade of people who had come before. She and her cousin had been forced to leave Spain quickly, however, before she’d been able to do much about the smell. She ought to feel contrite about it all, but she did not.
Her cousin, Ossian, had done an admirable job of caring for her since they’d left Castle Ross nearly two years ago. He’d promised Monty, her brother and laird of the Ross clan in the Highlands, that he’d see her settled and happy somewhere. It was no fault of hers if they were still looking for a place where both those needs might be met. And Ossian had all but given up ever going home again. She should regret that too. But the idea of being left behind while Ossian returned to their home and their clan was unbearable. 
She had no ear for languages. Hadn’t she tried to learn Spanish? So close to French, but not close enough to make her feel as if she could remain there alone when neither the Spaniards nor Moors could understand her. If Ossian had left her there, she’d have been dead in a week if only from frustration. The men were the worst, choosing to believe Isobelle was flirting with them, making up their own interpretations to fit their moods. It was no wonder their wives were so suspicious. 
And before Spain, it had been France. Before that, Denmark. She’d refused to freeze in Norway. Now she wished she would have tried harder to convince Ossian to try Ireland from the first. At least she might have been able to look out over the Irish Sea for a glimpse of home. But Ireland wasn’t far enough, he’d said. And one familiar face might mean her destruction. 
But the farther they travelled, the more danger she faced from simple differences. Her cousin had jested once that in Mesopotamia, her hair could cause war.
Venice might well be her last hope. And standing in front of the cheery cottage, in spite of the light and fresh breeze blowing from the lagoon nearby, she felt the weight of the moment. There was a tender balance beneath her feet and the slightest disturbance might destroy it. Her last chance. A promising chance, but still her last.
The choice was at hand. Did she want this life? If Venice was her last prospect and then something went wrong, would Ossian give up trying and take her home? And if home meant death for her? Would she rather go home to die than live a half-life here? 
A hundred times, she’d wondered what the difference might have been between water and spirits. If, when she’d escaped the tomb in which she was supposed to die, Ossian and Ewan had given her water to sooth her twelve-day thirst instead of heady spirits, would she have argued against leaving Scotland? Would she have taken a moment or two and decided for herself? Or could it be that she’d been fighting happiness all this time simply because leaving home had been someone else’s decision?
She thought of all the places they’d laid their heads since that choice was made. If she’d wanted to find happiness, could she have found it long ago? If she wanted it now, was it hers?
Isobelle inhaled slowly. Her chest expanded with excitement. It was time to decide, but she didn’t want to rush. She would consider first, then the choice would be hers. Not Ossian’s. Not Ewan’s. Not Montgomery’s.
Venice was a busy city with little space between houses and waterways, let alone people. Not like the Highlands. Even Edinburgh sprawled like a stretching beast compared to this place. But the people smiled. The sun shined. And perhaps the sea would give up a rain storm every now and again to help a lass feel at home. She would never see snow again, surely.
And she could keep her hair covered if she wished to. She hated plaits, but she could get used to them. At night, she could close up her shutters and let her hair do what it willed. Perhaps she could convince Ossian to take up farming, or raising chickens, or anything that might keep him close to hand. Everywhere they’d lived, the trouble began only because Ossian found work with his sword arm. A man-at-arms was rarely at home. But he’d promised things would be different here, and there had been a surety in his voice that she hadn’t heard before. She only hoped this sunny house was the first of many differences.
As she stepped outside into the sunshine, leaving her cousin inside to negotiate with the owner, she realized her decision was already made. Life. She would choose life. And when she lifted her face to the Mediterranean sun, the warmth and glow of it sunk into her very bones.
Ossian emerged with a frown marring his handsome face, and Isobelle couldn’t stop the tears from collecting behind her eyes. The house had been so perfect. Would they be able to find another so fine as this?
Her cousin came to stand before her and toed the dirt at her feet. “The house is yours,” he muttered, then looked up and grinned.
Isobelle jumped forward and nearly knocked him off his feet when she hugged him. “Oh, Ossian! I’m going to love it here. I know it. We’ll both love it.”
He cleared his throat and took hold of her waist, setting her back a bit. Still grinning, he shook his head. “I’m glad ye think so, Izzy. But it matters not how I feel about it.”
“What do ye mean? Ye’ll have to stay at least long enough for me to learn the language, will ye not?” But they both knew she wouldn’t learn quickly.
He raised his brows. “Perhaps a husband can teach ye.”
She put a hand over his mouth and looked up and down the little street to see if anyone had overheard. They were thankfully alone for the moment.
“Wheesht!” she hissed. “All must believe ye are my husband, aye?”
He winked at her and pulled her hand from his mouth. “Nay this time, lass.”
Emerging from the house was the old woman who owned it. She sent Ossian a wink, then headed down the lane from whence she’d come.
“What do ye mean, cousin?” She tried not to grin. The reason he always played the husband was so she wouldn’t be bothered while he was away. If he was going to come home every night, he could go back to being her cousin. “Are ye done with livin’ by the sword, then? Will ye raise chickens? Please tell me ye’re not going to come home every night smellin’ like fish.”
Ossian grimaced. “Nay, lassie. I doona plan to smell much like fish.”
“What then?” She released him and stepped back. Then she folded her arms and mustered the sternest look she could. For the first time she could remember, he returned the stare.
“Isobelle.” 
A bad sign, that. He only ever called her Izzy, even when they were children.
He took a big breath and huffed it out, then tilted his head back as if preparing to take a blow on the chin. She fisted her hands to oblige him if needed. “After the trouble at the convent, how close ye’d come to marrying God and all, I started to thinkin’.”
“Ossian,” she warned.
“Ye need to marry. The men will never leave ye be until ye are.”
She shook her head. “It never matters where we are. The men never leave me be when they thought ye were my husband. The lie was folly. I see that now.”
“Aye. The lie was folly. In time, men came to realize it was a lie. I told the old woman ye’re me cousin, that we’re hoping ye find a good man to marry—”
She swung with all her might, but Ossian caught her wrist. She cried out from the pain of it.
“Ye’ll marry, Isobelle.” He shook her fist until her hand relaxed. “Ye’ll marry, and I… I’ll be returnin’ home, Izzy. To Scotland. I’ve never once caused trouble. And I’m finished with coddlin’ ye. Monty himself would ask no more of me.”
She shook her head quickly. “But ye promised!”
“I promised to see ye settled.”
“And happy.”
“Weel, since I’ve already tried and failed at that, I’ll let yer husband worry about the happiness bit. Signora Crescento will see that only the kindest of men are allowed to court ye. Men who will be patient with ye while ye learn the language.”
Ignoring the pain of her breaking heart and bruised wrist, Isobelle put her hands on her hips and gave her cousin a murderous look.
“I’ll not marry without love, Ossian. And the only way a man can believe he loves me is if ye sew me lips together. Ye’ve said so all our lives. Deny it if ye can.”
Her cousin closed his eyes and shook his head in denial, but it was more likely he was denying he could hear anything at all.
“We were all witness to the love between Ivar and Morna. Ye canna expect me to marry a man that canna love me completely and to be reminded every day that my life is lacking.”
“Signora Crescento will find a kind man—” 
“I’ll drive a kind man to do unkind things. Ye’ve said that as well.”
Ossian snorted, but though he couldn’t deny her arguments, he didn’t appear to be relenting. 
“And ye canna leave me in the old woman’s hands, Ossian. She doesna speak English or Scots!”
“I am sorry, lass. This house costs a fair piece, aye? I’m off to find work on a merchant ship. The Turks are a menace these days, and I hear tell a man with a keen sword arm can make a fine livin’; but a man with a crossbow can make four times that. Since I can wield both, I reckon I’m worth me weight in gold, eventually. I’d be given a share of the captain’s quarters as well. Does that not sound like Paradise?”
“Nay, Ossian,” she said, bowing her head. “The only thing that sounds like Paradise is Scotland.”
“Isobelle, mauvournin’. For ye, there is no Scotland. All of Clan Ross, save yer brother and Cousin Ewan, believe yer still inside that tomb. If others learn ye escaped, it will be yer head in a noose and the three of us hangin’ beside ye. Would ye wish that?”
Isobelle shook her head and walked away. With no better ideas for swaying her cousin, she headed toward the end of the street and the wall and sea beyond. She’d have to allow her sadness to ebb away before she’d set a slipper inside the sunny little house. If not, it would be no better than the tomb she’d once escaped.
A husband? A Venetian for a husband? An unloving husband of any sort was a curse to be avoided. But a husband whom she could not understand? Ridiculous.
She smiled at a little girl who looked up from her collection of shells and rocks to see who had brought a shadow to her wall. The rocks were rough but warm beneath Isobelle’s hands and she bid their peace and silence to ease her mind. And there, in the warmth of the southern sun, an idea began to sprout.
If a man wanted to marry her, he would just have to learn her language. And if she proved to be a poor teacher? Could she be blamed?
Aye, she could do worse things than live out her life alone. 
* * *
The little Greek, Icarus, pushed himself away from the shadows of the little cottage and headed down the path, certain he’d not been noticed. If his master, God’s Dragon, were any other man, Icarus would suspect he was smitten with the beauty. But if the rumor was to be believed, the same sword that created the frightening scar across Gaspar Dragotti’s face had done much more frightening things to other parts of his body. So it was doubtful his master had any personal interest in the woman, but had been ordered to investigate her and her companion—a man who was not her husband after all. 
Icarus smiled as he picked his way down the road, knowing his master would be well pleased with the details he’d learned. And Icarus was pleased God’s Dragon had chosen to spend the night in the city, for it meant no rowing out to the man’s private island to fix his supper, or rowing back, as Icarus did each night.
He rolled his shoulders in anticipation of a painless evening.



CHAPTER FOUR
Gaspar sat on a simple wood bench at the rear of the gardens absently watching the Augustinian friars collecting food in their aprons. Dressed in black and sitting silently in the summer shade like the shadow of a true dragon, he made them nervous, he knew. But he preferred to sleep on hallowed ground, when not at home, and as Special Investigator to The Patriarch of Venice, he could go wherever he willed. And he willed to sit in a peaceful garden—where Satan had no reach—while he waited for Icarus to bring him news.
He had no interest in the woman. It was only the inflection in her speech he wished to understand. As a student of many languages, he was frustrated when he misunderstood someone speaking one of those languages. And English, as his native tongue, never troubled him. But Gaelic was a problem. He’d hoped to never hear it again, in truth. But he was determined to know why the woman had used that inflection when calling the man husband.
It was the only reason he’d sent Icarus to find them. He wanted his curiosity settled. It was as simple and as sinless as that. 
The friars, finished with their gathering, scurried away, leaving him alone with his thoughts and the echo in his head of their shuffling feet. Or was it the echo of the woman’s feet as she meandered up the aisle of the church? 
Was she a venefica? A witch? Had he finally happened upon one in truth?
If she were executed, she could tempt me no more.
Gaspar shook the voice from his head because it was wrong. Not only was he not tempted, it would be a sin, surely, to punish a woman for her beauty. Of course men tried to do just that on many occasions. Husbands, jealous and suspicious, would run to the church and accuse their wives of witchcraft, to rid themselves of their own weaknesses. And it would surprise him not at all to learn that most investigators, excluding himself, would believe the men in most occasions. 
Gaspar had naught in common with those men. He had a gift. He could read the guilt on the faces of most men as if they’d opened their mouths and confessed. He always knew when a man was lying, even if the man had convinced himself otherwise.
A gate squeaked open and he turned toward the sound, hoping to see Icarus. It was only a friar, returning for a knife he’d left lying among the plants. He gave Gaspar a smile and a slight bow, then returned from whence he’d come.
Gaspar took a deep breath and settled into his thoughts.
Yes. He could tell if a man was lying, and the knowledge turned his stomach. He could tell when a man was lying, and this time, it was himself. The truth was Gaspar Dragotti was tempted by the Scotswoman. The vision of her hair, her face, her lips—they all haunted him each time he closed his eyes. And though he ignored the stirrings of his body in response to that vision, he could not wipe it from his memory.
Of course he would never consider the woman for himself. He had vowed never to marry. But it would help him, somehow, to know she was the wife of another. If she was married to the Scotsman, he could stop thinking of her, let her go.
Let her go! As if he were holding onto her. With both hands. Trying not to forget her, even now.
His chest tightened and he looked skyward for relief, but found only the pale, full moon looking down from a blue sky, too anxious to be about its business to wait for the coming night.
Let her go, he told the moon.
I cannot, it seemed to reply.
“It seems,” he murmured aloud, “neither can I.”
* * *
Icarus found him just after Vespers. Gaspar did not attend with the friars, but he appreciated the stolid murmur of voices coming from the chapel washing over him like baptismal waters, replacing the sound of the Scotswoman’s lilting tongue with the steady, comforting voice of the devoted.
“My lord! I have interesting news.”
“Tell me.” With his own low tone, he warned the servant to lower his voice. 
“The man is not her husband,” Icarus whispered with excitement. “He is her cousin. A warrior hoping to find work as a crossbowman. He told an old Venetian woman he plans to man a ship and leave his pretty cousin in the old woman’s keeping, to find a husband that can take her in hand, but can also make her happy. He was quite forceful about her being happy, in the end. He offered the old woman compensation if she found the right man. And more for keeping the wrong men away from her. The old one will have even more compensation if the pretty one makes trouble. Or rather, when she makes trouble. He expects it, I think.”
Gaspar was grateful the little Greek had so much to report since he was momentarily unable to speak. Something powerful rose inside him at the first news—the man is not her husband. He struggled to understand the rest of the details while he fought for calm. And for air. 
“Will the Scotswoman be living with this old woman?” he was finally able to ask.
“No, my lord. The old one has provided her with a cottage. Perhaps I can show you tomorrow—”
“Tonight,” he snapped. He would see her again tonight. And perhaps she would not be as pretty as his memory insisted she’d been. “You will show me tonight.”



CHAPTER FIVE
The parade of possible suitors began the next afternoon. 
Isobelle knelt before a wee plot of soil she was softening for a garden at the side of the house. The morning sun had shone upon the patch, but by the nooning hour, the next building blocked the overwarm heat of the day and the temperature was far too pleasant to warrant going inside. She was determined to grow something—anything—that might remind her of the lush gardens of home, even if she only grew a fine thistle or two.
She looked up from her work at the sound of a man whistling as he passed. A minute later, the same man returned up the slope whistling the same tune, but a bit louder. She smiled, realizing he was determined to get her attention, then laughed to herself when he pretended to notice her for the first time. He made a great show of sweeping the hat from his balding head and bowing deeply. Then he grinned and came toward her, apparently confident he’d done all that was necessary to earn a conversation with her. When he opened his mouth to speak, she raised a single imperious brow. Duly warned against such boldness, he fidgeted with his hat and bowed silently. Then he scraped his heels while backing into the lane and going along his way, his attention on the path before him. 
It was not five minutes later that Signora Crescento appeared, hands on hips, with her own arrogant brow cocked. 
Isobelle rolled her eyes and shook her head.
“No?” The old woman seemed properly shocked.
“No.” At least that word translated well.
A short while later, the next suitor marched purposely toward her and began speaking.
She stared at him for a moment, then bent back to her empty garden and resumed turning the dirt. If the man had spoken with Signora Crescento, he would know Isobelle did not speak Italian. Or perhaps, the old woman had not approved him for courtship and thus gave him no warning.
She stifled a laugh as the man stomped away. She wanted no enemies here, at least until she could understand them. When the old woman never came for her report, Isobelle surmised the man hadn’t been a suitor after all.
The third man she tried to ignore, but failed. He walked up the lane, then up again. It wasn’t until he started up the rise for the third time that she concluded he must be walking in a circle instead of simply walking back and forth on her little street. This one was just as old and bald as the first had been, but to his credit, he was extremely polite. He introduced himself as Signore Pesce. Pesce she knew to mean fish, thanks to her time on ships, so perhaps he’d simply called himself a fisherman. Either way, she nodded politely. When he looked at her expectantly, she could only say, “No, grazie.”
It was a full ten minutes later when Signora Crescento returned with a knowing smile. As soon as that brow rose, Isobelle repeated, “No, grazie.”
The signora huffed and walked away, ranting and gesturing wildly with her hands as she headed back down the lane. Isobelle thought perhaps, if the woman were so easily frustrated, she’d find someone to translate for her. But she was wrong. 
Instead of waiting for Ossian to arrive to help communicate with Isobelle, the old woman found a wider variety of men, presumably to discover what Isobelle was looking for. In one hour, she was presented with an extremely tall man who looked fearful of being chosen, a fat one in fine blue velvet whom she assumed was wealthy, and a man who was five shades prettier than Isobelle herself. They no longer paraded down her street but each arrived arm in arm with Signora Crescento. The last man was forced to open his mouth and show his strong white teeth, most of which were in their original positions. He was nearly as outraged as the old woman when Isobelle gave her standard answer. But she ignored his blustering while she stood and stretched, then brushed the dirt from her skirt—Ossian had threatened her life if she were caught wearing breeches again.
The pair spat and sputtered at her even after she’d entered the cottage and closed the door in their faces. They argued at her nonsensically, each through a different window, until she closed the shutters on them. She dared not light a candle as it might encourage them and so sat in the darkness until the voices, now consoling, moved off and away.
The following day, she was grateful to be left alone with her little patch of turned earth and sunshine until after Sext, the midday prayers. Apparently, all the men who did not labor in the mornings had been presented the day before. The rest joined a steady parade on Calle di Isobelle—the street of Isobelle—after the nooning meal.
A man would wander past, and if she ignored him, he would continue down the lane only to come back again and again until she happened to look up from a garden she hoped would not always be imaginary. She tried not to notice the men until at least the third pass. After all, some gave up after she ignored them twice. She rewarded those who persevered by glancing up, as if to note the position of the sun, then allowing her eyes to wander to the passersby. Even an unpleasant-looking man deserved the chance to introduce himself. But if any man tried to argue beyond No, grazie, Isobelle was happy to give a detailed explanation in Gaelic, which in no way resembled the romantic languages and usually frightened away even the sternest Venetian.
The fact that Signora Crescento never came looking for her opinion led Isobelle to believe the woman had worn herself out the day before and waited for some lucky man to report his success. It became so amusing Isobelle could not bear to go inside, even though she could do no more to prepare the soil for the seeds Ossian promised to bring her.
It had been two days since Ossian found her the cottage. He had yet to find work, and the old woman was sure to run out of prospective husbands for her or else be reduced to sending along either married men, priests, or wait for a new generation to grow up. To Isobelle’s way of thinking, Venice might prove to be the perfect home after all.
A disgruntled man of obvious worth stomped away and while Isobelle listened for a curse word she might understand, she heard a child laughing. She stood and brushed the dirt from her apron while she tried to discover the direction of the laughter. 
Finally, she looked up at the tall building next door and found a young girl grinning down at her with her forearms resting on the window sill, her chin resting on her entwined fingers. It was the same child she’d seen playing with shells by the sea wall.
Isobelle grinned back and waved for the girl to come down.
The imp needed no more encouragement and disappeared, only to reappear in front of Isobelle as fast as she might have by jumping from the high window.
The child spoke no English, nor French. Isobelle spoke no Italian, but she was determined to communicate.
“Signora Crescento?” Isobelle asked, hoping the child would have some opinion of the woman.
The lass giggled and shook her head. “Troppo grasso,” she said and held her arms in a circle to mimic the old woman’s round belly.
“Fat?” Isobelle made the same gesture, but puffed out her cheeks as well.
“Si.” The lass nodded. “Grasso.”
Isobelle repeated the word. The child nodded again.
Isobelle pointed to herself. “My name is Isobelle.”
“Isabella?” 
“No. Isobelle.”
“Ah. Il mio nome è Britta.”
“Britta?”
“Si.”
They shook hands and the lassie giggled.
The thought of another suitor strolling by gave Isobelle an idea, and with Britta’s help, she was able to learn a few choice words that would go far toward helping her communicate with the old woman using more than just head shakes and shrugs. 
Britta returned to her perch in the window. Isobelle returned to her little rectangle of dirt. She began to wonder if Signora Crescento had run out of possibilities and feared she’d learned a bit of Italian for no reason at all. It had been that long since the last one. But soon the sound of footfalls returned, and Isobelle made no pretense; she looked up right away, assuming that the sooner the man was on his way, the sooner the old woman would come. 
But it was not a single man walking past her cottage. It was half a dozen. And herding them from behind like a well-trained collie, was Signora Crescento.
Isobelle stood and faced her visitors, all men she’d seen before. Each one of them looked far too eager for her peace of mind. They eyed her hair, her clothes, and one looked a bit greedily at the cottage. He stumbled forward with a wee bit of firm encouragement from the old woman, bobbed his head, then lifted his chin as if he were on display in some sort of slave market.
Isobelle swallowed a chortle that would have proven to all and sundry she was not a strictly sober woman.
Signora Crescento said something unintelligible, but considering her tone and the hand on her hip, meant something to the effect of, “What is so wrong with this one?”
Isobelle rubbed her face to hide her grin until she had it under control. She didn’t bother to hide her Scottish brogue, for she was fair to certain she had the words right.
“Troppo breve,” she said. Too short.
The man’s brows shot up, as did Signora Crescento’s. But while the short man appeared insulted, the old woman looked quite pleased. She pushed the first man out of her way, then shoved the next man forward. He frowned over his shoulder, clearly unappreciative of the old woman’s roughness.
“E questo?” the old woman asked.
“Troppo...fiero.” Too fierce. At least she thought that was what it meant. She’d simply glared at the girl to get the right word. For all she knew, it meant angry or frightening.
To Isobelle’s surprise, the man nodded, put his hat on his head, then offered both her and Signora Crescento a slight bow before walking away with his head held high.
Undaunted, the old woman pushed the next one forward. He was timid as a mouse, only glancing at Isobelle and briefly holding her gaze before looking at his feet. He’d been much braver without the audience, poor man.
“Troppo grasso,” she said quietly, so as not to hurt the thin man’s feelings any more than was necessary.
He grinned and walked away. A dozen paces later, he laughed quietly.
The next one was a bit too bold. He leered at her, winked at her. She could hear his labored breathing that she feared had nothing to do with the incline of the lane. It was this man she would have in mind when she barred the door every night.
“Troppo...” She had no Italian word for him. There was a limit to what she and Britta could devise with only a bit of mimicking. “No,” she finally said. “Just, no.”
The man continued to leer, unwilling to be dismissed with no reason. Since she’d left Scotland and the protection of her brother and his high station in their clan, she’d come across many of his sort. If she shied away from him, he would pursue her.
She stepped forward abruptly and did not stop until there was but a hand’s breadth between them. The man’s nostrils flared and he took in the details of her hair, her apron, her lips. He grinned to one side of his mouth.
Though it turned her stomach to do so, she leaned toward him. Narrowing her eyes, she repeated, “No. Absolutely no.”
His own eyes narrowed, then he huffed and walked away, pausing long enough to spit in her little yard before moving off. A new enemy? Certainly. But she would not want him on her side, or behind her, in any battle.
Much to Isobelle’s surprise, Signora Crescento spouted a string of Italian that sounded very much like an apology. Isobelle shrugged and stepped over to her stoop before turning back to the rest. She spread her feet wide and folded her arms, waiting.
The fourth man stepped forward before the old woman could push him. Isobelle laughed, then the others joined in. Though the man was no taller than the first three, Isobelle pronounced him, “Troppo alto.” Too tall. She’d had no alternative since her arsenal had run out of Italian words. For a moment, the man frowned, then he burst out laughing. She did the same, relieved he hadn’t been insulted.
The signora stepped next to the fifth man and simply pointed to him.
“Troppo...” Isobelle shrugged.
“Troppo brutto!” Britta shouted from her window.
While the others looked for the interloper, Isobelle studied the man in question. She was fair to certain brutto meant ugly. The man was blessed with a beak of a nose when combined with the dark circles below his eyes gave him the appearance of a scavenger bird.
Signore Brutto simply shrugged and walked away with a wave, his shoulders bunched high like folded wings.
That left the sixth and last man. His face was handsome enough, though a deep shade of red as he waited for Isobelle to announce why he was unfit to court her. But he raised his chin at the last and waited.
Isobelle could not be cruel. She did not know this man, could not judge him as fit or unfit for marriage or anything else. But neither could she encourage him. She would not be marrying a Venetian or anyone. It was she who was unfit for him. And then she realized she knew another Italian word that would suit. She’d heard it and whispered it just that morning, inside her wee cottage.
“Troppo...perfetto.” Too perfect. She shrugged and waited.
Though the man remained as red as before, his mouth stretched into a wide grin. He bobbed, muttered something to himself, then he bobbed again. And in his excitement, he stepped forward, took Isobelle’s hand, and kissed the back of it. Then he carefully returned her hand to her side before backing away.
He waved every ten steps or so until he was out of sight.
Isobelle turned back to Signora Crescento, expecting her to be cross, but the old woman surprised her.
“No Italiano, eh?” she said. “Troppo, breve, fiero, grasso, alto, brutto, e perfetto.” With each word, she touched a finger, then held up those seven fingers when she was finished. “Sette parole Italiane. Sette più domani.” Then in English, “Seven words Italian. Seven more tomorrow.”
While Isobelle stood in shock at the crafty woman’s sudden ability to speak English, the old woman looked up at Britta. A frown turned her pleasant features into a deeply furrowed field and she shook her finger at the lass and chastised her with such a battering of Italian, Isobelle would never be able to understand it all if she had a proper teacher and a dozen years to learn the words.
Poor Britta stepped back from the window and still the woman ranted.
Isobelle considered ducking inside her cottage while Signora Crescento’s attention was elsewhere, but before she reached for the handle behind her, the woman’s attention dropped away from the window. A smile tugged at her wrinkly cheek and she winked at Isobelle before turning down the lane toward her own house.
Britta appeared at the window again, and she and Isobelle exchanged worried looks, just before they broke into laughter.
The child held up seven fingers, as the old woman had, and enunciated slowly. “Seven…more…tomorrow.”
Seven more words? Or seven more men?



CHAPTER SIX
If Isobelle was any judge, Ossian was a wee nervous when he returned to the cottage that night. He wasn’t shaking, but his eyes couldn’t seem to land on anything for long. While he waited for supper to cook itself through, the table seemed to interest him for a bit. Then something outside the window. He headed for the door and claimed he wished to take a gander at the garden spot, but he took his fine time returning. Isobelle finally gave up and went outside herself, to see if the man had wandered off in his distracted state. But he stood to the side of the house, his toes on the edge of the prepared plot of dirt, staring at the stone of the cottage wall.
“What do ye see there, Ossian? A hole that needs a patch? Perhaps ye should take a good look around at the place before ye go searching for a fancy berth on a ship, aye?”
“I’ve already looked, Izzy.”
The air was too heavy in her chest. It would move neither out, nor in. Finally, she forced herself to take a deep breath to help clean out the old air.
“Oh? Ye’ve looked?” She kept her tone light. “No luck, I suppose?”
Ossian pulled his attention from the wall and finally looked at her. “I thought I’d found some luck. A ship headed to England, even. A merchant who deals in long bows made from English Oak. He was right pleased to have me...or so he was this morn. Then he sent a man to find me, to tell me he’d been mistaken, that there was no room.”
Isobelle’s spirits took wing. Ossian wouldn’t be leaving so soon after all. Usually, when he couldn’t look her in the eye, it was because he was trying to find the courage to tell her he was leaving her alone for a while. And sometimes, the whiles were months long. Neither of them would admit it, but each time he left, there was a chance they’d never see each other again, what with one bit of trouble and another. And most of it caused by her hair and the men who felt the need to touch it. But they couldn’t very well pay a man to protect her—it would take all Ossian’s wages to do so. And if Ossian did the protecting, there would be no wages earned. She was simply far too much trouble for one man to handle. Even plaited, her hair found a way to escape. But if she could see fit to cut her hair, so she could keep it covered always, she might be fine enough on her own.
She just couldn’t seem to do it.
“I’m sorry ye were disappointed, cousin.” She would not say she was sorry he was staying with her.
“Oh, aye. I was.” He took a deep breath, then another. “But then I happened upon another man who offered me a position on an island in the Laguna Viva, on one of the octagonal islands, where they gather to defend against the Turkish ships. A pretty price, he was willing to pay me, seasoned warrior that I am. I thought I might finally be able to hire a guard or two to see ye safe, that ye’d need not marry if ye didna care to.”
Isobelle said nothing, hoping the strange tone in his voice meant he’d reconsidered that proposition as well.
“But as soon as we’d parted ways, another man came to me and told the same tale, that the captain had decided not to trust a Scot. Can ye believe it? Not to trust a Scot?”
“Oh, Ossian.” She shook her head. “What could they be thinking? Yer obviously more able than most. But why not trust a Scot?”
There was a familiar niggling in the back of her mind, wondering if someone’s distrust of anyone Scottish had something to do with her. But the only trouble she’d caused since arriving in Venice was to anger a bunch of nuns. And if they were cloistered, how could they have aught to do with seamen? Or men of war? 
The only unkindness she’d done since then was to send six men away—only one of whom might have been disgruntled enough to cause trouble for her. But if he had set his sights on her, why would he not wish for Ossian to leave the city?
Her cousin shook his head. “All I can imagine,” he said, “is that some other Scotsman has ruined our reputation in one way or ‘tother.”
Isobelle nodded. That made as much sense as anything else. But as much as she wanted her cousin close, she would not have him insulted. Ossian was a braw, brave man who commanded respect. He was fair and honorable. And considering his talent with most weapons, his loyalty was a boon beyond price.
She felt righteous indignation filling her gullet and wished she could champion her cousin’s cause in some way. It was the least she could do, after the man had put his life aside to help save hers. And he’d risked that same life for her a dozen times over since they’d left their beloved Scotland.
“What can I do, Ossian? Who are these cowards who would imagine ye to be untrustworthy? Surely there is someone who would give ye the chance to prove yerself. That is all ye need, mavournin’. One chance to earn their fine opinion.”
Ossian smiled at her then, and she felt as if she’d finally done something to make the man happy. Had she never told him before how proud she was to call him cousin? Or husband? Whichever the moment required?
“Auch, but I’m pleased to hear ye say such a thing, Izzy. For ‘tis true I was beginning to think ye a selfish woman to want me with ye forever more.”
Isobelle gave him a shove and he nearly stepped on her precious garden of dirt.
“Yer a fine man, Ossian,” she said. “Even if ye are daft as a pike. Did I not tell ye? Signora Crescento has already been draggin’ every male in Venice past me door for inspection. I’ll have yer arse replaced in but a day or two.” She didn’t plan to tell him she’d rejected every one of them, or that she would continue to reject all suitors. 
Ossian walked around her and headed for the door and his supper. “Glad I am to hear it, Izzy. For I did find a man who wishes to give me that chance to prove me worth. In fact, he has such faith in me, he’s already paid me a reward for signing on. I dinna think he’ll be reconsidering like the others. And since we leave tonight, with the tide, he won’t have much of a chance to do so, aye?”
She took a handful of his shirt and jerked her cousin backward. He moved quickly, but was unable to stop himself from landing on that arse she was just referring to.
“Yer a daft, daft man, Ossian Ross. Just because I said it, doesna mean I meant it.”
“Weel,” he said with a shrug. “As long as I’m already down here, I may as well tell ye the rest of it. Save ye the need to knock me doon again.”
Isobelle closed her eyes for a moment, putting off the inevitable. But what could possibly be worse news than Ossian leaving her at the mercy of Venetians while he danced about on a ship waiting for attacks that rarely came?
He rested his arms on his knees and waited.
“Out with it then, cousin,” she spat.
He gave a nod. “The ship is leaving for the New World of Columbus, Isobelle. I dinna ken when I’ll be back, aye?”
She let the news sweep through her, taking her breath and leaving its mark on her heart. The day she’d been dreading had arrived, the day Ossian would leave her for good. She’d overheard enough on their latest voyage to know that hundreds of men and entire ships failed to return from the New World, which meant danger—which meant her fearless cousin wouldn’t be able to resist it. She only wondered how long he’d been hoping for just such an opportunity. If he hadn’t been bound to her, he likely would have left Scotland for such an adventure.
Finally, she nodded and backed toward the front of the house. “Me supper’s getting cold.”
He puffed out his chest. “And what of my supper?”
“I suggest ye go find some foosty pesce and stuff yerself.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Gaspar was at war.
He was certain it was the devil with whom he warred, though anyone watching closely could easily misunderstand what drove him. They would see a beautiful woman and assume he was driven by his baser urges. But they would be wrong. He had simply devised an original strategy for fighting Satan. And since he was a man of few words, beholden to few, he set his plans in motion without the need to explain himself to others. He was God’s Dragon, a powerful, mythical thing driven by his need to serve God. There was no reason he could not do it all.
Prove himself.
Save the woman.
And defeat Satan. All at the same time.
His man, Icarus, knew some of his plans, out of necessity, but it was likely he had no notion as to his master’s reasons for them. The little man simply moved about Venice unnoticed, doing Gaspar’s bidding. If he wondered at his master’s motives, he would have his curiosity settled soon enough.
As God’s Dragon, Gaspar had acquired enough wealth over his thirty-two years to rival the treasure of that legendary beast for which he was named. So it was not surprising when his preparations could be ready in a matter of days instead of months.
The iron worker, Ferro, had been quick to do Gaspar’s bidding. He and his men had taken an elaborate rood screen commissioned for the new St. Mark’s church and with it, were able to fill Gaspar’s requirements immediately. The new church was still under construction and there was time enough for another screen to be fabricated. The second screen would still be an original, since the first would be changed to fit Gaspar’s requirements. Only the artwork would be similar. And few souls would ever lay eyes upon the first screen, let alone complain.
Oh, there would be complaining, but not about the design. He imagined a fiery-haired Scotswoman would have plenty to complain about the moment she laid eyes upon the screen.
As Gaspar finished his simple supper, the famous iron worker knocked upon the door of his stanza privata. Gaspar bid him enter, then gestured for the man to speak.
Ferro’s eyes were drawn to the white scar and froze there. “It is finished, Signore Dragotti.”
Gaspar nodded, but said nothing, for fear his excitement might reveal too much to the workman.
“So,” the man said, as if searching for a topic that might engage Gaspar in conversation. He forced himself to look away from the scar, but his attention quickly returned.
God’s Dragon frowned. “You have been paid.”
It was not a question.
The man’s head bobbed. “Si, mio signore.”
“Paid enough to forget the screen ever existed.”
“Si, mio signore.”
“I suggest, Signore Ferro, you do not allow the devil to tempt you to remember.”
“Si! Si, mio signore!”
Gaspar turned his attention back to the parchment before him. After a moment, Ferro began backing toward the door, though as far as the man knew, God’s Dragon had already forgotten he existed. And if he were waiting for praise, well… Gaspar was not foolish enough to examine the creation while standing beside a worker who might question its purpose. 
Icarus shuffled into the room and waited. Gaspar waved a hand for the man to take his tray away. He’d been too distracted with his plans to eat, and yet he was not hungry. Another victory over the temptations of the flesh, he thought, without any effort at all.
“You remember your orders for tomorrow?” he asked the little man.
“Si, mio signore. I will have the second boat ready. Just where you said.”
“Fine, then. You may go.”
In his usual exercise in self-control, he waited one hour, then another, before he allowed himself to go inspect the work. First, he chose to prove to the devil—if he were watching—that Gaspar Dragotti was no slave to desire. Second, he would not give the iron workers the satisfaction of seeing the window light up at the top of the tower the moment their boat was away. If he showed any pleasure in their fabrication, they would no doubt tell others of their custom work for The Patriarch’s Investigator. And the last thing he wanted was for someone to come to his private island unannounced, expecting to have a good look at the work in question.
It would be best for everyone if the iron workers put this commission behind them and looked toward the next—a feat no artist could manage if they might find praise in a work already completed. Had he not seen the same in Michelangelo?
Another hour passed before Gaspar took a single candle up the tower steps. Each stair built the excitement in his breast until, when he reached the landing and opened the door, he thought his heart might burst.
He should have paid Ferro more.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Isobelle sat abruptly in her bed.
Had someone knocked upon her door, or had it been a dream? Was it only an echo in her sleepy mind of the knocking two nights before?
That night, before she and her cousin had time for a proper fare thee well, a lad had come to the door to collect Ossian, to help carry his weapons and such to the ship. She could not follow along and wave at the dock—it would hardly be safe for her to head for home alone, in the darkness. But perhaps a quick farewell was for the best. At least she’d been able to shed her tears without getting her cousin wet.
The pounding came again. Not by a small hand.
“Signorina Ross,” came the old woman’s wavering voice. “Signorina!” The rest was Italian. She couldn’t possibly expect Isobelle to understand her. But why would she come so early in the morning to spout nonsense?
Grudgingly, Isobelle got to her feet, wrapped her Ross plaid around her night clothes, and went to the door. Through the wood, she heard a man speak low. Signora Crescento answered.
Isobelle whipped the door open and stood in the opening with her hands on her hips.
“Signora. This is no hour to start yer wee parade...” Isobelle’s rant was cut short by a sudden loss of wind in her sails. A striking man, far and above more handsome than the likes of the previous four days’ procession, stood head, shoulders, and chest above the old woman. His hair was dark, but a warm color, not the black of many Italians. The length of it disappeared against the sober darkness of his tunic. His shoulders were broad enough to block her small doorway if he took another step forward. A long scar across his features suggested he was no stranger to battle. The white brand ran from his left brow, across his nose and cheek, then hooked around the edge of his right jaw in an angry pucker. 
A fine scar indeed. But the face beneath it was even finer. The chin was square, not unlike that of her brother Monty. The planes of his cheeks were flat and on the hollow side, topped with high, wide cheekbones. His brows formed a dark ridge. His black-brown eyes peered into her soul. They dropped briefly to note her state of dress, including the Ross plaid, then returned her gaze once more. Whether he liked what he saw was a mystery. Not even his lips moved.
Four guards in black and yellow uniforms stood at his back with pikes. Four bees holding their stingers at the ready, she thought. An important man, then.
Isobelle did not yet know how to say, “Too important,” in Italian, but the word she did know was more accurate in any case.
“Troppo perfetto,” she said, stepped back, and shut the door before the man’s gaze persuaded her to reconsider.
Her heart raced with an odd sort of panic, as if the man on the other side of the door might just be handsome enough to weaken her resolve. But she mustn’t give in to temptation. She had to hold strong and hope that one day the suitors would give up hope. She would not marry, no matter what a man’s station, no matter how pretty. And it might be wiser not to learn their language after all. If she couldn’t understand them, they could not impress her, seduce her, or change her mind.
Neither would she teach any of them English, let alone Gaelic. The sound of her own language from the mouth of that handsome man at her door might mean her doom. 
The wood shook behind her as the pounding resumed.
She sighed, supposing it might not be so painful to look upon the man one last time, but only once. After all, she’d hardly been gracious. And since he was likely unaware of the men Signora Crescento had previously brought to her door, he would think her quite rude indeed. A pity he didn’t speak English, or she would explain.
But then again, he was no commoner. Perhaps he did speak English.
She whisked the door open once again and offered the little company a smile, despite their frowns. The old woman appeared downright frightened, crushing the skirt of her apron to her heart, her eyes wide and wild. Was she frightened for herself, or for Isobelle? Was it the man’s temper she feared? If he were a tyrant, he would find no welcome from her.
“Signore,” she began. “Do you perhaps speak English?”
The man nodded once, then gestured for her to come forward.
Isobelle left her feet where they were, tipped her head to one side and raised a brow. 
Signora Crescento began spouting in Italian again, until a sharp look from the gentleman stopped her mid-sentence. She nodded, bowed, and took a step back.
So. He was a tyrant. Turranos, in Latin. The man had to know his Latin.
“Signore Turranos,” she said, “I am not in want of a husband just the now. I appreciate that ye’ve risen so early to see me this morn, but I assure ye—”
“Silence,” he said, and though he’d not raised it, his deep voice cut through the pale dawn. 
His audacity so surprised her, she complied without intending to. But to compensate for lack of speech, she stepped back and took hold of the door once again, prepared to shut it on the man’s nose if need be. But he put a foot forward, over her threshold, to prevent just that.
“Go away,” she demanded.
“Signorina Ross,” he barked loudly, even though they were only an arm’s length apart. He then said something in Italian, no doubt for the sake of anyone who was awake at that hour and of a mind to listen. He took a breath, then lowered his chin and his voice. “Isobella Ross, you are under arrest. In the name and holy office of his Beatitude, The Patriarch of Venice, you are accused of witchcraft and are to be removed for examination and interrogation. I advise you to come willingly, for your actions here and now will be taken into consideration.”
Witchcraft!
Panic flooded her chest and made breathing impossible, but after glancing at a pale and hysterical Signora Crescento, Isobelle resolved not to show her fear. Her actions were being considered? Then she refused to act guilty in front of the tyrant who had apparently not come to consider her for marriage. Witchcraft was an ugly word that had nearly gotten her killed before. She had no idea how they dealt with witches in Italy, but such a religious state would surely treat her no better than her own kirk had.
She forced a smile and laughed. “Witchcraft? Yer jesting, of course. ‘Tis hardly me own fault, this red hair. It vexes me something awful, so I assure ye, I pay dearly for bearing it. But a reasonable man like yerself would not think to punish a woman for the color of hair God Himself granted her.”
The man glanced briefly at her hair, then back at her face. In his eyes she saw some soft thought, then regret, but that was quickly replaced by something harder.
“This has naught to do with your hair,” he said. A soldier behind him frowned and Isobelle supposed it was likely no one else spoke English but her and the handsome one.
“Please, sir.” She kept her voice steady so no one might suspect she was begging. “What can I say to help you believe me? I am not a witch. I’ve known real witches in Scotland and I assure ye, I am not one of them. I have no knowledge of medicines, herbs, or the like. And I’ve been here for six days, no more. Who could possibly know me well enough to accuse me of such a thing?”
She suddenly remembered the abbess, who could not have been pleased with her. Then there was a ship full of oarsmen and passengers who’d avoided her. But she’d supposed that was only because Ossian had hovered over her like an angry wolf. Sophia could not have been displeased with her, after what Isobelle had done to ensure the young woman’s freedom, to run away with the young man she loved. And the only mention of witches, since she’d left Scotland, had been between herself and Ossian, and then only in private—
Or that once, in the abbey, when none had spoken English...
She took another step back, deeper into her house. The guards started, but made no move to come after her. She looked into the tall man’s dark eyes and imagined a rood screen before him.
“It was you,” she whispered. “In the abbey. Behind the screen.”
The man’s eyes widened in alarm, but recovered quickly. “Will you come willingly, Venafica?” His voice poured over her like warm, trickling water. The word venefica might have been an endearment if it had not been for the rest of their conversation.
“Venefica?” she queried.
The old woman crossed herself and whimpered. That alone told her what she needed to know. But he answered her in any case.
“Witch.”



CHAPTER NINE
Through her frighteningly calm interpreter, Isobelle was promised Signora Crescento would care for the cottage and Isobelle’s things. The tyrant relayed the message as if there was actually a chance she would be returning, and she was grateful for the small comfort it gave her, even though she knew he didn’t believe it. She was unable to think clearly at the moment, so a little false comfort was enough to keep her calmer than she truly felt. 
The man walked into the lane and the guards took positions around her as she followed after him. They’d allowed her a precious pair of boots—with her little dagger thankfully hidden inside—and the length of Ross plaid she kept wrapped around her shoulders, but the man hadn’t allowed her enough privacy to change into a gown. Anyone watching would recognize her voluminous folds as her nightdress. And if she never returned for it, it seemed the green gown had never been destined to be hers after all. Ossian should have allowed young Sophia to keep it.
One guard before her, a man to each side, and a man behind. Back at Castle Ross, when they’d escorted her to her tomb, to be buried alive, the kirk’s henchmen had surrounded her the same way. But she’d been allowed no plaid, no comfort. And in those twelve days that followed, while she’d shivered and waited for her brother to dig her out, she’d wished a thousand times that she would have tried to escape that escort. If she didn’t try now, she’d never be able to forgive herself—or at least, for as long as she was allowed to live.
And she did wish to live.
She might be miserable to be so far from Scotland, but it did not mean she did not hope for a happy life. There was no clear future for her, yet, but she intended to be around to discover it. She would not go along quietly. She would not!
The road turned left ahead. On the right, there was a break between two buildings. Beyond that break would be the small wall and then the sea. At the turn, the gap widened between the man at her side and the man behind, and she bolted between them. The quick fingers of the last man clutched her plaid, but she slipped free of it and fled. She prayed she would reach the small alley before the men had their legs under them.
Seven steps and she entered the alley. Another six and the alley was behind her.
The wall! Just a few steps more!
Something hit her leg and screamed at her feet. It was a pig, and her piglets squealed in response. Isobelle had to dance through them carefully. The guards closed the distance. The tyrant pushed one of them aside to pass.
Isobelle spun back toward the wall. The path was clear. One step, then a jump, and she was over the stack of stones. Her boots sank in the sand, then were slowed by wet mud. Her only consolation was that the same would hinder her pursuers! 
She fought on. The tide had gone and left the beach stretched before her. So much ground between herself and freedom. She had to keep running. She would not repeat the past. She would not be buried alive again. Would not allow these fools to drown her, burn her, or whatever Italians did to witches.
And so she ran.
The water was a dozen strides away. Heaven help her, but she would never get a chance to get her feet wet! Surely they were upon her, but she dared not turn to look.
Pat-pat, pat-pat, said her boots. But she heard no others. Still, she would not look back.
She reached the water, felt the shock of the cold lagoon fill her boots and reach through her sleeping gown. Fighting the folds of wet cloth, she pressed forward into the sea. The enormous lagoon was dotted with fishing boats. All she need do was reach one of them and plead to be taken aboard. She would be free!
There was no splashing behind her. No shouts for her to come back, in any language. And just as the water reached her chin, she twisted the toes of her boots into the sea floor and turned, to know why they’d stopped chasing her.
The dark tyrant stood on the sand with his arms folded, two guards to each side of him. He appeared quite calm as if he were certain she’d return on her own. Did he not suppose a woman could swim?
Fool.
The guards, however, were nodding and pointing out to sea, hopefully at a vessel or two that might be her salvation. The dark one suddenly unfolded his arms and started toward her, the cape on his tunic billowing behind him as he began to run. Grey sand flew from the back of his boots with every stride.
She turned her shoulders and looked behind her, but the triangles cutting through the waves were not the sails of small boats. They were the fins of sharks. Half a dozen, at least.
Calm. Stay calm, she told herself as she backed toward the beach, her toes barely able to find purchase on the sandy sea floor. Nothing to fear. Nothing to fear.
The guards fanned out and began shouting at the sharks as if they were puppies to be called home. For a moment, Isobelle panicked, thinking they meant to taunt the sharks in her direction. But her breathing eased when the fins moved to the side, the sharks reacting to those taunts instead of coming for her.
Then, as if they’d reconsidered, or sensed her fear, those fins turned as one in her direction.
She was still waist deep.
She jumped back, but her skirt was beneath her feet and she stumbled, landing on her backside. The water swamped her shoulders, then her face. She took hold of her skirts and pulled them higher. Her boots found the sand, and she stood once more.
One fin sliced between two others and sped forward.
Isobelle ran backward, but again, her skirts washed beneath her steps and tripped her again. Her head remained above water this time, but it was too late. She turned to the side, hoping to save her face from the attack. But strong hands gripped her beneath her arms and hauled her water-laden body into the air. The world spun away from her, her boots escaped the pull of the water, and she landed on her bottom once more, only this time, it was on wet sand. A pair of legs supported her back and remained even after the hands disappeared from beneath her arms.
She was surrounded by four excited Italians who spoke slowly and dramatically to her as if they thought she might understand their language more easily if they did so. She could only laugh. Eventually, that was all anyone was doing, except for the man at her back.
Once the guards sobered, the dark one stepped away from her. She leaned forward quickly, lest he think her too weak to sit on her own. Then she wondered if simpering like a frightened maiden might have suited her better. It was clear the guards thought her a lucky woman to have escaped the sharks all of a piece, but what was also clear was their change in attitude toward her. If she swooned, would the dark one then treat her differently too? Would he consider her less apt to be a witch if she were a more delicate lass?
Somehow, she doubted it—even if she thought he might soften toward her, it was unlikely she could simper in a believable manner. Then her stomach turned on a thought.
Perhaps coming out of the sea, neither drowned nor damaged, has just sealed my fate.



CHAPTER TEN
Gaspar worried his heart might never return to its original rhythm or its original location in his chest. He’d not removed the woman more than a furlong from her house and his body was already crying peace. He’d first been stunned the moment she’d opened the door. All disheveled and defiant, standing in little more than her shift, wrapped in her Scottish heritage, she’d been even more breathtaking upon closer inspection than she had in the dimly lit abbey.
He’d been caught unawares when she’d called him too perfect. For a moment, he’d believed her far too perfect as well. He’d soon realized, however, she was a clever enchantress who would say anything to distract him, to see to her own ends.
She’d led him to believe she would come along willingly, even though she denied the charges against her. Then she’d fled. If she was the devil’s own, she could have summoned those sharks in order to win the sympathies of both him and the guards. Luckily, it had only worked on the guards. 
She’d plunged herself into the water, knowing when she emerged her wet gown would cling to her form and tempt the most righteous of men. And since he was far from the most righteous… Yes, he was tempted. And he’d looked. And he would pay dearly for it, would be tormented by the memory of her lying on the sand at his feet, struggling for breath. 
Perhaps not the devil’s enchantress, but an enchantress just the same.
The guards loaded her into the small boat, far too small for more than Gaspar, Icarus, and their charge. Then the four had stood and watched the dingy head into the open lagoon. For all they knew, he and Icarus were rowing her out into the sea to toss her overboard. Now that her hands and feet were tied, she’d not be able to swim. It would mean certain death if she were to jump, but he doubted the woman would take her own life, even though she had to understand that the charge of witchcraft brought a sentence of death. But he’d noted how quickly she’d retreated from the sharks, determined to live, to survive. It was a good sign.
No. This woman would not be jumping into the Laguna Viva. She would fight…until he taught her fighting was futile.
* * *
Isobelle was grateful for the warm morning sun that quickly dried her nightdress and warmed her bones. Her plaid had been draped over her shoulders after her hands had been tied and she hadn’t imagined the young man’s quick pat of comfort before he’d snatched his hands away. All four of the guards had been so relieved she’d escaped the sharks that they’d softened toward her. If they were travelling far, at least one of them could be persuaded to turn a blind eye and allow her to escape. She knew it.
But they’d simply travelled a little farther down the beach, to a man gripping the rope to a small dingy that couldn’t possibly hold them all. As the tyrant gave the men orders, she knew without the need for an interpreter he was leaving the four behind! And when he caught her staring, open mouthed, she knew he’d read her thoughts—he knew the guards had softened. He also knew full well he was crushing her hopes. 
He didn’t smile. He didn’t gloat. But he knew.
Isobelle thanked the two men who helped her into the boat. A third man climbed in and bent over her feet. He mumbled, “Mi perdoni,” and began tying her ankles together. 
The feel of the rope brought her more alert than she’d been those first hours inside her tomb. It was truly happening! She was truly going to die for witchcraft! And no matter how powerless she’d felt in the past two years, unable to return home, or write to Monty or Morna, she’d never felt as vulnerable as she did with her boots secured together. If she were tossed into the water, she would sink like a heavy rock. There would be no one to fight. Nothing to struggle against but the sea.
The guard avoided looking her in the eye until just a heartbeat before he stepped out of the boat. He tried to give her an encouraging smile, but failed. He’d asked her forgiveness, she was sure. But she could only hope the men could understand her poorly pronounced Latin when she offered her pardon to them all. 
“Et dimittam te,” she said, smiling at each one in turn. Then she sat as regally as possible and looked out at the sea. 
The tyrant took his place at the bow and the little man who’d waited with the boat jumped in after they were afloat, then took up the oars. The dark one frowned toward the shore. Isobelle lifted her chin and watched the activity in the lagoon beyond his shoulder as if she were enjoying the ride and the morning sun. But on the inside, she was crumbling like a poorly stacked wall.
She hoped she’d be well and goodly drowned by the time the sharks found her.
They’d travelled into the heart of the immense lagoon when the oars swung up and into the boat, bringing her attention with them. Breathing hard, the little man tucked both oars safely into their cradles, then rolled his shoulders. Isobelle braced herself and looked at the water, wondering what made this spot appropriate for drowning witches. She could see no fins in the waves and gave a little prayer of thanks for it. When she opened her eyes again, she found the little man shaking his head and staring at her with his brows knit together in worry, but he made no move toward her. Perhaps his master wished to do the honors himself.
She pulled in a shaky breath and forced herself to look at the tyrant. 
The little man muttered something over his shoulder.
The big man frowned. “He worries you will jump overboard, Isobella Ross.” And from his frown, she suddenly realized both men shared that worry.
She shook her head. “Would it lessen yer pleasure if I did it meself, then?”
His eyes widened. “It would give me no pleasure to pull you from the water again, my lady. But be assured, I would if necessary. If you supposed I meant to drown you, you supposed wrong. I told you before, you’re to be examined and interrogated. That is all.” He looked behind him over the bow, then faced her again. “Do you see the small island off my right shoulder?” He gestured with his head.
A small black triangle sat in the lagoon nearly three times as far from the boat as the boat was now from shore. And though the little man had stowed the oars, the boat was clipping along steadily in the direction of the triangle. They were caught in a channel.
She looked at her captor and lifted a brow.
“That is our destination,” he said. “When we arrive, you will be allowed to rest and break your fast before we begin your examination.”
Isobelle refused to show her relief. She refused to hope. But with all the emotions warring inside her like a current of her own, she couldn’t keep from venting her spleen.
With great exaggeration, she glanced down at herself and ran her fingers down the front of her gown her plaid no longer covered. Then she sneered, “I would think I’ve been examined quite enough by now, do ye not suppose?”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Gaspar thought only to show the woman his distain and glanced at her clothes that were nearly dry from the sun’s warmth and the sea breeze. The plaid wool had parted almost as soon as young Oberto had placed it so gently around her shoulders, and all that remained between her flesh and the wide world was a damp bit of white cloth. Perhaps two layers of it, but still, not enough to keep his thoughts innocent. But by the time he returned his attention to her face, she was blushing, and he feared he was as well. He was grateful Icarus’ back was to him so the little man wouldn’t know just how mortal was the dragon.
Belatedly, the woman raised her tied wrists to block his view and turned her head away. Gaspar released a long-held breath and tried to steer his thoughts inward. He would have to give some thought to his plans and take better precautions against temptation. Already, she sensed weakness in him. But perhaps she would forget this little boat ride once they arrived at his island and she saw Ferro’s work. 
And though he had already ensured he could never put hands on her, he would need to be as prudent with his eyes.
He lowered his gaze to the water moving alongside the boat and allowed the slap and swirl to soothe his senses. He pulled the moist morning air into his body and willed it to take away his tortured thoughts. Instead, the image of the woman’s cottage presented itself behind his eyelids. Not the look of it that morning, but of three evenings past when he’d stood in the shadows of the alley across the way staring at the little blue door. That was his first mistake, to have stood for hours willing her to come outside, straining his ears for the sound of her voice or the low murmur of her cousin. It nearly drove him mad contemplating the ordinary little tasks that might have occupied her. And then a treacherous thought had slipped to the fore—an image of him as a simpler man coming home to his wife, a beauty from Scotland whose gaze would rest on him—only on him—when he walked through that little blue door.
Much like she’d looked upon him that very morning.
That single treacherous idea had been invited by a dozen other, seemingly innocent thoughts and a curiosity that compelled him to her door that first time. So he would need to stay mindful—that his curiosity could bring him to his knees. Because the most frightening realization of all was the way that thought had made him feel. Or rather the way it had not made him feel. He’d expected guilt and revulsion, but experienced neither.
Frightening indeed.
* * *
Isobelle could have dissolved to tears when the little man carefully cut the rope binding her feet. But she wouldn’t show any more weakness than she already had. 
The dark one stood on the dock and waited for her to climb out of the boat, then he turned and led the way toward the single towered structure that covered half the wee island. The stones were enormous and gray, and the keep itself appeared to be so much shadow dredged up from the depths of the lagoon and stretched to the sky. The wind and waves pushed and pulled at its edges, as if to say go back from whence you came, you don’t belong in the sun. But the tower stood quiet and oblivious, not unlike the man.
Isobelle followed the tyrant and the little man followed her, but there was little need. As they’d approached the island, she’d seen how small it was, and how isolated, and there was simply nowhere for her to go. The boat was small but too heavy for her to manage on her own since all her time on the sea, in all manner of vessels, she’d never been reduced to rowing. Thus, she would have little chance of mastering the oars while being pursued.
There was a narrow strip of beach at the end of the dock, followed by patches of long, wind-blown grasses. A long pebbled path cut through the patches and up to a large arched entrance. The wide doors were banded with dark metal and spikes, but the details were old and worn as if it had once been a small fortress, but its enemies had long ceased visiting.
The dark one flung the doors wide and marched inside. She glanced into small, modestly furnished rooms—a solar on one side and a kitchen on the other—as she followed the fellow to the rear wall where a spiral staircase began. He turned back to her then with a small blade in his hand, then gestured to her wrists that were still bound. 
“You’ll need your balance,” he murmured. Then he cut the rope and tossed it away before starting up the stairs.
She clutched her skirts and pulled them high, vowing not to trip on them again. Rest and food, she reminded herself. He’d promised her rest and food. And beyond that, she would not worry until she had to. She would have a bit of peace before they began, but she refused to fash over what they would be beginning. 
One mystery at a time.
One danger at a time.
And a little peace between.
* * *
Gaspar led the way up the winding tower steps that hugged the round wall. There was no banister. If strict attention was not paid and a person tripped, they would fall all the way to the hard floor below. From the top of the tower, the woman could easily try to harm herself by jumping off the edge, but she’d already proven her desire to live. He would trust that for now.
He was well pleased with his little island, which he’d acquired for privacy and to remove himself from the worldly temptations of the night. Perhaps God had inspired him to purchase it, since it had turned out to be the perfect place to keep the woman safe. And he was anxious for the moment she would understand just that.
Not long now. A few steps more. The door came into view. 
Closer still. 
He reached a hand and pulled the latch open. Would she notice, as she entered, there was no lock on the door? No bar on the outside.
 He entered the tower room first, then turned to watch the woman’s face. A hundred times in the past few days, he’d imagined her reaction and guessed what she might say, but now that the moment was upon him, he was anxious for her. But there was no time to explain. She was on the threshold, waiting for some signal perhaps, so he held a hand out to her. She looked briefly at the latch while pretending to lift her hair from her face. Clever girl. She’d noticed. 
Hesitantly, she put her fingers into his glove but then held tight. There was a tremor in the delicate bones as he guided her into the room. Perhaps she was duly frightened of the stairwell. Over his shoulder, he nodded at Icarus to leave them. This occasion was too momentous for an audience.
The sun beamed through the barred window and she shielded her eyes against it briefly. A moment later, she dropped her hand away and looked at the structure before her. The intricately decorated wall of iron. The iron curtain hanging above it. The open gate.
The scream of a furious animal flew from her mouth, and she spun for the doorway, but Gaspar lunged and was there to stop her. His immediate concern was the thirty foot drop off the landing’s edge. It was dangerous even when one was calm and careful. He thought she’d realized that. But apparently, her carefully designed cell frightened her even more.
“Calm yourself, Isobella,” he implored. “You are only in danger of falling to the bottom of the tower. I vow it!”
There was no sign she’d heard his voice. She continued to fight for escape as if the room at her back held the most frightening of beasts. Was she mad? Or could she simply not trust him?
“Isobella, you must hear me. I’ve brought you here for your own protection.”
She screamed and spun away, only to fly back toward the door again. He blocked the opening with his body and anchored his hand on the wall. She grabbed his arm and wrenched on it with all her might, but it did not move. When she tried to duck beneath it, he swayed to fill the void. She gave another shrill scream and threw her body at him. If he’d been a smaller man, they might have tumbled to their deaths together. But he stood his ground for both their sakes. 
Her plaid dropped to the floor, forgotten. Her face was a study in abject fear and desperation as her fists turned to claws, and it sickened him to know he was the cause of it. She tried to grab handfuls of flesh from his chest, but ended with a mass of cloth that did her little good, even when she used it to pull him to the side. When she turned and put her shoulder into his middle, he worried she’d either forgotten the danger, or no longer cared for her safety.
Had she given up on living so quickly then? He would have asked her just that, but she was senseless.
She planted her feet and pushed him. First left, then right. Then backward. When all that failed, she started again, shrieking and grunting, then pausing for half a breath before beginning once more. He imagined her stubborn enough to continue until she collapsed, until all her strength was spent. But he couldn’t allow it, not if there was a chance she might catch him unawares and fall.
He’d been right—the cell was the safest place for her, even if it took time for her to understand.
She lunged to her right and pulled his hip out of her way, spinning him easily since he was braced to be pushed in the opposite direction. He was forced to release the wall and wrap his arms around her or the clever minx might have succeeded! 
He pulled her close, forcing her elbows up and away, limiting her ability to gain momentum against him. 
She screamed up into his face. “Nooo!”
He was but grateful she had returned to human language.
Her lungs pumped like billows against him and he realized he was also struggling for breath. She was so much stronger than he’d believe her capable.
And so much softer, damn her.



CHAPTER TWELVE
With one arm wrapped about her waist and the other across her back, he slowly moved his hand up beneath her glorious tresses, but only for a more secure hold, not to enjoy the feel of the heavy strands against the flesh of his hand.
Yes, he knew better than to touch her. But her safety had to come before all else or his preparations were for naught. 
She struggled against him, but beneath her grunts of frustration he felt her barely concealed sobs, and he suddenly understood. She would rather fight to the death than allow him to see her weakness. 
He almost laughed in relief but knew the woman would take insult.
Pride.
Her pride had very nearly killed them both. And perhaps her pride was the source of her previous woes as well. But Gaspar took heart, for pride was an affliction he could cure. He only needed to get her safely inside her cell, and he could begin.
He pressed the side of his face to hers and whispered in her ear. “My lady, do you wish to live?”
She lifted a boot and kicked his shin in answer.
He reached up and put his hand at the back of her head, then spun with her and crushed her body against the wall, knocking the wind from her and pressing so firmly she was unable to breathe deeply. She panted in his ear while he waited for her to appreciate the power he held over her. If nothing else, she wouldn’t have the strength to fight her way out.
He tried not to dwell upon what any other man would do with that power, especially with a woman who felt as if she were designed to fit perfectly against him. To say nothing of the taste of her. He had no need to put his lips to her in order to know the flavor of her. Just the smell of her hair woke his senses more easily than any woman from his youth. If he were ever to taste her in earnest, his soul would be lost to the devil in the blinking of an eye. The knowledge was as certain as the scar across his face.
Isobelle Ross was the embodiment of his salvation. It was one of the two reasons he’d brought her to his island. But the body he was pressed against could just as easily be his destruction. So he would need to tread carefully—just as carefully as he tread those steps beyond the door.
“Please…” she whispered.
He stopped pressing, but did not step back. “You wish to live?” he asked into her ear.
“Aye.” Her word was little more than breath, and chills raced up his back and into his hair where that breath had burrowed itself.
“I wish you to live as well, woman. So I suggest you trust me.” He leaned back to look her in the eye.
She shook her head. “Trust is earned, not freely given for any who would demand it.”
He sighed. “You must step inside your…room.”
Her head shook faster. 
“Hear me, my lady. This was fashioned for your safety. Can you not look upon it as such?”
“I canna,” she whispered. “Ye doona mean to keep me safe, but only to keep me. And when ye’ve wearied of me, ye’ll make a fire at me feet.”
Her fingers moved slightly between his hands and the wall against which he still pressed them, and he realized it would be much easier for her to trust him if he weren’t poised to ravish her. So, still holding her hands, he lowered them, warily, while looking into her eyes, willing her not to fear him.
“I vow, Isobelle Ross, I’ve brought you to this tower to save you from such fires.”
 Her gaze dropped to his lips. He licked them without thinking, and her eyes widened. Without realizing it, he’d begun to lean toward her, and her panic threatened to return. He straightened and released her hands, then turned so his body remained between her and the door.
He smiled and gestured to the open gate. “Perhaps, then, you can think of it as the only place you will be safe…from me.” 
She straightened away from the wall and when he tensed, she very nearly smiled. “Aye, my lord. I will try to see it as a sanctuary, but only if I alone hold the key.”
Gaspar shook his head. “Perhaps we can begin again.” He bowed slightly. “Welcome to my island and to my home. This room has been prepared especially for your visit.”
One of her brows rose sardonically. “Only a visit, then? Such implies ye dinna expect me to stay long.”
He smiled. “We shall see.”
She gave a single nod, then turned to examine the ironwork. Her next step faltered and she glanced over her shoulder at him, her eyes wide. 
“My, my,” she breathed. “Does the Pope come to visit much? I expect you allow him his key.” She stepped forward and caressed the intricate pattern in the screen that was worthy of any artist in Venice. Small fleur de lis covered the lower three quarters of the screen, while the top quarter was arrayed with holes in the same pattern. Here and there, one of the small symbols was turned on its head, drawing the observer forward, drawing in the eye, demanding attention as one tried to discern the true pattern. The closer one moved, the more brilliant the pattern. Not unlike the woman herself.
Gaspar resisted the draw of the screen and forced his eyes to remain upon his new guest. Her eyes scanned the room even as she closely examined the screen. She’d missed nothing. Not the fact that the screen ran down the middle of the floor and turned at an angle near the end, creating a cell from the far half of the stone room to the front. The screen was anchored to walls and floor, as were the bars to each side of a section of screen that acted as a gate. Another solid section of screen hung from the ceiling and attached to the top of the more intricate section. For the prisoner, there would be no escaping over the metal walls. Neither could there come any threat from outside them.
Of course, there was no such threat. Gaspar himself would be the only person to see her, and he would be no threat, though she would not believe it now. But he’d made special arrangements for her to be perfectly safe from himself, even if he were tempted to touch her a second time, which could never happen.
It might seem unfortunate that the little holes allowed only a modicum of light to pass through them, thus leaving the inner half of the room in shadow, but Gaspar had designed the room with just that in mind, so he might watch her at times without her knowledge, to assess her progress.
Curious as a child, but still wary, she stood to the side of the gate and peeked into the cell. She would have noted the narrow bed and stool. The chamber pot. The small table and single candle. 
“More than they allowed me in my tomb,” she murmured.
The sudden wave of sympathy caught him off guard. She was lying, of course. He needed to remember to trust nothing she said. Nothing. But it would explain why she was so terrified of being locked away.
He resisted the urge to order her inside and bit his tongue while he waited for her first step inside the gate. But he thought it best to keep his post until the gate was securely closed. Isobelle Ross was no simpleton, and he had to remain on his guard lest she think of a clever way past him.
She paused and glanced back at him, noting his stance. “Ye demand me trust, but ye canna seem to give it in return, aye?”
He laughed. “You, my lady, are far too clever to trust. I admit it freely.”
She snorted delicately and walked to the window. He was certain she was taking the tower’s measure, guessing her chances of escaping. 
“Dare I ask,” she said, still looking out the window, “the true reason ye’ve brought me to yer little paradise? Ye’ve promised no fire. And if ye would see me drowned, ye could have left me to the sharks. So. Do tell.”
He waited for her to face him before he answered, hoping to witness her perfect understanding when it finally came.
“My lady, I have brought you here to save your soul, to take you back from Satan’s ranks.”
“Oh, is that all?” She grinned. “Then I should be back in my cottage by breakfast, I reckon.”
He allowed himself to smile at her jest, though inside he was disappointed indeed. She did not understand anything. Yet. But he was going to help her, even if it killed him to do it.
She kept her gaze on the blue waters outside the window and started only slightly when he swung the gate shut. The click of the lock was both satisfying and sad, knowing she was finally in his care, but that there would ever be a solid wall between them.
She would need a few moments alone to allow her new situation to settle in her mind, and then they could begin. But first, he needed to refresh himself…
…with the coldest water he could find. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Isobelle stood at the window and waited for her escort to leave. She would not dissolve into tears while he watched, though it was plain to see he was waiting for her to do just that. 
A swish of fabric behind her. Footfalls moving out the door and down the steps. She was alone, though the feel of him lingered in the room. 
How could one man raise so many emotions in her in only a morning? 
His eyes were beguiling. To spend any length of time looking into them would be any woman’s downfall. And to have the man pressed against her… She shivered. It would be folly to dwell over long on the memory of it. In fact, it would be wiser to allow her thoughts to simmer and steep into a fine hatred of the man instead.
Man? Hah! A monster. No different than the pious jack-n-apes who’d forced Montgomery to bury her alive. Oh, how she wished she could visit that wicked bastard in his sleep.
She noticed her hands first, her fingers shaking over the edge of the window. But it wasn’t just her hands shaking. The vibrations moved up her arms, into her shoulders. The back of her head shook where his fingers had held her, had protected her head from knocking against the rough wall. She pulled her shoulders up to still the movement. Then she heard the shake of her breath, felt the floor move beneath her as her knees joined in. A hundred times, the shaking had overtaken her while she waited inside her would-be tomb, waiting for her brother to rescue her, not knowing if it was possible for him to break through the thick stone floor upon which her tomb had been erected.
She forced her eyes to remain open and searched the distance for sunlight dancing on the waves.
“Ye see?” she whispered to herself. “Outside. I’m outside.” She stretched her shaking limbs between the bars, rustled her fingers together. “Air. Sunshine. Sea.”
Outside.
Eventually, the shaking ebbed away. And the tears began.
* * *
A while later, there came slow footsteps in the stairwell. More than just her captor. A few more steps. A pause. More steps.
Isobelle’s curiosity could be contained no longer and she turned. Was she to be a sacrifice? Would a true monster be coming to collect her as his dinner? There had been a dragon carved into the wood above the arched doors, and a dragon carved on a pylon next to the dock. Was there a dragon living within her very tower?
She marveled that her tears and tremors had ceased, that the memory of her tomb and the fear of another such sentence was more frightening to her than the fear of a scaled beast that might be coming for her. Perhaps it was due to the fact that such a beast would kill her swiftly—a merciful death—while men who once sat in judgment of her had no mercy at all.
But this time, she’d been arrested, imprisoned—albeit an unusual prison—and yet she could not say for certain her captor lacked compassion. There had been something in the way he looked at her, almost pitying, that made him different from the priest who had so gleefully sentenced her to death in Scotland.
This man, with his painfully beautiful face, had already plucked her from an unfriendly sea, had stood at her back while she recovered herself, had allowed her to take her plaid. He’d even given her hope that she might return again to her little cottage—though she could never return in truth, for Signora Crescento now feared her to be a witch. And even if she returned there on the morrow, the suspicion would grow and spread like a fire on a dry moor. She would be forced to move on, forced to leave no word for Ossian, for if she left a trail, those who sought out witches would be able to follow.
Without Ossian to stop her, she’d likely go home, even if it meant her death.
Thus, her captor may not be a monster, but he had surely ruined her new life in Venice. At least it was reason enough to hate the man. It was not much, but if she protected that little seed of hatred, it would keep her from looking too deeply into his eyes…
The servant he’d called Icarus shuffled into the room backward, carrying the ponderous end of a long wooden bench. The man’s face was dark red and his cheeks pumped like billows as he walked beyond her vision into the shadowed side of the room on the far side of her decorative cage. Carrying the other end of the bench was her tall tyrant who looked only mildly uncomfortable with his load. His tunic and cape were gone. His white under-tunic hung against his lean stomach. At the shoulders were tied full white sleeves that billowed around his arms, giving her no sense of his strength if not for the ease with which he’d thwarted her escape. 
He gave her barely a glance before turning away, disappearing through the door. His servant limped along behind, one hand pressed to his back. The door remained open. Their descending footsteps were easily heard.
Why the bench? What purpose would it serve? Would she be expected to entertain an audience? Would a jury of the kirk’s men sit before her and wait for a confession? Or did they hope to see some madness overtake her, to compel her to do something only a witch would do?
Well. They would be sorely disappointed on both counts.
She stood on the bed and peered through the little holes that decorated the upper edge of the iron wall. The bench was a stretch of brown shadow. No markings. No notches carved into it. No curve to the wood. With nothing to hint at its purpose, she was left wondering. The possibility of an audience left her a bit wounded, betrayed by her captor.
Her handsome captor.
What could he be thinking, to bring her here? To a remote island, away from the city, away from the church and its leaders? An inconvenience for any who might be brought to see her. Or…
Or is he hiding me from them?
A flash of hope caught in her chest. It made no sense to hide a witch, unless… Unless he thought she might be of use to him.
“Hah!” Would that she were a witch, for the first charm she would attempt would be something to get her free again.
Was it only this morning she had awakened in her own cottage, free from the interference of any man? Left on her own. Abandoned by Ossian. The first day of a life she alone would determine?
Only that morning?
What heinous thing had she done that God would see her penalized yet again in a stone room? What sin had she committed this time?
“Why must I be punished?” she shouted to the ceiling and to God beyond.
When the echoes of her voice were gone from the room and from her head, she caught movement by the door. She stepped off the bed and moved to the gate so she could see her captor clearly. Dressed the same as before, he stood with arms folded, his shoulder resting against the frame. He didn’t smile, but there was some form of excitement just below the surface. It might have been just the reflection from the window, but some type of light danced in his dark eyes.
“Not punished, Signorina.” His voice was deep, almost caressing. “Saved.”
He searched her face for a moment, and when he didn’t seem to find what he was looking for, he spun back out of sight. She listened carefully, to be sure he was really gone before she sat on the bed…and wondered if she dared take heart in a word like that.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Gaspar pulled a fine gray tunic over his head and chided himself for having entered her chamber without proper garments. The woman had reacted no differently than the rest of her sex, raking her gaze over him, assessing his body. He was usually immune to such attention, but for some reason, this woman’s assessment had caused him a moment’s pause.
Bah! She’d been inside his home for little more than an hour and already vanity had sunk its teeth in him. But no more. Never again would she have reason to look closely at him. There was simply nothing he could do about his visage. He refused to walk about with a mask, and he certainly wasn’t about to torture her with a dark sack over her head. But wiser clothing could keep her from appreciating his body, at least.
The memory of that morning swamped him like an unexpected tide. She’d called him perfetto. She’d looked him in the face and seen nothing of the scars he’d created there. Unlike anyone he’d encountered since coming to Venice, her gaze had not been frightened away from the silver gash. In fact, she seemed not to mind the damaged flesh at all.
Perfetto. His memory strained to hear it again, exactly as she’d said it. Perfetto.
He’d grown to hate the word in his youth. And for the first time in his life, it had sounded like an endearment. 
He imagined pressing her against the wall again, commanding her to repeat it. Heaven help him! 
Vanity invaded his chest, threatened to make camp within him, but he refused to let it stay. She could not think him perfect now. No doubt he was a monster in her eyes, the beast who had watched her from the shadows at the abbey, who’d turned her words against her. Who had locked her in a cage and shown no compassion for what might have happened to her in the past.
Every man and woman of the church states could view him as God’s Dragon and it bothered him not a pip. But now, in his own home, with a woman who reminded him of simpler days, when he’d been a simpler man, the title grated him.
But did he truly wish her to see him as just a man? 
He’d faltered in the boat, believing he could look her person over and keep his thoughts chaste. Then he’d touched her as he’d vowed not to do. If he’d simply closed the door and held tight, he’d have had no reason to hold her. He’d pressed her against the wall when he could so easily have forced her in the other direction, into the cell, and closed the gate, putting cold iron safely between them.
He should have anticipated. He should have known himself better. 
He should have never sent Icarus to find her in the first place. 
* * *
When they’d arrived at the island, Isobelle had watched her captor so intently, she’d noticed little more about the island than the dragon carvings. And now that she’d seen all there was to observe out her window, she was curious what lay behind her little tower, on the south. Would there be a garden flourishing in the warm Italian sun?
Perhaps she was about to find out, for someone was ascending the stairs once again. She hoped he’d reconsidered, that he might be coming to offer her a look around the island and a moment or two to sit near the water. But one thing was certain, if he let her out, she’d never enter the tower again unless she was well and truly dead.
Considering the confident cadence, she expected her captor to be the one coming to call. And she was right. She turned her back to the window, but moved no further. The precious opening on the outside world was her salvation at the moment. To remove her from it would cost someone a great deal of effort, and pain. Unless, of course, she was given her freedom. 
If the tower room were the face of a clock, the solid iron wall ran, like the long hand, from just south of center to the twelve and was attached to the wall there. The window sat at the nine. The bottom section of that clock was cut off by the only straight wall that ran from the eight to the four and kept the room from being perfectly round. The door was located at the four. On the other side of that straight wall was the staircase with a small landing at the top. The short hand of the clock would be represented by the gate with all its artful holes. It ran from the southern end of the wall, off on an angle, toward the seven.
Her visitor stepped in the door at the four o’clock mark.
Now dressed in grey that made his eyes seem darker still, her captor stepped to the gate holding a small black chest with bright silver fittings. Just the right size for her head to fit in, but not so big as to hold all her hair. In Scotland, however, it was the men who were hung and quartered, decapitated. Not the women. Perhaps it was the same in Venice.
She looked from the chest to the handsome face, but would not give him the satisfaction of asking what was inside.
He peered closely, perhaps looking for proof of tears. Then he released a dramatic breath and produced a small table from behind him, which he must have brought along, and upon which he set the chest.
She would not step closer. From a distance, it was easier to see the whole of him through the gate’s design.
The chest opened silently and the pungent smell of cedar filled the room. 
If he withdrew a pair of sheers, he would need to kill her with them, for she refused to part with her hair. However, when he lifted his hand, it was clutching cloth. As the garment unfurled, it became a draping gown of white. It moved and fluttered as if a light breeze were toying with its soft folds. Though the cloth was as fine and costly as the trunk from which it sprung, she recognized the long narrow cuffs.
“I will not wear it,” she hissed and backed closer to the window.
He was taken aback for a moment. His brows lowered and he looked closely at the gown. He pondered the floor for a bit, peered closely at her face again, then his brow smoothed.
“Ah. Perhaps you imagine this is a gift, that I would ask for some favor in return. I assure you, this is nothing of the sort. Your own gown must be crusted with salt from your brief swim this morning. I only thought to give you something clean to wear. But I fear this is the only female garment on the island.”
She shook her head. “Ye doona suppose I have seen such a thing before? I assure ye, I have. I was given such a gown on the day I was entombed, though not nearly as fine. I shall never wear one again. Nay!”
Rage flickered back and forth across his features, alternating with horror. His eyes grew fierce and his nostrils flared, though she had the oddest notion he was not angry with her, but rather, for her. 
“You are no ghost,” he whispered as if trying to convince himself of that fact.
She chuckled. “Nay. At least, nay yet. I was quite alive when me brother was forced to seal me inside me tomb. And still alive, happily, when I was rescued from it some twelve days later.”
“Twelve days.” His voice was hoarse as if he’d been inside that tomb with her, crying out for mercy, calling out in madness. He eyed the gown in his hands as if it were a serpent come to life. “I shall find you something else.”
Then he was gone.
Isobelle stood bemused. What a strange creature her captor was. 
Indeed, her gown was crusted with salt. She’d been worrying at the cloth scratching her neck only moments ago. And now, she could nearly feel the cool softness of the white gown as it moved down the stairs, away from her.
“Wait!” she called. “Come back!”
She strained to hear. Were his footsteps returning?
He appeared again, the gown balled in his fist, his breathing slightly labored. He said nothing. 
“Do you mean this gown to be my death shroud?” Her fingers were itching to see if it felt nearly as glorious as it looked, like a bed of fresh white heather, like a cloth made of breeze and misty breath on a chilly Highland morning.
His brows dipped in earnest before he thought to school his expression. Then he shook his head once, then again.
“Then I’d be pleased to have it, while my other things might be washed, aye?”
He stepped forward and offered her the ball of white. His smile was a grimace, an apology.
“A fine gown. I thank ye.” She took it and laid it across the bed. Then she turned back to the gate. “Would ye be willing to tell me, milord, why ye’ve brought me here? Ye doona seem prepared to burn me at the stake today. But tomorrow perhaps?”
That rage still simmered within his eyes, but it no longer made her nervous.
“No,” he said and walked away before she could determine which question he’d answered.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Gaspar’s chest was a riot of warring emotions. He was offended she still did not trust him, though he’d done nothing, truly, to earn it. She continued to worry she’d be burned at the stake? Impossible! 
One day, she would understand him better and trust him completely. He vowed it!
He was also pleased. Too pleased in fact. Her appreciation for the gown should not be so gratifying, and yet it was. Perhaps it was the relief he’d experienced at finding his gift was not as loathsome an offering as it first appeared. She need not know it was a gift, of course. She could not know how much consideration had gone into the purchase, but she did seem to appreciate the fine material.
There was no doubt she was a noblewoman, even though her forthrightness proved a lack of proper instruction. But Scottish lasses were a stubborn, willful bunch. No wonder so many red-headed women were accused of witchcraft.
Bah! The word, even unspoken, left a foul taste in his mouth. He was disgusted with himself for ever considering this woman might be the first real proof of witchcraft, but she’d spoken so confidently of spells…
“Bah!” There were no such creatures. And there never had been. But his employer could not know he felt the way he did. Out of necessity, Gaspar had been forced to play along with superstitious clergymen for the most part, so they would never suspect that God’s Dragon was determined to save the very women they had already condemned. He had to be clever. He had to be creative. And sometimes, he had to allow a woman to perish—in as painless a manner as possible—so he might keep his powerful position, to save another woman on another day.
And now, that day was upon him. Every role he’d played had brought him to this point. And now he was untouchable. He would save this woman from her own loose tongue, and no one could stop him from doing so. When he stood before God for judgment, he would have this one act of compassion to prove he was not an evil man. 
Isobella Ross was going to be his salvation. And he would be her earthly savior.
* * *
The smell of bread reached Isobelle before she ever heard footsteps. Her stomach complained loudly and she pressed her hands to her middle to try and muffle the noise. It would do her no good to remind the man of her dependency upon him, so she would show no weakness if she could help it. Until she understood his intentions clearly, any information about her, even something as human as hunger, would be a weapon he could use against her. Even now, she regretted taking the luxurious gown from him.
There was more than one set of steps. He was not alone. Was Icarus with him? Or would there be others?
She sat calmly on the end of the bed so he might not remember how she’d clung to the window before. 
Save her from herself? She had heard that before, a dozen times at least, from Ossian’s mouth, and earlier still, from her brother’s. They implied that Isobelle, being Isobelle, speaking and living and breathing like Isobelle, was somehow unwise. That she would suffer if she did not change.
Well, be damned with them all. She would not crawl along the walls like a titmouse, hoping to draw no notice. She would not cut her hair and disappear beneath a covering, as if it were her own fault that weak men were drawn to her. She bared no skin to tempt them. She was no seductress. And wasn’t their advice the very type of thing a harlot would hear—a wish that she could be saved from herself?
But this man should be concerned more with his own welfare—if he did not release her soon, he would be wishing to be saved from her.
Her captor entered along with his servant, but there were no others. She released the breath she’d been holding in anticipation. 
“Stand at the window, if you please,” the tyrant said. “Icarus, here, will place the tray on your table while you hold to the bars. I will not have him fearing an attack.”
She folded her arms and remained seated even though she feared to do so might cost her a meal. “Who are you?”
He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Hold to the bars.”
“Who are you?” She had to make this stand. Now. She had no choice. To crumble now in order to simply fill her stomach would be his first step toward victory over her.
“My name is Dragotti.” He smiled. “Hold to the bars, please. I will give no quarter where Icarus is concerned.”
A compromise. Surprising. Appreciated. She stood and walked to the window and placed her hands high on the bars so both men might be able to see them clearly. 
The gate opened with no complaint. Fabric rustled. The air shifted behind her, grew instantly warmer, and she realized with surprise that Dragotti stood at her back. She squeezed the bars, refusing to panic. Hairs rose at the nape of her neck and on the backs of her arms, but those were hidden by the generous white sleeves. She realized her skean duh, her small Scottish dagger, was hidden beneath her pallet while she waited for her boots and hose to be returned to her. Her feet were bare. She was defenseless but for the hard bones of her elbows she might use to strike out with.
He came no closer, made no move to touch her while the little man shuffled into the cell and shuffled out once again. And still, Dragotti lingered.
“Dragotti?” She released the bars and began to turn. The man stepped quickly back, then rounded the gate as if he were as wary of her touch as she’d been of his. She pretended not to notice. “Meaning, dragon?”
He frowned. “Gaspar Dragotti,” he said with an Italian lilt.
It was her turn to frown. “But you’re English.”
He stared into her eyes for a moment, as if he wished her to pay close attention. “I was English. Now I am Dragotti, Special Investigator to The Patriarch of Venice.”
“A priest?”
“No. But I have substantial authority.” It was a statement, not a boast.
Not a priest, but powerful. An investigator for the patriarch? He might as well be the right hand of The Pope. As an investigator, an inquisitor, he likely held the power of life and death in the palm of his hand. The murderer of witches—most of them wrongly accused.
While he’d been eavesdropping in the abbey, she’d all but confessed to being one, admitted that she’d already been found guilty. He’d heard her ask Ossian if she might need to cast a spell to keep Sophia and Trucchio together.
She looked up to find his face twisted with fury and she realized she’d spoken at least one word aloud...
Murderer.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Gaspar sucked in a breath to cool the fire in his breast. With one soft word, she’d ruined everything he’d wished to do this first day. Destroyed it.
“One hour,” he growled. “When we return for the tray, you will stand at the window.”
He cleared his mind of all thoughts as he made his way down the darkening stairwell, thinking of nothing, nothing, nothing. But once he was outside, he could not contain his frustration and howled like a wounded, angry animal. When the sound settled back to the ground, he allowed himself the perverse wish that she’d heard it—that she’d heard it and worried.
He took a deep breath. Then another. Then a bright and shining emotion washed ashore before his very eyes and he recognized it instantly. 
He was alive again!
The waves roared, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
He laughed, and it felt like absolution. He was suddenly Lazarus, raised from the dead.
And it hadn’t happened all of a moment, either. It had started when God urged him to hide behind a rood screen and then reminded him what it had once been like to have a beating heart. And since then, how his heart had pounded.
How long had it been since he’d been swamped by some emotion other than fear? For a decade at least, he’d known only fear on behalf of those wrongly condemned, and disgust for those guilty ones who were wrongly exonerated. Of course, he’d also been fearful for his own soul and well-motivated to tend to it. But the highest emotion he’d enjoyed, for as long as he’d labored in The Republic, had been an abeyance of that fear. No joy. No peace. Just fear, or lack of fear. Disgust and lack of disgust. 
But no more. His spirits tumbled and laughed in the waves, no longer afraid of drowning. And he would not bid them cease.
She is already my salvation!
 The least he could do in return, was to be hers. And the first step toward that end was to win her trust. He was able to do good things with trust. His superiors trusted him to go out among the people and judge them, trusting that his judgment reflected their own. But he was able to see guilt where it truly lay. His superiors were not always given a clear view of such things.
She’d condemned him for his office, but she did not understand it. Not yet. But so be it. It had no bearing. He would still save her, whether or not she wished to be saved.
He composed himself, hid his giddy heart under a familiar sober façade, and headed back inside.
* * *
The hour refused to pass by more than one minute at a time, which was just as well, for it allowed Gaspar’s excitement to quiet. He was unable to calm his breathing when they entered her chamber, but he hoped she would attribute his breathlessness to the climb of so many steps.
For a moment, she rebelliously sat upon the bed. He simply waited for her to move to the window, neither chiding her nor urging her to comply before she was ready. He was the picture of patience.
Finally, she huffed out a breath and did as she was expected. He tried not to breathe too heavily in her ear as he stood behind her and waited for Icarus to remove the tray. But the servant was forgotten while the sunset caressed the left side of her hair bringing the dark red to life in a brilliant show of orange and yellow. And his heart pounded like the heavy tail of a contented puppy when he realized the event would repeat itself each evening while she remained in his care. He would make note of the sunset before coming to collect her tray.
Impatient feet shuffled near the door, drawing his attention from the woman standing before him. Icarus would be anxious to head for home, and it was hardly fair to make the little man wait while he stood listening to the woman breathe in and out and watched the orange light fade.
He wrenched himself away and locked the gate behind him, and without a word, he followed Icarus down the steps. At the bottom, the man turned.
“Mio signore, am I still to take the key home with me?”
Gaspar frowned. “You suppose I have changed my mind simply because the woman is beautiful?”
Icarus blushed and shook his head nervously. “No, signore. I… I…”
Gaspar smiled, which made the little man even more nervous than before. “Be at ease, Icarus. My plans are the same. The woman tries my patience, but I expected as much.” He took the key from his pocket and put the string around Icarus’ neck. “This key must never be left on the island at night. I will not leave such destructive power lying about for Satan’s use. Is that understood?”
Icarus relaxed. “Si, mio signore. Si.”
Gaspar waited another hour before he took a candle up the stairs, stopping to light other candles placed in small alcoves that were once meant to store weapons. As he climbed, he looked out the small arrow slits and glimpsed the first of the night’s stars taking up their places in the sky. He was glad he’d allowed the woman an aperture, especially after he’d come to believe she had, indeed, been sealed in a tomb for twelve days. It was cruel to lock her up now, with or without a window, but he feared it was too dangerous not to do so. Once she understood, perhaps she would forgive him. 
He knocked on the open door, not wanting to interrupt her ablutions.
She made him wait, but that was no surprise. Eventually, she bid him come.
He’d already spent far too much time gazing upon her that day, so after he handed her the candle, he sat on the bench, content to sit in the near darkness. He watched the little fleur de lis dance along with the flame on her side of the wall.
“You wish to know what will happen while you are here,” he said softly. “I’ve come three times to explain. Perhaps this time I can do so before I…” He shrugged.
“Before I provoke you again?”
He smiled. “Precisely.”
“Weel, dinna let me stop ye then. I’ll just bite my tongue, shall I?”
“It may help.” He cleared his throat and made an attempt to sound more sober. “As you know, I overheard your conversation with your cousin in the abbey.” 
She made no comment. Perhaps she truly was biting her tongue.
“And in my office, as you can imagine, I have investigated many a headstrong woman who could not manage to watch her words.”
“So. You dinna believe I’m a witch, then?”
“I do not. But I believe you will burn as a witch in any case.” He paused, waiting for his words to be not only heard, but believed. “Unless you learn how to tread carefully, how to school your thoughts, and thereby school your tongue.”
The sound she made could have been deemed a growl, and it worried him.
“Please. Heed me,” he cautioned. “Have you been told of Joan of Arc?” 
“Aye.”
“Joan failed to consider before she spoke. She insulted powerful men. She frightened the simple of mind. She gave her critics the very stake on which to burn her. And I cannot stand by and allow you to do the same. I have smelt the burning flesh of too many a woman who might have been saved if they’d only known, and understood—”
“Their place? If they’d understood their place? Beneath all men’s boots?” She began pacing from wall to gate and back again. It would not surprise him to learn that someone in her life had already tried to help her. But whomever it was, they’d failed.
He kept a soothing voice. “There is more than learning your place, Isobella.”
She laughed, but continued to pace.
He watched her shadow grow and fade on the ceiling in relation to her distance from the candle. “You need not believe your place is beneath a man’s boot, but you must make men believe you believe.”
She stopped pacing and stepped up onto the bed. The little holes looked like a mask across her eyes as she stared at him. “But in order for a man to believe that I believe my place is beneath his boot, I must crawl beneath his boot!”
He stared into her eyes and leaned forward slightly. “Yes.”
Her fingers curled around the top of the wall. She shook it, but the wall didn’t so much as rattle. “So either way, I find myself beneath boots. Nothing is different between me and the woman who submits and cowers.”
Gaspar couldn’t help but be pleased with her reasoning, even if they disagreed. It had been far too long since he’d had a spirited conversation with a woman who didn’t fear him.
“There is a difference,” he said. “You will know the truth, just as Joan of Arc would have known the truth and lived, had she been more clever. I believe you to be clever enough, Isobella. But are you too proud to confine your rebellion to your heart?” 
“Truth be told, I am proud.”
He smiled. “The truth is a fine place to start.”
“Start?”
“It is getting late. But if you care to, we can practice for a moment.”
Her breathing quickened. “And just what is it we’ll be practicin’?”
His blood jumped at the image of his body pressing her against the wall and tasting her lips, over and over again, until he kissed her perfectly.
He took a deep breath and cleared his throat, but there were no words at the ready. After a few more such breaths, he’d chased the image away. 
She was ready to begin, which was encouraging. He’d all but given up hope that he’d accomplish any change in her this first day. But the idea of her improving quickly also brought a ring of sadness. Having her near made him feel alive, but if she were ready to leave him too soon, would that feeling depart with her? 
“A short practice, then. We’ll begin in earnest in the morning.” He frowned up at her. “We’ll carry out a harmless conversation. You will attempt to remain submissive, do you understand? Remember your place. And if you cannot remember your place, at least try to remember where I, as a man, believe your place to be.”
She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer a quick game of chess?”
He shook his head, frowned harder, then took on a harsh tone. “God would have you submissive.”
She bit her lip, trying not to laugh, no doubt. “No. Men would have me submissive. Surely, if God Himself wished a woman to hold her tongue, he’d have never given her one.”
A clever tongue had God endowed her with, but it would not serve her.
“Why, then,” he argued, “would God give man dominion over women?”
Through the little holes, he thought he saw her brows rise. 
“Hah! Did he, now?”
He sat forward. “Do not blaspheme again. I warn you.”
“Pah! I know men, good men, who do not seek dominion over their women. I believe God is well-pleased with these men, and that those who would rule over women do so to satisfy their own hunger for power. And it doesna take a witch to foretell that one day, women will rise up and take that dominion back.”
He jumped to his feet. “Enough. Enough.”
“What I say frightens ye?”
He moved to the gate so she could more clearly read the concern on his face. She stepped off the bed and moved to the gate as well. There was but two feet and a few iron bars between them. He could barely see her features what with the candle behind her. 
“Of course it frightens me,” he said. “I fear what will happen to you if you cannot control yourself. Men will not stand idly by while you guess what pleases God. You could be easily condemned and burned for the arguments you so freely give. If you believe you can speak what you think, simply because you truly believe what you say, then you must change your thinking. For your own survival.”
She stared at him in silence. And he stared back, hoping she at least believed that he believed where her true danger lay.
She gave a half-hearted smile and shrugged. “Well, ye’re not the first to say so, if that gives ye comfort.” 
He wished he could reach through the bars and shake those shoulders, and he gave thanks for the wise plan to send the key away with Icarus, or he would have had his hands upon her again. But all that was left to him was to try shaking her with his words.
“And of those who have warned you, woman, who among them remains at your side? Who among them was able to remain standing in spite of the winds that come so forcefully from your mouth?”
She wrapped her arms around herself, and with her eyes on the floor, she shook her head, sending her hair swaying, then settling again. Answer enough.
“Look to me,” he said softly.
She shook her head again.
“Look to me, Isobella. Please. You are not alone. I am here. Still here. Still willing to help you.”
She looked up, frowning. “Why? I am a stranger to ye. Why do ye insist on changing me?”
“Because, my Isobella, I have seen so many others like you and could do nothing. They, too, would not curb their tongues, refused to hide their thoughts, would not submit to the will of…men. So many preferred to die a tortured death rather than bow their heads.”
“Ah, then ye do understand. Finally.” Her eyes lit from within. He was unable to look away.
He stepped closer to the bars, wishing she would do the same. “What is it you think I understand?”
She leaned slightly forward. “That I would rather die a tortured death, than change.”
He was afraid that he did, indeed, understand. And the comprehension burst something inside him, something hot and dangerous, like the lava from a volcano, bubbling and expanding, threatening to consume anything in its path.
With more calm than he felt, Gaspar straightened and took a step back. He breathed in and out until his breath no longer shook. Only then did he dare speak. 
“Perhaps,” he growled, “now you will understand why I brought you here.” He moved to the doorway and turned back. “And why I cannot allow you to leave.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Isobelle held her smile until the angry tyrant was gone. She’d seen too much of his softer insides for her to be frightened. The dragon had a man’s emotions. He had blood in his veins. And he had a weakness for her beauty, a fascination with her hair, though he fought to hide it. One day soon, he would let her leave. He would soften, and he would let her go. And though it was not in her nature to do so, she would be patient.
Considering her imprisonment, Isobelle was relieved to find that her bed was comfortable. Not nearly as comfortable as the one in her new cottage, but much preferred over sleeping in a hammock and rocking all night to the progress of a ship. Her emotions were spent, and with her new confidence that she would indeed leave this prison, her worries faded away with the sounds of the waves patting against the shore below her window. And she slept without dreams, unknowing, unseeing, unhearing.
Until someone began shouting at her.
She lifted her head, but her eyes refused to give up the darkness. A man’s voice. Not Ossian’s. Then she remembered where she’d laid her head to sleep and her eyes flew wide. She leapt from the bed and braced herself for some sort of attack. She pulled up her right leg, to free her small blade, but her foot was bare. No sock. No knife. Had he taken it? 
The gate was closed. He had not yet come inside. Where, then, was her knife?
She eyed the mattress to her left, remembered slipping it beneath. She reached for it, but stilled her hands when his words finally reached past her panic.
“Isobella! Rouse yourself, I say.”
Candles lit up the other side of the wall where the bench was placed. She could see the man’s shadow pacing the length of it, stopping short of the gate. She relaxed, knowing he was not watching her through the latticework.
“What do you want from me?” Her body begged her to crawl back onto the bed, but she could not bear to do so until the man left the room. So she rested her back against the round, outer wall, and waited for him to answer.
“You shall celebrate the hours, Isobella, much as you would have done had you been forced to remain at the abbey. Matins begins at midnight. Lauds at sunrise, then the six hours of the day, ending with Compline, at nightfall.”
“I doona ken what ye mean,” she said, though she did indeed know. He might suppose she came from a barbaric Highland clan that had little dealings with the church, and if that would make his task harder for him, all the better.
She heard a faint sigh of exasperation and grinned.
“Come to the gate,” he barked.
She tucked away her smile and slowly swayed to the other end of her cell, rubbing her eyes like a sleepy child, peering at him from half-closed lids.
“Take this,” he said, overloud, no doubt trying to frighten her more alert. He opened a small silver box with a dark lining and pulled a string of beads from inside. 
“What is it?” she asked. She raised her brows as if they might lift her eyelids a wee bit more.
“A rosary. Take it.” He pushed a loop of the beads through a large triangular gap in the gate’s decoration and waited.
She blinked her eyes wide and recoiled. “No! I’ll nay touch it!”
“Isobella. Do not be foolish. I know you are not, in fact, a witch. Touching the beads will cause you no discomfort. We both know it.”
She was so tired, she wished only to fall back onto her bed and escape back into slumber, but she could not resist toying with the man further.
“I was allowed to take nothing inside the tomb with me,” she whispered, “save a bewitched torque and a rosary. I vowed I would never touch one again.”
He stared at her for a moment, as if waiting for her to say more. When she did not, he rolled his eyes. “Stop your nonsense, Isobella. Take the rosary. If you want to be left in peace, to sleep until sunrise, you will pray the rosary.”
She frowned, stepped up and drew the things through the hole, not at all happy he’d taken no pity on her.
“It is true,” she mumbled.
“I do not doubt it,” he said, his handsome smile showing his pleasure and chasing away her sleepiness, damn him. “I am relieved a mere necklace does not truly frighten you. However, if you had given that little performance before any other audience, you might have been tried on the spot. Surely you realize that.”
It was her turn to roll her eyes.
“Proceed, Isobella. And if you lose count, you will begin again.”
She marched back to the far wall and ungraciously lowered herself to the floor. “Our Father,” she began. And while she recited the prayer, she watched his shadow move back toward the bench. She was three quarters of the way finished, when she paused, to see if he was still listening.
“Yes, Isobella. I am still listening. And counting.”
She smiled and resumed praying. Toying with Gaspar, the dragon, would not be dull work.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The next day, to Gaspar’s relief, Isobella gave no protest and prayed when she was expected to pray. Each time she acted as if she were an unschooled waif, he would laugh as if she were simply trying to amuse him. Then he would carry on with his instruction. They practiced arguing, at which she demonstrated just how keen was her mind, and at other times, she simply turned away from him and ignored him until he left the room. She was as clever as she was stubborn. He simply needed to show her that she need not give up the former if she ceased the latter.
The next day of prayers passed without any reminders from him. She knew her prayers like any lady of nobility would know. And she seemed to harbor no real resentment toward the church as a whole, only toward the exact men who had sent her to her grave in Scotland. It was a tremendous relief he would not have the task of rehabilitating her views toward a quarter of the men on the face of the earth.
He also realized, with a measurable amount of dread, she could learn so quickly he might not have the pleasure of her company for long if she applied herself.
What he planned next was justified, even though it might upset her enough to reverse some of her progress, but he refused to imagine he might be sabotaging her progress on purpose. He did want to be able to allow her to leave his island—he wanted it equally as much as he wished for his own salvation. For were the two not linked?
But he also had to admit his curiosity, a weakness he tried not to indulge often. He found it impossible to believe there were, in fact, real witches roaming the world, so he was anxious to hear more about these witches Isobella claimed to know. And it was necessary to discuss it with her, if only to show her why she should wipe any witchly experiences from her memory, to never admit them again, so she might not suffer from her association with them.
So, that night, after Vespers, he lingered. She noticed and backed away from him, wary. He’d been training her up to be distrustful, had he not? So her close attention was good for the most part. But at the moment, he wished she would trust him.
“Isobella,” he began.
“‘Tis Isobelle,” she snapped.
“In truth?”
“Aye.”
“Why did you not tell me before?” He was almost hurt by the omission, like she’d been lying to him.
“My name was the only thing I still had that was mine alone.” She faced the window and clutched the bars. “I shouldn’t have told ye.” The last, he imagined she had not intended to say aloud.
“Forgive me, Isobelle.” He took the edge of his long bench and dragged it toward him, then swung it around to face the gate. He gestured toward the end of her bed. “Sit. Please. Let us converse for a while. Night is a while away yet. Will you pass the time with me?”
She cocked her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. Eventually, she gave a single nod, then she moved to the far end of her bed and sat sideways, facing him. He tried not to dwell on the arrangement of her legs beneath the white skirts. She caught him raising his eyes from those skirts and gave a slight shake of her head in warning. There might not be another soul on the island of Venice who would suspect him capable of carnal thoughts, but she did. Of course she could not have heard the rumors that he himself had started, that he was unable to perform as other men. But it was only a rumor, and a rumor he doubted she would have believed, especially after the look they’d exchanged in the boat, and those moments against the wall.
There was also a chance she had a talent for seeing people as clearly as he did, that she might also know when others were lying.
Such a talent would prove useful once she left the tower. She would need to know how to recognize those who might prove dangerous to her, so she could watch her tongue. But there was absolutely no one around whom she should not guard her words, even when she was alone. For if she’d been that careful before, he would have never heard the words witch or spell tumble from her lips at the abbey.
That was all he sought to teach her, in the end. To stay her tongue, to control her temper, and to play the fool so no one would see her as a danger that wanted removing. But that was a discussion for tomorrow. Today, he wanted to hear her tale.
“Tell me of your home.” He folded his arms and waited, wondering if she would tell him anything at all. And if she did, he may or may not believe what she said.
She tilted her head and considered him with narrow eyes. He could almost hear the debate in her head. Was her home something else she might hold tight to her? To keep him from knowing all there was to know about her?
“The Highlands of Scotland.” She shook her head. “I’d rather not specify, aye?”
He nodded. She had no reason to trust him with the lives of people she loved after what he’d already done to her.
“My brother is the laird of a clan. Monty, we call him.”
“Is he one of these good men of whom you speak, the kind who have no need to have dominion over women?”
She smiled. “Auch, nay. Monty dominates all other women in the clan.”
“Just not his sister?”
Her smile fled. “Just this sister. He managed to force Morna into an unwanted marriage.”
“Ah. Not uncommon for a leader to need alliances.”
She sat forward. “It was not needed. It was a punishment.”
Gaspar propped an elbow on a crossbar in the gate, then rested his chin in his palm. “Tell me.”
Isobelle sat back again, rested against the wall behind her, then pulled her blanket into her lap. She took a deep breath, then huffed it out.
“Morna fell in love with Monty’s bosom friend, Ivar. He was from Clan—” She caught herself before completing the name. “From a clan to the west, say. They were close as brothers. And one day, Monty found Morna and Ivar together. It broke his heart. He banned Ivar from our lands and sent Morna to marry the son of another chieftain. But Ivar and Morna were made for one another, like a rock broken in twain, then brought back together again. They fit perfectly in every manner, aye?”
He nodded, understanding too well how two people could fit together so well it made one wonder what God intended. 
“I was desperate to aid them, aye? So I went to the witches for help.”
He could see the regret contorting her face and wished he could think of the perfect words to comfort her, but before he could, the regret was gone. Her chin rose, and when she looked his way again, there was a hardness in her eyes—a determined hardness—and he wondered if she were simply too proud to believe she’d made a mistake. It was a look he was getting used to, a look she would need to learn away before she could safely be released back into the world again.
“I went to Mhairi and Margot,” she continued. “Their clan is steeped in witches, aye? But mostly when they come in pairs. Sometimes not. But those old sisters visited our clan more often than my brother would like, and I was nay afraid of them.” She smiled. “They were pleased as puddin’ to help me. Said I needed only to create a token, a necklace or a brooch of metal, affixed with a bone from our clan and a bone from Ivar’s. I had the smithy’s young son help me and we ended with a torque. I spoke of it to no one else. There was no danger.”
Gaspar bit his tongue. Obviously, there had been danger, but to point it out would be to disrupt the moment. 
Isobelle glanced at the window and closed her eyes and he couldn’t resist doing the same, to listen for a moment to the tide rolling onto his modest shore. Sometimes he felt a bit guilty for enjoying the sound as much as he did. He tried to disregard the fact that Isobelle’s voice was equally as pleasurable.
“I took the torque to the sisters.” Her eyes were open again, her voice dreamy—an indulgence to which he would limit himself. “They cast a spell on it, that one day a faery would come and claim the piece, and this faery would bring Morna and Ivar together again. I only hope it comes soon, aye? While they’re still young and… and can enjoy…” She shrugged and took great interest in her fingers and after a long silence, he worried she had decided to end the tale there.
“How did the clergy discover you?” he asked. “Did your sister tell them? And were the old sisters tried as well?”
She shook her head. “Auch. Nay. Morna was glad for a bit of hope. As was Ivar. They’d have never said a word before it became a common tale. It was the smithy’s son. He couldna sleep for the guilt he felt, so he went to the kirk, to confess. Only it wasn’t our Father MacRae who was there to accept his confession that day. It was another. Someone who had no ken of the clan. Our Father MacRae would have known I was not a witch, knowing the sisters as he does. He would never have reported me to others. O’ course I canna blame the wee lad. I should have never sought his help. I only thought he might like a bit of excitement, ‘tis all.”
“So, what happened at the trial?”
“The bastard that came to try me only asked the boy to repeat his story. No one was allowed to speak for me. Then the jack-n-apes conferred with the two priests he’d brought along with him. They found me guilty and pronounced a sentence of death.”
“I must admit, I’ve never heard of a witch being buried alive. Is this something they do regularly in Scotland?”
“Nay. Nay. That was Monty’s doin’. He’s got a fine temper for a man with no red to his hair. And he would not allow the kirk to kill his sister, even if she was the troublesome sort most days. So he took advantage of the fact the bastard had only sentenced me to death, and announced to one and all that it would be up to him, as laird, to decide how I would die. He chose to bury me alive, for he thought he could dig up underneath the cairn and get me out. 
“But the church’s bastard was not a stupid man. He agreed to allow the burial, but he insisted the tomb be built upon stone. He was right pleased with himself. Thought we’d all be marchin’ up to the quarry, to bury me in the rocks there. But he hadn’t noticed the dais in the great hall. There was stone floor aplenty there. And even though it meant the hall would become a graveyard, Monty avowed my tomb would be built there, and that he would do the building himself.”
She laughed and leaned forward with a devilish grin. 
“Ye should have seen the bastard’s face when he realized he’d been outplayed. Purple as a turnip, he was.”
“Does the man know Monty got you out?”
“Heaven forefend!” She fell back again. “If he knew, he’d have been trailing behind me more than half-and-a-year now. But no. I was told he hadn’t stayed more than a week, watching Monty all the while, waitin’ for the mortar to set the stones. And when he went, he left his guardsmen behind to make certain no one broke into or out of the tomb until it was clear I was dead. When Ossian took me away, the bastards were still standing in the great hall, waitin’.”
“But how did Monty get you out if the priest was watching him for a week?”
“The moment the last stone was set in place, Ossian and Ewan, our other cousin, began chiseling from beneath the dais. The stone was more than a foot thick. It took the pair of them twelve days. And all the while, Monty kept up a commotion in the hall, so the kirk’s henchmen couldna hear the pounding.”
“And all you had for comfort was a torque and a rosary?”
“Oh, aye. The torque is still inside.” She grinned. “But I’m afraid the rosary didna last long. I suppose it was the second or third day the beads went flying this way and that. I regretted it, of course, every time I stepped on one. And eventually, I ate them just to save me feet.”
Gaspar laughed in spite of himself. And Isobelle laughed with him.
The candle sputtered against the wall, reminding him of the coming night. If he were going to convince her there were no true witches in the world, the time was at hand. However, though he tried half a dozen times to order his words, he couldn’t think of a way to say them that wouldn’t offend. Finally, he admitted that he didn’t want to deny her the belief that her sister and her lover would be reunited in some way. She had suffered horribly in a tomb made by the hand of her own kin, suffered for the superstitious nonsense of two old women, and he hadn’t the heart to tell her she’d suffered for nothing.
That she still suffered for nothing.
Heaven help him, but he was not ready to end that suffering.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
The following day, their arguing practice went well. Too well. 
He’d baited her with unreasonable statements; she hadn’t so much as sniffed at the bait. In fact, she’d responded as Gaspar would expect a circumspect mouse to respond.
He’d twisted his Latin to prove that God had placed women on earth to reproduce men, and that they were a beast not to be trusted; she’d cheerfully bowed to his better knowledge of the language and his interpretation of the scriptures, for her small mind would never accommodate such immense thoughts. 
He’d ordered her to celebrate the hours while lying prone on the cold floor. She’d thanked him for helping her appreciate how soft and warm she would find her bed if he saw fit to allow her to sleep in it.
He’d been furious!
“You cannot have learned so quickly,” he said, after Icarus had left for the night.
“Of course, my lord,” she said meekly. “As a woman, I must try yer patience sorely. But I can only promise to apply meself better tomorrow.”
“Stop it!”
She wrapped her plaid tighter around her shoulders and pulled a fold of it up to cover her hair. “What is it ye wish me to stop, my lord? Forgive me if ye’ve already explained it and I’ve forgotten.”
“Isobelle!”
She flinched away from his voice and hurried to the far end of her bed where she whimpered and cowered.
There was a tiny fear hovering in the back of his mind that told him he had performed his duty too efficiently, that Isobelle Ross was indeed, prepared to survive in a world of angry men. Prepared to leave him. But he refused to believe it.
Still she cowered. Her single candle cast a shadow beneath her head covering and he couldn’t see her face, but her hand shook more steadily than she could have pretended.
Had he broken her? Had he ruined her?!
“Isobelle,” he whispered. “Stop this. It sickens me. Please, stop.”
She shrieked once and tried to muffle the sound with the plaid.
“You laugh at me!” He was angry at being mocked. He was horrified by her talent to fool him, if only for a moment. But he thanked God he hadn’t broken the precious doll he’d been given. 
She straightened, instantly sober, but remained at the back wall as if she wished to stay as far from him as possible. 
“Yes, I was laughing,” she scoffed. “It was either laugh like an eegit or choke on the prattle ye would have me speak. I’ll tell ye true, Dragon. I’ll go mad, and quickly, if ye doona give up changin’ me. For if ye change a part of me, ye change the rest.” She waved to the window. “If you wish to keep a submissive woman about, I trust ye’ll find them aplenty on the streets of Venice. Find a large lazy one who would like nothing more than have her meals served by Icarus and have a lovely man come tell her she’s not worthy to have her own thoughts.” She dropped her arm. “Find another. I beg ye. I am not the woman to please ye.”
Gaspar stared at her a moment, waiting for her to come closer. But she didn’t. So he turned and left the tower. Then he paced happily along the southern side of the island, unable to worry what the morrow might bring because he was too happy by half.
She thought he was lovely.
* * *
Isobelle woke to the smell of cooked chicken eggs.
Gaspar hadn’t come to rouse her for prayers, and she hadn’t risen on her own. She hadn’t slept well until the blue cast of dawn told her she was running out of time to do so. No one spoke when Icarus brought her meal. And when she’d finished eating it, she’d still been weary, so she’d crawled back on her bed. When next she woke, the tray was gone. And still, Gaspar had not demanded the hours.
Icarus brought her the next meal alone. He glanced nervously at the window. She hurried to her station and held the bars high until she heard the slide of her tray on the floor and the click of the locking gate.
“Dragon?” she asked.
Icarus walked slowly back to the gate and looked at her.
“Signore Dragon?” she asked again.
He shook his head. “Venecia.” Then he frowned. “Regatta.” Then he put his hands together as if in prayer, but pulled his thumbs apart and wiggled his hands like a fish cutting through water. 
She assumed he was referring to the boat races, and nodded. 
He looked over his shoulder, then turned back to her and held up three fingers.
She nodded and smiled and let the nervous man leave without further questions. They’d apparently exhausted their common ground in any case. She was left to wonder whether or not Gaspar Dragotti had three boats in the race, or if he wouldn’t be back for three days. Or was it three weeks?
Three weeks! Poor Icarus would never live that long. If she were forced to remain there in silence, she would go mad in a matter of days. And she would bring to pass the little man’s worst fear—an angry Scotswoman with a sharp blade in her hands. 
But why could she not frighten the key away from the little man tonight and get away with the dragon gone? 
She ran to the window with her heart pounding. The water was blue, the waves were calm, but the only thing bobbing on the water next to the dock was an albatross!
She spent the rest of her day imagining her escape and the problems she might face. When her next meal arrived that evening, she learned Icarus hadn’t meant three days or three weeks—he’d meant three hours.
Gaspar entered with a scowl on his face and a rich green tunic she’d never seen him wear before. He’d glanced away each time she looked his direction, and then he was gone with Icarus scurrying behind. The two spoke rapidly as they’d descended the steps, but she hadn’t understood a word of it. 
She’d been so surprised by the dragon’s appearance, she’d completely forgotten that only moments ago she’d been preparing herself to pounce on the little man and take his key. She’d dressed in her own clothes, tightened her boots to her feet, and tucked the skean duh in a pocket she’d made of the plaid.
She chided herself. What a coward she was to think she could not fight her way past the dragon. He was clearly distracted. He’d paid her little attention. Perhaps, when they come for the tray, I can still escape. 
She prepared herself again, only this time, she imagined spinning out of Gaspar’s reach before getting her hands on Icarus. The man cared for his servant and would surely exchange the key for his safety. Or perhaps she could avoid Gaspar altogether if she were on the bed and they believed her to be asleep. Icarus would take the tray from the table—she could roll off the bed and have her arm around his neck in a heartbeat!
She stretched out on the blanket and practiced rolling off, found the best position from which to start, then settled in to wait. The waves below her window grew louder. Her heart beat harder. And tears rolled unchecked down her face, but she could not understand why. It wasn’t as if she would miss the tyrant. She certainly wouldn’t miss her frighteningly secure cell.
 She’d already cried her tears for Ossian. She’d cried for her little cottage, for the knowledge she would never see little Britta again. Even for Signora Crescento and her motley parade of men. Were they tears of joy, then? Once she was away from there and beyond the dragon’s reach, would she truly head for home?
At the moment, she wanted to do nothing more than cry on her sister’s shoulder and have Monty assure her that he would make it all right again. He’d tell her Gaspar Dragotti was a monster fit for killing, let alone escaping. She should be happy to leave him behind. 
Warm tears joined with the cooled ones and she couldn’t lie to herself any longer. She’d grown to enjoy and crave his company as much as, or more than, she’d first enjoyed and craved the look of him. And even though he was her captor, he believed he was saving her, and she could at least forgive him for trying. 
Neither man came to collect her tray. As far as she knew, Gaspar never came to sleep on the other side of the iron wall, as he usually did. Neither did he whisper those strange words, as he had each night after he thought she slumbered. She worried she might not be able to sleep until she heard them.
Say agga po poli. One day, she would discover what they meant.
Eventually, the tears dried and the sound of the waves faded as she fell into a deep sleep.



CHAPTER TWENTY
The following day, there were only meals. No lectures. No arguments. And there was no chance for escape. The gate would not open until she’d moved to the windows, and Gaspar had stood so close to her, nearly pressing her to the window bars, and holding firmly to her waist! Since she’d entered the cell, he’d never touched her. Why would he suddenly do so—unless he knew of her knife and suspected her plans? 
Her heart bounced hard in her chest when another thought presented itself. No lessons. No lectures. No prayers. Perhaps he has given up on me. Perhaps he was touching her while he still could…
That evening, the gate opened, and again, Gaspar stood close and put his hands on her. There was pressure enough to tell her he expected something. She moved slightly, to test him, and his grip tightened. He pulled her back against him as if in warning, and then he was gone. 
Isobelle turned away from the window just as Gaspar was disappearing through the door.
“Wait. Gaspar. Will you sit with me, until nightfall? No use going below stairs when you’ll just have to climb them again, for Compline, aye?”
She thought he would decline her invitation, he took such a long time to answer. Slowly, he walked to the gate without looking at her, pulled his bench before it, and wearily sat down.
“What shall we discuss tonight, Isobelle? How to resist temptation?”
She tried to overlook how intriguing that discussion might be, for it would only lead her thoughts to temptations, and not resisting them. 
“Please. Let us speak of pleasanter things than the likelihood I’ll be burned as soon as I step foot off this island.”
Still distracted, he nodded and shrugged. “What then?”
“I told ye what drove me from my home. Perhaps ye will tell me what drove ye from England?”
He snorted. “I thought you wished to speak of pleasanter things.”
“My tale was none too pleasant. I doona suppose yers will be either, for I cannot imagine staying away from home if ye’re not forced away. And yet, ye do.”
“Ah. Well, it is not possible for me to return to England any more than you can return to the Highlands.”
Isobelle pulled her stool over to the gate and sat down opposite him. The way he clenched his jaw led her to believe her proximity bothered him, so she scooted it back a foot. “So. Ye would like to return, but canna?”
“No. I wouldn’t return, even if I could.” His nose curled to one side. “The thought of returning sickens me.”
“Did ye commit some crime then?”
He laughed. “No, my lady. Not crimes. Though a great crime was committed against me.” He shook his head and rose to his feet. “I have business to attend.” 
He waved toward the doorway, but his feet remained where they were, and Isobelle understood he didn’t really want to leave. Perhaps he was hungry for a little company too.
“Dinna go, my lord. This tower has been far too quiet of late. Even if ye simply breathe loudly, I’d welcome the sound.”
He grimaced, then nodded in understanding. 
“How went the Regatta?”
He started, then frowned at the empty doorway.
“Now, dinna be that way,” she said. “Yer man didna wish to tell me anything at all, but relented. He said only the one word. We haven’t a common language, aye?”
Begrudgingly, he nodded. She hoped the little man wouldn’t be beaten for speaking to her, even if it was only a word. But she couldn’t believe this man would beat a servant he worried over.
Once the man relaxed, they talked about the tides. He told her how his island altered, albeit slightly, when the seasons changed. They skirted around the possibility of her still being in the tower when the next change occurred. Perhaps he suspected she would rather die before she’d stayed much longer, and he wouldn’t want to hear her say it.
After a while, there were no safe subjects that would not upset one or the both of them. So she had nothing to lose.
“Tell me of this crime, Gaspar. Did ye seek revenge?”
He smirked and pointed to his scar. “This is my revenge.”
She shook her head. “I canna understand. Who, besides yerself, would suffer from yer wound?”
His smile widened. “My mother.”
Isobelle’s mouth dropped open and remained that way, waiting for his smile to make sense, but it didn’t. She simply waited for him to explain. He glanced at the doorway again as if he regretted saying anything at all.
“Tell me,” she reached through the bars and took hold of his hand.
He stared at her fingers for a moment, and when he spoke again, he spoke to their hands.
“My parents were—are—nobles. When I was sixteen, they presented me at court.” His fingers tightened slightly, but she didn’t mind. “When my mother noticed how her rivals looked at me…” He cleared his throat and swallowed as if the very words were hindering his speech. “She realized she had something they wanted, so she made me…available to them. For a heavy price, of course. My father stopped looking me in the eye. Stopped speaking to me altogether.”
Isobelle was horrified. “Gaspar!” She pulled her seat closer, then placed her other arm through the bars, to help hold his hand tighter.
He shook his head. “Oh, I grew in talent over the years, of course. Quite a weapon, you might say. Then one day, I was ordered to do something even a… Well, who knew there was a line I would not cross?”
Isobelle held her tongue and simply squeezed, wishing she could wrap her arms around his shoulders instead.
Gaspar gave her a little smile. “She wanted me to ruin an innocent, but I wouldn’t do it. My parents fought. I drank myself into oblivion and woke in a church. A fire burned…” He looked into the dark corner, unseeing. “I buried the poker in the hot coals and waited. And an inconceivable peace overtook me. I knew I was doing the right thing, taking my mother’s weapon away so she couldn’t hurt people anymore.” He raised his hand in demonstration, an invisible poker in his closed fist. “I laid it to my face and pulled it across.” He blinked and dropped his arm. “There was a moment where I felt nothing at all. And then Hell erupted in my head, and I fainted. A priest found me and cared for my wound before I woke again. I stayed in his care for a sennight, confessing all the while. When I had nothing more to tell, he suggested I devote the rest of my life to God. I simply could not do that in England.”
Gaspar rolled his shoulders and blinked some image from his vision.
“This noble scar was my own doing. Whenever it started healing too cleanly, I would tear it open again. After I nearly died from a fever, I stopped. The result is this.” 
He touched the brand awkwardly, as if he rarely allowed himself to feel it. Then his hand fell away. 
“I was far from worthy to speak to God, but I thought to come to the church states, to be near men who were. Eventually, the patriarch found a need for me. I serve him. He serves God. Thereby, I serve God.” Though he smiled, he had not lessened his hold.
She nodded and won his full attention. “Battle scars are fine, noble things. But nowhere does it say that the battle cannot be with yerself. Ye had a long fight. Ye should wear yer scars with pride, for fighting on. As for yer mother, she is the unworthy one. She has lost the right to call ye son. As has yer father. Ye are an orphan now. Like me.”
His right cheek curled in half a smile. “You Scottish are an odd lot. You see battle as honorable. All battle? What about battles you could have avoided?”
“Could ye have avoided this battle and still found a worthy purpose for your life? Perhaps God allowed the one so ye could find the other.” 
He peered at her closely, looked back and forth, from one eye to the other. Then into her soul. “Isobelle. Can you not give up your unnecessary battles and look for something more worthy? Can you pretend meekness? Can you not threaten men who are certain to be threatened by you?”
She pulled her hands back, seeing that he no longer wanted comfort as much as he wished to repeat his lectures. “How am I to ken which men will be threatened by me?”
“Precisely!” He stood. “You cannot. You must assume all men are unlike your Highlanders who treat their women with such care. Assume every man you meet will be threatened by your intelligence, by your clever tongue, by your ability to see them for who they are.”
His voice had reached such a volume she pushed her stool away and stood to gain a bit of distance for the sake of her ears. Standing beside the bed, she turned to face him. She thought to keep her voice low, hoping he would do the same, even though there was no one else to hear them.
“Ye ask me to be distrustful of every man I meet?”
“Yes!” His voice boomed with excitement, as if she’d suddenly understood something important. He shook his fists in the air. “With God Almighty as my witness, I am asking you to suspect everyone. Man and woman alike.” He pointed at the top of her head. “Your hair is cause enough for any woman to envy you. Envy breeds ugliness. Ugliness breeds hate. Hate demands action. Even if no man called you contrary or accused you of blasphemy, a woman will. 
“Someday your hair will turn the head of the wrong man—a man wed to a vindictive wife—and she will find the easiest way to remove you from her husband’s thoughts. It happens every day. It is the way of men and women, this jealousy, this possessiveness. I have seen it. I have been called to rectify it. I have ordered the execution of many an innocent woman because her life was not truly in my hands.”
He gripped the bars and his knuckles turned instantly white. His face was red above his gray clothing, a brand of fire in a colorless room.
“When you called me murderer, you couldn’t know how close you were to the mark. I have been an executioner of innocents.” He lowered his gaze to the floor for a moment, then looked up into her eyes. His face and his voice softened. “But not when I could prevent it, like I can prevent it now. I hold one of those precious lives in my hands. And I will not squander it. You are my salvation, Isobelle. If I can keep you from being tried as a witch, perhaps I will win God’s forgiveness for one of those whom I could not save.” With the backs of his legs, he pushed the bench away, stepped around the end of it, then moved to the doorway. “You may say your prayers with privacy tonight.”
“Wait!”
He paused with his arm braced against the frame, but would not face her. “Forgive me, Isobelle. I may never be able to permit you to leave.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Stunned, Isobelle collapsed to the floor. Her elbow caught on the bed and kept her upright. Had he truly meant it? She may never be allowed to leave? Ever?
She fought for breath, but could only manage small gasps of air. She knew the open window was only steps away, but that didn’t keep the room from feeling like a tomb—a tomb that grew smaller with every gasp she took.
Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. But then she realized there was no need.
Her arms shook. She dug her fingers into the wood of her bedframe in order to feel something, anything. For she had no solid sense of herself, as if she were slowly fading away like the glow of a fire. There one moment, gone the next. Never to be revived, only replaced. And if she disappeared from the world, the result would be as significant as a thimbleful of water taken from the sea.
The pressure of the wood against her fingers was all there was left of her. And if that hold broke, she would shatter into a thousand flakes of ash.
Never permit you to leave…
She struggled for a rational thought in her head with which she might battle her complete despair. The man was distraught. His cruelty might have naught to do with her. The sorrow from his past had driven him to lash out at her, surely. Perhaps he couldn’t bear to be the only sad soul on the island tonight. Hadn’t she often done the same to Ossian, made him miserable when she was miserable, so she felt less alone? 
Poor Ossian. She had put him through such torment, it was a wonder the man had stood with her all this time in spite of his promise to Monty. No other man would have done so. She’d been cruel and selfish. A spoilt bairn who should have encouraged her cousin to return home long ago. She should have made that first little village work. She should have made friends. She should have found a husband.
And she should have cut her hair.
Her heart jumped at the thought, but for once, she viewed her dark red mane as the enemy, not her personal Holy Grail to be defended and preserved. Could her exile have been so different, in truth, if she’d but humbled herself enough to cut her hair?
Would her tyrant have taken notice of her had her head been covered? She looked back at all the hopes her hair had destroyed, and continued to look back until the most terrible question of all demanded an answer.
Had the kirk’s bastard condemned her for her hair alone? If not for her unwieldy red tresses, would the matter have been left to Father MacRae when he returned? Would she, even now, be breathing deeply of heather and bracken, knowing no other soil between her toes than that of her ancestors? Monty had urged her to cover her head and keep it covered until the matter had been settled, but she’d been…too proud.
Pride had brought her here! Her hair had brought her here. Nemeses, both. But the unholy pain in her chest forced her to realize other things as well. The most painful fact was not that Gaspar Dragotti could not love her. It was the recognition that she’d been holding out hope…
…that he could!
She furiously shook her head and tears flung from her eyes. How could she have harbored such a hope? How could she have allowed herself to even want such a thing? Was he not the enemy? She had intended to win his affection simply to win her freedom. But was there more?
Even as she asked the question, she knew the answer. She struggled against it for a bit longer, to delay yet another blow to a heart already writhing in her breast. But the thought, now exposed, demanded to be acknowledged.
She hoped for his love…because he already had hers. Isobelle Ross loved the enemy!
A long, dazed moment later, the cure for all enemies grew warm and heavy against her calf—her skean duh. She lifted her foot to feel the solid rub of it against her leg. It was there. It was waiting.
She took a deep and filling breath, suddenly calm. It was the kind of calm that comes when a decision has been made and the action needed becomes clear. She relaxed her grip on the bed and stood, then moved the stool beneath the window. Tonight she was wearing her own nightdress again along with the boots and hose in case of escape. It was also the best way to keep her skean duh on her person and close to hand.
She placed her boot on the stool and lifted her white skirt out of the way. Then slowly, she pulled the little knife from its sheath. Seated on the stool once again, she examined the blade in the light of the candle Gaspar had left behind.
A fine, sharp edge it still had. The handle was thicker than it ought to be, with layer upon layer of soft leather. A gift from a father she barely remembered. The sheath, a gift from her mother. Would they be disappointed to know what their gifts were ultimately used for? No matter. 
She wished there were some polished surface in which she might see her reflection, but the dragon had provided her with nothing more vainglorious than a brush. She felt her head, petted the thick mane she’d wrestled with all her life, wondered if it might be a relief to be free of it now. But where to start?
She pulled a thick mass forward over her left shoulder and tested the length. It was nearly to her waist. If she cut it at the neck, might she possibly fit the rest beneath a crispin? Or perhaps inside a padded roll as she’d seen the noble ladies wear? She’d tried to wrap her wealth of hair inside a turban and failed with each attempt. But with half the hair, she might succeed. 
But as her captor’s words came back to her, all thoughts of fashion dissolved. She simply wanted to be rid of it all, and rid of the pain that gnawed at her innards. Then she would turn her thoughts to the dragon and how to make him rue the day he’d laid eyes upon her. 
She raised the blade and hoped it might guide itself, but a flash of light made her pause. It was the reflection of her face in the smooth silver surface. Her face. Was that smooth flesh her enemy as well? 
If the dragon kept her locked away so he could gaze upon her at his leisure, she would make true and certain he never wanted to look at her again.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Gaspar did not go to Isobelle at Compline, leaving her to pray alone as he’d promised. His past always made him feel foolish, and he’d gone to sleep feeling decidedly mean. The kindest thing to do for her was to allow her to sleep. And when she woke, he’d apologize.
Dawn was not so considerate of him, however, and the pale blue light woke him as surely as a trumpet’s blast. He rose to face his day of penance and decided to walk the beach and practice the apology he must deliver with her morning meal. 
Perhaps he would begin by explaining that it was his heart that was the true captive here. The bars that held him prisoner were long curled strands of dark red hair, and even as he watched her sleep through the intricately designed screen, he was on the inside, looking out. He had no gate, and no key. He would be bound to her forever, even if she left him.
The sky was clear and empty but for a gull that had much to complain about. His fellows fled the beach and joined him, and together they went in search of something that apparently not be found on Isola del Silenzio, his Island of Silence.
He strolled to the western point and found the tide had washed nothing interesting onto the shore. The south beach had nothing more than a thin offering of shells. There was something new on the east side, however. A large bit of dark fur. Perhaps a remnant of what was once a sea lion.
He neared it cautiously, not knowing if some small animal might still be alive enough to strike out at him. But as he bent over it, he realized it was hair—Isobelle’s hair!
He spun in the sand and looked at the tower, wishing, as he ran, that he could see through the stones. He had to pay close attention to his footing, as he wore no protection on his feet, and he noticed another clump of hair. He snatched it up midstride and continued toward the arched doors. He stopped dead when he noticed the second lock had not been moistened by the sea spray, but by blood.
The ever-present wind brought a cry to his ears, but it was not the gulls; it was Isobelle, sobbing. A gust tugged at the dark red hair in his hand as if it were determined to take it from him.
“Isobelle.” It was both a whisper and a prayer, and he repeated it with every step as he ran to her.
* * *
James Ferguson, former MI6 agent for Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, was pleased to find that people in the fifteenth century were much more trusting than people from his own twenty-first century. He had no need of Google. Everyone knew everything about everyone. He supposed that was what happened when there was no telly to watch. These people simply watched their neighbors for entertainment.
A Scotsman looking for another Scotsman was nothing to raise a brow over. However, a Scotsman looking for a Scotswoman who’d recently been arrested as a witch was another matter entirely. These Venetians were quick to tell all they knew and quicker still to offer consolation in the form of food. Wonderful food. And to a growing lad of six feet eight inches, they were generous with their plates and their pity.
“Of course you’ll wish to know where she’s buried,” said one woman with a sly wink, “only there is no grave to find.”
Another was quick to join in, ladling the last of her rich soup into James’ empty bowl. “And not because she perished, I’d vow.”
“I was getting to that,” the first complained. “No one witnessed the execution of a red-haired Scotswoman. No one—”
“Some say she disappeared in a puff of smoke the moment God’s Dragon put her into a boat.”
“I was getting to that as well!”
The women began to bicker in Italian, forgetting he only spoke French and could not understand more than a word or two.
“Ladies, please,” he said in French, reminded them of his limited tongue. “What is this about a dragon? God’s Dragon?”
“Gaspar Dragotti,” the first woman whispered, looking around her kitchen as if this Dragotti might be lurking among the spices hanging from the ceiling beams. “Special Investigator to The Patriarch of Venice himself. He is the authority who arrested her. But she disappeared—”
“As soon as he put her upon the water!” The second woman hurried out of the reach of the first one.
“Did anyone see this?”
“Yes! Icarus was there. He saw it all.”
“Icarus?”
The dragon’s servant. He swears the woman disappeared.”
“She spoke to the sharks!” The second woman lunged to the other side of the table just as her friend reached for her. “She threw herself into the water and called the sharks to come for the dragon. He and his men dared not go after her.”
The first woman folded her arms and glared at the one who kept blurting out the exciting parts of the story.
“So she drowned? Or was killed by sharks?” He needed to keep them focused on the details at hand.
“No.” The women looked at each other as if trying to remember the details. Eventually, they shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Icarus.”
James smiled. Finally, the lead he’d been waiting for.
“Tell me. Where do I find this Icarus fellow?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
With Icarus in tow, Gaspar raced up the steps as fast as his legs would take him. With years of ascending them, he could have climbed his own steps with a hood over his head and still been in no danger. He did pause as he neared the landing, however, in case his racing feet took him over the edge. There was no time for stumbling. The woman was bleeding and he knew not how badly! Had someone come to his island secretly in the night? For surely, the woman had no blade or she would have used it to escape! 
He hurried through the doorway and over to the gate, his hand already extended behind him for the key. Thankfully, Icarus was close on his heels. Gaspar couldn’t see her at first, splitting his attention between the seemingly empty cell and the keyhole. The stool lay on its side beneath the window. The floor was a smattering of bloody footprints. And though he was loathe to do it, he raised his eyes and searched for a white gown that might be hanging from the rafters.
Suddenly, the key was wrenched from his hands and he found Icarus unlocking the gate for him. He pushed past the little man and glanced up again, but there were only morning shadows there. 
Where had she gone? 
He heard her sniff and turned. 
There. She was under the bed. 
“Go away,” she growled. 
Gaspar’s heart recovered itself with her coherent words. Icarus hurried out the gate and locked Gaspar inside.
“You see?” He bent down to take a look at her. Her gown was smeared with blood, her face was in shadow. “My man has locked me inside with you, so I am unable to leave you.” He gave her a stern frown. “Will you come out, or shall I overturn the bed?”
She made no move, so he lifted the end of the bed and gave it a shove. It hit the back wall and stayed. Her blankets and plaid slid to the ground and it disturbed him to see the colorful plaid there. Whenever she’d been anxious, she’d held the length of wool tight around her. If she had no need of comfort while she lay wounded on the floor…
He scooped her into his arms and braced himself for a fight, but she only hit his chest with her fist, and that, only once. With his foot, he pulled on the edge of the bed and it crashed back into place, the stuffed mattress with it. But instead of laying her upon it, he turned and sat, holding her to him. Finally, he was able to look into her tearstained, blood-smeared face. If there was much damage there, he could not tell.
“You were jealous. I see that now.” He noted the cut across her nose that mirrored his scar. “You wished to have some noble scars of your own. But I am relieved to see you were not nearly as successful.”
She put a hand over her nose and ducked against him. But with the majority of her hair scattered to the winds and the waves, her high cheeks were still visible, along with a lovely pink ear bearing an odd cut in the shape of a V. Such a wound, along with the shallow cut on the bridge of her nose, could account for all the blood in the room as wounds to the head tend to bleed freely. He checked her over carefully, just to be sure, holding her gently as a bird, turning her arms this way and that. He looked for fresh blood and felt for…injuries.
He’d forgotten that women were so much softer than men.
When his thoughts slipped beyond his control, he concluded there were no other damages to be found and hugged her close so she might not see the grin on his face. He couldn’t help it. He was that relieved.
Satisfied that he had regained his composure, he rolled her away from him a bit. A sad but pink face looked up at him. Her hair had been cut to the breadth of a hand. Some places longer. The left side of her head was matted with blood.
Her green eyes were startling. Her nose was a bit red from crying, and her lips were as smooth and perfect as the petals of a pale rose. He was completely powerless to look away from them.
“Isobelle. Isobelle,” he whispered. “What am I to do with you?”
Those jeweled eyes rolled. “Ye let me go, ye daft dragon.” Then she whispered, “Ye let me go, or ye let me burn.”
“I would like nothing better than to make you burn, my sweet, but not the way you have in mind.” He lifted her head to his and pressed his lips against those perfect rose petals before she had a chance to misunderstand him.
Her arms rose tentatively around his neck and he hoped it was not only for balance that they did so. But to be sure, he ended the kiss and retreated only slightly. To his joy, she pulled him back to her and demanded more. All other such embraces from his past were melted from his memory—like so many dusty candles turned to an indiscernible puddle of wax—by the heat of what he felt for Isobelle.
Kissing her felt like coming home to the only destiny he would ever need, and he was determined to show her the same, worshipping her mouth with his own. When he paused for breath, she pushed him away and looked into his eyes. A little fold of worry twisted her brows while she took his measure. Then she shook her head and kissed him again, her hands searching his hair, his face, his arms as if she were trying to convince herself he was real.
“Gaspar,” she breathed. “My dragon.” She kissed his mouth, his cheek, then his ear. “What am I to do with you?”
He leaned forward and pressed his lips to her neck, ignoring the blood, searching for the taste of her flesh. “You let me—” 
Burn, he was going to say, but his whisper was interrupted by the click of the lock. He closed his eyes and took her scent deep into his lungs for fear of never knowing another chance to do so. Then he looked up, while he still hovered over her, like a predator interrupted mid-meal.
Icarus stood against the open gate as if prepared to defend it from being closed again, his chin held high, his eyes on the ceiling. Gaspar thought him both foolish and stout of heart…and far too loyal to the man he used to be.
The little man cleared his throat. “Mi perdoni,” he said in a small voice, his eyes never lowering.
“No, please.” Her whisper was warm against his neck. “Take me with you.”
Gaspar knew that if he carried the woman out of the tower, he’d continue on to his bedchamber. He was that untrustworthy at the moment, but could not find the words to explain. 
She kissed him again, to plead her case. It might have been one of the most difficult things he’d done in all his years, but finally, he turned his lips away and gasped for breath. 
“I am not the man who brought you here, Isobelle. You have changed me to my soul, truly. But you must give me time to consider what this new man must do.” 
He laid his hand gently against her cheek and waited for her complete attention. Finally, she raised her gaze from his lips. 
“When I attended the commencement ceremony for the Regatta, I so easily slipped back into that other man, and it frightened me. Will I always do so? I am a man torn in twain. One very much alive. One very much…apart. You brought me to life, Isobelle. I must be certain I will yet live if you are no longer within my reach. Do you understand?”
“Ye are too quick to worry, my love. Ye returned to yer duty and felt familiar with it, ‘tis all. Ye’re the same man now as the one before ye left, are ye not?”
“I am. But the moment I returned to the patriarch’s presence, I saw you differently.” He hung his head, ashamed. But he would not keep the truth from her. “I thought of you as a temptress come to ruin me. When I returned, I tried to stay away from you until I knew what to do with you.”
She tried to climb from his lap, but he wouldn’t let her go.
“Don’t you see? I left this island and I became dead again. One touch from your hand and my foolishness dissolved. My heart beat again.” He lifted her hand and pressed it to his chest. “You see? The man lives.” He shook his head sadly. “But does the dragon merely sleep?”
Her struggles resumed, so he set her off his lap. He refused to release her hand. 
She sighed. “I’ll tell ye true, I am not flattered to be thought a temptress.”
“I do not—” 
She pressed her fingers to his lips. “You must release me, Gaspar. Send the temptations away and slay this dragon if that is what you truly wish. And if the man survives, find me.”
Gaspar released her hand and stood. He paced to the window and back, looking for an argument to offer, but he found nothing. Removing her from his island felt as foolish as removing his heart from his breast, however. She could not expect it of him!
He stomped to the gate and Icarus scurried out of his way. He ignored her gasp as he stepped out of the cell and pulled the gate closed again.
“I will consider it, Isobelle. But I must have time to examine how much of me is the man, and how much the dragon. And if I can survive the separation…” He locked the gate and turned away. This time, walking down the steps was no easier than walking into a dark, incoming tide. 
Her voice trailed him into the stairwell.
“Ye only use the beast to excuse yerself, Gaspar. Dinna offer me hope when ye’ll only recant. I know ye now. Through and through. I will not be fooled again…Dragon.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Icarus was so distracted by the excitement on the island that he’d rowed the small boat off course three times causing him to arrive home later than usual. His sister would be sufficiently displeased to tempt Icarus to find another place to sleep for the night and tell the woman the dragon had detained him until morning.
He stopped and stared at his sister’s door while he weighed the possibility of her believing his tale, that the dragon would allow him to go home in the morning, only to break his fast and return again.
Not likely at all.
He steeled himself and headed for the door, but a giant shadow stepped in front of him, barring the way. The man was so large in fact, he might well be his master, so he swallowed his surprise, stepped back, and waited for the man to speak.
But after his gaze took in the length of the silhouette from boots to head, he concluded this man could not be his master. Not even God’s Dragon stood so tall.
“Easy, Icarus, m’ friend. I’ll not harm ye.” He spoke the same language as the woman, and even to his simple mind, Icarus knew that could be no coincidence. “Parlez Francais?”
Icarus nodded. “I speak a little,” he said in clumsy French.
“Ye understand why I am here?”
He nodded. “She has not been harmed, monsieur.”
The man smiled as wide as Icarus’ own head.
“Happy I am to hear it, my friend. Let us go inside and show yer sister that ye, too, are unharmed.”
* * *
The cruelest twist of all was that Isobelle’s window faced northwest. Toward home. Just so many mountain ranges between herself and East Burnshire, Scotland. Castle Ross and the clan would be rising to a fine mist, perhaps—a fine mist that would be such a relief from the warm Mediterranean nights here. Although she’d been given water for bathing and cleaning her wounds, the heat had long since dried her short hair and left her wishing she could bathe all over again.
Only once had the tyrant demanded to know what she’d used to cut her hair and face, but he’d quickly retreated without an answer. It seemed he was all dragon again, and the sight of a woman shedding her clothes was a temptation to which he refused to subject himself.
She smiled at the memory of his face just before he’d turned and fled. The dragon did not love her, but he wanted her, and she would use it against him.
She refused to think about the feel of his arms around her, or the taste of his mouth, his skin. For a few foolish moments, she’d forgotten that Gaspar could not truly love her. But she would never forget again.
Her gaze dropped to the surf below. There was a fine spray taunting her to come out and play, to cool herself at her leisure. A wee swim. Aye and away the most immediate relief to hand. Aye and away as likely as her tasting a bit of Scottish mist before nightfall.
Away, whispered the serf. Come. Away.
She listened for half an hour longer, while she formed a plan.
* * *
Later that night, long after the sun had set and the sea had grown black, she stood at the window again, gazing out upon the Quarter Moon seemingly shining down upon the mainland beyond.
And she waited.
Her thoughts lost themselves among her possible routes home—for she would be going home—and she nearly missed the shift in the air behind her. She might have waited, unmoving, for an hour more if not for the chill that ran up her spine.
He was there. Without so much as a toe skimming the floor, she knew. She always knew. It was simply a change…in the silence. An exchange of one emptiness for another. Her own breath joined by his. 
“Gaspar,” she whispered out the window. “Gaspar,” she breathed to the moon. “Please.”
“Isobelle.” 
He’d spoken so quietly, she wondered if he’d meant her to hear it. But she turned her back on the window, pretending surprise.
“Dragon?”
“Come, now, Isobelle. You knew I was here.”
She considered denial, but nodded. 
“Gaspar will do, here in the darkness, do you not think?”
She shook her head. His name was an endearment she would use only when necessary, to control him. 
She held on to the windowsill at her back, suddenly frightened to go on with her plan. Did she wish to leave him? To hurt him? To punish him for not loving her, even when she’d always known that for Isobelle Ross to be loved, and loved undeniably, was impossible? Just like many others before him, he wanted her. But now…
No! She had to stand strong. Gaspar Dragotti wanted her only as a pet. Something amusing to lighten his mood. It was madness.
It was possible her life would have ended in a witch’s fire if he hadn’t opened her eyes to the dangers of being accused again. In spite of all Ossian’s warnings, she’d never really understood, could never truly understand how immediate that danger was until God’s Dragon showed her. She supposed she owed him something for that. But he’d already taken something…
She was a habit for him now. And it was difficult for anyone to overcome a habit until they were forced to do so. The problem was, he had become a habit for her as well. She found it hard to sleep until she felt him stretched out on the other side of her wall, until the coolness of the metal faded with the warmth of his body. Did he press himself against it, as she often did, to feel less alone in the world?
Yes. Madness.
And the madness must end. Better to end it quickly.
“Fine, then. Gaspar. Gaspar, I beg ye…”
“What is it, Isobelle?”
Their whispering was ridiculous. Icarus had gone for the night. No one would hear if they screamed at each other, let alone spoke at full voice. And still she whispered.
“Just once,” she sighed. “Just once, can I walk along the shore? Just once, can ye let me outside? No one will see me in the dark. No one. Please.” She whined the last as she could already see his head shaking in the shadows beyond the gate.
“I cannot open the gate. Every night, Icarus takes the key with him. Even if I wished to—”
“Gaspar! I will go mad if ye doona let me outside tonight. I have done my penance. This room is little different than my tomb. I have light. I have life. But what good are either of those without hope? Ye may as well begin collecting wood for me fire, for without hope, any death is welcome.”
He came forward, grabbed the bars to either side of the gate. His chest was bare to her. His hair was mussed and wild, making him seem a different sort of beast, something much warmer than a dragon. His arms were immense but his wide hands and knuckles looked like bones in the moonlight from the way he gripped the barrier between them. 
“Say you do not mean it,” he growled.
The sound induced chills up her back and into her hair. Or perhaps it was the sight of him that did so, for she was sorely tempted to go to him, to reach through those bars and prove that he was real—not some shadow that had stalked her each night. She placed her hands on the wall behind her and struggled to stay put. 
“Yes, Gaspar. All yer instruction has been for naught. I would confess to witchcraft, or murder, or both, if this prison were my only alternative.”
He was agitated, but not enough to bend to her wishes. She had to push him further.
“Ye never planned to release me, did ye? Ye’ve known it from the first.”
She turned back to the window and grabbed the bars there for strength. She looked down, trying to see the path that led to the dock, to judge the distance for the thousandth time. If she were somehow able to squeeze through the bars, the fall might not kill her. But anyone who jumped from such a height was a fool, even if the dragon might someday leave her alone long enough to work the bars loose.
“Isobelle. You must believe me. I will allow you to leave when I believe you to be ready. I will even send word to Ossian where to find you. I only need time to…accept it.”
“No, Gaspar,” she said sadly. “I am prepared to leave this prison, or leave this earth. But I canna stay another—”
“Yes! Yes, you must. One more day. Be patient one more day. I will keep the key tomorrow, when Icarus leaves. I will allow you to walk along the shore, though you must allow me to tie a rope—”
She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Why would ye need a rope?”
“You might try to swim—”
“I dinna ken how to swim.” She turned back to view the darkening waves.
“But you tried, that first day, before you saw the sharks.”
She shrugged. “I was going to drown myself, ‘tis all. I thought ye were taking me away only to burn me, so I’d have no body in Heaven. ‘Tis what they did to Joan of Arc, is it not? If I drown in the sea, I might have kept my body, aye? But not if sharks got me.”
“You cannot swim?”
“Nay.”
“Then you might try to drown yourself again? You’ve just said you are ready for death.”
“I want to live, Gaspar, as much as ye yearn to feel alive, aye? If only I could trust ye to keep yer word, that ye’ll return me to Venice…”
He sighed heavily. “No, Isobelle. Not Venice. You would not be safe there. But I will have your things collected and sent to you. Wherever it is you wish to go…”
His voice trailed off. He was unhappy to suddenly be bound to that promise. She could hear the regret in his voice.
Well, damn the man for sending the key away every night. If he hadn’t, she could have ended their little habit much quicker. Now she was going to have to wait another day.
“I will bother you no more tonight,” he murmured. “Sleep. You may walk along the sand tomorrow.”
It may have been the first time she’d actually heard him leave the room so late. His footfalls were heavy, as if he were stomping down the steps.
Isobelle sighed and moved to the bed. Even though the night was warm, she did not welcome the coolness of the metal wall beside her. Just as she teetered on the edge of sleep, listening to the receding waves, she thought she heard a man’s voice. Arguing. Coughing. Arguing again.
It became part of her dream. 
She was in her tower. A much higher tower now. And the people of Venice were carrying bundles of sticks across the water, walking on the water. They placed their sticks at the base of the tower, then hurried away for more. They were building a bonfire. They were going to burn her, tower and all.
But she wasn’t alone. Gaspar stood inside her cell with her, looking out the window.
“They saw you dancing on the sand, Isobelle. Nothing for it now. They’ll try to burn us both, but the flames won’t harm me.”
She laughed. “Are ye a witch, then?”
He laughed too, then his eyes began to glow. “Not a witch, my sweet. A dragon.”
But a dragon had wings. He could take her away if only he would.
The flames whooshed up the side of the tower and she stuck her head between the wide bars to see it. When she stepped back, Gaspar the dragon was gone. 
She should never have danced. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Never, since that first week he’d spent writhing in pain from his burns, had Gaspar been known such abject torment. He’d chocked on it with each step as he’d descended the tower, feeling an immeasurable and irreversible form of distance grow between them. Then, when he’d reached his private rooms, he’d released that torment with enough force to bring the dark stones down around him had he not buried his howling in the bedclothes.
He was both monster and man, the halves of two animals fused together. There would be no separating them. He loved her, but more than that, he needed her. Without her company, he would wither and die like a flower with no sun. He’d turn into a dead and colorless creature—the very creature that had stepped behind the rood screen in the abbey and waited for his life to be saved. 
The moment he’d stepped into His Beatitude’s presence, he’d lost his color in spite of the extravagant emerald raiment’s he’d been ordered to wear, to mark him as part of the patriarch’s retinue. His mind had slipped back to familiar, emotionless thoughts. Heaven help him, his voice had even changed into something cold and ugly.
But he didn’t wish to be ugly anymore. The world wasn’t ugly anymore. And he wanted to be part of that fresh and appealing world again. But he would lose that chance if he lost Isobelle. And so, Gaspar the man and Gaspar the monster would keep her against her will, even if she hated him for it. 
* * *
The next day passed slowly for Isobelle with nary a breeze to cool the sweat on her brow. The only thought that kept her from going mad was the hope of dipping herself in a dark sea. 
The scuff of two pairs of boots on the steps told Isobelle it was time for her supper. Her heart leapt with her, propelling her off the stool. With shaking hands, she moved the seat away from the window, then turned back to take hold of the bars. Each scratch of sole against stone brought him closer. When those boots entered the room she nearly squealed with anticipation. But was it anticipation of her escape? Or was it the anticipation of Gaspar standing at her back for a moment?
Perhaps it was both.
Perhaps she did feel too much for a man who would hold her captive forever if no one stopped him. Perhaps she could love him, if only a little, for what he had done for her. When he’d held her in his arms and kissed her, she’d believed she loved him in spite of his madness. But he’d been unable to return that love—at least not enough to release her.
She would go home, then. Perhaps she’d make her place in Ireland first where she might blend in a bit with other red-headed women. Perhaps she’d send a letter. Perhaps someone could come visit her. And if Ireland was not the place for her, she would go home...
The key scraped inside the lock. The gate groaned in protest, a bit louder than it ever had before, as if it would warn the men of her plans. The air heated at her back. She turned her face to the right, away from the intense orange sunset glaring at her from the left. And from the corner of her eye, she saw Icarus pausing, watching his master, then scurrying away.
“Icarus, hold a moment.” Gaspar’s voice was deep and ragged, revealing as much emotion as she was feeling herself. “Leave the key with me tonight.”
“B...but Master,” the little man stammered. “You made me vow—”
“Rest easy, Icarus. A woman will be coming tonight, to...inspect her. She will need the key.”
“Would you like me to stay?”
“Icarus. No. This will be no place for a man.”
“And her tray?”
“She can slip it under the gate tonight. Neither of us needs to return.”
“Yes, Master.”
The air behind her cooled. God willing, for the last time.
* * *
For an hour, she sat on the stool and stared at the food on the tray. Cheese, bread, and a plum. She considered eating the plum, but her stomach clenched at the thought. If she had to swim, she would wish to have an empty stomach.
Icarus had left the island long ago and yet Gaspar had not come. Had he changed his mind? Or did he consider the sky too light still? The Quarter Moon would offer enough light for strolling across the sand, but would it be light enough to row a boat in a constant direction? Or lend enough light to swim by? 
She’d gone over the possibilities many times, but she would not know how badly she might need to harm the man in order to get away from him, to find another boat, and to get it off the shore before he was able to come after her. 
If it came to it, she did not know if she would be able to kill Gaspar Dragotti, even to save what was left of her life. But what if I have no other choice?
God help me.
Her thoughts plagued her so completely that Gaspar was standing before her without her noticing his footfalls. A glance at the floor revealed why; his feet were bare. Bare also were his arms. He wore no tunic, and there were no sleeves tied to his under tunic. His arms were thick with muscle and vein and she was sorely tempted to slide her hands along them. 
In anticipation of walking on the beach, she’d removed her own boots and hose, then she’d tied the hose around her thigh so she could keep her skean duh close. The plaid would be a hindrance if she had to swim. She would leave it behind.
“I promised you a walk along the beach, my lady.”
She looked up into the shadows of his face. He appeared a bit ill, as he had each time he’d come to the tower that day. And he acted oddly, as if something between them had changed more than just his acquiescence to allow her outside. 
He tilted his head to one side. “You haven’t changed your mind.” 
She jumped to her feet in answer and his breath caught. They hadn’t stood so close or touched each other since they’d kissed. But this time, they were alone on the island. Icarus would not come to interrupt them if Gaspar took her in his arms now. She was ashamed to want him to do just that, but she wanted to leave that tower much more. 
The air was warm between them. Hot even. Sweat trickled from the side of her neck to pool in the notch below her chin. His gaze followed the moisture’s progress. She sensed him itching to reach out and touch where it gathered at her throat. It was possibly his last chance for a tender touch.
But it was her last chance as well, her last chance to touch him.
Her left hand lifted and her fingers tangled with his as he reached toward her. Suddenly shy, she pulled back.
“Come,” he croaked, then took her firmly by the hand and walked backward, toward the open gate. “You must not release my hand. Is that clear?”
Speech was beyond her ability at the moment, so she nodded. He need never know how torn she was between obeying and disobeying that order. If they had met under simpler circumstances, she might have never let loose of his hand whether he wished it or not.
Her footsteps faltered, tripping over her thoughts. How long had it been since she’d come through that doorway, or glimpsed those steps? He made certain she was steady, then turned and led her down the steps, holding her hand behind his back so that she too could walk close to the outer wall.
A torch hung next to the landing. Another one waited beyond the curve in the stairway luring her with its promised light. But she needed no luring. She held tight to Gaspar’s tugging fingers as he unwittingly lead her to freedom.
They passed the second torch. Another beckoned. The excitement tempted her to giggle. The thought of leaving Gaspar behind, forever, tempted her to weep. She resisted both.
The last torch. The bottom step. The solid floor. The open archway led to the heavy warm night beyond.
He paused before the threshold and she worried he might have only been teasing her, to teach a lesson in patience. To teach her not to trust in the arm of man—any man, including him. Perhaps he would say it was time for prayers and haul her back up the stairs because it was time for prayers, and prayers were more important than the promise of a walk along the shore.
But he didn’t turn back—he simply removed the last torch and led her outside.
Outside! Heaven help her, she would never walk inside again. She would find a tree on a beach somewhere and make her home of it. Never again would a door close, a gate close, or a tomb seal behind her. Never, ever again!
Gaspar slowed, then stopped, pulling her next to him, their fingers entwined like lovers, their shoulders bumping until she stilled.
“Look.” He looked skyward. His torch swept up and over their heads in an arc, then hung low, out of the way so the stars could be seen. “The unimpeded sky.”
She drank in the utter glory of the lit heavens, but found she was thirstier for another sight entirely—Gaspar, standing with arms uncovered, as unfettered as the night sky. Just a man standing next to her, holding her hand as if he could not bear to let her go. A flood of tears blurred her vision of him, and she looked away before he could catch her staring.
It was her turn to tug him along. She knew just where she wished to go—the little pool of water visible from her window, where she’d wished she might dip her hot and dusty toes. Gaspar followed along happily. 
The pool was larger than she’d expected. The rocks at the edge were wide enough to sit upon and keep her skirts from getting wet. But what did wet skirts matter?
Gaspar sat beside her so they had no need to let go of each other’s fingers while they dipped their toes.
“My favorite spot,” he confessed.
“Truly? Then why is it I’ve never seen ye here?”
“I’ve stayed away, knowing you were watching, not wishing to disrupt what peace you found.”
She made no reply so she might not sully the man’s favorite spot with memories of what she was about to do.
“Come,” she said. “I want to see the rest of the island.”
“I regret there is not more for you to see, my lady. But when I purchased the island, I had need of privacy, not land.”
She suddenly wished to hear nothing further about his little island. She wanted no memories to add to the ones she would already carry with her. If he were to reveal anything more of his private life, she might not be able to bear what she meant to do.
And the first thing she needed to do was to find a boat.
She dragged him up to the ridge and around to the side of the tower, to see whatever had been hiding from her for weeks.
And there, behind his small fortress, was an extension of the beach she’d been staring at from her window. That and nothing more. 
No boat. 
No boat. 
And no boat.
All her excitement drained from her in a single beat of her heart, then quickly welled again…with fury.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Gaspar resisted the urge to lift Isobelle into his arms. Her disappointment nearly dropped her to the ground, but she recovered quickly.
“Ah. I see you are more disappointed than I expected. Perhaps you were hoping to find some way of escaping my little idyll. But there is no escape, my sweet. If something were to happen to Icarus and he failed to return in the morning, we might well die here together if we ever tired of fish.”
It might have been the play of stars, but Isobelle seemed to be shaking—no doubt from the shock of finding nothing more interesting than a continuation of beach. She pulled her fingers from of his and he allowed it. If he were smart, he might consider moving out of her reach, but he did not feel particularly smart at the moment. In fact, he felt nearly as disappointed as she. Of course he had not wished her to escape, or to attempt it, but he had wished to see her happiness last a bit longer. They might have sat at the little pool for hours talking nonsense, but her impatience had stolen that bit of peace from them both.
“Leave me,” she whispered. “I beg ye, leave me in peace for a bit.”
If she were anyone but Isobelle, he might have granted such a request. But he knew her too well now to believe she might sit quietly and contemplate her fate, that she might not do something as foolish as to throw herself into the sea.
“I am sorry, my lady, but I cannot leave your side. Perhaps, on the morrow, you might have a different outlook on your time here. Perhaps you can find contentment…with me. And one day, we might leave this place…together.”
She dropped her chin to her chest, then collapsed to her knees in the sand, and the only thing visible, in the blue starlight, was that little cut across the bridge of her nose. His stomach turned at the thought of her feeling as hopeless as he’d once felt just before he’d slid that hot iron across his face. 
Of course she had!
He’d taken away all hope when he’d warned her she may never leave. Hadn’t his mother done the same to him? Taken away all hope to escape the life she’d shaped for him?
Heaven help him, he’d tried to make her into himself. And she was right—letting her live or die by the sharpness of her own tongue would have been better. He should have never taken her. Never supposed his intervention would save her. He hadn’t saved her. He was the man from whom she needed saving!
He’d been lying to himself from the beginning. He’d stubbornly ignored the truth.
He had to let her go!
“I could convince ye I am content to stay with ye.” She whispered, but with the stillness of the sea, he heard, clearly, every word. “I could convince ye of anything, but it would be a lie.”
His chest caved in upon itself at the bursting of his heart, but he fought against the pain. Surely there were some things he had come to believe that were not a lie.
“Ye doona believe me? Here. Sit beside me. I will tell ye everything.”
Gaspar forced air and in out of his body and wondered which of her words might have been the truth. What of this world could he trust? The sea? The stars? Was his redemption now so out of reach? Could he be forgiven, as he refused to forgive his mother? The doctrine of forgiveness tried to flood his mind but he would hear none of it.
He remembered his first sight of her, through the rood screen. The way he felt about her then was nothing compared to his feelings for her now, but even so, they’d been strong enough to prod him on, to make her his own in the only way he would allow himself—as his possession. 
And he’d given her nothing but pain.
As for himself, he felt more mortal than he’d felt for years. Mortal. Vulnerable. Alive. Wounded, but breathing deeply of the world around him. And now he felt it all simultaneously. Isobelle was to blame. Isobelle was to thank. She’d done this for him, brought him back to himself. The least he could do was return the favor.
But first, she wished to tell how she’d lied to him? So be it. If her confession caused him pain, it would be only too fair. His eyes were open. But after all he’d done to her, she would never believe that his heart was open as well.
He dropped to his knees beside her and sat back upon his heels. 
“Isobelle, forgive me. Forgive—”
Her arm swung around. He felt the jarring impact of a large stone trying to force its way into his skull. Then it was gone. But the pain remained. The noise remained.
Isobelle stood over him as he fell onto his back. Her bottom lip tucked itself behind her teeth. She shook her head and tears dripped onto his face.
Then she too was gone. But there was nowhere for her to go—
Nowhere but the sea!
And she could not swim!
“Nooo!”
He rolled. Found his feet, stumbled, searched the darkness for the whiteness of her gown. Saw nothing.
He turned.
There! Already so far into the water. How fast she moved! How anxious was she to run into the arms of death!
God help him, what had he done? He’d driven a beautiful creature out of her mind. But he could undo it. He could bring her back if only he could get to her before it was too late.
“Isobelle! Wait! Forgive me! You are free!”
He rushed into the water, blinking over and over, but the white was gone. His skull threatened to come undone beneath his hand, but he could not pause to recover. She was out there, drowning.
“Isobelle!” Waist-deep now.
As if rising to the sound of her name, the white gown surfaced. Twenty feet away!
He lunged, pulled his hand away from his head and swam as furiously as he could. He needed air. He had to pause. Had to breathe.
There. She was still there. Above water. Pushing the water out of her way.
“Isobelle! You are free! Come back!”
The vision turned and faced him, treading water.
She could swim?
He laughed. She could swim! Praise be, she’d lied to him!
“Isobelle, forgive me. Come back! The boat. In the morning. Forgive me!”
He stopped fighting the water, allowed it to cover him. The cool liquid soothed the ache in his head. 
Air. He needed air. And he needed Isobelle’s forgiveness.
He kicked, over and over, until the water parted.
She’d come closer. She stayed above the water easily, but her breathing was labored. She could have never lasted long. Even if she could swim, she likely hadn’t done so often. Trying to swim from the island would have been suicide. And she’d nearly done it!
“Gaspar! Are ye badly hurt?” 
She sounded so close, and yet, she was still beyond his reach.
Again, he allowed himself to sink. Ah, the relief. Like sleeping when one is tired. So tired. But he needed air again. 
He kicked and fought his way to the surface once more and found Isobelle there, coming for him. He permitted her to pull him close, then with a furious kick, he rose above her in the water, wrapped his arm around her, across her chest, and took a firm grasp beneath her arm. Then he began dragging her back to shore in spite of the screaming in his skull. After a few half-hearted struggles, she settled down and allowed him to take her.
When they reached the shallows, he stood and helped her to do the same. Then he took a step away from her.
“Forgive me,” he said. “I was wrong to take you from your home. I was wrong to expect you to change. If I’d have succeeded, I would have never forgiven myself. You may leave the island as soon as Icarus arrives with the boat, Isobelle. I vow it.”
She looked at him askance as she filled her lungs over and over again. “Then it wasn’t a lie, to lure me back to shore?”
“Yes. It was a lie that I was drowning. I swim like a Venetian fish. Even if I’ve been struck on the head.” He lifted a hand to his bleeding forehead in a bid for sympathy, but she came no closer. “But the other, your freedom, was no lie. You may return to the city, to your cottage, or wherever you wish. I only hope you will avoid Venice because of what I have done to your name there. And I can afford to send you anywhere in the world. You need only choose.”
Instantly, anywhere in the world, even if it were the next island, sounded much too far away from one particularly lonely dragon. But he bit his tongue to keep from sharing that sentiment. His eyes were open. But after all he’d done to her, she would never believe that his heart was open as well.
“You changed your mind because you thought I intended to drown.”
“You would have drowned, even if you could swim. Even I could not cross this channel without a boat.” He reached out and pushed her hair from her eyes, unable to go another minute without seeing them clearly. “But that was not why I changed my mind. You have transformed me, Isobella. You have made me see the dragon and I have chased it away, never to return, even if the Pope himself demanded I resume my office.”
She eyed him suspiciously while he helped her to the soft grasses where they both collapsed. 
“I was attempting to change you as I had once changed myself. I had turned myself into a cold creature that had no place in the world, and I suppose I was trying to make you the same, that somehow you might feel the only place in the world for you was at my side.”
She shook her head and water sprayed around them. “I will not be content in yer tower, Gaspar.” 
He nodded and turned to face the water. It was not an easy thing to hear, but he could not blame her.
She sighed. “But at your side would not be such a bad place, I suppose.”
His heart tried to rouse his hopes but he bid it to settle. He dared not hope she could forgive him in truth, and told her so. 
“I can try.” Her eyes lit up and her gaze fell to his mouth, then she looked away, embarrassed.
Though he would like nothing better than to take her into his arms and beg her forgiveness in a dozen different ways, he would forbear. He would not risk her mistaking passion for love. And love, like trust, must be earned. 
He was finished lying to himself. And he knew that remaining on the beach with her, both of them dripping beneath the starry drapes of a warm sky, weakened their wills. So he got to his feet and brushed half-dried sand from his legs.
“I am going inside, Isobelle. I will change into dry clothes and start a fire in the kitchens. You come inside only if you wish. I will understand if you do not. I can find you a dry tunic. I do not suppose you wish to wear the white gown again?”
She shook her head sharply. 
“When you are ready then.”
She swallowed awkwardly. 
He grimaced, then offered a hopeful smile. “We can leave the doors open…”
The woman wrapped her arms around her knees and turned away from him, showing the awkward outline of her hair—another reminder of the damage he had done to her.
No. She would never truly be able to forgive him. Nor did he hold out hope of ever forgiving himself. The morning would bring with it a small Greek man and the vessel that would take her away from him forever. 
But he would not waste this final night in mourning. He’d have plenty of time for that after she was gone.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Deep into the night, Isobelle lay across Gaspar’s chest watching their small fire die. She was back to wearing the luxurious white gown because Gaspar’s clothes were little better than blankets on her.
“Do ye sleep, Dragon?” she whispered.
“No.”
She grinned into his clean tunic. “What does it mean, this thing you say in Italian—say agga po poli?”
He laughed, and she savored the sound rumbling through the side of her face and into her fingertips. He repeated the phrase, time and again, to show her the intricacies of the words, but she still failed to say it correctly. She wearied of being laughed at, so she stopped trying.
“It is not Italian,” he said. “It is Greek. It means...”
“Yes?”
“It means...I love you too much.”
The words, and knowing he’d been saying them for nearly the whole of their time together, took her breath away. But now that she knew their meaning, she couldn’t resist attempting the phrase one more time.
This time, he didn’t laugh. His breathing had stopped, his chest went quite still beneath her fingers. Then suddenly, he rolled her onto her back. For a long moment, he gazed into her eyes in wonder. Then slowly, his head lowered, closer with each heartbeat, until his lips touched hers.
A long, lovely moment later, she was allowed a breath and she whispered, “Troppo perfetto,”

* * *
Isobelle woke with a sudden pain in her mouth. Then her hair was pulled as a gag was tied around her head! When she tried to remove it, she found that her hands were tied to either side of her bed. She was back inside her cell!
Her heart burst inside her chest and she waited for death to claim her, but it would not!
The ceiling confused her until she realized she was lying with her head nearest the gate, not the way she usually slept. Gaspar stood over her. Thankfully, his face showed no trace of satisfaction.
He put a finger to his lips. “Shhh. Isobelle, you must stay silent. I had to act quickly. His Beatitude, The Patriarch of Venice comes with Icarus. Even now, they are at the dock. I would have asked you to hide, but I could not trust that you would believe me. And if the man demands to see you, you have to be here, in your cell. You cannot tell me you would have willingly come back inside, that you would trust last night was not a trick.”
She tried to argue as clearly as possible, but he pushed another scrap of cloth into her mouth. She could hardly hear the thoughts in her head clearly after that.
“I must go. Please, lie still. Be patient. Say your rosary and I shall kiss you once for every bead. After you forgive me, of course.” He left her side, closed the gate, and turned the key. He gave her one last desperate look. “I will do whatever I can to make him leave quickly. Trust me, I beg you. Either I or Icarus will be up to release you when it is safe. The dragon is dead, Isobelle. I swear it.”
Isobelle screamed, but the sound never made it beyond the room. 
Gaspar pressed his face between the bars. “You have seen the island, Isobelle. There is nowhere to hide. If he insists on seeing the tower, the only safe place for you is here. I must go! Keep still and pray he will not have energy enough for the steps!” 
And then he was gone.
Isobelle lay on her back in amazement. Fully awake now, she wondered if the night before had been real at all. The cold sea, her dress slowing her progress, the panic of the darkness. And then his voice, calling her back to the lights. Promising her freedom. Promising life away from the tower.
Something had happened to him between the nooning meal and the moment he’d come to open the gate, to release her. She might have saved herself a hard swim if she’d have comprehended sooner. He was no longer God’s Dragon, the sword-arm of the church. He was just a man, offering his open arms in exchange for a prison.
Or was he?
The alarm had been sounded. God’s Dragon had been called back to his duty. And the first thing he’d done was to tie her up and place her back in that prison.
For her safety? Truly? Why not introduce her to the patriarch as his servant, his cousin, his...anything. Why allow the man to see her as a prisoner, guilty of some sin? 
If Gaspar was right and she was lucky, the man would go away and never know.
If Gaspar was wrong, and the man came looking, he would not take kindly to Gaspar keeping her alive. What was he thinking? To find her here would mean her death! He should have sent her out into the sea. At least she would have a chance.
Nonsense. It was all nonsense. She needed to calm herself and think clearly. She took a few deep breaths and it helped instantly.
Can it truly be the patriarch he cannot trust?
Voices floated in through the bars of the window. Italian. She could understand nothing but the fact they were moving closer. Then she heard Gaspar’s deep voice booming out in greeting.
She refused to lie still and wait for luck to determine her destiny, so she tugged at the ties that bound her hands. Not painfully tight. She pulled firmly on her right wrist, closest to the wall. The knot tightened, but it allowed for more room between that knot and her wrist! She lifted her elbow and pulled against the restraint. Halfway up her hand, it ceased sliding. She tried folding her hand in on itself. It slid a little more. If she continued to pull, she might pull her bones apart! She relaxed, rested. Then she tested the slack on her left wrist. It was much tighter. And if she pulled on it, the knot might prove too hard to open if she managed to get the right hand free.
What other option did she have? She’d tucked her skean duh inside her boot in the kitchen!
Oh, Gaspar! Gaspar! 
She continued to pull her right hand. The skin began to give, then burn, then bleed. Tears sprang to her eyes, not from the pain, but from the hopelessness she felt. So cruel, the twist her life had taken in a matter of hours.
At the sound of voices in the stairwell, dread rested on her chest with the delicacy of an anvil. In a fit of defiance, she gave one last, desperate pull and the tie, now wet with blood, slid up to her knuckles, then over! One hand was free!
She reached up and wrenched off her gag, pulling hair, ripping the thing away. She tossed it aside.
But the footsteps were halfway up the stairs at least!
She sat up and began working furiously at the knot on her left hand. She’d pulled too much. The knot was seated. She dug with her fingernails, but she only managed to free a few strands. She could slide beneath the bed, cover the remaining hand with a blanket, but it was too late, they were at the door! 
“Preparati,” came Gaspar’s voice from the landing. Then footsteps. Prepare yourself. He’d said the same thing to her often enough, before prayers.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Gaspar fought to remain dignified as he led his employer up the tower steps. His instinct was to send His Beatitude from his home, resign his position, and let the consequences be damned. Perhaps he and Isobelle could be far away by the time those consequences were called due. But he could not. He would act as he had always acted—with confidence. Surely the patriarch would think twice before questioning Gaspar’s actions. He was God’s Dragon, after all. A man to be trusted by church leaders, trusted especially by the patriarch who knew him best.
His mistake had been hiring the metal workers. They’d bragged about their creation. Word had spread during the Regatta, and as soon as the event had ended, the patriarch came to look at the work himself. No doubt a secret cell piqued his interest much more than the workmanship, but it was excuse enough to come.
A consequence he would be paying for in but a few moments.
It was just as well the man demanded to see it immediately, not accepting an offer for tea or refreshment first. This way, Isobelle need not be tied up any longer than necessary.
Why couldn’t he have taken her out the rear door and tried to bury the better part of her in the sand? For surely there was no other hiding place on the whole of the island.
So many things he might have done. He’d thought of half a dozen since he’d left her in the cell—the cell he’d vowed never to use again. There had simply been no time. If it weren’t for his need for a drink and a glance out the window, His Beatitude might have walked into his open home and caught them sleeping in each other’s arms! But thankfully, there had been time enough for Gaspar to lift her unconscious body and take her where he always felt her to be safest.
Carrying a torch, since the stairway was dim even in daylight, Gaspar reached the small landing with the patriarch at his back, followed by two of his guards. The door stood wide, as always, but shutting it would have done no good, not when the screen was the object of the older man’s visit.
A thought occurred to him and he turned to look at Icarus. The man had been acting odd of late, which Gaspar had chosen to ignore—thinking the servant simply guessed too much about his master and the lovely prisoner. But Icarus met his eyes and showed only worry, not guilt. On the boat ride to the island, his servant had not betrayed him.
The patriarch, then, was not expecting a woman to be inside.
“Prepare yourself,” he said, to warn both the elderly man and Isobelle. He took a deep breath and stepped inside, then stepped to the right and slid the torch in the loop. For a moment, his hands lingered on the torch, wishing he could have just a moment’s peace more before he had to explain.
“Yes, yes. It is an extraordinary piece,” said His Beatitude. “And what is this?”
“Your Beatitude.” Gaspar turned and joined the man now standing before the gate. But Isobelle was not where he’d left her.
“Please tell me, Gaspar, that you have not been alone on this island with this woman. Tell me!”
Icarus hurried to Gaspar’s side. “Forgive me, Master,” he whispered. “I forgot the key. I left it at home today. I beg your forgiveness.”
Gaspar wondered at the little man’s quick thinking, but wasted no time taking advantage.
“Icarus, I will deal with you later.” He waved the servant away. “I assure you, sir, Icarus alone carries the key to this cell. Though I sleep below and have no wish to spend more time than is necessary with this woman, I could not open the gate had I wanted to. An unnecessary precaution, but all precautions against the devil are wise. Do you not agree?”
Poor Isobelle. She would understand none of their conversation. And he feared what her imagination might do. Already she had freed one of her hands and removed her gag. But what truly frightened him was the awareness that Isobelle knew only one phrase understandable to The Patriarch of Venice.
I love you too much.
At the moment, she had her hands together at the edge of the bed, her head bent forward, and the rosary spilling over her wrist. Gaspar had to ignore outright the blood smeared across that hand. 
Isobelle had learned how to pretend meekness. He suspected, however, her whispered prayers were not all for their guest’s benefit. She was also terrified as he was, for he noticed the minute shaking of the rosary beads.
“Who is she?” The older man had trouble taking his eyes off her, but in his voice was disgust. It was the same tone he’d heard from many a man when confronted with a beautiful woman. Men who hated what they could never have.
“The daughter of a dear friend.” He’d had time enough to prepare that answer. “She was accused of being a witch, but I have concluded that accusation was inspired by the color of her hair alone. I promised her father I would make certain she would be meek and subservient before I returned her. Although she was a meek child to begin with.”
The patriarch finally turned and frowned at him. “She is clearly no child, Gaspar. You were right to cut her hair, but you should have shaved it all.”
Gaspar shuddered as if revolted by the thought. “You know of my wish to remain as far away from women as possible, Your Beatitude.”
“Then have someone else do it.”
“Yes, Patriarch.”
“And tell the father his daughter could not be saved.”
Gaspar could feel the outrage of a hundred such declarations paling in comparison the fury he felt now, over the life of one. May God forgive him, he would not obey this blind man.
“But she can be saved, Patriarch. She has been saved.”
The old man’s nostrils stretched and contracted. “Absolution? From you?”
Gaspar knew he needed to speak quickly before his employer’s imagination took over. “I believe this young woman would be a great example to others of her age, that they might see how she has been humbled.”
The man’s brow lowered over stern eyes. “Or she could rally them together in pity. I am sorry, Gaspar. My decision has been made. Besides, we must not allow the seeds of that red hair to perpetuate.”
Swallow. He needed to swallow. How could he argue if his words could not pass the ball of rage in his throat?
“It is a pity your slave did not bring the key. We could have disposed of this problem today. But I suppose, since she is the daughter of a friend, you would not wish to execute her yourself. I shall send another.” And with that, the old man turned for the door.
Gaspar knew the man would not respond well to begging, but he had little choice. He needed time if he was going to get Isobelle away from the island before this executioner arrived.
“Your Beatitude, I would ask a favor.”
The man turned back with an impatient grunt. “A favor, Gaspar? When this private exorcism has cost you any favors you might have earned from me?”
“Yes, Patriarch, for I am certain there will be an opportunity, soon, to earn another. I would ask this favor before it is earned.”
The man took a deep breath and expelled it in exasperation. “What is this favor?”
It required all Gaspar’s years of discipline to keep the desperation out of his voice. “I would ask that you allow me a sennight to help the child prepare to meet God.”
The patriarch shook his head. “She will not meet God, Gaspar, without a body. She must burn after she is dead.”
“No, sir,” he said calmly. “She must not.” Oh, but he was in such danger to speak to the man so. “As certain as you are that she is a witch, I am just as certain she is not. Therefore, I beg you, do not put either of our salvations in jeopardy by robbing this woman of the chance to see God. You do believe in the salvation of the souls of men, and therefore women…”
The man’s nostrils flared and he lowered his chin. “You are no priest, Gaspar. Do not presume to discuss salvation with me.” His narrowed eyes told Gaspar he would never again have the patriarch’s trust. His time in Venice would not last. That was, if he stayed…
And suddenly, he was grateful to the blind old man for opening the gate of Venice and allowing him to leave. His penance was over. It was time to leave this prison, and he would not look back.
“Beheaded then.” The old man narrowed his eyes to mere slits and moved back to the gate, and Gaspar’s heart jumped. The man grabbed the bars at each edge and shook them. They made no sound. The lock held as tight as if it had been melted into place. He worked his way around the enclosure, shaking and testing each joint. He even lifted his robes, climbed onto the bench and pulled at the bit of screening hanging from the ceiling, but the rings to which it was attached were thick and deeply embedded in the wood beams. He then pushed and pulled at them, noting the space between the screen above and the one below. 
Gaspar worried the man might find a weakness in the iron that would allow them to remove Isobelle, so she might be murdered immediately. But in each test, the screen held, and he blessed the artisans he’d so recently been cursing. Their work was not nearly as loose as their tongues. Praise be.
Finally, the patriarch ceased his testing and allowed his guards to help him off the bench.
“If the only key is in the city, I will take your man and collect it. Then I shall return with an executioner…in five days. I would return tomorrow, but I must preside over a few more Regatta celebrations in spite of that fool that calls himself the King of Napoli. Five days, Gaspar. I trust you will both be prepared for her to part this world.”
“Yes, Your Beatitude. And I thank you for your…” He could not use the words mercy, wisdom, nor generosity. “Thank you for your patience.”
The old man glared, but eventually nodded and left the room.
Gaspar’s heart jumped again when he remembered the patriarch was determined to collect the key from Icarus, when the key was currently in Gaspar’s pocket!
He turned back to the cell and found Isobelle’s eyes wide with worry. Perhaps she had understood enough. But there was no time to explain. He dug in his pocket, fumbled with the string, but finally wrapped his fingers around the key. Then he hurried to the door and listened. They were only halfway down.
He returned to the gate. “I will cut your binds in a moment, sweet Isobelle, but I must slip Icarus the key first.” 
He slid the dangerous thing into the lock and turned it as slowly as possible. Thankfully, the mechanism turned silently. Again, he blessed the artisans. He swung the gate wide, then used the stool to block it open. He would not trust it to remain that way, and the patriarch had already proven the cell could not be compromised if the gate were locked.
“I will return before you finish your prayers.” He smiled and gave her a wink.
She rolled her eyes and returned his smile. It was forgiveness enough to lighten his heart. He needed only to remove the holy man from his island and he could return to her and hear her forgiveness from her own sweet lips.
The patriarch was sufficiently irritated to move twice as quickly back to his boat as he had when he’d arrived. Even so, it was not fast enough to ease Gaspar’s mind, but it was his turn to practice patience. He held the key behind him and felt Icarus take it from his fingers before hurrying to the large boat. 
Success! His pounding heart slowed a bit.
Once on board and seated, the old man smiled. “Your man. We will take him with us.” 
Had he not noticed Icarus was already seated on his boat? And that his boat was well away from the dock? 
The patriarch motioned for the rowers to begin. “We will keep him with us, and we will take his boat along as well.” He smiled slyly. “We shall all see you in five days, Gaspar. Be ready.”
Only then did Gaspar notice the small boat moving to join the larger one. A guard at the rear finished tying the knot that would ensure Gaspar and Isobelle would have no way off the island before the patriarch returned with the executioner.
If it weren’t for the fact that she was tied up, fearful, and bleeding, he might have postponed telling the woman he loved that her life was still very much in danger.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Isobelle escaped her other binding and walked carefully down the steps alone. Gaspar met her at the bottom of the stairs, his face as pale as the moon the night before. He fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around her middle. With his ear pressed against her and her fingers running through his hair, he apologized once more for not thinking of a better way to have hidden her from the patriarch.
“There wasna time.” She lifted his chin and smiled into his eyes. “I understand. I do.”
Gaspar took a shaky breath, and pressed his forehead to her middle. “He took my boat, Isobelle. Our way off the island. I thought he would only take Icarus, but he took the boat as well.” 
Dread tried to settle on her chest again, but she would not have it. “We will think of some other way off the island. If we swim out into the lagoon, to the busy channel, a boat will surely stop for us.” Then a sickening thought presented itself. “Or do ye not mean to leave with me?”
He stood and led her into the solar. He took a seat and pulled her onto his lap. “Listen, my love.” He wove his fingers through hers and held their hands to his chest. “I do not wish to keep anything from you. The patriarch is going to return in five days…with an executioner. But I vow to you, I will see us safely off the island long before then. Together.”
She smiled, the news of an executioner paling in importance when the man she loved planned to stay by her side. 
“We’ve five days then,” she said cheerfully. “Dinna fash. I canna speak Italian, but I understood the disagreement. And I know the number cinque, aye? It was either five days or five journeys.”
Some of the worry smoothed from his brow and he sighed in relief. “You stayed so still, I assumed you understood nothing.”
She pushed a bit of his hair from his face and tucked it behind his ear. She laughed when he shivered. “Weel, I’ve been taught, lately mind ye, that it is best to remain quiet when men of the church are about.”
He laughed. It was a rare, but glorious sound. 
“The rosary was a nice touch.”
“Oh, aye. I thought so meself, just as ye were coming through the door. Almost hung meself with them.”
He turned their hands and worried over her bloody wrist. “I am so sorry,” he whispered, then kissed the bruised flesh. It was as exquisite a touch from his warm lips as any other had been. And far too brief.
“No need. If we’ve five days to find a way off the island, let us not waste them with more apologies, aye? And will ye be coming with me, not because ye fear the patriarch’s wrath, but because…” She bit her lip and looked down, unable to finish. Releasing her was one thing. Loving her was quite another. “Because…”
“Because I love you.” It was not a question. “I wish to leave with you, Isobella, and remain with you, if you’ll have me.” He shook his head. “I meant to say, Isobelle.”
“Auch, now. Did I say I mind?” She couldn’t help but smile wide with the sudden rightness settling in her chest. “Though Isobella sounds too pretty a name for someone with questionable hair.”
He sighed. His brows knit together while he touched the odd locks on her head. “Your hair makes no matter to me. But I do love to see your eyes so easily. How long will it take to grow again? A year? Two?”
She frowned. “I dinna ken. Me head feels a bit lighter. I may need a pillow now, like I’ve ne’er needed one before. But I doona mind the cool air blowin’ on me neck now and again. Though, in Scotland I would freeze.” 
“With the whole of the world to choose from, where shall we go?”
She considered it a moment. She’d been so desperate to go home, to where she was dearly loved, she could think of nothing else. But that desperation was gone. Did she long for the sights and sounds and smells of the Highlands? She did. But now she had a longing of another sort. She’d been alone in the world—excepting a cousin who had been unable to stay with her much. But she was no longer alone, if the look in her dragon’s eyes was to be believed. 
“How far must we go to be beyond the patriarch’s reach? I doona expect the man will be overly pleased when he finds us gone.”
His brow lowered like that of a pensive dragon and she could not resist the impulse to kiss him there. 
He looked up and gave her a wink. “We would be safe in France. Word will spread throughout the Church States, but with Charles VI trying to steal Naples, the patriarch will not be reaching beyond Milan.”
He freed his fingers from hers, kissed her hands, and released them. Then he braced his arms behind him, allowing her to leave his lap if she wished. But she kept her seat.
“It is likely I will be a hunted man, Isobelle. There will be a price on my head and many a man will try to search me out. Are you certain you’d like to spend your life with a dragon who was once capable of locking you in his tower and demanding your submission? It is a frightening tale for any woman to have endured.”
She thought he might go on, but he left it at that. She’d told him she wanted no more apologies, but that was what he was giving her. One last plea for forgiveness.
“I havena seen that scaly monster for quite some time. I am fair to certain he’ll not be back. Misguided beast. I believe his replacement is a well-meaning lad.”
His eyes crinkled at the corners. “I vow I will never hold you against your will again.”
“Auch, well, the question is, do ye wish to hold me against yer heart? As I wish to hold ye against mine?”
His arms wrapped around her once more. “Do you mean it, Isobelle?” His whisper made her shiver. 
“Aye, I do. Over, and over, and over again.”
* * *
Taking any gold in their pockets would weigh them down and drown them if they had to swim from the island. But since Isobelle didn’t want Gaspar to leave her often in order to sustain them, wherever they decided to go, she thought they should take a little something along. And that thought led to another, which led them to test the large bench in the water, to see if it might float with both of them and a little bit of coin as well.
It did not. The water seeping between the planks was the problem. So they tried wrapping her Ross plaid around the bench. The wool was woven so closely, it was a great improvement. They assumed the worst, that it would not hold indefinitely, but they decided it was worth the risk. After all, if the odd boat began to sink, they could let the coins go and rely on their ability to swim, a talent Isobelle assured him she possessed when she was not hampered by skirts.
They decided to wait for the tide, which was due to hit the island on the south side in the early morning, and thus push them north, toward the mainland. If they were not pulled onto a boat, they could hope the plaid would hold until they reached the distant shore.
By the time the sun set in the west, they were exhausted. They bathed in the drinking water they’d be leaving behind, dressed for their journey, then ate their suppers on a blanket on the beach. If they slept indoors, they might sleep past the tide, especially with as weary as they were.
Isobelle sat facing the water with Gaspar at her back trying to work a brush through her clean but wet hair. Though the water glowed a lovely pink from the dying sunset, her attention was not on the water, but on a small black speck that appeared and disappeared behind distant waves. 
“Do ye see that black bit, on the horizon?” She leaned to the side and pointed.
Gaspar peered over her shoulder and chills bubbled up her spine and spread to the back of her ears. She never wished to be farther away from him than she was at that moment.
“Yes. I see it,” he said. “It is a boat.” He tossed the brush on the blanket and hurried to his feet. “I’ll get a torch. Hopefully, they’ll see it. We may get off the island without getting wet!”
Isobelle strained to keep the black bit in sight as if her concentration might keep it from disappearing. She was pleased when it was still visible when Gaspar reappeared with the burning brand. He carefully waved the fire over his head in a wide arc and she shielded her eyes so the light wouldn’t blind her from seeing the boat. 
Then the little spot stopped disappearing behind waves. It remained steady, though it no longer moved to the side.
“It’s coming,” Gaspar said. But there was no celebration in his voice. And he’d stopped waving the torch.
“Are you disappointed we will no longer be alone?” she said with a laugh.
He shook his head, unsmiling. “No, my love. I worry who is coming to our door.”



CHAPTER THIRTY
“Perhaps it is Icarus?” Isobelle tried to sound more hopeful than she felt.
“It is no boat of mine.”
The dark spot grew into a wide bottomed boat, a smaller rendition of a Viking’s vessel with one oar working at each side. She’d seen a dozen of the same once the carrack had entered the Mediterranean with Ossian and her on board, though she’d never seen one so sparsely manned. This one appeared to be empty if not for those oars dipping into the water over and over again. 
A shiver ran through her. “I see no one,” she whispered. She was frightened. Someone should have hailed by now. 
Gaspar came to stand beside her and wrapped his free hand around hers, but he offered no assistance as the boat neared his dock. Suddenly, the oars were tucked in and a great beast rose up and lunged out of the center of the vessel, landing smoothly and silently on the wooden planks. It stood on its hind legs and pulled the boat close, then wrapped a single rope around one of the dragon heads carved on the top of a pylon.
Not a beast, but a beast of a man covered in fine furs despite the warm climate, who would have stood head and shoulders, and more, above the guards who had walked those planks earlier that day.
A healthy mane of hair draped from his head in disarray, not unlike Isobelle’s own. When his boots crunched onto the sand, he drew a long-sword as easily as he would an eating knife. He stopped ten feet away and rested the sword on his protected right shoulder. Then he grinned. 
Gaspar tensed.
Isobelle could not resist grinning back. He seemed a cheerful sort. Nothing like the sober party that visited that morning. Surely not the enemy.
“Gaspar Dragotti?” the man asked.
Gaspar hesitated for so long that Isobelle wondered if he would lie. 
“I am,” he finally said.
“I wondered,” the man said in English, “since the lass there was supposed to be well and goodly secured in a tower, aye?”
A Scotsman?
Gaspar pulled her behind him and braced his legs apart. “Who are you?”
The man offered a little bow, not taking his eyes off Gaspar. “The newly appointed executioner…of The Patriarch of Venice.”
Isobelle’s head began to shake and she noted Gaspar’s head was doing the same.
“We were promised five days,” he said. “We will have our five days.” The last sounded like a threat to Isobelle. By the look on the big man’s face, he’d heard the same.
“Weel,” his brogue was thick but strange, “perhaps the patriarch decided ye couldna be trusted to be here when he returned.” He lifted his chin in the direction of the bench wrapped in plaid, just beyond the reach of the waves. “Or perhaps it was me own suspicion. I’ve heard tell that Isobelle Ross canna be trusted to stay anywhere for long. And I thought I should come quickly, before she got away.” He took no step forward, but seemed content to stand where he was and visit a while, as if the heavy sword weighed nothing at all. “Icarus was kind enough to give me directions. Though I very nearly missed ye.” His grin broadened. “I do thank ye for the signal, aye?”
Gaspar’s head was shaking again. “Did my servant give you her name?”
The beast lowered the tip of his sword to the side and started forward. Gaspar lunged for the torch, then returned to stand before her.
“Easy, now, mate. My name is James. I’ve been sent by Montgomery Ross to collect his Isobelle and take her home again.”
“Monty?” Her hand flew to her breast. The sound of her brother’s name was like a gift of sweet heather. “My Monty?”
“His Isobelle?” Gaspar’s voice sounded coarse, as if he’d swallowed a bit of sand.
“His sister,” James clarified, grinning. “I take it, ye’re less than anxious to be rid of her, then? Ye’ve not taken her from her tower just to put the torch to her?”
Gaspar’s shoulders relaxed, as did his grip on her fingers. But she thought they might both feel better if she wrapped herself around his arm and stood against him.
“No. Er, yes,” Gaspar said. “I’m fond of her. Did you ask if I was fond of her?”
James laughed. “I suppose I did, in a way. Ye canna guess how relieved I am I doona have to kill ye in order to save her. I’m not to meddle with history. Killing a man meddles with history something fierce, as ye can imagine.”
Gaspar laughed. “I do not understand what you mean, in truth. But I assure you, I am equally relieved I have no need to kill you in order to save her. Your progeny be damned.” 
James laughed again, obviously amused by the notion of anyone besting him. Gaspar laughed again, but warily. She remembered Monty and his friends laughing and posturing in much the same way. 
Isobelle was overcome with hunger for any news of home. “Tell me, James. Is my brother well?”
The giant man considered the ground for a moment and she worried he had bad news to share. She clutched Gaspar’s arm tighter still, but he shrugged her off and wrapped his arm around her shoulder instead. In his other hand, the torch flagged, but she suspected he wouldn’t lower it so long as James held his sword.
James finally faced her again. 
“Weel, first, let me tell you that Monty is fine. He’s a happy mon, but for his worry over ye. The fact that Ewan is laird now doesna mean there is anything wrong with yer brother. It is just, he has...moved away, ye might say.”
“So we can join him?” Her heart soared. “But what of my sister, Morna? Do ye ken anything of her?”
“Oh, aye. I’ve heard a’ plenty of her and her husband. Happily married. Expecting a bairn, I believe. As is Monty’s wife, or so the witches tell me.”
Gaspar tensed around her.
Isobelle shook her head and patted his chest. “I’m certain they are only Muir witches, my love. The ones I told you about.” 
Gaspar didn’t seem to take any comfort in that fact, but she was more worried for her sister at the moment. “But Morna. How can she be happy with her husband? I warned her to stay away from him.”
James nodded vigorously. “Oh, aye. The Curse of Clan Ross. ‘Tis over. Of course they willna be telling the tourists the prophecy was fulfilled, but—”
“Prophecy?” Gaspar’s head began shaking again.
Isobelle hardly dared ask, knowing the man at her side would not take the question well. But Gaspar’s comfort would have to wait.
“Do you know, James? The faery, did it come?”
James gave her a wink, then a slight nod. “All tales yer brother and sister are anxious to tell ye.”
“But what of Ivar?”
Gaspar tensed again. “Ivar?”
“Easy mon. He’s marrit to Morna, Isobelle’s sister.”
Isobelle jumped and wrapped her arms around Gaspar’s neck. No news could have made her happier. She could stand to wait a wee while for other details. The important thing was that Morna and Ivar had been reunited. All her suffering had not been for naught. And if she hadn’t suffered as she had, been chased out of a town or two, she might never have met Gaspar. 
Her dragon held her close until the big Scot cleared his throat. “Here now. Shall we all rest a bit on the beach, and away with the tide? I must admit, my rowing muscles could use a bit of recovery time.”
“Indeed,” Gaspar said. “It will come in on the south of the island, and roll north. We can reach the channel with little effort.” 
Isobelle did have one more question that could not wait to be asked.
“Tell me, whom did my brother marry?”
James was suddenly uncomfortable again, but she was not about to show him mercy. Who knew how long it might be before she was able to ask her brother anything? 
The big man looked at Gaspar, then at the sea. Finally, he turned back. “It seems as though yer brother… uh, Monty…” He took a deep breath and rubbed his face. “Monty married the faery, lass.”
“The faery?” She and Gaspar said in unison.
She looked at her poor confused dragon and wondered if returning to Scotland with him might not be a good idea. Of course she did not fear he would change his views and begin executing witches, but she did worry all the talk of the wee folk, and selkies, and loch monsters might be too much of a strain on his mind.
“Well,” her dragon said with horribly false cheer, “I cannot wait to meet a real faery.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Gaspar woke to the cry of a gull. The eastern horizon was still blue, but a light blue. He hadn’t slept well, what with Isobelle in his arms and the big Scot snoring at their backs like a scornful chaperone who only pretended to sleep, snorting each time either of them shifted position. But considering how anxious he was to be away, he wouldn’t have slept well, James’ snoring notwithstanding. They’d already loaded their things in the boat, including Isobelle’s damp plaid, so there was little left to do but climb aboard. And it was high time they did.
If the patriarch thought to send his new executioner along early, he might think to send others as well.
Gaspar stood and stretched, then bent to wake Isobelle. But he paused at the rumble of oars being stowed. Many oars. He looked about the shore, but there were no boats other than James’. He turned, but saw nothing but the tower keep, his home for the last ten years. Another noise came from the west, but the west beach was empty. Cautiously, he moved to peek at the portion of the south beach blocked from sight by the tower.
Two lanchas rolled in with the tide, their bows sinking deep in the wet sand.
We should have left as soon as we had a boat!
A half dozen guards sporting black uniforms poured onto the shore from each bow. A figure in a long gold robe followed more slowly.
Gaspar ducked out of sight and hurried back to Isobelle and the Scot who were already on their feet. 
“To the boat,” he hissed, then he snatched up his sword lying next to the blanket and unsheathed it quietly.
Isobelle turned and ran without question. The Scot pulled his giant’s sword free and took a stance. Gaspar was simply grateful they’d thought to load the boat before bedding down. Isobelle would want for nothing, even if she never made it back to her brother’s side.
“You two, go! I will hold them off for as long as I can!”
James gave him a funny look. “Dinna be daft. You go.” He then turned a smile to the dozen church guards pouring from both sides of the tower. They seemed a bit surprised to find their quarry outside waiting for them. But they stopped and created a line, then stood at the ready to charge. One man’s attention remained on the side of the tower. 
Recognizing every man facing him, Gaspar spoke quickly.
“Contrary to what the patriarch will tell you, this woman is no witch. I would rather die here today than allow her to be harmed.”
“You are bewitched,” snarled Jappot, a guard he never cared for due to his fondness for tormenting prisoners. “We have come to save you from her, Dragotti.”
Gaspar smirked. “No, Jappot. You’ve come to help the patriarch save his pride. He was wrong about her, and he cannot admit it. He is only a man in the end.”
The guards shifted uncomfortably, but none eased his stance.
A flash of gold. The old man had finally appeared around the side of the tower and came forward with a sneer. 
“I suspected as much,” he said as he neared, stumbling over sand and patches of grass. “It was a bit too convenient for a Scottish warrior to be lurking so close to your slave’s quarters. And an experienced executioner at that.” He pulled the cell key from his pocket, the string bouncing in the breeze, and threw it at Gaspar’s feet with disgust. “The little Greek will die for his lies.”
The patriarch turned and looked back as yet another soldier brought Icarus forward. The man had been ill-used. Black blood adhered to his face. His hands were tied behind him. The guard forced him to his knees ten feet from the beach on which the rest of them stood. Not close enough to be protected.
Gaspar shrugged. “Your soldiers know the truth, Your Beatitude. They know you have come only to save your pride.”
The patriarch’s jaw jumped, but he did not look at his men. Perhaps he did not care to know what he might see. His sneer dropped away abruptly and his brow bunched with concern.
“I have come to rescue you, Gaspar. You are like a son to me. How can I leave you in the clutches of a woman God has clearly marked as a witch? I will not leave you to her. Not you. My son.” He placed his hands together in prayer, and shook them forward and back, as if pleaded to God. “I would see her cleansed from your blood.”
Isobelle screamed. The Scot moved to shield Gaspar so he could look behind them to the dock. A guard, dripping with water, stood at Isobelle’s back with a blade across her throat. Her death was but a nod away.
Gaspar stepped around the Scot and faced his former confessor. “Release her.” 
The patriarch raised his brows in all innocence. “One day soon, you will forget her and return to my service. But only if the witch is burned from this world. Then, her curse must be purged from you, my son. By fire as well, if we cannot think of another way.”
Gaspar shook his head furiously. “You promised she would not burn. You, who would eschew baring false witness.” He turned to face the line of men to his left. “You see? He is only a man, a man who is jealous of a beautiful woman.”
The old man snarled. “You see how she has infected his blood? How else shall I cleanse you, Gaspar, if not with fire?” He looked to the dock. “Bring her!”
“No!” Gaspar had no leverage. He had nothing the old man wanted. He could threaten nothing the old man held dear. And if they fought, Isobelle would be harmed first. “Wait! You want to cleanse me? You want me to one day return to your service?”
The old man raised his chin, but said nothing.
“Then I will surrender myself to you. I will go willingly, if you allow the Scot to take the woman and go.”
The gold-gowned devil narrowed his eyes and considered. No one moved. Gaspar couldn’t understand how he’d held the patriarch in such high regard all those years. Had he truly considered himself unworthy to wash the other man’s feet? Impossible!
“Come, now.” Gaspar spoke loud enough for all to hear. “If what you said is true, if you have not lied, then I am the one you have come to save. So cleanse me. With fire if you must. If you believe you can save me as surely as I believed I could save her, then do so. But first, you will let the woman go back where she belongs. Far from here. Far from you. Far…from me.” 
His voice broke at the last. He should have known the dream he’d been spinning in his mind for more than a day was too wonderful to be truly realized. Isobelle had forgiven him too quickly. Now God was demanding a true accounting. But at least, if there was one good deed he could do in this life, he would see the woman go free. And Icarus too!
“You will come quietly.” The old man smiled. “And you will not speak to my soldiers, is that understood? I will not have that witch’s blood spewed into their ears. And I will be surprised if that scar on your face is the worst you will end with, my son.”
Gaspar’s heart jumped with joy. He’d agreed! But he’d agreed too quickly. 
“One moment.” Gaspar still held his blade as if he might attack. “You will send Icarus with them.”
The old man grunted. “I have already pronounced sentence on the slave.”
“You will send Icarus with them.” He pointed his sword directly at his former employer and turned the blade meaningfully.
The patriarch shook his head, his face twisted with malice. “No. You must choose. The woman or the slave. You may not save them both.”
James grunted and stormed forward. None attempted to stop him as he pushed Icarus’s guard out of the way, then grabbed up the little man like a wayward child and stormed back toward the shore with Icarus tucked under his arm. None dared attack him from behind, and still might not have done so even if Gaspar hadn’t been ready to defend him. The big man did not stop until he’d marched onto the dock and deposited Icarus on the dark boat. James then turned and plucked the blade from the man threatening Isobelle and kicked him off the dock and into the water.
James barked at the woman to get aboard. To Gaspar’s surprise, she ignored the man and fled down the plank and ran to Gaspar’s side.
“I will not leave without ye.” Tears streamed down her angry face. She turned to the patriarch. “Ye’re a right bastard. Ye wear the devil’s gaudy robes and quickly condemn the rest of us.” She spat at the old man’s hem.
“Isobelle,” Gaspar growled. “Did I teach you nothing?”
“Oh, aye. Ye’re teachin’ me how to be a martyr. And a fine teacher ye are.”
James stomped down the plank. There was no question what he planned to do.
“Kiss me quickly, my love,” he said. “It is the only farewell you are likely to get.”
She noticed James too and grabbed Gaspar’s head. She nearly knocked out his teeth, so ferocious was her kiss, as if she were punishing him for sending her away.
“I love you,” he whispered against her lips, then suddenly those lips were gone.
She screamed in James’ arms, but she did not struggle, praise be. If she ran to him once more, he wasn’t certain he could let her go. Would he be able to stomach the killing of twelve young men who had served him well?
James placed her in the boat and gave the vessel a shove before hopping smoothly over the side and joining her. Her complaints ceased and the low rumble of the giant’s voice was the only thing to be heard.
Gaspar waited for the oars to hit the water before he intended to give up his weapon, but the big Scot must have been oblivious to the danger, for he seemed in no hurry to get underway. Did he not realize the patriarch could not be trusted? Had he not been paying attention? They’d even been speaking English!
“Seize him!”
Gaspar wrenched his attention away from the boat to find Jappot demanding his blade.
“Hold!” Isobelle’s command carried easily over the water and they all turned to find her standing in the center of the boat with her arms raised. “You will allow Gaspar to depart with us, or with Satan’s aid, I shall cause the patriarch to bleed from the palm of his hand!”
What could she possibly be thinking? She was no witch. Despite what James had said, there were no witches, or faeries. And it didn’t appear as though Isobelle held a weapon of any kind, let alone a crossbow. 
“Release him!” Her voice was calm and confident, revealing none of the emotion she’d displayed a moment before. But her demand was so preposterous, he nearly laughed in spite of the breaking of his own heart. 
The patriarch was not amused, however. No doubt he was furious that a witch was about to slip his grasp—and one who had just confessed. But the soldiers laughed. One by one, they looked back at the old man’s white gloves, then laughed again.
The patriarch lifted both hands to show her the flawless white palms.
“So be it.” Her words were punctuated with a small but sharp explosion. 
The old man screamed and clutched his right wrist. Red blood seeped from the center of his glove. The two lines of soldiers broke into chaos. 
James stood tall in the center of the boat and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Move yer arse!”
Gaspar was relieved to know that his legs were prepared to carry him quickly to the dock, as his mind was busy trying to understand what had just happened. He tried not to worry over the fact that he’d promised to surrender, especially since he was about to be reunited, for the moment at least, with the woman to whom he’d just bid a final farewell. He also tried not to worry about getting in a boat with a true witch, since he loved that witch with all his soul. 
He ran to the end of the dock and leapt, hoping he could land in the boat half as smoothly as James had. But alas, he knocked Isobelle on her backside and sent Icarus flying as well. Luckily, he did not tumble out the far side.
Jappot was the only guard to pursue him and when he reached the end of the dock, he threw his pike with all his might, but it banged against the hull to little effect and splashed into the water. The rest of the guards seemed torn between watching the departing boat and helping a wounded patriarch. A few of them lifted a finger or two in a discreet wave. 
After a bit of fumbling, Gaspar and James coordinated their efforts with the oars and applied them more efficiently to the water while Isobelle tended to Icarus’ damaged face.
Gaspar leaned toward the big man and confided, “I keep waiting for the next catastrophe. I cannot believe we are in a boat, together, escaping. And successfully.”
James laughed. “Enjoy the moment. We’re nay home yet.”
Gaspar looked at Isobelle. James was wrong; he was already home. But he could see how they might face a few dangers getting to wherever her brother was. However, with an impressive man like James in their company, he had high hopes. 
Once they caught the current, James manned the rudder and Gaspar was finally able to take Isobelle into his arms.
“Isobelle, my sweet. You must tell me. Are you, indeed, a witch?”
Her eyes widened in fright.
“Surely you can tell me,” he said with a squeeze to her shoulders. “You can’t believe it would matter to me now.”
She pointed to James. Gaspar hadn’t realized the man was laughing, but when their eyes met, the big man released the rudder and applied himself to holding his bouncing stomach. After a moment, he pulled something from behind his back. It was small, shiny, and black. “This is a gun. It can shoot small bullets that can drill a hole through a man. If ye shoot him through certain body parts, it will kill him, of course.” He put the thing back. “Like a cannon. Only much smaller, aye?” He put a hand back on the rudder. “Hmm,” he muttered. “I doona suppose guns have been invented yet.” 
Gaspar looked back at Isobelle. 
“Doona be looking sidelong at me, Dragon. I only said what he told me to say.”
“Don’t worry,” James said cheerfully. “Where ye’re going, there will be many things more impressive than a gun.”
Gaspar tried not to worry what that meant for them. “I assume you’re taking us to her brother? This Monty?”
James shook his head and grinned. “Oh, nay. I’m taking ye to the Muir witches. They can get ye to Monty.” He looked out over the Laguna Vida and closed his eyes to the warmth of the morning sun. “Hopefully,” he muttered.
There was no time to ask what he’d meant, for Isobelle pulled his face to her and kissed him. 
A short while later, they’d crossed the Laguna Vida and were headed toward the mainland. Gaspar no longer had to dig so deep with his oar. He let the Scot steer them as he fell into a rhythm and looked his fill at the woman who had awakened him from a long, deep sleep. She was the most shockingly beautiful woman he’d ever known, but now it had nothing to do with her hair, or those incredible lips. It didn’t matter where their boat was headed, as long as they were together.
Although he could not help but hold onto one worry.
He was God’s Dragon, slayer of witches, soon to be placed into the care of his former prey. The worry was, how far beyond the Republic of Venice had his reputation extended?



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
With Jappot and the patriarch noting their direction, the little party of four headed back to the island of Venice, which no doubt put both men at ease—an escaped prisoner running back toward his prison. But Gaspar and his companions bypassed the main harbor and continued on to the island of Murano. Once the patriarch sent word across Venice Island and The Republic, they would be hunted. But until that word spread, Gaspar held considerable power and intended to use it.
As they floated up to the quay his arms and back were knotted with fire by the time he stowed his misused oar. He supposed it was his penance to pay for all those years of allowing Icarus to do most of the rowing. He’d been concerned with appearances, even when he and the little man were on the island alone, and now he was sufficiently ashamed. While he and James had rowed, he’d tried to apologize to his servant and assured the man he would try his best to compensate him for the fact he could never return to his sister’s home, but Icarus laughed.
“My sister cannot be angry with me now, yes?” He raised his brows a number of times in succession. “And she treated me like the slave I am, Signore, when you never did.”
Gaspar pulled a folded parchment from his waist and handed it to the Greek. “I planned to leave this for you, but I could never think of where to put it, where you might know what it was.” He smiled. “Your freedom, Icarus. And a bit of gold as thanks. You may go where you wish, though I would go as far from Venice and the patriarch as possible.”
Icarus was unable to speak, but his ability to cry was impressive for such a quiet, usually stoic man.
The flag of Venice swayed happily in the morning sun as if trouble would never step upon the shores of the little island famous for its production of glass. Gaspar climbed out of the dark boat that seemed darker still sitting upon such bright blue water, and stretched into the skin of his former self. It was necessary, but abhorrent to him now, like pulling on filthy clothes after one had bathed. But he had to admit, it also felt like strapping on an impressive suit of armor.
James lifted the small and haggard chest that, thanks to a dangling strap, looked like a poor container for anything of value. No one would guess the amount of gold coins filling the bottom half. “I assume you have a plan,” the big Scot said, and handed the chest to Gaspar. He picked up Isobelle by the waist and sat her on the dock while Gaspar’s hands were occupied.
She squeaked in surprise, but did not fall. When she had her balance, she let go of the man’s hands and wrapped her colorful plaid tighter around her head and shoulders. Other than the locks hanging about her face, there was little of her red hair to be seen. It made Gaspar a little sad, but he was grateful she would draw less notice.
“You there!” A man stood in the middle of the dock and waved them forward. 
Gaspar gestured for Isobelle to walk behind him. Icarus followed James. But as they approached the quay’s official, the man’s eyes lit, and Gaspar’s stomach tightened.
Had the patriarch spread the word the day before, as soon as he’d first left Isola del Silenzio? 
“Signore Dragotti! Forgive me! I did not recognize the boat.” The official’s waving grew desperate. “Come! Come. Let me offer you a seat in the shade. My name is Spini. I am at your service.” He glanced briefly behind Gaspar while he bowed, then straightened, his expression showing none of the curiosity that was surely eating at him.
Gaspar’s painful shoulders dropped in relief. The man simply recognized him and wished to please him.
“I have urgent business,” he barked in his usual manner—usual until recently. “I need a fast ship. A small crew. And I need them within the hour. Can this be done?” 
The man’s eyes bulged. “Si, Signore. Anything His Beatitude might need.” He ran off the dock to another man who stood shuffling papers and arguing with a ship’s captain. After a few gestures and even fewer words, the arguing ceased and the red-faced captain headed down the gangway.
Long painful fingers of dread started working their way into Gaspar’s stomach and he thought to shore up his courage with the sight of Isobelle. So he glanced over his shoulder, to give her a quick but private smile, only to find her tucked beneath the arm of the big Scotsman, the chest of gold sitting all but forgotten at the man’s feet. While Gaspar wished James could protect the woman without the need to touch her, he took some comfort in the fact that even James chose not to hold the heavy chest over long. He was no Hercules then. Nothing so godlike to easily steal away Isobelle’s attention. 
She’s mine!
James sent him a wink as if he’d read at least one of his thoughts, and Gaspar faced forward just as the captain arrived. He recognized the man.
“Captain Ermacora,” he said in greeting before the man could speak.
“Signore Dragotti.” The captain offered a low bow. “I was just arguing with Spini and his brother over the fact that my ship is ready to depart with its glass for France, the tide will be leaving soon, but half of my crew is still in the city. Lying drunk between a woman’s—” Ermacora glanced over Gaspar’s shoulder and choked. “That is to say, they are the most slovenly of my men, and of little use. My error was in thinking one of the brothers could be spared to gather them up. But that hardly matters now.” He waved his hand as if to wave away everything he’d just said. “My ship and what men I have are at your disposal, Signore. I would be happy to act as captain, if you wish, and take you wherever the patriarch has ordered you. I have no fear allowing a woman aboard my ship as long as God’s Dragon is in attendance. The good luck of one will reverse the ill luck of the other, no?”
Gaspar watched the man closely, but there was no sign he thought much more than what came from his mouth. Ermacora’s greed was famous, but his loyalty to the church was unquestionable. He’d simply confirmed his own reputation.
“I appreciate your willingness to serve His Beatitude, Ermacora. Your leadership is appreciated. Let us make all haste.”
* * *
Each minute passed like her days in the tower while Isobelle waited for the ship to start moving. Every man who glanced Gaspar’s way added a weight to her stomach. Boats came and went, and more boats arrived at the quay. And any of them, from a distance, might have been carrying the patriarch’s men. Only there was no telling, without an eyeglass, until the boat grew close enough to see its occupants.
After a while, she couldn’t bear to watch any longer.
A few of Ermacora’s overdue men tried to climb aboard, but the theatrical captain pushed them back into the water as a lesson in punctuality. Eventually, the ship began moving and in her excitement, Isobelle glanced at Gaspar, hoping to share at least a silent bit of relief, perhaps even joy. But the handsome man was turned away, as he’d been each time she’d looked to him. In appearance at least, he’d turned back into the controlled, unapproachable man who had arrested her.
“Dinna worry so,” James whispered in her ear. “He has to wear the dragon mask for the now, aye? Dinna put words in his mouth, or guess his thoughts.” He chuckled. “But ye can take comfort in the fact he’s being eaten from the inside with jealousy, because I hold yer hand.”
She was ashamed by how much comfort the idea did give her. In fact, it brought a cheerful smile to her face, but she was careful to turn that smile on the waters, and not where anyone would see it. She’d kept her head down and her hair covered well, looking no one in the eye since they’d boarded. Ossian would not know her if he were standing right beside her, and not just because she was lighter an armful of hair. She was that changed. Her old self would have started frightening the sailors the moment she’d stepped on board.
* * *
The ship was a two-masted caravel that traveled much faster than the larger Spanish carrack, even when riding low in the water with a cargo of glass. There were only eight oars to each side, but there was much less ship to move. Another few minutes and they would near the Porto di Lido and leave the islands and lagoon behind.
The captain barked an order and suddenly the oars lifted from the water and hovered above it. Isobelle willed them to lower and resume their work, but her will had no effect. The ship slowed quickly while the captain descended the few steps from the upper deck. He strode directly to Gaspar and leaned close.
“Two lanchas approach, Signore…filled with the patriarch’s guards. I wonder…if you would prefer to wait for them. They seem most anxious to stop us. Perhaps they are hoping to be of assistance to you.” The Italian captain’s eyes watched Gaspar closely. “But if your business is too urgent to delay…”
The side of Gaspar’s jaw jumped, the man unable to sit quietly within the beast. And Ermacora saw it. But there was no time for chess moves. They were about to be boarded, and he couldn’t allow that, for it would mean Isobelle’s death. Capitulation was vital.
“You are quite right.” Gaspar gave a nod. “My business is too urgent. I shall have to manage without their assistance.”
The captain turned and shouted for the oarsmen to resume, and the wood blades dug back into the water like the claws of a single animal. Grasp, release. Grasp, release. And the ship moved. 
Another man called out from the bow. After a warning look to Gaspar, Ermacora ordered the oars up again. “It seems the patriarch’s guards are well motivated, Signore. They move to block our escape, risking their very lives.”
Gaspar was tempted to look, but since there was still a chance those in the small boats did not yet know Gaspar and his party were aboard. However, if the caravel was searched… 
The captain moved closer still. “The damage to my ship will be minimal, but the damage to my soul might be expensive indeed.” The man glanced at the old trunk at James’ feet, then back to Gaspar.
He didn’t know if James spoke Italian or not, but the big man seemed to sense the danger and reached for something at his back. But Gaspar shook his head. James could not use his small black weapon now. Those young men in black uniforms would not die because of him. And it seemed the captain had not surrendered just yet.
Gapsar nodded again to Ermacora. “Unquestionable compensation, Captain.”
The man frowned, wasting precious time. “Is it your money, or does it belong to The Patriarch of Venice?”
“Mine.”
Ermacora smiled. “Then I shall have no qualms about taking it.” He strode quickly to the port side and shouted over the rail at the unseen boats. “Stay back, my friends, or we will send your lanchas to the bottom of the lagoon! I was warned at Murano that the patriarch’s guards carry the Black Death. Even now, you come too close.” 
A denial came from the distance along with a command to allow them to board.
Ermacora laughed. “You leave me no choice. I hope your men can swim.” He then ordered the oars back in the water and for the crew to brace themselves for impact. 
Gaspar translated for James and Isobelle.
Ermacora walked back to them. “I suggest you and your friends go into my cabin immediately.” He gestured to a set of steps that led beneath the upper deck. “And decide how much I am to be compensated.”
Gaspar gave the captain a grateful bow and led the others away before they might be noticed. James brought the trunk and Gaspar took the opportunity to take Isobelle’s hand to pull her along. Icarus followed.
“And consider carefully, Dragon,” Ermacora said to their backs, “the worth of a soul.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Edinburgh, two weeks later…
Isobelle sat glaring at James and hoping the gash on his chin hurt him something fierce. He and Gaspar had been poking at each other for the past week and she was prepared to clunk their heads together if they went at it again.
They were seated around a corner table at the Black Hart Coaching Inn, but she kept her head covered with a dark hood in case the serving women might gossip. Anyone who caught sight of her unsettling hair would find it difficult to keep their tongues between their teeth, and if anyone recognized her from some visit to Castle Ross…
Of course, it was difficult not to draw attention to a party that consisted of scarred dragon with a black eye and a giant with hair the color of flame and a handsome, foreign look about him—though, when he opened his mouth he could be nothing but a Scot. His French accent was atrocious, but Icarus had proven the most talented with that language. In fact, the little man had decided that France was the best place for them to part company. He had his freedom, after all. And James had hesitated when asked if the little man might be welcomed when they met up with Monty.
“It isn’t that he won’t be welcomed, mind ye. More like he may wish he hadn’t gone. There would be no coming back.”
Icarus hadn’t liked the sound of that detail, so he’d disembarked in Cherbourg. Gaspar spent a good while thanking the man before Icarus disappeared, becoming part of the crowd moving along the docks.
Now, they were three, sitting in an inn, stuffing their gobs, as James put it, and waiting for horses.
Isobelle noticed that Gaspar grimaced and turned his head to the wall each time a well-dressed woman entered the Inn. And after he’d reacted the same way half a dozen times, she teased him about it.
“You will remember,” he said quietly, “that I have known a fair share of noble Scotswomen from my years at the English court. I merely prefer not to be recognized.”
She sat straight when she did, indeed, remember what he’d shared with her about his youth. And she suddenly understood why the man had been fighting with James. He was jealous. Fearful James might win her away from him. It was the same way she now felt about the better-dressed women in the room, as if each of them might have known her dragon, even if it was long, long ago.
James wanted to know more. She told him to shut his gob. And when Gaspar started laughing at James for having been put in his place, she slapped his arm, though gently.
Then James snorted.
Isobelle glared at the big man. “I will not stand for more of yer nonsense.” Gaspar laughed again and she turned her glare to him. “Nor yers, ye daft dragon. If ye wish to punish every man who looks my way, and I begin punishing the women for looking at ye, the whole of Scotland will be orphaned, ye ken? I’m yers, ye eegit. Ye must be content with that. Ye canna be the only man to see me unless ye lock me in a tower, aye?” Then she rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh, but that didna work so well, did it?”
Gaspar sobered, then grumbled an apology to her.
“Not to me, my love. Apologize to Wee James.”
Gaspar gave a devilish smile. “I beg yer pardon…Wee James.”
James’ grin fell from his face. His jaw ground back and forth, then he winced and stopped abruptly. He continued to glare at Gaspar while he put his finger gently to his damaged chin.
Isobelle sighed and got to her feet. “Lads,” she said in disgust, and glanced toward the door for signs of their horses. She was anxious to quit the place if only to be free of prying eyes. But there was no sign yet of the stable lad.
“Isobelle Ross!” A voice called from behind her as she turned back to the table and she froze like a stone. If she turned, someone would know they’d identified her correctly. If she ignored them…
She looked frantically to Gaspar and noted the tiniest shake of his head. Then he said something to her in Italian, as if they were in the middle of a discussion. He looked at her, as if waiting for her to respond in kind. But she could count her Italian words on ten fingers.
“Troppo grasso,” she said with a shrug. The veil beneath her hood draped down both sides of her head and she tucked it closer to her cheeks. 
“Forgive me.” The stranger was suddenly at her shoulder. He spoke English. “I have seen you before, have I not?”
Again, Gaspar shook his head and stood, for which she was grateful, since she was fair to certain she was about to collapse to the floor and she hoped he might catch her.
“You have me at a disadvantage, sir.” Gaspar didn’t reach for her. In fact, he moved away from her a bit.
“I am Father Clellan. And you are surely Gaspar Dragotti? Special Investigator to The Patriarch of Venice?” 
“I am Dragotti.” If he would have said, “I am a dragon,” he would have been believed as well, his old confidence was that effective. He hoped a stern look would convince the man to leave him in peace.
But the unwelcomed priest lingered. “You will find this amusing then, Signore. When I first glimpsed this lady, I mistook her for a young woman who had once been condemned as a witch. A Scottish woman, in fact.”
The priest tilted his head to one side to get a better look at her. Gaspar stepped further away and she realized he did so to lure the man’s attention from her. When the man continued to peer around her hood, Gaspar gestured for the man to come to him, which he did. Finally free of his attention, she stepped closer to James and bent as if to speak to him. Then she listened.
“Father Clellan, I promise not to translate your words, so Signore Crescento will not be offended. In these frightening times, you can understand why she would not view your mistake as amusing.”
The priest stammered. “Uh…uh… Of course, of course! And travelling with God’s Dragon…” He gasped. “Of course. Forgive me.”
After an uncomfortable pause, Gaspar continued. “This is the problem with our kind, Clellan. We have condemned innocent women for less, have we not?”
Through the edge of her veil, she watched the priest nod until he grasped what he was confessing to. His head stopped and his eyes widened.
Gaspar raised an imperious brow. “We must work harder to find the truth. Must we not?”
Clellan nodded quickly, then looked awkwardly about him. James stood and the priest started, then offered Gaspar a shallow bow. 
“Forgive me, Signore. I have Mass to prepare. Godspeed to you and… He waved a hand toward her and James. “I am at St. Mary’s.” He started backing away. “If you have any need of my services, you need only send word.”
Gaspar only nodded. Clellan turned and scurried away like a nervous rat.
Once the man was gone, Isobelle sat again, breathing unsteadily. Clellan had been the priest to whom young Orie had confessed. And the bastard who’d condemned her to die had come from St. Mary’s as well. The one whose hands Montgomery had offered to cut off. 
And he was probably still there in Edinburgh! Within minutes from her! But she wasn’t thinking of discovery just then—she was thinking about revenge. 
Gaspar and James, no longer squabbling, both stood over her protectively. She opened her mouth to tell them…something, but she couldn’t form the words. She was both terrified and seething with hatred. There was little doubt—if she asked them—that the two men beside her would send the man to Hell… 
But the words would not come.
Unfortunately, her tears had no such trouble and poured freely down her cheeks to splash on her veil now bunching at her neck.
Gaspar pulled her up and into his arms in spite of a wide room filled with witnesses. After pressing her head briefly against him, he pulled back to look into her eyes. 
“Je suis désolé,” he said in French. “There is no English way to express it accurately. I am desolated for you, that you should have suffered such torture at the hands of men…like me. And then, for the benefit to fall to me—one of them.” He shook his head feverishly. “How can you possibly forgive me, sweet Isobelle?”
Suddenly, she felt much too wonderful looking into Gaspars warm eyes, and all thoughts of revenge melted through her fingers. As close as she was to vengeance, as easily as she might reach for it, she knew that there was a choice to make—one and not the other. Gaspar and happiness and love, or hate and anger and vengeance. An easier choice had never been.
She smiled and put her hands to the sides of his head to sooth him. “I found Paradise, my dragon. It matters not how I found it.” She rose to her toes and kissed him long enough for him to believe her. Then she sighed. “Now. Let us go home, aye?”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Monty stood with Ivar in a room his modern wife and her sister had dubbed his Man Cave, though the only stone in the room surrounded the hearth. And if it weren’t for his insisting against it, Jillian might have allowed the contracting man to use false stones. Why would the world have invented false stones when true stones lay on the ground for the taking?
It was one of the symptoms of an ill civilization, he was certain.
He and Ivar turned at the sound of ice tinkling against glasses. 
“The Muirs are coming,” Jillian announced as she entered the newly painted room. 
Monty rushed to her and took the tray heavy with drinks and gave her a scowl. “Firstly, ye shouldna be toting heavy things about in yer condition, and not in a newly painted house, aye? The fumers—”
“Fumes,” she corrected and rolled her eyes. “And the paint is dry.” She took one of the glasses from the tray and handed it to Ivar.
“And second, ye should never walk into a room and announce that those meddling old women have come to call. Ye should invite us to sit and brace ourselves before ye share the bad news, aye?”
Jillian nodded. “I see your point there.”
“And third.”
Her brows rose in the way they did that warned him about lecturing overmuch. She had issues with being ordered about, whatever that meant. After all the months he’d spent in her century, he was beginning to have issues with the word issues.
“And third,” he said again. “I dinna care to hear ye lie, Jillian. Even when ye’re but jesting with me.” 
He set the tray on a chair and took a glass for himself. Lemonade, they called it. He was fair to certain it was puckering his innerds, but he couldn’t seem to quit the stuff.
His wife grinned. “I wasn’t lying, Montgomery. My aunts are here.”
Lemonade spouted from his lips and he fought to keep it from climbing up his nose. He glared at Jillian, then looked around him at the damage done. He’d sprayed the stuff all over the floor and Ivar was wiping his face with the back of his sleeve, his eyes promising some sort of revenge.
“Ye see what happens when ye call them family?” Monty pointed at the wet little circles on the subfloor. “It is good the carpetors have yet to arrive.”
“Carpet layers,” she corrected.
No matter what they were called, Monty worried that once he had his carpets and the wee castle was finished, he might never allow anyone inside for fear of mussing his home.
The twenty-first century was a grand place for keeping clean, and he rather liked the idea of his new home stayin’ that way. If he weren’t clean enough and needed to go indoors, he’d simply walk over to Ivar and Morna’s castle and muddy their floors instead.
His sister’s home would be finished in the next day or two as well. Of course, she’d married a MacKay, so she’d be living on the far side of the burn. Monty and Jillian—and their expected sons—would live on the Ross side. The trees that used to surround the Ross/MacKay burn back in the 15th century were gone long ago, but a peaceful forest still grew. And though the burn itself had turned into a small river, he and Ivar had decided there was not a more appropriate place to build their new homes.
Jillian and her twin sister, Juliet—who now lived beside Castle Ross—mocked Ivar and him for insisting on curtain walls around their modest keeps, but the women would never understand. A man must protect his family the best he knew how, and he and Ivar knew how to defend their homes with curtain walls. They were still working on collecting men at arms, but each time they found a fit man and made an offer, they were laughed at. When next they went to the city, they planned to consider a more sober sort.
There was a fine reason for the curtain wall that he didn’t share with his wife, however—that one day he and Ivar might have another falling out, as they’d once done, and Monty wanted a wall between them in case that day came. And Ivar, being no fool himself, was no doubt preparing for the same. Of course he couldn’t fathom anything that might cause such a rift between them again. But the fact was, it had happened once, so it could happen again. Especially if Monty and Jillian’s boys got into mischief one day with their MacKay cousins and sides needed to be taken.
And just as the mason had said, who’d built those walls, a good fence a good neighbor makes, or something to that effect.
The three of them took their drinks and went outside to meet the witches. Monty claimed he wished to breathe unpainted air, but what he truly wished was for Loretta and Lorraine to never step foot inside his home. If they stopped to admire a wall, Monty would worry he might one day find a tunnel on the other side of it. The two simply could not be trusted.
Morna’s black SUV pulled through the gate just as the old sisters were climbing out of their small car. Ivar kissed his wife at the bottom of the stairs, then greeted the sisters cheerfully, damn him.
Monty opened his mouth and Jillian reached a hand up to cover it. Then she gave him a stern look. “Be nice,” she said.
Monty rolled his eyes. When was he ever un-nice?
“Welcome,” he said to his sister and assumed the witches would think he was talking to them all. Then he turned to Jillian and smiled innocently. 
She rolled her eyes and abandoned him to greet the unwanted ones. He bit his tongue and withheld his aid as she swayed back and forth down the steps. She’d warned him, if he lectured her again on breathing, walking, and the like, she would go live with her sister until the babies were born. And he believed her.
Of course, if the witches hadn’t come visiting, there’d have been no need for her to descend the stairs yet again. 
One of the old sisters looked up at him sharply and wrinkled her nose. “One day, you’ll appreciate us, Montgomery Ross.”
“Oh, I do. I do,” he said for Jillian’s benefit. “What do ye think of our new homes? ‘Tis a pity they’re not closer to Castle Ross where ye might pop in whenever ye like, aye?”
The other sister finished hugging his wife and grinned knowingly at him, but he refused to believe the woman kenned something he did not.
“They’re fine houses, both of them. Yer children will find happiness here.”
He snorted, though he was relieved to hear they weren’t predicting otherwise.
“We see just one problem,” said the first sister, grinning like a fool.
“Oh?” Ivar took Morna’s hand and gave the old woman his full attention. Jillian looked equally as concerned. Monty frowned, not happy in the least the sisters would make his delicate wife worry.
“What problem?” he demanded. And though the pair would prefer that he wring his hands and beg for their secrets, that was all the bending he would do.
The sisters smiled at each other, then turned to Morna. “Where will you put the third one?” they asked in unison.
“The third what?” Ivar wrapped a protective arm around his wife and threw a worried glance up at Monty. Monty shook his head to comfort the man, but they were likely both thinking the same thing—triplets for Morna.
“The third house,” said one sister.
“For Isobelle,” said the other.
Isobelle? It was but a whisper he never allowed out of his heart.
Monty would have collapsed on his step beneath him if his legs were not bidding him run. Instead, he moved to the side and started down the steps, leaning on the half-wall—as Jillian should have done—expecting his knees to fail him as he went to Morna and took her from Ivar. Together they faced the witches.
“Where is she?” He asked politely.
“She’s coming,” said the one. “But she doesn’t come alone.”
“Is it James?” Jillian asked. 
And though Monty would be grateful if the man did indeed bring his sister to them, he couldn’t suppress the brotherly instinct to pummel the man if he had been wooing his sister. Even James, impressive as he was, was not worthy of Isobelle.
The other Muir sister shook her head and smiled. Her entire face was a waterfall of wrinkles. “She is bringing…a dragon.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Isobelle’s entire body shook as they neared Castle Ross just after midday. Her horse grew skittish as she could no longer control the trembling that increased with each step that brought her closer.
Home.
She was to see Castle Ross before moving on to where Monty, Morna, and Ivar awaited her. She would have one last chance to touch the place of her nightly dreams before it was tucked back in with the rest of her memories. But that’s all she’d dreamt of for nearly two years—one more chance to see it. A wish about to be granted. She could ask for no more than that.
What would they say at the gate?
“Let me do the speaking, lass.” James gave her a wink and urged his horse to the fore. When they reached the gate, a man waved to James, and before a word was said, the painfully familiar barrier swung open. He looked over his shoulder as they neared the inner bailey. “Ewan must have told them to watch for me, aye?”
Ewan. She was about to see Ewan!
They dismounted before the stables and she hurried inside to hide herself in the dimly lit out building. Gaspar joined her. James sent the stable lad to fetch his laird, then stood just inside the wide doorway. She’d kept the hood of her cloak far forward to hide her face, but now pushed it back a bit and peeked through a gap in the boards. 
She thought the stable lad looked a great deal like Orie, the Smithy’s son, the one whose confession had been her doom. And she dearly wished she could show herself to the lad and share her secret—that she hadn’t died in the tomb after all—in case he thought himself to blame for her death.
Poor Orie. She’d thought about him often.
The number of men on the walls had been double what she remembered. The bailey was full to bursting with folks she didn’t ken. It was not unlike the crowd when Scots from other clans had come to view her witch trial.
Two large shadows entered the stable, but she looked away before she might be recognized.
“Laird Ross,” James said quietly, “may I present Signore Gaspar Dragotti, and his companion, uh…uh…”
Isobelle turned and found a finer dressed version of the cousin who’d nearly drowned her in spirits when she’d escaped her tomb.
“Ewan!” She rushed forward and jumped into the outstretched arms of the new laird. “Oh, Ewan! Ye look so fine!”
“Isobelle,” he whispered. “Odin kens I would be pleased to see you on any day, but…”
She pushed out of his embrace and gave him a good frown. “Oh? Do tell, cousin.”
He rolled his eyes and scooped her up again. “Doona be frowning at me first thing, Izzy. I was about to say that the chieftains of a dozen clans are in our home just now, and if it were another day, ye could have had free rein of the place. But now, no. The Gordon sent his wee son, Cinead, so there is at least one bastard who will recognize ye, if yer seen.” 
He peeked over her shoulder and his eyes flew wide. Then he dropped her like she carried the Black Death and stepped back.
Isobelle turned to find a too-innocent Gaspar standing with his hands behind his back. 
“Be nice,” she whispered.
“I am.” Gaspar and Ewan said it in unison and James laughed.
Ewan held out his hand. “Gaspar? Italian, are ye?”
“No. English.” And he folded his arms without looking at Ewan’s open hand.
Ewan turned a nasty look at Isobelle like she’d brought an Englishman just to vex him.
“He’s mine, Ewan. Ye’ll be nice to him. I dinna care if ye must tell yerself he’s The Pope himself. I’m keepin’ him.”
She grabbed her dragon by the arm and dragged him to her, then she pulled his head down until their lips met, giving him a kiss that was sure to make her cousin uncomfortable. Once that was accomplished, she growled against his lips.
“Shake his hand, Dragon. Or I’ll have ye kept in the dungeon for a time, aye?”
Gaspar’s hand shot past her toward the scraggly cousin. Then he grinned while Ewan tried to shut his mouth.
“I’m keeping her. Just so you know it.”
Ewan sighed, then shook the offered hand.
“Just as bossy as e’er ye were, Izzy. And where is our Ossian, then?”
Isobelle opened her mouth to explain, but Gaspar stopped her with a hand on her arm. He took a shaky breath and looked into her eyes. “I hired Ossian as a crossbowman…and sent him to the New World…so I might get my hands on Isobelle.”
Isobelle reacted to the news without much thought. She simply pulled back and threw her fist into the man’s jaw. How dare he wait so long to confess such a thing?
The man stumbled back, but James was there to catch him. Ewan showed a lairdly amount of patience and manners by allowing the man to get his balance before he dealt his own blow to the same abused jaw. Then he turned to Isobelle.
“Instead of shaking his hand, I should have cut it off!”
James stood watch again while Isobelle and Ewan sat in a pile of fresh hay and waited for the dragon to stir. 
“I’ll let Monty give ye the particulars, but I will tell ye that yer brother saw the error of his ways, ye might say, and helped Morna get free of her Gordon husband. Cinead believes Morna threw herself into the sea and drowned. But she was verra much alive when last I saw her.”
Gaspar woke with a start and she put a hand to his chest to assure him.
Ewan grinned. “While ye slept, ye English bastard, we cut off those hands ye were speaking about.”
Horrified, Gaspar pulled his hands up to see, then sighed in relief. Ewan got to his feet laughing, then offered to pull the other man to his feet as well.
Gaspar grinned, then took Ewan’s hand. But instead of Gaspar rising, Ewan was pulled forward and with an Italian boot applied to his middle, he was tossed over, onto his back in the hay.
James joined them and helped Isobelle stand, then rolled his eyes at the other two.
“One of the witches is coming, Laird Ross.”
Gaspar jumped to his feet and crossed himself. Ewan nodded, as if he thought crossing himself was a grand idea, and did so.
Isobelle rolled her eyes, then took Gaspar’s hand in hers. “I havena forgiven ye fer sendin’ Ossian away, mind, but ye look as if ye might faint.” 
 A figure slipped through the doorway and uncovered its head. It was Mhairi, and Isobelle would have gone to her and given her a hearty greeting if Gaspar’s fingers hadn’t squeezed hers so securely.
Mhairi waited for her eyes to adjust to the shadows, then hurried to join them. She looked worried when she recognized Isobelle.
“We saw a dragon,” she whispered. 
Isobelle laughed. “Mhairi Muir, Gaspar Dragotti.” She nodded at each in turn. “My dragon.”
Mhairi smiled broadly. “That’s fine. That’s fine. I didna think we could fit a dragon into the tomb…”
Isobelle stiffened at the mention of the infernal thing. “What do you mean?”
Mhairi looked at James, then at Ewan. Both men looked sheepishly at their boots.
“Weel, now. This is a fine mess. And with no time to explain. The chieftains are restless, Ewan. They’ll not wait on ye much longer. And we canna leave her standing about, aye?”
James frowned, “Why do they wait?”
“For Ewan’s weddin’ to begin, of course.”
Ewan grimaced. “There was hardly time… Ye dinna ken her, Isobelle. And ye canna be introduced, aye?”
“He’s right.” Mhairi tugged on Ewan’s arm. “Go on and get marrit. Then meet us below for a proper fare thee well.”
Ewan kissed Isobelle on the cheek and hurried away.
Then Isobelle turned to Mhairi, dread filling her limbs until she couldn’t feel them any longer.
“Mhairi? What do ye mean, below?”
“Now, dinna fash. We’ll send ye off to be with Montgomery and Morna in no time at all.” The woman gave her a wink.
“Oh? And will ye promise before God that me brother and sister yet live?”
Mhairi looked taken aback by the question, then smiled. “Oh, aye. They live. And where they live is a wondrous place. Ye’ll be quite happy, I assure ye.”
Gaspar put his arm around Isobelle’s shoulders and gave Mhairi a look he may have given many a woman accused of witchcraft. “Just where does her family reside?”
The woman started to speak, but James waved her off.
“They now live where I call home.”
“And where is that?”
James grinned and gave Isobelle a wink before turning back to Gaspar. “Why, in the New World.”
Gaspar choked and sputtered, but Isobelle wasn’t worried. That wink had given James away. His winks were a bit less frightening than ones from the witches. 
Isobelle tilted her head and stared at the big man through narrowed eyes. “Ye must be jesting, James. There is something ye havena told us.”
The big man sighed. “Aye. There is. But I dinna want you to fret as yer bound to do. Ye see, the way to Montgomery and Morna… The way leads through yer tomb, lass.”
That numbness in her limbs came up to fill her head and the stable went dark, as if someone had doused the sun.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Gaspar didn’t know these people. There was little reason to trust them, especially when the person that led the rest around by their noses was a self-proclaimed witch. But he trusted James, and the big Scot vowed on his honor that he had, indeed, come to Castle Ross through this passage. And although Gaspar believed there was yet some secret with which they could not entrust him, he would be patient. 
In truth, there was little to worry over but the witches. And since the one didn’t seem to be overly concerned with him, he ceased fretting over her. He would remain vigilant, of course, but once they were away from this place where Isobelle might be recognized, they could rest their minds. Besides, it hadn’t mattered where they came to roost, as long as he and Isobelle were together. If her brother’s home did not make Isobelle happy, they would simply move on. Together. 
Isobelle’s hand trembled in his as they hurried through the kitchens. The cooks and maids were far too busy to pay them much attention. Just beyond the heavy steam and the savory smells of hot meat, there was a wide stairway that led down. The steps were lit by a lone torch at the bottom.
James stood at the top of the steps and gestured for Gaspar to precede him.
“Isobelle Ross!” The strange voice came from behind.
Gaspar urged Isobelle to go on without him, then turned to see who had spoken. A diminutive man came from the kitchens, his face red with outrage. “Let me pass!” he demanded. “I am Cinead, son of The Gordon and I demand you let me pass!”
“Oh?” James arched his brow at the little tyrant. “Only a son? And why do you spy upon The Ross’s stores?”
Cinead raised a short finger. “I saw her! Ye canna deny it! Isobelle Ross is here!”
James laughed with glee. “Of course she is here. Her ghost is always here. And on wedding days, she makes herself seen as well as heard. In fact, she attended yer sister’s wedding to Montgomery Ross, did she not?”
The little man sneered. “There was no wedding, and ye ken it. But now I see it was not a ghost, but the woman herself who haunts the place. Now let me pass!” He was a bold man to be so small and speak to a man four times his size. He turned his finger on Gaspar. “Ye held her hand coming through the kitchens.”
Gaspar lifted his hands in mock horror, much as he had when Ewan had told him they’d been cut off while he’d slept in the hay. “She held my hand? But why would she do such a thing. I’m English!”
The little man’s eyes flashed as he glimpsed the bottom of the stairs. “And low, here she is!”
Gaspar turned and found Isobelle dancing about just beyond the last step. She hummed a dissonant tune and swung her skirts from side to side. 
“The kirk will hear of this,” Gordon hissed.
“I see nothing,” said James, then he looked suspiciously at Gordon’s son. “Do ye feel quite well?”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “Do not pretend—”
“Where is she?” Gaspar demanded. “What does she look like?”
The little fellow pointed and rolled his eyes. “That is Isobelle. I would ken her anywhere.”
“I see nothing,” Gaspar whispered to James. “Perhaps he has been drinking all day.”
“Ye!” Isobelle stopped dancing and gathered her skirts as if she might run up the steps. “Ye drove me Morna to her death! Murderer!” 
Gaspar was grateful Isobelle whispered her rantings. If others came to the stairs, they could not continue to deny her presence.
The Gordon man screeched and drew a dagger from his belt, then pushed Gaspar off balance and slipped between him and James. Gaspar jumped down the steps to stop him. Isobelle danced away down the hall, laughing, but moving quickly just the same.
Gaspar got hold of the other man’s plaid sash and was able to slow him at least, and when the man surged forward to escape his grasp, the sash came free and the little man flew forward. He grunted when he hit the dirt floor, then stilled.
Gaspar warily turned the man onto his back and found the handle of the little dagger sticking at an odd angle out of his left side.
The man grinned up at him. “Ye see? She is real. Why else would ye fly to her aid?”
There were voices approaching the stairway, and he and James exchanged an anxious look. Then together they dragged the little man down a corridor, out of sight of the stairs.
“What shall we do with him?” James asked. 
“Stop the bleeding as best we can.” Gaspar knelt over the little body and took hold of the blade’s handle. The man hissed as the dagger slipped from his body.
“A shallow entry,” Gaspar announced. “He will live.”
Isobelle stood behind James where the Gordon man couldn’t see her. Gaspar shook his head slightly and she disappeared again. Mhairi came forward with a basket of herbs and strips of cloth.
“Weel, now,” she said cheerfully. “What have we here? Laird Gordon’s son getting into mischief? I saw what happened, of course.” She tisked. “A bit light in the head, are ye, Cinead Gordon? To go and attack the big man just because he has the same red hair that our Isobelle once had? And ye accused him of being Isobelle herself?” She shook her head, tisking again. “What will yer father say, I wonder. He’ll wish to ken his son isna right in the head, I’m certain. So he can tend after ye carefully, aye? He favors ye so, does he not? Surely he’ll be most gentle.”
Cinead glowered at the woman even as she cleansed his wound and dressed it. It didn’t take long. 
“Yer a witch,” he hissed, as she finished and stood. “The kirk shall hear about ye, and those who keep ye.”
Gaspar couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. 
“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Gaspar Dragotti, Special Investigator to The Patriarch of Venice and the church’s servant. I have found no witches at Castle Ross. Only a man who believes he had seen the dead. Indeed, that warrants an investigation. Though I was hoping to be on my way…”
If Cinead Gordon understood nothing else, he realized that they would all stand together against him.
“I would return to the hall now,” he grumbled. 
“Here now. What is amiss here?” Ewan entered the corridor and frowned down on the wounded man. “Gordon? What has happened here? And why are ye in me cellars?”
Gaspar lifted a brow and waited for Cinead to make whatever claim he dared.
“I slipped on the stair, Ross. And landed on me own dagger, ‘tis all.”
Gaspar inclined his head and the fellow relaxed a bit, though he was not a happy man.
“Daniel!” Ewan shouted and his man came running. “Help Gordon here to the hall.” 
“Aye, Laird.” The young man lifted Cinead’s arm to help him rise, but the man was far too short to get a shoulder under. “By yer leave,” he finally said, then picked the man up in his arms like a baby. They all bit their lips to keep from laughing as the red-faced man was carried away.
Gaspar found Isobelle shaking like a dry leaf in a winter wind, cowering against the wall further down the corridor. Gaspar hurried to her and pulled her up into his arms. He held her until the trembling eased. Then he spoke low against the top of her head. 
“We will not go, if you do not wish it.”
She nodded into his chest, then took a breath and shook her head instead. “I wish to go. I wish to see my family again. I will do whatever it requires to travel there, as long as ye are with me.”
James laughed. “The journey will not last as long as ye might think.”
She reached over and touched James’ arm. “Will ye come along with us, then? To show us the way?”
James grimaced, then nodded reluctantly.
“We have our sacrifice, sister.” 
Gaspar looked up to find the witch and her twin standing farther down the corridor. One carried a small torch.
“What do you mean?” he demanded. “What is to be sacrificed?”
They laughed. “Not what ye think, Dragon,” said one. “The passage requires both love and sacrifice. There is love aplenty, I see, but James will sacrifice many an adventure, I think, to go along.”
Her sister nodded. “Not to fear, giant. Ye may return to us yet. We canna say.” 
James tipped his head to one side. “Ye canna say? Or ye doona ken?” 
The sisters laughed. “We canna say.”
James grinned broadly and rubbed his hands together. “Weel then. Yer brother awaits, Isobelle.”
Gaspar tried not to think of Monty and Morna as just more people who will vie for Isobelle’s attention.
Ewan took Isobelle’s hand and pulled her away. “Me bride awaits, as well, Isobelle. I must let ye go.” Then he gave a list of messages he wanted relayed to her brother. “And give Morna a kiss. And Jillian—that will make Monty sore, so dinna ferget to do it, aye?”
“Who is Jillian?”
Ewan laughed. “Jillian is the faery lass. Did James not tell ye the tale?”
Gaspar resisted the urge to cross himself again, but he thought that since the Muir Witches had been real people, then maybe this faery would be as well. His heart lightened instantly when Isobelle returned to his side and slid her hand into his.
They moved further into the cellars, then filed into a small room. He thought it ridiculous to climb up into the small stone tomb, but he could not falter for Isobelle’s sake. He simply placed all his trust in James.
And if James had led them astray, Gaspar would beat him to a bloody puddle.
“Dinna fash,” James repeated once the three of them were inside. “We’ll just cover the hole here…” He scooted a heavy round of wood, like a slice of a stump, into the hole at their feet without bothering to light a torch beforehand.
“Where is the door?” Gaspar reached out and pushed against the nearest wall.
“There’s no door but the hole in the floor.” James said. “But I think it best if we hold tight to each other for a moment before we open it.”
“James,” Gaspar said with warning in his voice. “Where do we go from here?”
A large hand reached out and took hold of Gaspar’s tunic. “It is not so much that we go anywhere. But I believe the tomb itself…goes, and we are…taken.”
“You are mad!” Gaspar whispered. Then he noticed Isobelle was shaking again. “Here. Open the hole again. We are finished with this.”
James’s hand held firm for a minute more. Then he sighed. “I hope it was long enough.”
There was a bit of whispering in the room below and as James fumbled with the wood, Gaspar grew more and more furious. But he would see Isobelle tended to before he took her kin to task. No matter what their secrets, their silliness could not be overlooked. First thing in the morning, she could bid them all a final fare thee well, and together, they would be gone from this place.
“Witches,” he sneered to himself.
The hole in the floor was suddenly open and the room below much brighter than when they’d left it.
“Don’t be grumbling about witches, Dragon.” An ancient woman frowned up at him. “You’ll thank us before the day is done.”
A strange ladder was suspended below the hole and James climbed down upon it first. Then the device was gone and a large man stood beneath the hole and frowned as the old woman had. “Is she up there, James? Ye didna come back without her, did ye?”
“Nay, Monty. She’s there, if her dragon will let her out.”
“Monty!” Isobelle fell to her knees. Then suddenly she squeaked and tipped forward. Gaspar barely caught her by the backs of her calves. 
“Here, now. Let her go, ye bastard. I’ve got her, but ye must let her go.”
Gaspar released Isobelle’s feet and prayed she would be safe, though why her brother had suddenly arrived, he knew not.
“Come out, Gaspar. Ye’re safe here.” It was James’ voice. 
“Gaspar?” Isobelle was now beneath the hole with her head tipped back and her lovely pink face smiling up at him. “I’ll begin kissing every man in sight until you come down from there.”
He needed no further provocation. “Then you’d best move to the side, my love.”
A heartbeat later, he landed on his feet before her and he was certain she hadn’t had the chance to kiss any of them. Unfortunately, there were a great many men in the room from which she might choose.
He pulled Isobelle behind him, but his hand was suddenly empty. He turned to find her wrapped in the arms of the large one who was hopefully her brother, though there was another man in the room that looked precisely the same.
“I assume you are Montgomery Ross,” Gaspar said by way of greeting. Then he gestured toward the man’s replica. “And I hope you are not also a set of witches.”
The brother grinned and opened his arms, allowing Isobelle to step away from him. Gaspar feared the man was going to embrace him as he had his sister, but he shouldn’t have worried. Montgomery Ross had nothing so affectionate in mind…
When the man’s fist failed to knock Gaspar to the ground, Isobelle beamed with pride. Too bad he allowed his attention to linger on her, for the second blow was much more effective.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Jillian was thrilled for Monty—he might finally be able to forgive himself for what had happened to Isobelle while he’d been head of their clan. She wanted to sit down and have a good cry on his behalf, but there would be plenty of time for tears later. For now, she had to keep from scaring the newcomers to death. Remaining calm was essential. No use having them run screaming out of the cellars only to die of shock once they got a glimpse of someone talking on a cell phone.
 Once James, Isobelle, and Gaspar were out of the tomb and on their feet in the little workroom—and the latter recovered from his introduction to Montgomery’s fist—Jillian explained that they’d travelled forward in time and now stood in Castle Ross in the 21st century. Isobelle had laughed and thought it was a joke. Gaspar hadn’t even smiled. 
“If there are witches and faeries in the world,” he’d said, “then anything might be possible.”
“And if Isobelle has allowed her hair to be cut,” said Morna, “then the world is not what any of us knew it to be, aye?”
They waited until Isobelle understood they were serious then gave her a moment to accept it. With a firm hold on both Gaspar and Morna, she seemed ready to at least try. 
Since there were twelve people packed in the little room, they were all relieved when Isobelle and Gaspar were ready to be exposed to the 21st century. They filed out of the workroom and up into the hall. The Muir sisters were followed by James, then Juliet and Quinn and their son Percy, Morna and Ivar, and Isobelle and her handsome friend. Jillian and Montgomery brought up the rear, mostly because she was too pregnant to climb the stairs quickly.
It only took a good look at the drastic changes to the hall, with its red velvet tourist trappings and crumbling stones, to convince Isobelle. As agreed beforehand, Jillian and the rest bit their tongues and resisted revealing too much too fast. Instead, they allowed the two newcomers to ask the questions. They’d also agreed not to speak of cars and airplanes and television until necessary. They figured computers could maybe wait a month. 
To the disappointment of two dozen tourists, they closed Castle Ross for the day. And as someone who had once been a tourist of the castle, hoping to have a peek at the famous necklace of Isobelle Ross, Jillian felt truly sorry they had to be turned away. But she had also helped Monty, Morna and Ivar adjust to the shock of the 21st century, and she knew the best thing for Isobelle and her man was to keep them inside the castle until some things had been explained.
It didn’t help matters that James hadn’t given them any warning.
It had all been decided long ago that seniority-wise, Montgomery was rightful Laird of Castle Ross, even though the clan now consisted of the immediate family at that point. So, since her husband was The Shiz, and she, Lady Shiz, Jillian ducked outside and did her lady-of-the-castle duty and called for supplies on her cell. She figured they might be in for a long siege. There was no telling how much time the couple would need to process each bit of information, and Jillian made it clear to the others there would be no rushing. She wasn’t going to see her newly reclaimed sister-in-law end up in the loony bin.
The modern-though-ancient set of Muir sisters produced umbrellas and massive sunglasses from their car and, together with young Percy, sat in folding chairs at the entrance to the car park, prepared for whatever weather came up. To be helpful, they sent the tourists away as gently as possible. The excuse that upset the fewest people was to claim that an intervention was being staged for one of the family members with a substance-abuse problem. Most folks nodded in understanding and turned back without much grumbling. For where better than Scotland might someone need help overcoming their love for the drink, or whatever it might be?
That explanation was much better than Lorraine’s first suggestion—she’d wanted to tell everyone the castle was closed for the annual meeting of the local witch coven. Montgomery threatened to cut out her tongue, and Loretta’s too, if she so much as mentioned witches. He’d been suspected of being a witch one too many times that day. Lorraine really should have known better than to tease him.
Jillian could tell Isobelle and Gaspar weren’t the only ones who would need adjusting since Monty couldn’t keep from glaring at the couple’s clasped hands. So she watched and waited, knowing there would be trouble, but confident she carried an ace up her sleeve for when that trouble came.
By the time the pizzas arrived, they’d covered the basics. A bit of history, a lot of plumbing, and the circumstances that brought Morna and Ivar back together. Jillian thought it best not to let Isobelle know that she and her sister, Juliet, were also, quite probably, Muir Witches. They were still trying to wrap their own heads around it. But she did admit to being the faery prophesied to reunite Morna and Ivar—though she insisted she wasn’t a true faery, just a woman who’d been put inside a tricky tomb.
Gaspar seemed relieved to hear it, but he often glanced between her and her sister Juliet, who resembled her in every way except her darker hair. The pink hair extension drew the man’s attention every few minutes, but he looked afraid to ask.
For lack of chairs, they sat about on the floor while they ate. Monty insisted Jillian at least sit on the edge of the dais. The pizza didn’t seem to bother the new couple, and remembering what 15th century cuisine was like, Jillian wasn’t surprised. James was eager to list an entire menu of things he intended to eat, in order of priority. Morna told what foodstuffs she missed the most, but admitted there were plenty of things to make up for the loss, like chocolate. Food, it seemed, was safe topic that eventually helped everyone relax—everyone except Montgomery.
“James,” Monty barked. “Let’s you and I take the old sisters something to eat.” He stood and started piling pizza on a paper plate.
Since Monty usually didn’t care if Loretta and Lorraine fell off the face of the earth, Jillian knew something was up. But he gave her a look that warned her not to meddle. She gave him a warning look of her own, but didn’t say anything as the two men left the hall.
She turned to find Gaspar looking at their disappearing forms. Then he turned his gaze directly at her. His brows were slightly drawn together, and she felt that, deep beneath that calm and cool exterior, he was a shaking, nervous wreck. She’d noticed how he’d kept Isobelle on his left side and his right hand near the hilt of his sword. And she didn’t think all that wariness came from the fact that he’d just been plunged into completely foreign circumstances.
The man was afraid of Montgomery. But why?
She narrowed her eyes and asked him, silently.
In answer, he gave her a frighteningly vulnerable look, squeezed his eyes shut, then turned away.
The pizza did a somersault in her stomach and she looked around for Juliet. They exchanged a thought.
“Something is wrong here.”
And from a strange, inner distance, she heard another thought from the Muir sisters sitting outside.
“You must keep the dragon away from the tomb!”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
“Isobelle,” Jillian said loudly, drawing the young woman’s attention away from Morna. “Lorraine and Loretta, our own set of Muir sisters, told us you’d be bringing a dragon with you. We were prepared for just about anything to come out of the hole. I think some of these guys were a little disappointed you didn’t bring a small scaly pet along.”
Everyone chuckled, then waited for Isobelle to reply.
She smiled wide and shared a glance with Gaspar. Then she nodded at him. “This is my dragon. Gaspar Dragotti—”
“God’s Dragon!” Monty’s voice boomed around them as he strode menacingly in Gaspar’s direction. “Surrender your sword!” 
Ivar and Quinn jumped to their feet and moved quickly to surround Gaspar. James reappeared, looking both sheepish and angry. His right hand was tucked behind him and Jillian realized he kept his gun there. But they’d dealt with the man when rescuing Juliet from a 15th century Gordon chieftain and Jillian trusted him to keep a level head, even though Monty was over-reacting. After all, James was familiar with Monty too.
Poor Isobelle’s mouth hung open, and she shook her head as Gaspar pulled his hand from hers and rose to his feet. Then he gave a heavy sigh and removed his sheath and sword from his belt. Ivar took them and glanced at Monty for some explanation. But her husband’s attention was on Gaspar and no one else.
 Isobelle reached up to Quinn and he helped her to her feet. “Until you hear the entire tale, brother, I insist you hold your judgment.” She gave James a disappointed look.
The tall one shook his head. “He didna give me the chance to say much. Only what I learned before I found ye on the island, aye? Only who he was and that he’d taken ye. For all I knew then—”
“He is one of them, Isobelle.” Monty choked on his emotion, then growled past it. “He tries witches, puts them to death. Deny it, Dragon!”
Gaspar’s eyes narrowed. “I do not deny that I have put women to death—”
Isobelle stepped closer to Gaspar. “Only when there was no way to save them, Monty. He saved as many as he could.” 
“Is that what he told ye, mavournin’? To win yer…affection?” Monty hissed the last word.
Tears washed silently down Isobelle’s face, but she stood proud. “He saved me, brother. He saved me from myself, then he saved me from the kirk’s men. Just as ye did. Was it so long ago?” She looked at her tomb still perched on the dais. “I remember the last stone ye placed there, brother.”
There was a long silence while both of them stared at the aging structure.
“Blow us a kiss,” Monty whispered. “And douse the light…”
He often mumbled those words in his sleep. It meant he was stuck in the nightmare again, and he never came out of it easily. She just hoped that Isobelle’s arrival might mean the end of those long, horrible nights.
“Gaspar sacrificed himself,” Isobelle said, bringing Monty’s attention back from the tomb. “He offered himself in my place so James might bring me home to you. But we got him away as well. The man he thought of as a father planned to torture him, perhaps kill him, and he accepted it gladly if James was allowed to take me away. He was a powerful man and he lost everything for loving me, Monty.”
“And now he will lose a little more, I think, for locking my sister in a cage. I cannot bear to think what else ye have done to her.”
Gaspar’s arm shot out and the back of his hand connected with Monty’s cheek. “How dare you do her the dishonor!”
Jillian wanted to run to Monty, but she stood still with the stone image of her husband at her back. Constant as that stone image—that’s what Monty was. He fiercely loved everyone who belonged to him, a true laird of his clan. And he was clearly in Hell at the moment because he hadn’t been there to protect Isobelle yet a second time.”
“We will let our blades decide who has dishonored my sister,” Monty snarled. 
James pushed past Ivar to get in Monty’s face. Jillian hoped Scotland’s James Bond could stop the fight, since she wasn’t able to breathe, let alone speak. 
“You canna kill him, Monty. I willna allow it. I’m still in Her Majesty’s service until I’m told otherwise. If ye try to kill this man—”
“I am not dead yet,” Gaspar said with a smile.
Isobelle pushed herself between the men and held Gaspar behind her. “I will not allow it!”
Monty ignored her. “Fine, then. We will not fight to the death, but to first blood. That shouldna tax ye beyond bearing, Dragon.” He put his hands on his hips as he often did when he thought he could lay down the law. “If ye are the victor, my sister may keep ye. And if I draw first blood, ye will climb back into the tomb and return from whence ye came. And if ye’d prefer not to face me blade, ye’re welcome to hie thee home while I fetch me weapon.”
“No!” Isobelle shrieked. “He is in as much danger from the kirk as I ever was, Monty. He canna go back! The man from whom he saved me will send men to hunt him and kill him, and only because he defended me! And I’ve finished with it, brother. I’ve finished with others suffering because of my foolishness. Do ye hear?”
Monty turned away from her, still caught up in his own emotions. 
“I love him, brother. I love him as sure as ye love yer wife! And ye, and Ossian, and Ewan—ye teased me all me life that no man could ever love me, but ye were wrong.” 
Isobelle’s declaration fell on deaf ears as Monty avoided looking in Jillian’s direction and left the hall. Jillian was torn between running after him and keeping her eye on Gaspar. If the Muirs had some idea of what was going to happen, she thought the safest thing was to follow their advice and keep the dragon away from the tomb. Besides, she knew better than to try and stop Monty when he was in warrior mode. He was going to be fighting a man with a sharp blade and she wasn’t about to cause him any distractions.
Gaspar and a distraught Isobelle moved away from the others and bent their heads together, and Jillian looked away to allow them a little privacy. This was no time to inform the woman that another man named Luthias had loved her so much her supposed death had driven him mad. That story would wait until Monty’s tantrum was over.
Quinn had drawn Juliet into his arms and they held each other silently, probably remembering how it was not so long ago they had to fight to be together.
Morna stood a bit behind Isobelle, ready to comfort her sister if she could, but all the while she carried on a silent conversation with her husband, Ivar, who stood holding Gaspar’s sword and sheath, waiting on Monty. 
Always watching each other’s backs, Ivar and Monty. And she could imagine them as young boys, becoming like brothers, one test of bravery at a time. It gave her hope for her own sons, that one day they would have each other’s backs. Too bad they would probably support each other in some pretty stupid stuff too—like fighting someone with a real sword.
But she’d seen Monty fight. She’d seen all of them fight. And the one to worry about was Gaspar. Even if he were hiding some impressive dragon scales beneath his tunic, he was in trouble. And if Monty ordered him back into the tomb? She had to decide just how far she’d go to stop him. After all, they each owed Isobelle a debt for starting it all. If she’d never tried to help Ivar and Morna, none of them would be together. 
None of them.
There was movement, and Jillian watched as Gaspar kissed Isobelle on the forehead and then turned her, to hand her off to Morna. Then he headed for the archway that led to the kitchens. Juliet frowned at her—Quinn had her locked in his arms and it didn’t look like she would be getting out any time soon. The guy had nearly lost her too many times to count, and he still wasn’t quite confident enough to let her get beyond arm’s length from him. Most of the time, they had to kidnap her and leave a note if they wanted to go shopping, and Quinn would still come looking for her. Poor guy.
Jillian found Gaspar standing at the head of the stairs that led to the cellars, but he wasn’t looking down, he was staring at the kitchens. There was an addition there that he wouldn’t have seen in the 15th century version.
He glanced at her, then back into the kitchen where empty pizza boxes covered every inch of an old table.
“She will love it here, will she not?” he said. They both knew which “she” he was talking about.
“Yes. Actually, no one cares if you’re a witch nowadays—not that Isobelle’s a witch, because she isn’t.”
He nodded. “I know she is not.”
“And no one bats an eye when a woman speaks her mind.”
That got his attention. “Truly?”
She nodded and smiled. “Truly.” Then she realized what he was saying. “Uh. You know, you’re going to be very happy here too.”
He smiled politely. “We both know that is not true. Your husband seems quite capable of spilling as much of my blood as he wishes to spill. But I believe I can avoid causing Isobelle too much shame.”
“So you plan to fight?”
“Yes.”
She glanced at the bottom of the stairs. “I thought maybe you were looking for the tomb.”
He shook his head. “No. Just wishing for a quiet moment to prepare for battle.”
“Ah. Well. Maybe I can help you there.”
His brows rose. “You would aid your husband’s opponent?”
She grinned. “I would, if that enemy promised not to hurt my husband too much.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Jillian thought it was ridiculous, really, how stoic all the women were as they stood on the sidelines. If most of them weren’t dressed in jeans and t-shirts, you’d think it was a medieval reenactment or festival of some kind. There was a simple stock fence that edged the field that ran between the manor house and the castle, mostly to keep tourists from parking their cars there. The four of them leaned on the top rail and waited for the men to come to their senses, or to need an ambulance, whichever came first. Poor Isobelle didn’t even know about ambulances.
What worried Jillian more than a little spilled blood, however, was the danger of Montgomery Ross starting a new nightmare. If he did force Gaspar out of Isobelle’s life, his sister might do more than just haunt his dreams.
Swords in hand, the men gave a slight bow, then to Gaspar’s credit, he advanced first. It just wasn’t fair that he was weighed down by his heavy tunic. In fact…
Jillian looked at her sister and shared an idea. Then together, they put their hands around their mouths and chanted, “Take it off! Take it off,” over and over again.
Monty stood in the middle of the field and waited for Gaspar to come to him. But the yelling distracted them both until finally, Monty demanded to know what they meant.
“Tell Gaspar he can take off the tunic,” she yelled. But she wasn’t about to tell him it was the kind of thing you shouted at strippers.
Monty nodded at Gaspar. The man handed his sword to Ivar and pulled off the gray tunic, leaving him wearing a strange shirt with sleeves actually tied onto the arm holes. But that didn’t keep her attention long because the only other thing the man was wearing was an incredibly revealing pair of hose. There was no codpiece. Just a lot of…stuff…where that codpiece should be.
As one, Jillian, Juliet, and Morna turned to look at Isobelle.
Isobelle frowned. “Why do ye look at me?” But it didn’t take long for her eyes to stray back to Gaspar’s body. Her eyes widened, and she bit her lips together.
Monty actually blushed and raised his sword to point at Gaspar, but lowered it quickly. “Quinn,” he shouted. “Ye’re of a size with the man. Lend him some clothing. And for pity’s sake, show him the loo.”
Jillian couldn’t help snorting because there wasn’t a chance in hell what they’d just seen was the man’s full bladder. Juliet suppressed her laughter, but just barely. She moved next to Isobelle and put her arm around the worried and still-innocent young woman.
Morna scooted closer to Jillian.
“Poor Monty,” she said.
“I know, right?”
“‘Tis just as it was that day he found me with Ivar at The Burn, aye?”
Jillian gave her sister-in-law a wink. “He’s going to catch on any minute now. Surely.”
“I pray so.”
Jillian gave the worried woman a grin.
Morna’s eyes widened and she leaned even closer. “Ye ken something. Tell me.”
“Let’s just say he’s about to have his memory refreshed.”
“Ooh. I like the sound o’ that, aye?” Then she frowned. “We canna allow him to send the Englishman back, Jilly. No matter what happens here.”
“Anything for Isobelle.”
Morna nodded and put her arm through Jillian’s. “And if the man turns out to be a monster, we send him back at the first show of fang or claw.”
While they waited for Quinn and Gaspar to return, she watched Monty as he looked the rest of them over like so many children—and he was the babysitter. He spent an especially long time frowning at Ivar while his friend smiled lovingly at Morna. And Jillian suspected the man was refreshing his memory all on his own.
* * *
Gaspar walked from the manor back to the field trying to block from his mind the things he’d just seen. The loo was impressive, as he’d been promised. But the carriage he’d seen rolling down the hillside had moved along without the aid of horses, as if it floated along some unseen waterway that remained constant no matter the angle. But the carriage that floated up the same hill? 
He wished he might have been able to stay in this place long enough to discover the mechanism for that. Of course, he also would have liked to linger long enough to kiss Isobelle until she never had need of kissing again.
But that was not likely, and he prepared himself for the truth—that Isobelle would need more than just kissing and he wouldn’t be there to satisfy that need. She needed, and deserved, to be loved and cherished. To have a worthy man at her side and a hand to hold all her waking hours. To be appreciated for her wit, and to be unspeakably happy. And it was highly likely he would not be the man to supply any of it. After all, the chance was remote that Lady Ross’ instruction might aid him, even if he used it. But it was hardly honorable, and therefore, unlikely that he would employ the tactic.
The one called Quinn had been quite hospitable. The manor house was his, as it happened, returned to him when his sister and her family had moved to Edinburgh. He had a nearly-grown son, although he was wed to the young woman, Juliet, the lass with the strange hair. Quinn had confided that his marriage to Juliet had taken place in that very loo, only months ago, but it was never to be discussed. 
Would that he might have lingered long enough to understand how two men so similar, but not brothers, had come to marry sisters that also mirrored one another. For all their lives, their children would likely mistake the wrong people to be their parents.
What brought his attention back to the battle at hand was his disgust with these people who took Isobelle’s wishes so lightly. Did Morna and Ivar not owe their happiness to Isobelle’s attempts to reunite them? For shame. On them all. And it grieved him to think of leaving her in their hands, especially with the brother who worried more about his pride than the truth. Montgomery Ross didn’t wish to believe his sister loved an Englishman, or that the Englishman loved her. He simply excused his actions with whatever of Gaspar’s sins he could find.
Albeit imprisoning Isobelle was a dreadful sin, it was a sin for which he’d been forgiven.
He should have known better than to remain when the barbarian greeted him with his fist. He should have fought his way back into the travelling tomb and pulled Isobelle up with him. They would have found another home, one they could have shared. Together.
Gaspar finally set his regrets aside and watched the line of women standing along the side of the field with their backs to the sun. Why then did they have need to shade their eyes while he walked past them? Did he look as foolish as he felt with his legs wrapped so tightly? And the tunic he’d been given was little more than a second skin. He felt decidedly naked, but he could not worry over such things with his last chance to impress Isobelle looming before him. 
Ivar held his sword out to him, but he hesitated. He turned and held out a hand to the woman who inhabited every fathomable inch of his heart and unfathomable inch of his soul, and he thanked God when she hurried to his side.
“Dinna fight him,” she pled. “We will refuse to obey him. We leave here, run away. My sister will aid us, I know she will.”
He smiled down into her eyes. “I will not run away, Isobelle. And neither will you. You’ve wanted so long to be back with your family, I will not take that from you.”
“I doona care, my love. If they send you back, I go as well. I go where you go.” 
She twisted the thin cloth at his neck and pulled him down to meet her embrace. Her lips tasted like the most precious of nectars and he willed himself to remember it always.
“Swear it to me, Gaspar. Tell it back to me. I go where you go.”
He smiled again. “I vow…that as long as you live…I go where you go.” And he sealed it with a kiss. 
She nodded and stepped back, but the tears on her cheeks told him the truth, that she knew he’d just lied to her. Did she also know that it broke his heart to do it?
“Enough of this bletherin’!” Monty bellowed. “Ivar, restrain Isobelle if ye must,” he pointed his sword at Gaspar, “but it is time to defend her honor.”
Isobelle raised her chin and walked back to the fence without an escort. Gaspar took the offered sword from Ivar, then faced the Scotsman. “Yes. It is time. But it is I who defend her honor. En guard.” 
And with that, he attacked. The jolt of first engagement seemed to come just a hair’s breath before the sound of it. His bones shuddered as each blow was met with equal force, and he reveled in it. Occasions for concentrated battle had been rare of late.
If Ross was surprised by his strength, he hid it well. The man’s attention to his swordplay was frightening. Since he’d met the man, a storm of emotions had ever been at play across his features. But as soon he lifted his sword, all expression fell away. Gaspar did his best to do the same.
“I see ye ken yer debole from yer hilt,” Ross said, beating Gaspar’s blade sideways, trying to knock it from his hand. 
“I spent a good deal of time fighting pirates, my lord.” He spun on his heel and came around to strike the back of Ross’s blade, but the man’s fingering was as sure as his own. He retreated a step when the man answered in kind.
A few blows later, they had their just distance. Gaspar was surprised to find his reach was slightly longer than his opponent, but he took no false hope in the knowledge. The man could easily pound him into the ground like a troublesome spike if he chose to, he was that powerful. And yet, his blows were restrained.
Gaspar could not afford to pace himself. His best chance to draw Ross’ blood would be to do so while his strength was fresh. So he attacked again. But the big man met his tempo with ease, never feinting, never retreating. And Gaspar realized with a certain amount of dread that the man was toying with him as a cat toyed with a mouse until it was bored.
The least he could do was to keep the man entertained.
He waited for the right opportunity and tossed his blade into his left hand, then attempted a falso filo, slipping his blade beneath Ross’s and flicking the tip of the blade to cut the man’s hand. For the first time, Ross stepped backward and corrected the angle of his sword, pointing it at Gaspar’s neck so, if he attempted the same again, he’d impale his neck on the tip of Ross’ blade.
They both broke the line and breathed deeply while they circled each other, taking half-hearted thrusts every few steps. Ross watched for Gaspar to reverse hands again, so he might take advantage. But he was soon to learn that the dragon was skilled with his left hand as well, and he attacked with force to test the strength of that arm.
“I have lived twelve years in Venice, my lord. We row a great many boats with heavy oars. I believe you will find me equal to the task.” He wasn’t going to divulge the fact that his servant rowed most of the time.
“Ye must have pitifully small boats, aye? Because ye seem to be flaggin’. Would ye like me to step back and give ye the chance to change hands? Seems yer right arm was a wee bit stronger.”
Gaspar laughed and shook his head. Then he dropped his smile to concentrate on defending a forceful attack. He was honestly surprised his blade hadn’t shattered, so powerful were Ross’s blows. And Gaspar’s arms felt as if he’d already rowed out to his island, that he may not have the fortitude to row back.
The other man’s jaw clenched and he lunged forward, his blade aiming low toward Gaspar’s legs. He parried and jumped just beyond the man’s reach, but he doubted he could react so quickly a second time. 
Without daggers, he felt safe to move close and stepped forward, his blade sliding against Ross’ blade until their crosses caught. He spoke in a low voice so the others would not hear him.
“Laird Ross, we both know how this will end, but I would beg a favor, before the coup de grace.”
For the first time since they began, the man frowned. “Aye?”
They separated with a hard push, then Ross attacked again. Gaspar deflected a blow and the swords slid together again. 
Ross growled. “Speak.” 
“Vow to me you will not allow Isobelle to follow me back. She will never be safe there.”
The man nodded once. “Aye. With or without a vow, I would never have allowed it.”
“I thank you just the same.”
They parted again and Gaspar fought against the pain of his breaking heart by attacking with all his might. As he was pulling away, he twirled the end of his blade, attempting to cut the man again. All he needed was to mark the man! But Ross’ size did nothing to slow him. His arms and feet moved as deftly as a thin lad being chased by chickens. 
Four times he thought his blade would connect with flesh. Four times, he’d been wrong.
He growled in frustration. There was nothing for it. He was about to lose Isobelle. A dozen blows more. He could defend a dozen blows more, that was all.
Was this God’s punishment? Was he truly unworthy of her? 
He shook his head. No. That could not be. He well be the only man who could love her as she deserved to be loved. He understood her like no other man could. What other man would understand the heart that beat inside Isobelle Ross—the woman who would sacrifice all for the sake of love alone, even if it was simply the love between two strangers?
No. He would not leave her. To love Isobelle was to stay at her side, no matter what the cost.
Gaspar had no choice but to use the weapon Lady Ross had placed in his hands. He thought himself above trickery, but he would sacrifice even his honor if he must. He couldn’t leave Isobelle. He couldn’t take her with him. So he simply would not go.
Gaspar found the strength to attack again—three blows, clang clang clang, then retreat, leaving Monty room to recover.
“Tell me, Laird Ross. Does yer wife have a brother?”
Ross delivered two powerful blows. Clang, clang. The second, Gaspar deflected. 
“Nay,” the man growled. “Why do ye ask?”
Three more. Clang. Clang. Clang! Gaspar nearly dropped his weapon. He took a few deeps breaths, then was able to speak again. 
“I wondered, if she’d had a brother…” 
Two more blows. Clang, clang. He could defend two more, surely.
Ross frowned and lunged. Gaspar deflected and spun, but his foot caught and he fell to one knee. Clang. 
One more. He had to stand and face just one more. But he couldn’t. He was barely able to raise his sword and point it at Ross. The big man slapped the blade away with his own.
Clang.
Gaspar could lift it no more.
“I wondered,” he panted, “what you might have told such a brother, once he learned you’d been holding Jillian prisoner in your castle?”
Monty’s sword hovered in the air, drawn halfway back to his shoulder. His frown made Gaspar wonder if, in his current state of fatigue, he might have slipped into the Italian language. He watched the long-sword, waiting for it to change direction and come for his head. But the tip of it drooped to the ground and Ross straightened. Then he sent a frown in Lady Ross’ direction, and Gaspar recognized the opening for what it was.
Hope alone lifted his own sword and he made a molinetto, a small circular cut, on Ross’s forearm. In reaction, the man’s sword jerked up and caught Gaspar on the chin. He stepped back quickly and offered a small bow of apology even while he was seething.
A small red spot bloomed on the big man’s flesh and he frowned at it for a moment before looking severely at his wife again. 
Isobelle shrieked and jumped in the air with Morna and Juliet. Lady Ross stood stark still and stared at her husband. Eventually, she ducked through the center of the fence and started toward him, walking slowly, her strange green boots only slightly less disturbing than the fact she wore breeches. Her fingers were tucked into strange little pockets that did not show, and her look of remorse would sway any judge.
Gaspar clambered to his feet and faced the man quickly, before the woman was close enough to speak.
“Blame me, Laird Ross. I begged your wife to give me some way to distract you. I would not relent until she gave up the tale. My actions were shameful. I withdraw the victory. Just do not punish the woman, I beseech you.”
“It’s a lie, Montgomery. Don’t listen to him.” 
Surely it was dangerous to step so close to her angry husband, so Gaspar tried to pull her back and behind him.
The man growled. “If I will not allow ye to put yer hands on me sister. What makes ye believe I’d allow ye to touch me wife?” His voice had grown louder with each word. 
Gaspar put his offending hand in the air and stepped to the side. Their audience laughed, but Gaspar could not see the reason.
“Did you hear him?” Ross asked his wife as he reached out and pulled her to him again, her rounded belly notwithstanding. “He was defending ye. And to me. Have ye ever heard such nonsense?”
The woman’s hands worked their way up the man’s arms and behind his neck, though he had to bend far forward to allow it.
“I did offer him a little advantage, husband.”
Monty smiled. Smiled! “Aye, because he was sorely disadvantaged.”
“As are we all,” she whispered. “As we should be, yer lairdship.”
It might have been Jillian’s exaggerated brogue, or the fact that she’d called him laird, but the big man lowered his mouth to his wife’s in spite of an attentive audience. 
Since Gaspar was forgotten, he turned to take advantage, and had just enough time to open his arms before Isobelle flew into them.
“Gaspar, my love! Ye’ve beaten him!”
He held her tight a long moment, remembering all those days and nights when they’d had a cold metal wall between them. He reveled in the feel of her while he could, before he had to dash her hopes again. 
“No, Isobelle,” he whispered. “Your brother has beaten me.”
She looked up and her lips parted when she noticed his chin. She shook her head frantically then pressed her head to his chest and wrapped her arms securely around him.
“What is this?” Montgomery barked. “I’ll not take a victory that isna mine. Yer dragon looks a bit long in the tooth, Sister, but ye can keep him if ye still want him. He tried to defend my guilty wife. He’s a saint for all we ken.”
Gaspar remembered what Isobelle had told him in the beginning about the men she knew who treated their women well. Isobelle claimed Monty was not one of them, but she’d been wrong.
He bent to kiss Isobelle again, this time in the dizzying knowledge that they could truly be together. There were no secrets left to bare, no other’s approval to seek. Nothing to separate them—most especially 500 years. Isobelle seemed to be celebrating the same as she met his passion with equal fervor. In the distance, he heard the clearing of a throat or two and dredged up the will to at least pause for a breath. 
He opened his eyes and was a little too pleased to find Isobelle was having a more difficult time opening hers. He also found that Lady Ross had been set aside and her husband was moving toward him. Gaspar had scarcely released his hold on Isobelle before he fell onto his backside. Again.
“Saint or no,” the man bellowed, “the next time ye kiss my sister will be after ye’re wed and not before.”
Gaspar got to his feet and fisted his hands, then leaned close to his would-be brother. “How far is the church? For I will be kissing her again, and soon.” He held a hand out to Isobelle and pulled her close again, ignoring her snorting brother. “Will you have me to husband, Isobella—Isobelle?” 
She nodded and rose onto her toes to whispered close to his ear, sending delicious chills up his back. “Perhaps when we’re alone in the night, ye can call me Isobella.”
He thought that sounded like an exceptional idea and wished to reward such inspiration with a kiss, but he remembered the brother before he laid his lips on Isobelle’s again. He looked at Ross and asked permission with a raised brow. The man rolled his eyes and nodded, and while Gaspar kissed his Isobelle, he realized the laird of the clan, the mighty Montgomery Ross, was all bluster when it came to matters of the heart.



EPILOGUE
University of Edinburgh library, a year later…
“Who is that?” A brunette American student, approached her blond English flatmate and slid sideways onto a chair. “Tell me he’s not a professor.”
“Unfortunately,” said the blond, “he is, alas, a professor.” She was trying not to spend any more time staring at the man at the other end of the table, but failing. His face was pure perfection, except for the minor detail of an angry white scar that slashed across his face. But it simply made him look…perfectly imperfect. “Teaches History, Art History, and Italian. Oh, and some class on the Ottoman Empire.”
“I’m changing majors,” said the brunette.
“You cannot,” her friend snapped. “Apparently, there has been a rash of girls trying to get into his classes. They’re full up. And the counsellors are positively snarky to anyone wanting to change any major to History.”
“I bet Italian’s not full.”
“Full. I have already tried.” The blond tried to concentrate once more on her book.
“Ottoman Empire?”
She shook her head. 
The brunette sighed. “How do you say perfect in Italian?”
“Perfetto,” said a red-head as she passed their end of the table and headed toward the professor. She leaned down and gave the guy a long, sexy kiss. Then she slid into a chair catty-corner from him and laced her fingers in his. 
“Who does she think she is?” 
“Has to be his wife,” said the blond.
“Oh? How can you tell?” Her friend glanced casually at the other end of the table again.
“Because she’s showing us the ring on his finger,” she whispered, then sat forward so her hair would cover her embarrassed face.
“Oh, wow.” Her friend hunched down in her chair and looked away.
“What?”
“Pregnant as a cow.” 
The blond looked up through her bangs at the couple. Mr. Perfection pulled out the chair for his wife who literally appeared to be hiding a basketball beneath her gray sweater. He kissed her hand as she stood, then led her back toward their audience of at least two. He glanced at the blond and gave her a polite smile that lasted a thousandth of a second and she was fairly certain her heart stopped and died happy.
She and her friend held their breath as the couple passed. The brunette sighed in relief, a bit loudly at that. The wife stuck her head around the bookrack, and the blond gasped.
To be tediously honest, the woman was as beautiful as her husband. Though she looked a bit odd when she mooed!
The blond literally died of embarrassment and dropped her head onto her book. After she was sure the couple was gone, she looked up at her friend and grinned. 
“I think she’s a freaking lucky cow.”
THE END
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