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To those who are still waiting to find their one true love.
Never stop believing you are worthy of love.
 



Chapter One
Honor. Truth. Loyalty. All noble. All good.
Most of the time.
Sir Gerald sharpened his blade, the clashing sound of metal on metal, the sparks flying pleasing him. He had never dueled before, but a few hours' time and that would change.
Blood pounded through him, hot and steady, a constant reminder of all he still had and all his love had lost.
"I can do that," Edwin said. Shadows from the flickering flames within the smithy covered his hand that reached toward the sword.
Gerald merely glared at his squire. Competent, yes, if a tad overeager. "I do believe I told ye several times now that your services are not required this day."
"I will not leave ye." Edwin lifted his chin. A gesture of both defiance and loyalty at the same moment.
He grunted.
"The blade willna sharpen more." The blacksmith picked up a hammer. Evidently some aspect in the fire told him the temperature now burned hot enough to temper new weapons.
With a great deal of reluctance, Gerald handed the fourteen-year-old his sword.
The blacksmith nodded and returned to his work.
The smithy felt like the gate to Hell, the heat immense and growing ever hotter. Still, Gerald did not move, mesmerized by the licking, greedy flames. It had been a fiery night when he first met her. Ever since, he stopped by the smithy daily, paused whenever he saw a flame, and lingered by the dying embers of his campfires.
It was she who necessitated his duel.
"Are ye certain about this?" Edwin asked.
A question the boy had asked many a time after Gerald laid down the gauntlet.
"Quite." Ever his reply. How could he not? As a knight, duty dictated his actions.
"But…" Edwin shifted his weight from side to side. Always boundless energy. His tongue never stopped wagging. It could cause him trouble down the cobbled road if never did he learn to appreciate silence.
For now, at least, Gerald would humor him. "Go on."
"Ye and she… Ye were not even promised to one another."
True, but in their hearts they were. The problem lay with that, that and jealousy.
Gerald filled his broad chest with a strong inhale. "One day, ye will understand. Honor, truth, and loyalty will only get ye so far. Love, though, it lifts ye up, alters your very outlook on life, changes your life itself. Love is all that matters."
The hammering stopped. Although the smithy was loud and prone to echo, Gerald and Edwin had long ago learned how close to be, how loud to speak to be heard despite it. The silence now prevailing in the smithy unnerved Gerald far more than the prospect of dying that late afternoon.
Almis the blacksmith grunted. "Love be not so grand. Love be trouble." His dark eyes fixed on Gerald. "Love be death."
"Death is release," Gerald countered. Perhaps death would be best. Not that Victor would grant him a merciful one.
"Sir Gerald will not fall."
Edwin's confidence lifted a small smile to Gerald's lips. "Is my armor ready?"
The red-haired boy jumped up. "A-almost!" He scampered away, out of the smithy faster than a hare chasing its supper.
The redness of the flames only served to remind Gerald of blood, and he turned away, for once finding no comfort here, wishing for mead to swallow instead of his sorrows.
The dings and clangs resumed, its steady beat almost matching his steady heartbeat. No matter what the outcome, he would do all he could. She, and her memory, deserved that much.
She who never should have felt the sharp end of a blade. She who never stepped near such a place as this. With its burning stove and already forged weapons hanging on the walls, the smithy proved as dangerous as any duel ground. Mayhap a second weapon would not be remiss. Bow and arrows would be less than worthless. A spear or lance, though...
"Sir Gerald. Sir Gerald!"
That voice. His heart leapt in his chest although he knew it did not belong to her.
He stood and swiftly bowed. "Lady Terese." How it pained him to look at her face. To see her beauty. The mirror image of his Alice.
"Ye must not go through with this." She grabbed his arm, her green eyes full of pure will.
Foolish woman. Cowardice was for the weak. "Ye know I must, and I will. Victor—"
"Gerald, I have to tell ye something."
So often she had said those words to him, and he dropped everything to listen. But the woman standing before him was not her, and she he could dismiss. He moved to step around her. Her plaintive tone would not dissuade him from his duty. "I do not have time for this. Go and—"
"Alice did not love ye."
His heart skipped a beat. Pivoting about, he fixed her a glower befitting a response to her poisonous words. How dare she say such a thing and so close to when he faced her murderer in a duel! "Ye dare to think a few lies will prevent me from—"
"Ye think I wish to drop my sister's name and stomp on it, sinking it to the abyss? For a lie?" Terese's delicate features twisted with fury, looking so unlike Alice in that moment. Her dark locks hardly moved in the light breeze, covering the bottom of her face and highlighting her fierce eyes. "Alice loved ye, yes."
Gerald grinned. That he knew well to be the truth.
"But she also loved Michael. And Isaac. And—"
His ears burned as if the fire had leapt across the room and now dwelled inside of him. Surely he heard her wrong. "What are ye saying? What is it you mean?"
"My sister, my twin… she died for loving too much. Victor killed her out of jealousy but not merely geared toward ye."
Never did Gerald want to strike a woman until now. Of course he stilled his hand, his clenched fist, recalling his vow to protect all ladies. "Be gone, viper, with your falsehoods. I will hear no more of this."
And he stalked away. Nothing and no one would stop him from avenging his love.
****
Edwin had outdone himself. Gerald's armor had never shone brighter. Only dents marred its exterior.
The squire helped Gerald into it, chattering without ceasing, but Gerald did not heed him. All he could think of—despite himself—was every interaction between Alice and Michael. Had there been something more beside friendship?
No. Certainly not.
Accurse that vile woman for poisoning his ears! And yet he could not help but wonder what she wished to gain by speaking such nonsense. Did she merely wish for him to not duel? Did she think so little of his skill? True, Victor proved himself time and again with his prowess, but Gerald wore his shield proudly. And besides, no one could walk away from a duel. His reputation would be tarnished. More so than for himself, this duel was for Alice. No matter the circumstances, nothing would impede him from his goal.
"Sir Gerald."
He bristled and yanked a spear from Edwin, not bothering to turn around and face her. Not here. Not now. Not with Victor preparing for the duel across the clearing.
Gerald glanced across the grassy expansion of land. Straight ahead, a boy tall and built enough to be knighted soon himself held steady a tall, black beast of a horse as Victor leapt onto its back. Not wishing to be caught staring at his foe, Gerald noticed that on either side of the clearing, men, women, and children gathered, talking in hushed tones, whispering behind their hands.
Ah, so the duel would be a spectacle. He cared not for that. Or perhaps that was good. Let everyone know why they were here. He fought for love against Victor and his evil jealousy. Victor had not been able to handle Alice's love for another, for Gerald. What a detestable man. Victor proved himself that day to not be a knight, but a villain.
Terese walked around him and forced him back to the outline of trees, the start of the nearby forest. "I… I wish to… a…apolo… apologize."
He blinked twice. For a woman, Terese often spoke out of turn, too emotional to keep her opinions to herself. Never once had she apologized to her sister after one of their various spats. To hear this pleased him greatly. He could settle his mind and focus now on Alice's memory and call upon the strength of their love to end Victor and his jealousy.
So he granted her a smile. "Ye are for—"
"Here." She thrust a small chalice forward. "Drink. A sign of my apologetic nature."
How kind of her. His throat had grown dry looking at the forming crowd.
Gerald accepted it and drank greedily. Alice had made him many special drinks throughout their time together—all three months of it—each more delicious than the last. This one tasted nothing like hers. Sweet yet harsh, it burned on the way down. His mind fogged, and the trees grew to touch the clouds. The grass beneath his feet changed colors from green to red to brown to green. Nausea overcame him, and he fell to his knees. His mouth opened, but no sounds came forth.
What was happening to him?
 



Chapter Two
The manor was covered in greenery. Ivy draped the balconies; hellebore, the Christmas rose, and other flowers sat in vases in every room, with holly and rosemary and evergreen too. Vanessa loved the smells—especially from the kitchen—during Christmastime.
She made her way there now, lured by the scent of spices warming, when she heard a strange clanging sound outside. What was that?
A treat all but forgotten, Vanessa changed direction and retrieved her coat, scarf, and gloves. Still buttoning her coat, she darted out the back door. This early in the morning, only the servants and she were awake. No one would notice her absence.
A blast of frigid air greeted her. All of the snow from the previous storm had finally melted away, leaving the grass muddy.
To the side of the house she went, ever vigilant. The clearing immediately surrounding the manor revealed nothing, so she slipped past to the cluster of trees. When she saw something metal, she covered her eyes, blinded by the reflected new-day rays of the sun.
The metal moved, and she gasped, jumping back, hand to her mouth.
It straightened to a sitting position, and she saw a mass of dark hair, curls, longish. Piercing bluish-gray eyes met her gaze.
"Where am I? Where is—Terese? Terese!" The man in armor stood and looked about in obvious fear. His tongue curled the words in a manner she had not heard before. She could not distinguish which part of the land he hailed from.
"Sir, please. Who are you?" Vanessa took a step back. Why hadn't she asked the butler to come with her? A lady without a chaperone in the presence of a man—in armor no less and clearly quite befuddled—oh, what would Mother say? She refused to look away from the armored man to glance over her shoulder at the house, not that she could see it with the pines and oaks blocking her view.
And the servants' and her parents' view of her as well.
She was all alone here save for this man.
"Me? Who are ye?"
His curt tongue was unacceptable. She placed her hands on her hips and tapped her foot. "I am Lady Vanessa Rochester, daughter of the Duke of Honcaster."
She drew herself up to her full height but remained a good six inches shorter than he was, if not more. In his costume, he made a more than slightly impressive figure, but she would not be made frightened on her father's land.
"Honcaster," he repeated slowly, pronouncing the word all wrong. His eyebrows knitted together. He stroked his hairless chin. To her surprise, the armor made hardly a sound when he moved his arm.
"Where is your horse? Or carriage?" Now she was the one to look about and grew rather confused herself when she saw no signs as to how he came to be here. Her father opened a sizable amount of land. To walk here from any location would take some time.
Just who was this mysterious man?
He offered no answer and sat down on the grass.
His first words came back to her. "Who is this Terese? Is she missing? Shall I fetch the butler and—"
"I…" The man gazed at the house. "A lot of plants," he muttered.
"For Christmastime." How befuddled was he to not know the holiday neared?
His face lost his tan coloring. "Christmastime," he repeated.
"Yes…"
The man easily stood despite his armor and nodded to her. "I am Sir Gerald of Hanover."
"A…knight."
He sat back down again, reached forward, and plucked a tarnished golden chalice from the ground. How had that gotten there? From the way Gerald scowled at it, he did not appreciate its presence, for whatever reason.
"A dream."
His mutterings were nearly as peculiar as he was. "Allow me to assure you this is no dream."
He launched to his feet with a grace that defied his armor. "It has to be." His hands, covered in gauntlets, clutched her wrist.
She jerked back, but he held on fast. The wild desperation in his eyes stole her breath away. Did she fear him? No. Not quite. Almost. A trifle.
"I am real." Vanessa shoved his hands away. Her eyes narrowed, and she scowled. How dare he handle her like that! For some reason she, for some reason, felt as if he did not realize just how improper his action had been, so she did not call for her father or the butler and merely snapped, "And I would appreciate it if you would not handle me in such a rough fashion again."
His head lowered, dark hair falling forward. "Forgive me, my lady. I will accept any punishment your father deems worthy for my brutality."
"Brutality?" She pulled up her coat sleeve, lowered her glove, and examined her wrist. No markings, no bruising. Indeed, he did not seem to understand how the world worked. If her father were to learn of this incident, he would throw Gerald from the property or worse, if he thought her honor tarnished. "I am fine."
He hung his head and averted his gaze, his sorrow evident and seemingly genuine. "I attacked ye."
An overstatement. Did he wish to be harmed? Had he drunken himself into a mess and was looking for punishment for some reason? Why the armor?
So many questions she had for him.
"I…forgive any slight. Worry not."
He lifted his chin, and his eyes revealed he did just that.
"Gerald—"
The corners of his lips twitched. "Are ye always so informal with every man ye meet?"
"Only strange knights." Heat rose to her cheeks. What an impertinent thing to say. "Forgive me."
He seemed not to hear her, removing his gauntlets and other pieces of armor. Beneath, he wore tan jerkins and a white overshirt, his chest exposed.
Vanessa glanced away. "Why…"
"No need for them here." Gerald glanced about, obviously still on edge. The cold did not seem to bother him, yet she shivered just looking upon him.
An armor piece dropped onto the chalice with a clank. In one swift move, he bent down, retrieved the chalice, and threw it square against an oak tree.
"That cup must have wronged you awful," she commented. What a peculiar man he was. Her curiosity stilled her legs. Long ago, she should have returned to the manor and alerted her father to the trespasser. Certainly she should not linger and speak with him, especially when unaccompanied by a chaperone.
"The likes of which ye have no idea." His features were strong, as if carved out of stone. A living, breathing knight, as of old. Medieval, valiant and true.
No, of course he was not a medieval-like knight. Perhaps a soldier, though. Now that made a great deal more sense, although nothing explained the armor.
"Have you met him?" she asked.
"Who?"
"The Regent. P—"
"Regent." Those strong features transformed into a mask that revealed nothing. Even the fear vanished from his eyes.
Something was very wrong here. Just a moment ago, she could read him easily. Then she had felt safe. But now… "Yes. Have you met him?"
"On my knighting."
Who was he that he would lie to her? The sudden change in his manner did not lend to his credibility. "I thought knights took a vow of honesty."
The mask crumbled slightly, and he smirked. "Not all vows are honored." He stepped forward.
She stepped back. "I…"
"Do I frighten ye, Vanessa?"
"Lady Vanessa," she supplied, unable to help another retreating tread. At least her voice did not quiver.
"If I am to be Gerald to ye, are ye not to be Vanessa?"
"No." She shook her head, blond hair tumbling over her shoulders. In her haste, she had forgotten a hat. This secret meeting was becoming all the more improper with every passing second.
He turned about in a circle.
"Will you be leaving?" Perhaps that would be for the best. If Father ever learned of their actions, especially hers… Scandal, it seemed, surrounded her.
"Once I know how to," he muttered.
"Generally, one foot in front of the other works," she said, only half-jesting.
"Or a horse or carriage."
Was he suggesting she provide one for him? Certainly not! She eyed him, taking in his furtive glances and rapid breathing. He was not well, and who was she to turn him aside? Not a means for transportation, but a meal, however…
Inwardly cringing at her mother's future facial expression, Vanessa gave him a wide smile. "I am rather hungry. Would you care to join my parents and me to break our fast this lovely morning?"
"Morning," he repeated in a flat tone.
Did those piercing eyes not work? Could he not clearly see the sun rising in the sky? Why would he not realize it to be morning already?
His sigh seemed born out of frustration with an undercurrent of sorrow. "A meal would be most generous."
Ah, but not so swift. Nothing would be given without something in return. "In exchange for a truth," she added in that same overtly cheerful tone.
His eyes flashed.
Undeterred, she walked around him and nudged a piece of his armor with her leather shoe. "One question."
"Ask it."
"Not yet." She had far too many questions peppering her to know which one to settle on immediately. Vanessa approached the manor and gestured for him to follow. "Come."
His footfalls behind her brought a smile to her face. Although she loved Christmas, a sense of boredom had settled over her for quite some time now. This mysterious knight was by far the most interesting event to happen to her since last Season, as unproductive as it had been.
She would learn his secrets and help him on this way. Who was this Terese? A woman he loved perhaps? Although his features had twisted darkly when he called her name…
Yes, she'd help him. As much as her mother would disapprove. Anything to liven up her life, for heedless of her pedigree, not one suitor had stepped forward during her first two Seasons, although before that… Meanwhile, a medical student had swept her dearest friend, Lady Henrietta off her feet their first night. The two had become inseparable, and while Vanessa did not begrudge them their happiness, she merely longed to talk to someone other than her parents and the servants.
Sad that she had fallen so low as to accept a delusional man, but so be it.
 



Chapter Three
The presence of Christmastime within the manor slapped Gerald. It had been springtime back home. He had planned on spilling Victor's blood on new flower buds. But now he was here, in this strange place, where it was Christmas. The coldness of the air lent believability to her claim. Snow might not be far off and would only serve to hinder him further.
And a Regent Prince! What happened to King Henry the third?
Head swimming, Gerald nearly forgot to express his appreciation to the man for fresh clothes. "Thank ye," he said with a bow.
Confusion flashed in the man's small eyes. He tilted his head and walked out of the room, his legs stepping short, swift beats.
The trousers were a little too big, the linen shirt and woolen waistcoat tight against his muscles, but something in the manner in which Vanessa carried herself, in addition to her being a lady, made him feel as if his old clothes were not good enough. Strange. He had never experienced that with Alice. Regardless, he appreciated her generosity. Almost felt badly for wanting to use her, but he had to learn where exactly he was to be able to determine how to go back. Victor would only wait so long.
Unbidden, Terese's words came to mind. Neither Michael nor Isaac had come forth and challenged Victor. Was that not proof against her words? Yet Victor had won the last joust tournament. A fiercer foe there was not. Gerald would not be surprised if more money was wagered in Victor's name than his own. While Gerald had never dueled before, he knew well how to handle any size blade. He was every bit the seasoned warrior Victor was, although neither of them had fought in the Crusade as of yet.
The man who had delivered Gerald the clothes ducked his head back inside the small room. Only a table with two chairs filled it, two paintings on the wall. In spite of the simplicities, it remained much higher class than Gerald was used to. "Are you not coming?"
"Ah, aye." Gerald followed him, his long strides ready to carry him ahead of the butler's slower pace.
Vanessa and two others stood beside chairs at an elegant table. The woman looked so like her daughter one could mistake them for sisters. Her eyes, though, were far colder than her daughter's.
The father hardly gave him a passing glance, just as he had when Vanessa had introduced the two earlier and he complied with granting Gerald a spot at their table. "Shall we eat?"
At once, mother and daughter sat. Then the father. Gerald did likewise, sitting across from Vanessa.
After the father said a brief prayer, the mother asked, "Who are you?" Her snide tone served as a significant difference from her daughter's gentler one.
"I told you, Mother," Vanessa cut in. "A friend of Stefan's. I met him several times already, and when a visit to a friend brought him nearby, he thought he would stop by."
"Coming over unannounced." The mother tsked, her lips pursed as she shook her head. Her hair, piled on top of her head, hardly moved with the gesture.
"Friend of Stefan's, you say?" Now the father glanced over, finally showing a sign of interest, which Gerald almost did not wish to be the subject of. "Are you studying medicine as well?"
"Oh, his interests are more academic. Historical, one might say."
Vanessa was a sly one, quick of tongue and of good wit. She looked to be young, and unmarried. Why? And just what exactly did she think of him and his circumstances? Did she realize how close to the mark she was with her words?
All of the morning meal pleased his tongue and stomach, although he had had nothing of the like before. Strange bread-like items filled with jelly and jams, everything coated in peculiar sauces, and lots of meat, which he greatly enjoyed, although he was used to warm meat, not cold.
His senses all worked clearly: his sight, his smell, taste, hearing, touch. This all felt so real to him. It seemed all the more likely that Vanessa was right, that this was not a most peculiar dream. But how could that be? How could a drink do something so powerful to him?
Alice's drinks, yes, they had fueled his love for her, made his feelings for her stronger, but that was merely because she had been giving of herself, wishing to please him, not the drink itself.
Or was it?
What foolish thinking. His love for Alice was true and pure and all that mattered. Even Terese sending him to another place could not stop him from his vengeance. He would learn a way to return. He'd have his duel and prove his loyalty to Alice, even if it required his last breath.
The family spoke amongst themselves, and Gerald took the opportunity to eat his fill. Who knew when his next meal might come?
"Are you going to resume your studies now?" The mother was addressing him, and from her tone, Gerald wondered if she had repeated the question several times already.
"Actually, Mother," Vanessa cut in smoothly, "he has some trouble with funding right now. His parents…well…they died of pneumonia and…"
What a horrid lie.
"In debt," Vanessa continued. "He had to sell the house to cover it. He has no place to go."
He stared at her, aghast, yet there rang a clarity of truth to her words that gnawed at him. Without knowing for certain where he was, he did have no place to go. Soon that would change.
"Going from friend to friend for meals and charity." The mother tilted her nose in the air and looked down at him.
"Christmastime is about charity, is it not?" Vanessa countered, her voice light and airy, as if Gerald's well-being did not matter either way to her.
Now the mother fixed her haughtiness on her daughter. "I know well what Christmas is about."
"We cannot have him live here," the father pronounced, judging Gerald with sharp eyes, "without—"
"Sir, I can earn my keep," Gerald spoke up for the first time.
The father lowered his fork and clasped his hands together in front of his almost empty plate. "How exactly do you entail to do that?"
"I know all about the upkeep of horses," Gerald offered. Yes, he could stay on until he gathered Vanessa's trust enough for her to lend him a horse and directions back to Victor. "Or I—"
Someone kicked his shin. Vanessa. For a slight wisp of a girl, her kick was far stronger than he would have thought. Not that it hurt. What had he said wrong?
"That is demeaning work for someone of his stature," the mother protested. Gerald tried to mask his surprise, but when she glanced over him and seemed to find his stature a little less than desired, his disbelief vanished as if it had never been.
"At least for the holiday," Vanessa insisted.
Why was she trying so hard to help? What was she after? After Terese's betrayal, he could not bring himself to trust any woman, whether she appeared willing to aid him or not. Still, if she could provide assistance, he did need her support.
"I will find employment if I cannot return to my…studies," Gerald lied. He had no intention of finding employment. Or studying. Actually, studying might be the only way to determine what had happened to him and how exactly to reverse it.
"Until Christmas then," the father decreed, and resumed eating.
The mother wiped her mouth with a cloth and nodded. "A fortnight."
Fourteen days. Hopefully he would not even be here for one more day.
 



Chapter Four
Vanessa had to sit on her hands to keep from clapping them. Wonderful. The strange man, who did not seem quite at home in his new clothes but at least was not wearing that dreadful armor, would stay until Christmas. Her inquisitiveness would have a chance to be fulfilled. How curious his eagerness to accept her parents' offer. He held himself in a high regard, so she assumed pride meant a great deal to him. What did he hope to gain by staying on?
"I do hope that William does not mind," Mother said, breaking Vanessa away from her thoughts.
"William Clover?" Her stomach fluttered in a disagreeable manner, and she nudged her plate forward, her appetite now gone.
"Yes. I invited him over for lunch today. Didn't I mention it?"
No. Vanessa never would have forgotten such a travesty.
What William lacked in height he more than made up in width. His breath reeked, and he spoke only about matters that interested him, never once asking her what she cared for or what she thought on matters. Only his opinions were needed. Whenever he had approached their side of the room during parties last Season, she and her friends would move to the other. Besides, he had a good ten years, if not more, on her own nineteen.
William Clover. Mother must be truly desperate.
Vanessa sighed. One wrong move and the consequences lasted forever.
She toyed with the handle of her porcelain cup. White with blue flowers, it suited the room, between the white tablecloth and the long blue curtains tied back to allow in the sun's rays.
When her parents finally excused themselves, Vanessa jumped up. "Come." She motioned to Gerald.
He followed. When she reached the front door, she waited for Worsely to open it and saw Gerald looking backward at Elise Beauchene. Yes, her shadow, her maid. A chaperone from now on. Another encounter with the man sans a chaperone would never occur.
Once they were far enough from the manor, with Beauchene giving them enough space to hopefully not be overheard, Vanessa turned to him.
"Your question," he said, but before she could ask, his brows narrowed together. "Why are ye helping me?"
She lowered her head, staring at his shoes, which badly needed to be polished, and mended besides. "It is Christmas—"
"What do ye want from me?"
"I thought I had the question." How gruff he could be. So abrupt and direct. No man, not even her father, ever addressed her like this.
"Then ask." His voice was low and rumbly. She felt no fright, if that was his intention.
"You have questions yourself." She had watched him throughout the meal. He had eaten as if starved, not like a man who had drunk to excess and had a weak stomach. Was he delusional? Thought he was a knight of a military accord, not merely one named such for service to the Crown? But where had he obtained the suit of armor?
She could fill an entire book with the questions she could ask him.
"Aye, I do," he agreed.
"Well then, go on and ask them." A means for her to gain more time to formulate her one perfect question.
He stalked toward an oak and placed a large hand on the trunk, back to her.
"You do not want to stay here."
"Nay."
"Are you leaving then?" The idea of returning to the manor to see William for lunch was less than pleasant. The idea of having no excitement and lacking an answer to her curiosity did not please her either. And the idea that she would not be able to glance at Gerald again strangely upset her. By far, he was pleasing to gaze at, with muscles that his shirt and waistcoat did not completely hide, those locks of hair that curled at the nape of his neck, his profile strong and hard as the sunlight hit him.
So different from William.
So different looking than any other man she had met.
Not to mention the other differences. Manners. He had none. That Mother had said nothing concerning his lack of them was beyond amazing.
Plus, there was an aura about him. So much sadness. Grief too. And anger. So much rage. She could see it in his rigid stance, the tightness of his jaw and arm muscles, the emotions swimming in his eyes. Unless she missed her mark, someone had wronged him severely.
The silence became oppressive. One glance at the expression on his face and she feared that her curiosity was not a good thing. While she enjoyed reading and soaking in knowledge—something her mother did not understand or appreciate—she had never thought that seeking out information could ever be wrong. Perhaps inviting this stranger into their home was not the best course.
Perhaps she should hope he'd answer in the affirmative, that leaving was indeed his desired course of action.
Finally, he turned his head toward her. "Is that the question ye pose to me?"
"No!" What a wasted question that would be. She scrambled to find a means for him to still answer the question and leave the other intact. "Considering you have inquired a few of me yourself…"
"Ah, aye, I see."
Aye again. That accent. His words were gruff but almost lilting too. A dialect she had never heard before.
"Vanessa, come inside. You must start preparing for lunch."
She winced at her mother's words. When she started toward the door, she was surprised to see Gerald fall into step beside her. A distance spread between them, only now, she did not wish to overcome the void.
Before they reached the front door, he paused and asked, lips hardly moving, "Is William to be your—"
"No. Mother might wish but…" What Mother wished happened. If Mother pushed for a union between herself and William, what recourse would Vanessa have but to accept?
Unless…
Never. She could not ask that of him, of a man she did not know. While she had not seen a weapon on his person when she first saw him, a suit of armor suggested need for defense, which, in turn, suggested offense of some nature.
So she breezed inside the manor, not realizing until Beauchene began suggesting dresses that Gerald had held the front door open for her, having moved faster than Worsely, not waiting for the butler to do his job. Who was this man who did not seem to understand how the world worked but remained chivalrous nonetheless?
 



Chapter Five
Feeling ill at ease, Gerald wandered throughout the house, not knowing where to go because servants loomed everywhere and he did not wish to get in their way. Eventually, he found a room filled with books, but before he could enter deeper than the doorway, a man approached and bowed. "It is time for lunch, sir."
Sir. The word held a measure of respect in the man's tone, yet it did not seem to mean as much here as it did back home.
Swallowing hard, Gerald followed him and was forced to slow his pace and shorten his stride in order to not supersede him.
As before, the man of the house, a duke, stood by his seat, likewise his wife. Gerald did not know what to think of either of them. While he appreciated their generosity, he thought the man rather rude, having hardly looked at those he addressed, and the woman a tad cold.
Next to arrive was Vanessa and a dwarf of a man, short in stature and rather wide. Vanessa seemed to keep a fair distance between them and rushed to her seat. Cordial greetings were exchanged, and Vanessa introduced him to the newcomer.
Throughout the meal, William talked and talked and talked. His horse needed a new shoe, his carriage had been repainted, and so on. Vanessa's mother answered him far more often than her daughter. Although Vanessa did not seem to appreciate the man, he seemed affluent enough to support her and Gerald saw nothing to suggest he would not give her a good life. Obviously, she did not love him. Gerald could not tell William's thoughts on the matter.
He did not care and would have lost himself in recollections of himself and Alice, only he strove to hear anything that might alert him to where he was and how he could return home.
"Have ye travelled much?" he asked, speaking for the first time since greeting them all.
William shoved a forkful of venison into his mouth. "Some," he said around the food.
"Are ye familiar with Churchester?" Gerald leaned forward, his fork clanging onto his plate.
"I have never been there."
Vanessa pursed her lips, eyebrows coming together. Did she have some knowledge of the lands? Her parents were talking to each other and paying the three of them no heed.
"Have ye?" Gerald asked her.
"Oh no." But she would not look at him. Peculiar.
His appetite now gone although he had only eaten half of his meal, Gerald stood. "Excuse me."
The woman lifted a hand, fingers wiggling slightly. A girl stepped forward from standing against the wall. Gerald followed her to what appeared to be a spare room. Only a bed and a wooden chest of drawers occupied much of the small space. Once the girl nodded and left, he returned to the book room. None of the tomes called to him, not after he saw a large map on the wall. Staring at it for several minutes did not reveal to him the location of Churchester, much to his malcontent.
"It is not a place."
He suppressed any desire to show shock at hearing Vanessa's voice, not moving from his position of spread feet, hands clasped behind his back. "Of course it is a place," he growled.
"Not here and has not been for quite some time."
His stomach muscles clenched painfully. Could Terese have…? No. That was not possible.
Vanessa approached and stood beside him. "There is Brightmouth. Where Churchester used to be." She gazed at him, but he did not return it, still looking at the lines and names, hoping the letters would rearrange and show him what he sought.
He had to return. His honor demanded it. Alice would not have died in vain. Her murder would be avenged. She was his sole reason for living. No one else mattered as much to him, not even his parents.
What had Terese done to him? Could the tea be the answer? Drink could cause a man to do many a foolish act but this…
"Why are you inquiring about Churchester?" she pressed.
"If I answer that, that question will be the last one I answer. Do ye want that to be your one question?"
A moment passed. Then another. At last, she shook her head. Before the meal, she had changed her dress into a slightly fancier one, green with white material along the edges, the skirt fuller. Her hair had been fashioned upon her head, but the shaking of her head loosened a few golden curls.
"Vanessa, there you…"
She turned. Gerald remained wooden, unmoving, gaze glued to the map.
"Vanessa, come along. You have company." Her mother entered the room and yanked on her arm, forcing her out.
Where Churchester used to be. Her words echoed in his mind. Questions flooded him, and he wished her mother had not entered at that moment so that he could abate his curiosity. At least she knew of Churchester.
Gerald took a step backward, and his long legs brushed against a desk. He turned and spied several handwritten pages on top, the ink barely dry. The date at the top churned his stomach.
1815.
But the year was 1228!
 



Chapter Six
Mother was quite beside herself. "What were you thinking?" she hissed as she directed Vanessa through the house toward their small drawing room. "You are a good and proper lady, and you know well how to act. It is bad enough you ran off while William is here, but to hide away with a stranger?"
"Our guest," Vanessa corrected. Stranger was right, although Vanessa vowed to learn all she could about him. And William? Her parents were that desperate to marry her off they would force her upon him? She suppressed a shudder. No lady right in the head would wish to marry him, not if she cared to have an actual conversation with her husband where he would listen to her words.
"If you wish him to remain as our guest, you will not be alone with him ever again." Mother paused and faced her, her features softening a little. "Dear girl, you know better than that. You are better than that. You have so much to offer a future husband. You're young, you're beautiful, and your hips are meant for childbirth."
"Mother!"
"It is the truth." Mother gave her a fond smile. "I merely want you to be married and happy."
"Marrying William will not make me happy," Vanessa murmured, her fingers tapping against the soft material of her dress.
"Do you have someone else in mind?"
Vanessa stared at her mother's skirt. It pained her, but only William wanted her. She had no other option.
"I did not think so. Come along."
She did not bother to hide her frown as Mother pushed Vanessa into the drawing room. Father and William both were already inside, and they stood when they spied them. Wonderful. Surely they had not been discussing her future without her being present, but from the twitching corners of William's thin lips, she feared that had indeed just occurred.
"Duchess Honcaster." William beamed.
Her stomach churned at the thought of marriage to him. "I am feeling rather ill," Vanessa lied, pressing the back of her right hand to her forehead. "If you will excuse me."
Before any of them could respond, she burst out of the room. Walking toward her was Gerald. A knight. She shook her head. She needed a knight, one who could save from her parents. From William.
But he wasn't a knight. Merely a confused man.
"Ye do not look happy," he commented. "And I do not think your mother was either. I apologize—"
"You did nothing wrong. Excuse me." She brushed past him, retrieved a wrap and a shawl from her room, and walked out onto her balcony. Cold air caressed her. Snow would return shortly, but here she could forget about her worries and think of the happiness Christmas usually brought her. Christmas meant Mother nagging less and Father staying with them more instead of working so hard. Several times, cousins and aunts and uncles would stay for the holiday, making the house full and wonderful. She brushed her fingers along the greenery and breathed in its scent.
A soft knock rapped against her door. She reentered her room, leaving her hopes behind on the balcony, and sat on the edge of her bed. "Come in."
Instead of Beauchene, Gerald strolled in. He shut the door behind him, and she stood.
"You should not be here." She did not raise her voice, but her tone suggested her seriousness all the same.
"I am done with niceties."
Considering his lack of manners and obvious lack of proper decorum, she hadn't expected him to start at all.
"You must leave. My room." This was highly improper. Yes, it had been when Mother had come across them earlier in the library, but then, the thought hadn't occurred to her. Curiosity had left her a befuddled mess. Now, the cool air had cleared her head too much for such a lapse to happen again. Figuring being direct versus courteous might provoke the desired outcome from him, she dictated, "Now."
But he made no move to leave. "I told ye I am Sir Gerald of Hanover. I spoke the truth. I am a knight. I have met King Henry the Third. Just yesterday, it was the seventh of April in the year of 1228."
Poor man. One as handsome as him should have his wits about him.
"It is December of 1815," she said slowly, calmly.
"That is impossible!" he growled. He tapped his fists against his legs as he started to pace her room. Nervous energy rolled off him in waves. He truly believed the nonsense he was sprouting.
"Perhaps…" The sound of footsteps approaching caused Vanessa to gulp. "You must hide." She touched his arm to halt his pacing, turned him around, and pressed her hands flat onto his back, forcing him out of her room and onto the balcony. He certainly was muscular enough to be a knight of old, not that she touched him a second longer than absolutely necessary.
Vanessa stepped away from the balcony when someone knocked on her bedroom door. She opened it.
Her maid Elise Beauchene stood there, wringing her hands, gazing at Vanessa's shoes. "Your mother sent me to see if you are in need of anything."
"I am quite fine."
Now the lady's maid lifted her head, an eyebrow raised. "Are you feeling better then?"
To answer in the affirmative would force her to spend more time with William. Although lying did not come easily to her, she said, "No."
"Shall I bring you up some tea? You do look rather pale."
"Some rest is all I need. Thank you, Beauchene." It took all of Vanessa's control to not rush her maid out the door. Once it was closed, she leaned against it, eyes closed. "You can come out," she whispered.
But Gerald did not appear.
He truly thought himself a knight. How bizarre. Maybe she had been foolish to convince her parents to accept a stranger in their abode. Christmastime always made her parents more relaxed and happy, which made their sudden interest in her marrying immediately all the more suspect.
Strolling out onto the balcony, Vanessa found herself alone. The greenery from the banister? Hanging down the side of the house. Gerald was just jumping down the last little bit to land on the grass.
Was he running away?
Without thinking first, Vanessa grabbed the soft but strong vine and started to climb down, but her arms burned. She had done exactly this when she had been much younger, but time removed had served to limit her arm strength. Her right hand slipped, and she dangled. She hovered there for a moment, swaying, before she held onto it again. Over halfway down. She could do this.
Roughly a meter from the ground, the vine snapped. Vanessa stifled a shriek as she fell, bracing for impact. Instead, arms cradled her, plucking her out of the air.
"Following me?" Gerald asked.
She struggled out of his grasp, only to fail. He was far too strong. Not able to relax despite the warmth and security his arms offered, she said, "Churchester was destroyed during the Crusades. After the holy wars were over, a new city was reformed, much smaller than before, and is now known as Brightmouth."
"This Brightmouth…" He lowered her to the ground but continued to hold onto her small waist, staring so deeply into her eyes he appeared trying to pluck the answers directly out of her head. "It is in the same location as Churchester?"
"As far as I know." She tried to retreat a step from him and only succeeded when he released his hold on her waist.
"And how do ye know all of this?" His gaze burned her, appraising her, seemingly finding her lacking.
She crossed her arms and stepped backward, away from him and his dominance. Never before had someone doubted her.
Not completely true. There had been the matter of the scandal…
"I enjoy reading." Vanessa lifted her chin, daring him to question her again.
He accepted her answer easily, and his gaze shifted from her to the land. "How far is Brightmouth?"
Would he leave before she discovered why Churchester, now Brightmouth, meant so much to him? "By carriage? At least a fortnight."
The growing light of hope in his eyes died at her words. "Two weeks." He slammed a fist into his other hand. "Far too long."
"Too long for what?" Why was she humoring him? She should send him away, on his foolish errand, be shed of him and his delusions.
"I must go back now."
Why such great haste? "The likeliness of another snow storm is quite good and what then? You will never be able to reach your destination without proper provisions," she pointed out. "Especially since you have no access to a carriage or even a horse."
His jaw tightened, and he clenched and unclenched his fists.
If he truly wished to go, she could at least offer him some measure of hope. "If you were to wait until the new year…" Later, when the warmer weather returned, would be more ideal, but she had a feeling that suggestion would aggravate him to no end.
He gave a curt nod. "As ye say it will be done."
The man walked away, and she trailed behind him. Vanessa quickly realized he was returning to where she had found him, and he retrieved his shield, twisting it in his hands, his eyes hooded. This Gerald was one tortured man. She felt for him. No one should be so distraught when Christmas would be here so soon. She vowed to say some prayers for him that he find all he was looking for.
 



Chapter Seven
Slender and elegant, the woman cut a pretty picture. Not as perfect as his Alice, though. No one ever would.
He watched as Vanessa edged around the manor and followed her back to beneath her balcony. Jumping did not bring her close enough reach the vine. Still, she tried. Her antics almost amused him, if not for his plight.
"Climbing back up?" He had planned on walking through the front door now that leaving no longer seemed like a good idea. If Vanessa had read about Churchester, perhaps the book remained in the house. He could read it for himself.
"Yes." She sounded cross, her back to him.
Gerald placed his shield on the grass and, with no strain, lifted her by her hips. Her hands touched his as she made a surprised noise. Soft hands. Now they reminded him of Alice.
Vanessa held onto the vine, and she climbed fairly easily. She was not as ladylike as she sometimes acted, and he would wager a bet that this was not the first time she had scaled the wall, her ascent too quick and even to be the result of anything but practice.
As he moved toward the back door, having realized that entering through the front with a shield would draw unwanted attention, a sudden thought came to him. Terese had sent him here, to this time and location for a reason. She was nothing but thorough, more meticulous than Victor when sharpening his blade. Why had she chosen now? Had she realized the duke and his family would allow him to stay here for a time? Mayhap she was not quite as cruel and heartless as he first believed.
Shoving his thoughts aside, he entered the house, managed to avoid the servants, and closed the door of the guest room the maid had showed him earlier. The man William lingered, and Gerald understood why Vanessa was not immediately taken by him. The man seemed rather full of himself, but he did scream wealth. She would be cared for, financially at the very least.
But matters of the heart…
Perhaps it was better for her to not love. Love caused anguish and misery and ruin. Far better to not experience it at all than to lose it.
Although, if he could go back in time, he would have stolen a few more kisses from his sweet Alice rather than leave her side for a moment.
He hid his shield beneath the bed and lay down upon it. Closing his eyes, he conjured a picture of his love. Instead of the peace he sought, despair descended upon him. Still, he imagined holding her in his arms, her soft small lips against his, her hair so dark it appeared black. She had bewitched his heart, his body, his mind, the one battle he hadn't even fought against.
Comforted by her memory, Gerald slipped away to a dream world, where she greeted him with a warm embrace and hushed promises of love.
****
The next morning, Gerald woke to find a pair of trousers and a plain tunic at the foot of his bed. He changed into them. The tunic fit rather tight across his chest and shoulders and the trousers hung low, but he wasn't about to insult his benefactors by not wearing their bestowments.
His mind still preoccupied by Alice, he wandered down to the kitchen.
"Have you need for anything?" the butler asked, his arms crossed behind his back as he approached Gerald.
"N-nay." Gerald shook his head. He had a great need for a number of things, but nothing the man could aid him with.
"Go on to the dining hall." The butler nodded, the movement crisp and formal. "The others should be there already."
The cook did not glance over once during the exchange, too consumed with preparing food. The fire heating a pot called to Gerald, but he lingered only a minute before heeding the butler's advice.
When he arrived in the dining hall, Vanessa and her parents were already there, but none of them were sitting yet. Gerald stood by his customary seat and waited.
A servant girl dressed in a simple gray dress entered the room. "Visitors have arrived."
So that explained why they remained standing. His body felt oddly sore this morning, and his legs were especially on fire. Still, he held his position while the Rochesters greeted the newcomers—a young couple—with nods, bows, and curtseys.
The man glanced at Gerald. His eyes called to mind those of Vanessa's father. "I do not think I have had the pleasure."
"Ah, yes, how rude of us." Vanessa gestured toward Gerald. "This is Sir Gerald. He will be staying with us for the holiday as well. Sir Gerald, this is my cousin Lord Xavier Sinclair of Clearwater, and his new wife."
Gerald dipped his head toward the husband and went to assume the position again for the lady when he saw her eyes. His sore legs nearly crumbled beneath him. Her eyes were the exact same shade of green as Alice's and Terese's.
"I always enjoy meeting new people," the woman said. Even her voice had an eerie similar quality to that of the twins', although slightly raspier.
She had to be related to his Alice!
Gerald tried to rearrange his seat so he could sit next to her, or across from her at the very least, but luck did not smile upon him. Throughout the meal, he struggled to find words to talk to her, but whenever he tried, he stumbled over words as if he had drunk too much mead, or else she spoke with Vanessa. As soon as the lady finished eating, she begged for a chance to rest. He scraped back his chair to follow when he caught Vanessa staring at him. She shook her head, glanced down at her half full plate, then looked at him again.
"Cousin Xavier, how went your travels?" Vanessa asked, still gazing at Gerald.
"Have ye ever gone to Brightmouth?" Gerald cut in.
Her full lips thinned, displeased with him. So she thought him a rude barbarian. His empty plate mocked him, and he claimed another helping of meat. He certainly did not care if she thought him fat either for eating his fill. 'Twould be rude of him not to eat so much, to not accept what her parents were offering.
Her cousin's thin frame hid well the amount of food he consumed. He'd already filled his plate three times. He swallowed a huge mouthful. "Our travels were rather smooth, but Lydia does not care for carriage rides. Bothers her stomach so."
Gerald fumed slightly. Why was Vanessa hindering him? Maybe he would be able to slip away to the library later today and discover as much as he could about—
"…quite interested in Brightmouth," Vanessa was saying.
Perhaps he had been a tad judgmental.
The lord shook his head. "I have never been there."
"Your wife, mayhap?" Gerald asked, not quite hiding his eagerness and refusing to be discouraged.
The man's pale cheeks colored slightly. "You would have to ask her," he muttered, and he toyed with his fork.
"How long have you two been married?" Vanessa refolded her cloth napkin without watching what she was doing, the movements precise, her gaze fixed solidly on her cousin now. Compassion highlighted her blue eyes. A caring soul, she seemed to be. She deserved better than William.
But he could not fault her parents for wishing her to be well taken care of, whether the two loved each other or not.
"A few weeks," Lord Clearwater answered. He forked the dregs on his plate. His hesitation concerning his wife's knowledge led Gerald to wonder how close the couple was.
"Congratulations once again." The man of the house's voice boomed throughout the room. "Carrying on the family name."
Lord Clearwater nodded, giving a slight smile. Gerald could not tell if he was pleased with his marriage. Mayhap the man had no say in who he'd married, which would explain why he did not seem to know many details concerning her. Instead of trying to figure out the lord, Gerald could not bring himself to look at the man for his cousin caught Gerald's gaze. Her cheeks were redder than roses, her posture stiff. She did not appreciate what her father insinuated, but who could blame the man, especially a duke, for wishing his daughter to be wed?
As much as Gerald loved Alice, love was not a reason why people married in his day. Usually for political reasons, or wealth, or land. Most parents arranged marriages for their children, and it had been known to happen that some couples did not meet until their wedding day. As a knight, Gerald had more say in whom he would have chosen, and Alice's parents had died, leaving her dowry-less but yet desirable. Obviously. Gerald's hands clenched into fists as his thoughts turned to Victor, and to Terese and her vile claims.
"She hadn't wished for ye to die," came a voice in the back of his head.
But I wouldn't have died. Surely the Lord would have sided with me and controlled my sword arm.
If he did not return to his time, he would never be able to vanquish Alice's murderer. That evil monster should not be allowed to breathe one more day.
Vanessa was staring at him, as was Lord Clearwater. The lord and lady of the house had left while his mind occupied him.
"I must beg your pardon." He failed to smile.
"I wanted to know if you can sing." Vanessa grinned, her blue eyes wide. "I can play the pianoforte—I've taken lessons since I was three—and everyone is tired of listening to my voice."
"Quite." The lord fiddled with his right ear. "The high notes can be rather straining for her, you see."
Vanessa glowered at him. Somehow, even though she meant to be fierce, she still came across as ladylike. As he recalled her climbing walls, he did smile this time. She could be quite unpredictable, Lady Vanessa.
While he did know how to sing several songs of which were not suitable for her dainty ears, he could not be certain if she would know the accompanying tune. "I do not know…"
Her eyes the blue of a clear sky widened. "Oh," she murmured, following his trailed thought. "No hymn singing for you?"
He grimaced. Although he made a habit of going to all three Christmas Day masses—at midnight, dawn, and during the day—he and most everyone he knew did not celebrate Christmas much. With the services and songs all being in Latin, of which he only knew a word or two, it did not hold his interest. Perhaps here, Christmas was celebrated quite differently.
"I do not know if my voice is nearly as good as yours," he finished.
The lord coughed. "You flatter her. Obviously you have not heard her sing."
"Now that sounds like a challenge." Gerald watched as Vanessa's scowl melted into confusion. "He has thrown down the gauntlet," he explained. "Will ye dare to prove him wrong?"
Understanding dawned in her eyes while Lord Clearwater was the one to now look puzzled.
"No, no, she does not—"
"I would love to sing for you both." Vanessa stood and left the room, her wide skirt swirling around her legs.
"After ye." Gerald stood and swept his arm for the other man to go first. Vanessa, even when scolding, had a voice pleasing to the ear, and he found it quite difficult to imagine her singing could be nearly as dreadful as the lord professed it to be.
Lord Clearwater sighed and took his time getting to his feet. "Unless she has been practicing…"
Vanessa's cousin eyed the last few pieces of bread. Before he could grab them—to eat or mayhap to place them in his ears to blot out the sound—Gerald nudged him forward.
In the back corner of the parlor stood a grand-looking black device, grander by far than any pianoforte Gerald had ever seen. Vanessa rifled through some pages and settled them. Her gaze sought his face above the instrument. "Any challenge given I will conquer."
Interesting choice of words. Was he included in that? Or was she referring to William? Mayhap both. He scarcely believed she would not do all she could to live her own life. She had a spirit to her he well understood.
Soft, gentle music filled the room, and his thoughts vanished, even his longing, the constant ache for Alice, lessening. After some time, her voice sounded, adding to the melody, enhancing it. He did not pay attention to the lyrics, merely soaking in the music, experiencing it, delighting in it.
When the last notes died away, Gerald turned to Lord Clearwater and waited for his reaction.
He blinked a few times and scratched his head. "You… you sounded…"
"Divine." Grinning, Gerald nodded.
Vanessa's cheeks tinged pink. "Thank you," she murmured. Her delicate features twisted darkly as she shot a glare at her cousin. "For your information, yes, I did have a few vocal lessons since last you heard me sing."
"Your teacher deserved to have been paid quite handsomely. Let me assure you, my good man…" The lord shifted toward Gerald. "Before, her voice was akin to—"
"Forgive my cousin," Vanessa cut in smoothly. "He does like to believe he can find fault in others quite easily, while somehow managing to avoid noticing the flaws he, himself, has."
"But I have no flaws," Lord Clearwater said, quite seriously.
The two cousins' laughter echoed throughout the room. Such companionship between family members, it struck Gerald. He had no siblings himself, and he had not seen his parents for quite some time. He had left their home to start training as a page at age seven. A few times throughout his learning, he had visited them. Two weeks before he was knighted, they were attacked by bandits and killed. Gerald's family became his brothers-in-arms. Most had gone off to fight in the Crusades. Gerald had lingered by the lovely Alice's side instead.
If he could find a means to return to his time, would days have passed as they had here? Or could he return to moments before the duel, just after he drank Terese's tea? What had Edwin done once Gerald had disappeared? Had he become a squire for another knight? The lad had been so eager to journey off into the Holy Lands. Surely he would have done all he could to acquire his shield.
Abruptly, he realized Vanessa was playing music again and that her cousin had left. A maid lingered in the room, Vanessa's shade. He smirked. He was no threat to Vanessa's virtue.
The sweet tones halted, and she leaned forward. Her dress looked so different from Alice's. Even the paintings on the walls reminded him how dissimilar this time and place was from his own. He could not escape reminders of all he had lost.
Blast that Terese!
"You look so unhappy."
He could not stand to see the pity in her blue eyes, so he changed the topic. "Play some more."
Her eyes flashed with defiance. "Perhaps I will."
"Go on then."
"If you would ask kindly." She sat up straight, hands folded in her lap.
"Oh, wonderful lady, please, tempt your pianoforte to play more of that tantalizing music so that I can be swept away and forget my troubles." Aye, play so he could get lost in the melody and overlook his pain over his loss again.
Her lips curled deeper into a smile with each word. "Certainly, kind sir." She giggled like a young girl.
"How old are ye?" he asked before she could strike one key.
"You wish to know my age."
He dipped his head.
"Nineteen."
His Alice had turned eighteen on the same day he acquired his shield a scant four months ago. Or, rather, over six hundred years ago.
Vanessa was staring at him. "A knight." Her voice dropped lower than a whisper. "You must be in your early twenties then."
"Twenty-one." Her knowledge astounded him. In his time, women did not receive an education.
Her cheeks pinked. "I spent many hours in the library reading," she said as if both a confession and an explanation.
Were woman not educated in history then after all? That she may have taught herself was all the more commendable. How he had loved to answer the ceaseless questions Alice had asked of him. He had been her source for knowledge, not books.
"That look in your eye… you are thinking of someone."
Quite perceptive she was. But he did not wish to discuss this while a servant was present. And he would only have to repeat himself when he could speak with Lady Clearwater. The likeness between her and his love had to be explained and examined.
So he said nothing, and after a moment, she began to play again. As before, the music swept him away, and he relaxed, allowing it to ease the aches within him as nothing else could.
 



Chapter Eight
Never had her audience been more attentive. She had played before during recitals, parties, and other gatherings, but no one else had been so captivated by her music as Gerald. Normally, she lost herself in her music as well, but today, she found her mind more on him and wondering who he was.
Once she'd exhausted her sheet music and the songs she had memorized, she stood. Somehow, playing for an audience of one made the experience all the more intimate, something she had not anticipated nor wanted. "The library is calling me."
His eyes opened, and his wide lips twisted into a smile. He did not look like the same gruff and overbearing, albeit confused, man he had been when she first found him, not when he smiled so.
"I think I hear its voice too." He started forward then paused and carefully held out his arm.
Had he noted when she spurned William when he had held out his arm in the same manner? Likewise, she ignored his arm, instead walking past him. While she had not, most likely, hid her disdain for William as much as she should have, she pretended to have not noticed Gerald's gesture. This was her house, her domain and her prison. She would do as she pleased until her husband forced her to do otherwise. It was horrible enough that her parents coerced her into doing their bidding when they knew she preferred other means. At least they had built the library for her, and she knew they did love her in their way. Perhaps their kind affection toward each other was enough to satisfy them, but she had read tales of love and knew more existed out in the world, a world she longed to explore.
Gerald had made it quite obvious he yearned to be in the library, so she wasn't surprised when he sped by her and entered it first. While he glanced at the shelves, she walked toward the desk and traced her fingers along the lines of a map resting upon its smooth wooden surface. All the places she longed to visit. Some would necessitate a boat. The money required for such ventures… While her father owned considerable land, he would never sanction such adventures for her and a chaperone. No, it would have to be with a husband. A wealthy one. Like William.
She scowled and glanced at Gerald. He was reaching far up to retrieve a book. His shirt hugged him so tightly she could see the hard lines of his muscles beneath it. Embarrassed, she looked away. Beauchene held her tongue, for which Vanessa was grateful, but what would her servant think of her for staring so at a man like that? Vanessa was no Lady Jacqueline. That trollop had eyes for anyone who wore trousers.
Still, she snuck another peek at him as he returned the book to the shelf and claimed another. Had he ever sailed? Ventured onto a boat? What lands had he visited?
Drawn to him, she stepped around the desk and approached him in time to hear him mutter, "Churchester."
Immediately, she plucked a book off the shelf and flipped to a certain page. "There. All I know about the town is right here."
Eyes on the book as if he could eat it with his gaze, he yanked it from her grasp. While reading, he stumbled over to a chair and collapsed into it. His large form almost was not contained within it.
She could leave him here, to his devices, or she could read, or check with Worsely that the butler had retrieved all of Gerald's armor as she had asked him to earlier. Strange that Gerald had ignored the armor pieces and only claimed his shield, but then a shield meant everything to a knight.
A knight. The man was delusional. His mind was not quite right. Yet he spoke well enough, and he no longer seemed quite so excitable. He remained very much a puzzle, a pleasing distraction to her growing dilemma of William.
His eyebrows knitted together as he read, his scowl deepening. He slammed the book shut and cocked back his arm, as if to throw it.
She jumped forward and seized the book before he could damage it. Had he no respect for written words? "What did bound pages ever do to you?"
So fluidly did he jump to his feet that she backed up. "Victor's death is what ruined the city, brought about her demise. Churchester was to be the site of my…" He stalked out of the room.
Vanessa sank into the seat he had just occupied. The familiarity in which he spoke of Sir Victor, the hatred burning in his eyes… he truly believed he had known the man. How was that possible?
"Beauchene?" she called.
"Yes, my lady." Her maid stepped forward and curtsied low, not a lock of her brown hair visible beneath her cap.
"What do you think of Sir Gerald?"
"What do I think?" Beauchene brought a hand to her chest.
"Yes." Vanessa stared at the doorway. Part of her wished he would return. Every word he said, every gesture could be another clue to solving the puzzle.
Her maid fiddled with her fingers, her gaze on the floor. "H-he seems a little…"
"Go on."
"Strange," Beauchene said in a rush.
No amount of prompting would get Beauchene to say more and Vanessa could not disagree with her assessment. Gerald was strange, there was no doubting that matter, but strange did not equate from another time… did it?
****
A few days passed and more relatives crowded the house. Vanessa saw less of Gerald now, but when she noticed him corner her cousin Xavier's wife, Lydia, in the drawing room, she hurried after him. "You need a chaperone," she said by way of excuse.
"Why?" A glint in his bluish-gray eyes had her gazing at him. Mischievous, she determined. He was teasing. "I would never do anything to dishonor ye on William's behalf."
Not mischievous after all but arrogant and rude and pompous. "I do not wish to be dishonored on my own behalf." She could feel her cheeks grow warm. How could he rattle her so easily? Normally she could ignore everyone who slighted her. Whispers had started near the end of her first Season, when no gentleman had ever asked her for more than a single dance, or rather, more whispers.
Lydia shifted her gaze from Vanessa to Gerald. "It appears that it is I who am the chaperone."
Now the heat spread down her neck. Vanessa moved away from Gerald, wishing she had never entered the room. She still had her one question to ask of him, though, and if she could learn some answers, she would not leave. No one would force her to do something she did not wish.
But no one seemed to get to her quite like he did.
 



Chapter Nine
The William remark had come out before he had thought it over clearly. He had not meant to wound her, for he knew she did not wish to be with the man, but her answer he quite enjoyed. She had a fire to her, a temperament so unlike the sweet deposition of his Alice, and yet he enjoyed how firm she was, how she knew and accepted who she was. In comparison, Alice did not seem quite so strong, but what need had she for strength? He had been her sword and shield.
Until Victor had slain her.
Now was not the time to sink into memories of the past, but to mayhap find clues to retreat back to his world. Maybe even to the time before she had died…
Lady Clearwater's green eyes pierced through him, and he shuddered. After glancing about the room to ensure the three of them were alone, with no servants lurking, he asked, "Are ye a descendant of or related in some way to Alice of Churchester?"
She did not start or blink. "What a question."
"I love her." Once he started, the words came pouring out. "She was stolen from me and killed. I must go back—"
"Go back?"
"Yes." Gerald swallowed hard and, not looking away from those green eyes, so familiar to him, plunged ahead, "I am not from this time. Another woman, Terese, gave me a special tea to drink, and I showed up here. I do not belong here."
He couldn't bring himself to glance at Vanessa. She had been nothing but kind to him, and he was willing to leave her to face an unhappy marriage. A life without love. A terrible fate.
"You cannot go back in time," Vanessa protested. He glanced over at her to see her white face, and her blue eyes resembled a storm. She did not appear to disbelieve him, though, despite her words. Smart as she was, would she start to believe his claims as valid?
"My cousin is right."
The lady's speech crushed him. She, too, did not seem shocked or disbelieving, but appeared to accept his story. Bless the Lord, he had feared it would take some time to get her to acknowledge his words as truth, before she would be willing to aid him. "But—"
"What is done is done."
"There is no possible means to make it undone?" His heart skipped a beat. No. This was unacceptable. She merely did not understand—
"Precisely." The lady turned to Vanessa. "My throat is a little dry."
Vanessa's shoulders slumped.
In an instant, he knew what the lady was trying to do. "Vanessa can hear what ye have to say." She had helped him as much as she could. He owed her this, to satisfy her inquisitiveness. The lady would not send her away. "Ye know of Alice and Terese and Terese's tea, Lady Clearwater?"
"Do call me Lydia when we are alone like this. I do not know of them specifically, but I do know tea. Vanessa?" Again, Gerald went to stop her, but Lydia again stopped him. "I need tea. Any will do."
A certain tea had caused him far too many problems for him to drink another. "I will not drink—"
"If you wish to learn if there is a means that I do not know of, then you will drink what I give you." Lydia sounded just like Terese in that moment, both demanding and determined.
Vanessa hesitated until Gerald jerked his head in a semblance of a nod. Then she left, with many backward glances.
Lydia stepped closer to him, although still a respectable distance away. "We are known as tasseomancers. We are able to infuse power into our teas and herbs and influence others through tasseomancy." She straightened and backed away a few paces.
Tasseomancy? Power? So he had been correct in his assumption that the tea played a role in all of this, as crazy as it seemed to him, and still did.
Vanessa returned with a single tea cup and a saucer. Her hand held steady as she poured dark liquid into the cup.
"Wait," Lydia dictated when he reached for the handle. She closed her eyes, hand waving above the cup, lips moving but no words audible. Her fingers did not move, just her hand hovering back and forth over the liquid.
When she opened her eyes, he grabbed the tiny cup. The liquid appeared and smelled like normal tea. Still, he hesitated a moment, but when he noticed Vanessa's open curiosity, he downed the tea in two gulps.
"There." He placed the cup back on the table. Now, the Lord willing, he would learn some answers.
Lydia squeezed past him and inspected the inside of the cup without lifting it. "I can see nothing," she said, frustration bleeding into her tone.
"Why not?" he growled.
"The effects of another spell linger on you, preventing an accurate reading on your past or future. Until that spell is gone—"
"What spell?" His mind felt cloudy, and he could not concentrate. All this talk of tea and power and now spells… But how could he not accept this? The fact was, after drinking Terese's tea, he wound up here, in another place and time.
"So a special tea is how he came here?" Vanessa asked, tapping a long, thin finger against her cheek. "A medieval knight," she murmured as if to herself, shaking her head. She stared at them. "But that spell should be over since he is here, correct?"
Gerald and Lydia gaped at her.
She colored and gazed at the ground. The lady had eavesdropped. Could he fault her? Vanessa had made no disguise of her curiosity.
Besides, Alice could not have affected him so if Terese had been able to send him into the future, if Lydia was accurate in her statement. Alice's tea should have prevented Terese from banishing him to another time, therefore, Alice's teas had not been magical.
Although his love for her had grown after drinking… Perhaps the amount of her teas he had drunk increased the potency of her spell… No. His love for her was pure and untainted by power.
Lydia touched the rim of the cup with her finger. "Rumors say that in the past, when our bloodline was more pure, we could do as many spells or teas as we wished, could even affect ourselves and not just others. But those powerful spells have been lost. I know not of a tasseomancer who could send someone into the past. Perhaps a few years into the future, but the past is too rigid. The chances of ruining the future—"
"But I have to go back!"
Lydia's green eyes held him frozen. "You cannot."
There had to be a way, something she was not thinking of. Desperate, he asked, "Might some herbs or ingredients be needed to send someone forward or back in time?"
Terese had made the tea for him at the site of the would-be duel. If he could go there and find the plant or plants, would that be the start to Lydia finding a means to send him back?
"The past is an impossibility." Lydia lifted the cup once more, glanced inside, and laid it back down again. "Once the spell upon you has waned, I will be able to see what might have been had you lived out your life in your time. I will also be able to see some of your future. But that past is gone to you. Those people you will never see again."
"But—"
"Alice is already gone. She has been dead for a long time. I am sorry, I truly am."
He didn't want her sorrow.
"When are you from?" Lydia asked.
"1228," Vanessa whispered.
Vanessa, with all of her books and knowledge, accepted this, was soaking in everything Lydia said. All he heard was that he was trapped with no hope of seeing Alice again, or even avenging her murder.
"I am afraid you will have to get used to this. This time, this place, this era, this land, all of it." Lydia did not say this unkindly.
Head down, she walked out of the room, her dress swaying. Vanessa waited until Gerald sat to do likewise, but eventually she left too. He rested there, his head in his hands, until his body grew numb. What effects lingered upon his person? Had Terese been telling the truth after all? Alice would never have forced him to love her…would she?
****
Sir Victor of Churchester, so the story suggests, had the means of learning of the enemy invasion but did not heed the signs until swords were crosses and good men bled. God had turned his back on Victor as one sword pierced through his back, killing him, and Churchester was not captured but destroyed.
Again and again, Gerald read these words. The date of the fateful battle had been a week after their duel was supposed to have taken place. Had their personal agenda blinded them to the approaching threat? Gerald, himself, had seen no signs, heard no whispers of an invasion. Had he been there, he might well have died too, may have been the one whose back had been pierced…if he had been the one to defeat Victor in their duel.
Already he could feel his body start to weaken. Without having his sword, he could not train, although he could still do other means of exercise to keep in shape. While reading might stimulate the mind, his body needed to be kept sharp too, for despite what Lydia may think, he would find a means to return to Alice, or if not to her when she still breathed, then to avenge her as she deserved, as he had vowed.
He stood, stretching his back and sore muscles, and moved toward the library door, but a map caught his eye. How it still plagued him that his beloved town of Churchester did not appear in sweeping letters upon its surface. It only took him a few seconds to spot Brightmouth. By locating the nearby river, he realized Brightmouth was due east of Churchester, not exactly on top of his city. The land he had grown up in, was it now a barren wasteland? Deserted and unloved like he was now?
Tasseomancers. What a name. Them and their teas. If he never drank a single drop again, he would be quite glad for it. The ale of this time, however, that he appreciated. Perhaps he would indulge in some before resuming his training.
As he made his way down toward the kitchen, he heard a familiar soft voice coming from the drawing room. If he closed his eyes, at times, he could pretend Lydia was Alice. If only he could have told her how much he loved her one last time! Each attempt at that task had been impossible. The depths of his love were indescribable. A love like theirs defied mere words.
He glanced into the room, but did not find Lydia inside, only Vanessa, and her maid. Perhaps he was not exercising his mind enough. Perhaps it was wandering off, trying to find the land and time from whence he came.
Quieter than a mouse, he crept toward her. She read from her book intently, her eyebrows in a soft "V" shape, her lips parted. But when he opened his mouth to call out to her to surprise her, she closed the book and smiled at him.
"Hiding, are ye?" he asked.
"Hush." She brought a finger to her lips, still smiling.
"So ye are."
"Indeed. William is here somewhere." Her lips twisted into a half smile, half frown. "I wish…"
"Wishing is for lovers." All he and Alice had had were wishes. Unfulfilled wishes.
"Your Alice is dead."
She sought to understand him, yet was not prying. She respected him too much for that. Seeing no harm in words, he complied, "Killed by a knight."
"But all knights vow to protect those who cannot protect themselves, including women."
Her distress made her quite lovely, naive little wisp of a girl that she was. "Not all knights are good. Pillages, conquest…"
He closed his eyes but still saw fire, heard the screams. Whole villages ransacked, destroyed so knights could have all they wanted: goods, gold, and women too.
He never partook in such atrocities, but a few voices could not bend back and stem the rising tide of the vocal aggressors.
"I am sorry for your loss," she murmured.
Talking of her proved too painful. "What do ye think of Lydia?"
"The tasseomancers? Of you wanting to go back to the past? Where you claim to be from?" She rubbed her chin.
"I make no such claim idly."
"I doubt that you do, but it is hard to conceive such a notion on good faith alone," she pointed out.
"Ask me any question ye like. I can tell ye stories—"
"Stories that there might be no proof that they ever happened, or if there is proof, could mean you merely read the accounts." She stared off into the distance.
"So ye do not believe." He desperately wanted her to, to have her as a comrade in this. For too long now, ever since he had come here, he felt alone, trapped, confined. In a way, he suspected she felt much the same.
Idly, he glanced at the servant girl. Despite their hushed tones, she had to have overheard some, if not all, of their conversation. What did she think of all this?
"I do not feel less toward ye for doubting me," he said, speaking truthfully.
"In another day and time, I like to think I would have studied medicine or history or something more. I have dreams and hopes and wishes too. None quite so noble as avenging a murdered lover, though." Her laugh was light and free until the sound died off as she covered her mouth with both hands. "Forgive me. I should not jest."
"Forgiven." He waved away her despair and sat in the chair opposite her. The house was so crowded with her relatives now he could scarcely believe they had a room to themselves. Even his guest room now housed two other people.
"I want to believe." Her words were scarcely audible, and he had to lean forward to hear her.
"What is stopping ye?"
"You said a woman gave you tea," she said slowly.
"Yes. Terese. Alice's sister. She did not want me to partake in the duel." He could not repeat what lies Terese had uttered. His memories of Alice would always remain pure and unsoiled.
"I do wonder why she picked here and now. Why not another place? Another time?"
He leaned back. This chair was quite comfortable. The Rochesters lived a rather luxurious life. They seemed to live under no threat toward their lives on a monthly basis, let alone daily, as life had been for him once upon an age.
After a moment, he shrugged. "We do not know if she could have picked the time."
Her cheeks pinked. Her skin was rather fair. Would it burn when the sun shone upon her face? Of course not. She would wear hats to protect herself. And he would never see her in the summer, not if he could help it.
"According to Lydia…"
"Ye two have talked more without my being there?" He had to hold himself back so he didn't leap to his feet.
"Do not be so disagreeable. You look ready to tear me from limb to limb." She opened her mouth then closed it, eyes thoughtful.
"No, I have never hacked a man apart from limb to limb. An animal, though…" He hid a grin beneath his large hand.
"You are part savage."
"No. I am human. I did not have everything life has afforded ye. I could not have servants to run into town to fetch me clothes or food or other goods. Not even my squire. And I had to barter for everything, whether it be vegetables or fruit from the farmers, or slay animals to have meat for myself or to trade. Some innkeepers would give free lodging to knights, mayhap even a meal or a drink, but not much was handed to me. Yes, I had my shield, but I would not have been awarded land until I served in the Crusades." He pointed at her, wagging his finger. "Besides, ye enjoy meat yourself."
"I do not deny it, but to rip them apart—"
"How else do ye get to the meat inside? I became quite skilled. None suffered. Their deaths were swift and as painless as I could make them." Her heart was so naive and pure yet. He felt suddenly glad she had not partaken in his brutal world.
"Then you are not one of those savage knights but a noble one, as I always thought." She nodded twice, a slight curl to her lips.
He returned her grin. "I am, but I might be persuaded to go the savage route if ye do not indulge me with the information your cousin's wife shared."
"Ah, yes, we did get a little off topic." She played with the pages of her book, smiling.
Still stalling and toying with him? A low rumble in his chest had her giggling.
"All right. I'll stop teasing. I'm sorry. I don't normally…" The blush returned. Alice's skin had been clear and perfect. Never once had she colored like Vanessa.
"As ye were saying."
Vanessa glanced at him then away. "For a tasseomancer to send someone to the future, they had to be quite powerful indeed, and with a purer bloodline than those from today, it is quite within the realm of possibility that she—Terese, is it?—had indeed chosen here and now. The only question that remains is why."
Why indeed.
 



Chapter Ten
Only a week until Christmas, and Vanessa breathed in the wonderful scents. The smells from the kitchen made her stomach rumble. The gaiety in her heart that normally came with this time of year made her want to laugh and sing and dance. But whenever she saw Gerald, that strange knight, she froze up. How could she be happy when he had lost so much? Because she was beginning to believe he was who he said he was. His bluish-gray eyes were not unkind, not ones full of lies and deceit. Far unlike William's eyes; he seemed to only see her as a lady who he could buy. Gerald actually talked to her about imperative matters, made her feel significant by extension.
She was hiding once more, in her bedroom, and she closed the door and entered her balcony. The greenery had been draped across it once more. Beauchene's doing. Vanessa had not picked a suitable gift for her yet, but she had time.
Time.
Gerald.
As if conjured by her thoughts, she saw him on the grass below. His gait was swift, his head held up high. He even walked differently than the men from this age. Everything about him—his gait, his speech, his manners—screamed old-fashioned. Old-fashioned or Middle Ages?
She shook her head and abandoned her balcony, slipping down the hallways and out the back door through the kitchen without any of her relatives noticing. Mother would have a stern talking to with her later, since William was here yet again, and as always, Vanessa simply "vanished," as Mother had termed it after the last occurrence.
Once again, she had forgotten to cover her head, plus she was lacking a coat. The air nipped at her, biting her face, but she stalked along the grounds, heading toward where she had last seen Gerald from her balcony perch. The sound of voices slowed her pace.
"…I cannot thank ye enough for your generosity."
"Your thanks are not required."
Her father and Gerald were talking. Now that was interesting. Careful to remain hidden behind a giant oak, she held still and listened.
"A fine man like yourself, have you come around to Season yet?"
Oh! Gerald would not know what Father was talking about!
But before she could reveal herself to save him, Gerald said, "My st-studies…"
"Ah, yes. Waiting until you have completed them. Quite understandable. Have you spent some time with William? What do you think of him?"
"He seems…quite capable," Gerald said after a short pause.
Noble knight. More like traitor.
"Yes. I do think so. But Vanessa…"
"Van—Lady Vanessa does not seem quite fond of him."
Their words were becoming harder to hear as the direction they were slowly walking in did not near her. Instead of following them, Vanessa lingered behind the large tree. Father appeared rather set on William as her match. The hunger she had felt earlier vanished, replaced with nausea.
Footsteps approached. Tired of hiding, she moved around the tree to see only Gerald approaching. His scowl frightened her. He looked so dark and foreboding in that instance.
"You do not seem happy," she commented, hoping to ease some of his worries away with her light tone.
"No. I cannot find the chalice."
The one he had been so distraught over? No small wonder! It had held the tea that brought him here.
"Allow me to help you find it." The butler had not brought the cup when he had snuck the armor into the house.
They searched the grass near where she had first seen him. The constant movement served to warm her chilled body.
After some time, she could not abide the silence any longer. "You approve of my parents' choice in William?"
"The Good Book does speak of honoring one's parents."
Traitor indeed. "It also says to turn the other cheek and not seek out revenge," she snapped.
He came up short and stalked toward her. She refused to cower away or to back down so now he stood so close to her she could smell his earthly scent. "Do not tell me what I should do."
"To live in a world where my voice has a say," she bit out.
"Ask Lydia for a tea. Maybe ye can see if the future suits ye better. May it serve ye better than this hell has for me."
She gaped at him. "You would equate staying here, with my family, with me, to Hell?"
The light in his eyes dimmed and flickered out. He backed away, yet she still found herself breathing frantically. No other man had stood so close to her before.
"Ye do not know love. Ye have never experienced losing it. I pray ye never do. 'Tis better to never experience love at all than to be ruined forever by its removal. It is a scar that can never heal."
She eyed a mark on his left hand.
He traced it with a finger. "This scar has healed. When it had been first injured, I could not utilize my hand at all." With ease, he flexed and twisted his wrist, extending and waving his fingers. "Now, time has healed it. I have regained full use of it again. But this…" His left hand covered his chest. "This is another matter entirely."
Out of the corner of her eye, she spied something glittering in the grass. The chalice. But she made no move toward it. Her hand touched his. "I would think a great love like the one you felt would be worth the memories, if nothing else."
"It only brings back the hurt, the ache, the pain." He hung his head.
To see a man such as him so full of grief pained her. His heart beat so strongly she felt it through his hand to hers. "I still think that living only for revenge or the hope of revenge is no life at all."
"Noted." He slipped back a step.
She lowered her hand. "At least wait to try to determine a means to go back until after the holiday. Lydia and Xavier will be staying with us until the middle of January. More than enough time for you two to conspire then."
"Would that make ye happy?" His voice sounded gruff, coarse.
"Yes."
"Nothing will make me happy. I guess I may as well make ye happy then."
She darted forward and plucked the chalice out of the grass. "Not even this?" she teased, waving it in the air.
He rushed toward her.
Giggling, she cradled it to her chest and ran away from him. He gained on her quickly, but she had grown up here, knew where all the tree roots were. In fact, he nearly toppled over one. Laughing harder now, she pivoted around a tree when he grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close against him. Their heavy breathing matched their racing heartbeats. The lengths of their bodies touched, and her feet dangled above ground as he held her up.
"May I have it?" he whispered.
She stared at his perfect lips, at his sharp features, his chiseled nose, his heart-wrenching eyes.
What was the question?
"You may," she whispered.
He lowered her to the ground and held out his hand. She stumbled back a step, and his arms steadied her.
Her hand shook as she held out the chalice. As if she had grown roots, she stood there, motionless, as she watched him walk back toward the manor. Why did it feel like she had given him so much more than just a cup?
****
Christmas was all about religion, and so Gerald's comment about obeying one's parents forced Vanessa to stop hiding and to face William. If she were to spend the rest of her life with the man, she might as well get to know him a little better. The Good Lord willing, she might find she'd made a terrible judgment call about him.
But that night at dinner, William hardly spoke to her at all, talking more to her father and blatantly ignoring the rest of those present. Vanessa fought against the urge to feign illness and sneak away.
If only she had managed to convince her parents to let her go and stay with her dear friend Henrietta and her new husband. Then again, she never would have met Gerald and if not for her, he would have been so lost in this world. Had Father come across a strange man talking nonsense about the past, waving a shield about and wearing armor, Father would have had him arrested and who knew what would come of that mess? It was as if she had been meant to find Gerald, to lead him to Lydia, so that he could find a way to go back to his time.
Or so that he could move on from his revenge, leave the past alone, and forge a new life for himself here. If any time should aid to change his mind, to stop him, Christmastime would be the best.
Perhaps that had been Terese's plan in the first place. To send Gerald to a place where he could be safe.
"Vanessa would love to."
Her mother saying her name brought her out of her thoughts. "Love to," she repeated slowly, trying to conceal her dread as her parents were both looking toward William.
He beamed. "Wonderful. Whenever you are ready, Lady Vanessa."
Ready for what? She caught Gerald's eyes. "A walk," he mouthed.
Oh no. Not at all something she would love, but she was stuck now. How jolly.
While her stomach was churning, she forced herself to finish the rest of the food on her plate. The amount of food she had consumed was more than ladylike, but she did not care. Unable to stall any longer, she stood.
William came around to her side and offered his arm. Under her parent's watchful eyes, she had no choice but to accept.
The sounds of many conversations and laughter and general happiness followed them as they left the dining room, Beauchene trailing behind them.
He opened the door, and she wiggled herself away from him. For a long while, neither of them spoke and Vanessa surprisingly found herself relaxing. Although she enjoyed her library, going for walks were another pastime of hers.
"It is such a wonderful day," he said.
"Yes." Talking about the weather. Was that all her future would consist of?
"I have enjoyed spending time with you this past few days."
With her? More like her father.
"I hope you have as well," he continued.
She focused on her breathing so as not to voice her thoughts aloud. Why did he want to marry her when he knew her not at all?
For the next ten minutes, William spoke about his house and his possessions and other topics she cared nothing about. Did he even notice her silence? Or perhaps he preferred a quiet woman. The thought of her ideas and questions being suppressed terrified her more than the notion of actually being married to him.
Gradually, they walked toward the Gerald spot. How easy she found it to talk to him and to her cousins and even a few other gentlemen she had met in London and around town. But with William, her tongue stilled and she could not think of any subject she wished to discuss with him.
But she had to stop with her preconceived beliefs and at least give him a chance. Perhaps she was not being fair to him. It was far past time for her to give him a legitimate chance and even to listen to him instead of ignoring his ramblings. "Have you ever read—?"
"…for tea tomorrow?"
Tea. A simple cup—well, not a simple one but one imbued with power, something Vanessa still could not comprehend fully—had led to Gerald traveling through time. Had it hurt? What had life been like back in his day? Or back even farther? Then again, a trip to the future… Possibilities swirled in her head.
If only she could be walking alongside Gerald, to talk to him about this. Or Lydia. Or Xavier. Or any of her other cousins. She had always wished for brothers or sisters. Most of her friends had many siblings while she had none still living. A sister had died a few days after birth, and a brother had been born dead.
William stiffened beside her as the silence stretched between them as a chasm. She would never say yes to him. The idea of going to his house made her skin crawl.
With Christmas approaching, she had thought she would not have to worry about courtship yet. Yes, she needed to find someone, but anyone other than William would be ideal. Even Gerald. At least she could speak with him and felt as if her words were heard instead of ignored. William liked the sound of his voice more than he liked her.
"I am feeling quite cold," she lied. "May we return now?"
"Your father told me you like to go for walks," he said disapprovingly.
She eyed him. "In the warmer weather."
He stepped closer to her, his arm reaching for her. "I can take away your cold."
The hairs on her arms stood on end. "A fire will, or a blanket."
She moved around him and walked as swiftly as her dress would allow to the door. While she may have no say with whom she married, she did not have to speak with him. The way he stared at her, she felt like an item he already possessed. Whereas when Gerald looked at her, she felt like he truly saw her.
Thinking of Gerald in such a fashion troubled her. He knew nothing about this land and had no means to support himself. What would he do once their celebration was over? Her parents' generosity would only last for so long. Even more distressing, he cared for her not, at least, not in that way. His heart still belonged to Alice. How could she compete with a ghost?
When exactly her feelings for the stranger morphed from mere curiosity into something more, she could not say, but she dared not to explore her feelings too deeply.
Love, it seemed, would not find a way into her marriage. As she rushed to her bedroom, she realized this Christmas did not seem as gay and bright as it had days ago.
 



Chapter Eleven
Gerald rolled the chalice in his hands as he sat on a chair near the front door. Despite having sat in grass, exposed to the elements, it had weathered well save for the small nick it acquired when he had thrown it. The urge to stomp on it came to him, but he suppressed it.
How many teas had Alice made for him during their time together? That first night he saw her, framed by the glow of a burning fire, she had given him some tea to drink. After he drained it, they had talked for hours and then sat in silence, watching the flames, and each other.
Yes, he had fallen for her that night, but to suggest that his love had been the result of a drink was not something he could accept, would never accept.
He glanced at the door, as he had every few minutes since Vanessa, William, and Beauchene had left. The more he watched their interactions, the more he disliked her parents for pushing the man on their daughter. But it was not his place to interfere. After all, he did not even belong being here. He never should have met any of them.
The thought made him pause. Although he had not known Vanessa for long, he cared for her. As a friend. She helped him when others might have turned him aside. How strange he must have appeared to her when they first met. That she vouched for him to her parents spoke volumes as to her character. If she had the power to force a man to love her, he had doubt she would not use it. Learn how to brew the tea, yes, because her interest in all matters would dictate that, but to force it upon another, never.
Two of Vanessa's aunts approached, and Gerald stood, nodded to them, and headed down the hallway. Lord and Lady Clearwater were walking toward him. Those green eyes fixed on the chalice Gerald held, and Lydia touched her husband's arm.
"Would you be a dear and fetch me my shawl? I am a trifle cold."
The lord smiled down at her. "Certainly. Gerald." He dipped his head and walked back the way they had come.
Lydia motioned Gerald into a small room and shut the door behind them.
"Does he know?" Gerald asked.
"About my being a tasseomancer? No."
This news shocked him. What kind of marriage bode well for the couple when secrets were kept? Alice never hid anything from him… Or so she had claimed. Gerald's head ached and he rubbed his temple. "Are ye going to tell him?"
"Do you wish for me to stop helping?" Her eyes glittered with a harsh glint, her tone sharper than a blade. "My life is my own, and I shall live it as I please."
Love could not exist if secrets were kept. Why would she construct a barrier between herself and her husband? Unless… "Fear is a powerful motivator."
"Is that what rules your life?" she countered. "Fear? Because it most certainly is not love."
What was it about the women in this line and their being so cold and callous toward him? "How can you say—?"
"You are content to stay here for how long? You have given up on finding a means to go back in time—"
He slammed his fist onto the table. "Ye said it's impossible," he protested. His heart had broken anew when she destroyed his hope.
"For me, yes. And most likely none of the other tasseomancers alive can accomplish such a feat. But because of my words, you are not willing to even seek them out. Why? Is your love not as strong as you would like it to be?"
He trusted her, believed her word. Despite the wrongs Terese, and mayhap even Alice, had wrought on him, he still placed his faith in Lydia, took her at her word. Truly a miracle. Why should he not accept her word as truth? She was helping him as much as she could.
Or as much as she said she could.
Nay, he truly did believe her. She had immediately confided her own secret to him. Why would she if she had not planned on aiding him? Which meant that if she said there was no other way, there was none. It pained him to accept this, but he did, had already in fact.
"I trust ye, and if ye say it cannot be done, I will not seek help from another. My love has nothing to do with it." Gerald thrust the chalice at her. "I wanted to bring this to ye to see if ye can't determine anything about the special tea from it."
Lydia ignored him, sat at the table, and covered her face with her hands.
He took the chair across from her and placed the chalice on the table. "I am sorry—"
"You are only apologizing because you need me." Her words were muffled.
"Or because I was wrong to speak and act as I did. I…this…all of this…"
She lowered her hands. "In some ways, you are adjusting quite well but your manners are that of an ox."
"Forgive me." He placed his hands on the table to stand.
"Stay. I spoke out of turn as well." Lydia stared at him until he fidgeted and had to look away from her piercing gaze. "I see it in your eyes. You believe me. I am glad."
"What choice do I have?" he muttered.
Her nostrils flared, and he winced, ready to apologize once more when she said, "Xavier told me Vanessa is always reading and asking questions. I share her desire for knowledge."
"So you'll help me?" Gerald relaxed his back against the chair.
"More for me than you," she murmured.
"Fair enough." How strange both Lydia and Vanessa seemed to him. Both headstrong women. Neither of them acted as the other women in the household. Aye, they were proper and courteous, but they spoke their mind. He appreciated their candor.
The chalice appeared large in her small hands, and she examined the interior. "Yes, Terese," she said in such a soft tone that he found himself leaning toward the table closer to her. "She was very powerful. Forceful, even."
"Aye." Without a doubt. In some ways, Lydia reminded him of Terese. Few women would have dared to speak to him in such a fashion as Terese had.
"Terese was related to Alice, yes?"
"Her twin." Gerald swallowed. He had not mentioned that detail to her. As much as he did not want to believe that everything Lydia said was the truth, he was finding no reason not to. Had Terese likewise been speaking the truth as well?
"She loved her twin very much but also hated her."
Gerald snorted. While Alice loved everyone, Terese did tend to aggravate more people than a hive of bees. No. Alice did not love everyone. She merely got along with all she met.
"They experienced the loss of their parents," Lydia continued, twisting the chalice in her hand. "Interesting…it seems both of their parents were tasseomancers. Perhaps that is why Terese had been so strong. There are precious few male tasseomancers left in the world."
"How can ye tell all of this?"
Those hauntingly familiar eyes pierced him, and he could not breathe. "Tasseomancers use their power to make each tea, as I already explained. With their tea, they infuse a part of themselves. It is from that that I can glean parts of Terese's life."
"What happened to her? Can ye tell?" Gerald clenched his fists. While he and Terese did not always agree, he prayed she had not fallen during the battle of Churchester. At least one out of him, Alice, and Terese deserved to have a happy life.
Lydia held the chalice almost upside down far above her head. "She found love with a farmer and had ten children with him. Five survived childhood. I cannot tell more, I'm afraid." She placed the chalice in front of him.
"And nothing about Alice?" He eyed the cup but did not touch it.
"Alice surely had the gift of tasseomancers as well, but as she did not make this brew, no, I cannot." Lydia spread out her hands.
"She was beautiful. And perfect. Eyes like emerald and hair so light…"
"Brown."
Gerald jerked his head up. "Brown?"
"Terese had dark hair. Alice, as her twin, did too."
Of course. How could he have thought Alice as light haired? How could he have forgotten such a huge detail? She had a small scar on the inside of her wrist, but he could not recall which one, nor how she had received the scar in the first place.
How could he claim to love her when his mind refused to cooperate and allow him to remember every detail and preserve her memory perfectly?
"I should be going." Her words hardly registered.
Gerald nodded several times without looking up from the chalice. The chair scraped against the floor, footsteps sounded faintly on the rug, and the door opened and shut.
Still, he sat there, trying desperate to remember Alice in all of her exactness, but his mind grew too hazy. Mayhap after a night's rest.
He stood and grabbed the chalice. While he was glad Terese had found love, he wished life had had the decency to permit Alice that same pleasure.
As he made his way to his room, his steps slow and uncertain, he could not help but fear that Terese had been right after all and that the effects of Alice's teas were wearing off. What would he remember of her? Would he remember her at all? Would he realize what had been the tea and what had been real? As a knight, it wounded him to realize he could potentially have been controlled by a brew, a foe he could not defeat with a sword and shield.
Maybe obliviousness would make him happier, but somehow, a growing part of him craved the truth. His friends, his life, his world…so much had he lost. Was he going to lose his love too?
Terese might have sent him here to save his life, but what kind of life could he forge for himself here?
Maybe it was time to start reckoning that out.
 



Chapter Twelve
Christmas was only seven days away, and for the past two days, Vanessa continually begged her parents to allow her a short visit with her friend Henrietta. "Please. I will only stay for a few hours," she pleaded at their morning meal.
Father rubbed his chin. "Fine. On one condition."
"Anything."
"You have tea with William at his house."
Anything but that. "Of course," she said with a tight smile, her shoulders slightly slouching.
Father stood and left the dining room so only Vanessa and her mother remained. Vanessa stared at her cup. A memory came to her, of Gerald throwing the chalice against the tree. While rage did not burn inside of her, she understood how he must have felt—trapped.
"Darling, I know you do not care for William."
"Not at all," Vanessa whispered too softly to be overheard.
"But that will change over time. You will see." Mother leaned across the table and patted Vanessa's hand.
"Because you grew to love Father." Vanessa yanked her hand back and stood so swiftly she had to grab her chair to prevent it from falling.
"I…"
"You can't say it, can you? Have you ever told him you love him?"
"I do," Mother protested, but her gaze was on her hands, fingers clenching, knuckles white.
"As I love William." Vanessa closed her eyes and took three deep breaths before opening them. "Would you doom me to the same fate?"
"Daughter, you know well we have no choice." The faint lines near Mother's eyes crinkled with sadness, matching her frown.
She winced. All of this was Lord Felton's fault. If he had not broken their engagement, her parents would not be so desperate. She had been only thirteen at the time and enjoyed that he seemed to care for her. Then he turned around and ran off to marry another girl, leaving Vanessa behind, looking like a castoff. No male wished to be seen with her ever since. Not until William.
Perhaps she could reason with her mother. Although she knew her words were in vain, she said, "You cannot wait another Season to see if—"
"Your father does not see a reason to wait."
Certainly not. When Father wished for something, the servants could not run fast enough to fetch it for him.
"I will try to talk to him," Mother said, but they both knew her words would have no affect.
I am trapped. No wonder Gerald wished so desperately to return home.
One day soon, her aunts, uncles, and cousins would leave, Gerald too. No more old Aunt Gladys saying something scandalous because she thought her age protected her. No more playing pianoforte for cousin Charles or playing games with Joanna. No more meaningful conversations with Gerald. She'd be left with only William. Once Father's mind was made, nothing could unmake it.
The next day, Worsely handled the carriage and brought Vanessa to Henrietta 's. Mother had inquired as to whether or not Gerald would like to make the trek as well, and Vanessa had to mask her surprise until she recalled her falsehood about him being friends with Stefan, Henrietta's husband. At one point, the two men would have to meet, without her parents being present so as to hide their introductions. Their friendship would turn genuine, she was certain, once they did meet as Stefan was a good man too. But for now, she needed time alone with Henrietta. Surely Gerald could handle himself at the manor without her. If he could survive the perilous Middle Ages, there was nothing he could not endure.
Stefan answered the door himself. "Welcome. Henrietta has been waiting for you." His blue eyes softened when he said his wife's name, and a pang squeezed Vanessa's heart. To be loved as Henrietta was, that was all she wished for. To be wanted.
Henrietta greeted Vanessa with a warm embrace and a kiss on the cheek before they ducked into Henrietta's dressing room.
"You look well," Vanessa commented as they sat on the plush sofa. A blush seemed ever present on Henrietta's cheeks now, and her friend never stopped smiling. She seemed healthy and happy.
"While you look upset. What is it?" Henrietta clasped her hands.
More like who, but Vanessa waved her words away. "Your house is lovely."
"Yes, I thank you." Henrietta bounced slightly. "I have news and I promised not to share, but I cannot wait and Stefan won't mind, not too terribly. I am expecting!"
Vanessa shrieked, and they hugged and shrilled some more and soon, Stefan opened the door. "You told." He shook his head, but a matching smile graced his face.
Henrietta hurried to his side and embraced him. "Forgive me." She pouted.
He laughed and kissed the top of her head. "I knew you would. Honestly, Vanessa, I figured you knew of my intentions to marry Henrietta before her parents did."
Vanessa grinned.
"You, my dear, are impossible." Stefan kissed his wife's hand and led her back to bed. After a slight bow, he left the room.
"You two are perfect for each other." Her own troubles seemed far away when she saw her dearest friend's happiness.
"Yes. Now we need to find you a husband. Do not worry. There have been so many scandals since… This Season will be the one for you. I know it." Henrietta nudged her shoulder into Vanessa's.
"We have someone staying with us," Vanessa said to change the subject. "Sir Gerald. A nice man. My parents think he is a friend of Stefan's."
"Why would they think that?"
"He…has a rough past. He needs a little time to adjust, that's all. Then he could be free…" To leave. To continue living. Her palms grew dewy, and she rubbed them on her dress. She missed him already, even though she had seen him that morning when they had broken their fast.
"What does this Gerald look like?"
"He's, well, he has…" Discussing his physique with Henrietta was surely not something Stefan would appreciate. "He has brown hair that curls at the ends, and his eyes are the most curious shade of blue and gray and… What is it?"
Henrietta was staring at her with a curious smirk on her face. "Do go on."
"He's…well… You should come to meet him."
"Yes, I would like to meet this Gerald. Sir Gerald, you did say?"
"Y-yes," Vanessa muttered, flustered, wishing Gerald had a higher rank here, in this new world for him. She pulled at the sleeve of her blue dress.
"Perhaps you will not have to go to Season after all."
"Perhaps not," Vanessa agreed. But while her friend chatted on, wearing her smile once more, Vanessa frowned. She'd have no reason to go to Season because of William, not Gerald.
They moved to the drawing room shortly thereafter, and there Stefan joined them. It refreshed Vanessa to be among friends. Yes, she loved her family so, especially Xavier, and she could not be happier with his wife Lydia, but here, she could be herself. Like she could with Gerald.
She must stop thinking about him. After Christmas, well, hopefully after the New Year, he would be leaving. With any luck, Lydia had made him realize his life was here now, that he would not spend the rest of his days looking over his shoulder, trying to find a way to go back in time. And yet, she could not blame him for desiring to return. Would she not do the same in his stead?
If she missed him after only a few hours, what would she feel if he left her side forever?
The ride back to the manor was uneventful and over far too quickly. Worsely helped her down, but instead of entering the house, she wandered around the land. Her feet led her toward where she had first met Gerald, and she wasn't surprised to see him there. The lack of clothing on his torso shocked her, first at the sight of his naked back and then as a gust swept by. Despite the cold, sweat covered him, and he was moving forward and back, a large stick in his arm. He appeared almost graceful, as if dancing, a dance she found mesmerizing. It took her a moment to realize he must be training with the stick as his sword.
She took a step closer to him, and a twig snapped beneath her shoe. His head shot up, and he jerked toward her before relaxing.
"Lady Vanessa." He bowed, his voice hardly breathless despite his exercise.
"Sir Gerald." She curtsied and kept her gaze on the grass, refusing to gaze upon his half naked body. Why had she lingered, watching him? That action was hardly befitting a lady!
"Do ye have need for me?"
Her heart skipped a beat. "N-no."
"Ye still have one question ye can ask of me."
She could hear a smile in his voice, and sure enough, when she glanced up, he was indeed wearing a smile, a bright one, a knowing one, as if he could read her thoughts. "I know. You…ah, truly are a knight."
"Yes." His lips twisted into a scowl. "Although I suppose 'were' is more accurate."
"I know you must feel otherwise, but I am glad you could not face off in that duel." As soon as she uttered the words, she regretted them. He would not appreciate hearing such a sentiment.
His eyes turned wholly gray, and he picked at the edge of the stick, sharpening it, she realized. "Why do ye say that?" he growled.
"Because I am glad to have met you," she said simply and truthfully.
His gaze shifted from the stick to her. "As am I," he said after a moment. "If not for your parents, I might have starved to death by now."
Her heart had warmed at his first three words, but now it cooled. "Surely not. You would have caught animals and eaten them and survived."
"Surviving is not everything."
"Living is everything." Was he willing to throw his life away?
"What is a life without love?" he countered, back to picking at the stick.
Speaking on this topic would only serve to anger him, but he deserved every chance to learn all he could. Even so, she opened and closed her mouth several times before she said, "I have spoken with Lydia about the teas and the powers and what they can do. I have a theory about what tea might be causing you to be blocked from Lydia."
"I do not—"
"Lots of teas were used to cloud the mind, to make one think oneself was in love with another." The anger swimming in his eyes made her next words come out in a rush before she lost her nerve. "Maybe you do not think a life without love is worth living because you thought you had a life full of love and you realize now it was nothing but a lie."
His breathing grew haggard, and he stomped toward her, forcing her back until she bumped against a tree. "Ye think ye are quite clever."
"N-no—"
"Ye think ye have all the answers." His eyes appeared wholly gray, without a speck of blue.
"Positively not."
"I—"
"Forgive me," she whispered. "I spoke out of turn. I lost my head." He was standing far too close to her. She could not think, could not breathe in anything but him: all sweat and nature and musk.
"What am I to ye that ye should care if I breathe or die?"
If she moved, their noses would brush against each other's. Could he hear the thunder that was her beating heart? "You're a man who deserves a second chance at life. The Lord has given you that chance through Terese. You should take it."
"Do ye not understand, ye with all your smarts?" He laughed bitterly and backed away. "I have no life to live. Thank your parents for their generosity."
"You are…"
"Yes, I'm leaving." He stalked over to another tree and grabbed a shirt. She watched wordlessly as he put it on, and still carrying the stick, he walked away.
Her legs burned with a desire to chase after him, to beg him to return, but part of her wished him well, for if he was leaving Lydia behind, perhaps he was also moving forward, away from the past. Maybe this was the best thing for him.
Still, she wiped several tears from her face. Pushing him away may have been the hardest thing she had ever done, but if it might keep him here and safe, she would do it again.
But why did this feel so wrong?
Before she knew what she was doing, she was running toward him. "Gerald, wait!" It took her a good minute before she could catch up to him. His much longer legs granted him far wider strides than her legs gave her.
He stilled, his back to her. "What is it?" he asked, without facing her.
"At least allow me to pack up some food for you to take with you." An excuse to keep him around, if only for a few moments longer.
He slowly turned about. "Do ye honestly think I would leave without thanking your parents myself?"
"You asked me to do it for you." She furrowed her brow.
"Aye but… Do ye always mean all ye say?"
"You started to leave!" Her disappointment over his leaving turned into righteous indignation.
"Aye, and ye appreciate walks as well as I do. Fear not, I will stay until Christmas at the very least. I have lived through too much for words to wound me so."
That her words had so little effect on him stung. Even so, she smiled. "I am glad you will be staying. You sorely need a bath. You would never have caught any animal to eat smelling as you do."
"I do not smell." He sniffed. "Not that badly."
She wrinkled her nose. "I fear I would faint if I smelled what you consider horrid."
"Ye would. Far too delicate to handle it."
Vanessa lifted her eyebrows. "You are not an expert on what I can and cannot handle."
"Perhaps I should be."
Her breathing caught in her throat. "Would make life interesting to say the least."
His crooked smile died. "Ah, but that is not up to me but to William."
As if she needed a reminder.
"Your parents—"
"I do not need to be told to respect them." She turned her back to him.
He circled around her, and a strong finger lifted her chin. "Your father merely wishes for you to be secure in marriage."
"Whether or not my happiness is part of that marriage is of no concern to him." She held her jaw firm, but her eyes filled with tears despite herself. Shaking free of his hold, she stepped back.
"Your parents will not be around forever to care for ye."
"If they care." Vanessa nudged a rock with her shoe. "Mother does, in her way, but Father… I think he resents me. He always wished for a son, multiple sons, many children. All Mother gave him was me. And while Mother cares for him, I can see she does, I do not know if he does for her. I do not know if things were different in your time, but love is not what governs marriage here. Politics and money and…"
"And when one has been betrayed by a man, no one sees that lady as desirable any longer."
Inch by inch, she lifted her gaze from the ground to his face, hoping not to reveal her shock. "You have spoken with Father then."
That Father shared his disappointment with Gerald suggested just how highly Father thought of Gerald. Of course, he thought Gerald a student and a friend of Stefan's. If he were to ever learn the truth… Well, Father would never believe it.
"Aye. He told me what happened."
The look in his eye—was it pity? Whatever it was, she did not wish to see it and started to walk away from him, calling over her shoulder, "I did not care for him. Felton." She spat out the name as if it were poison, staring straight ahead. Gerald easily matched her increasingly swift pace. "He flattered me, promised me the world… I enjoyed his attention and thought at one point that he loved me and I him. After he left, I realized he had never loved me and I did not him either. I only cared for how he made me feel."
"He was foolish."
The anger in his voice matched her tone. "I was young and naive. I now understand the world and how it works. If there is no other choice for me, I will marry William."
The sourness in her mouth would never leave. Perhaps she would never discover what true love was. If not for Henrietta and Stefan, she might believe true love to be nothing more than a made-up story.
"There is more to life than love," Gerald said quietly.
His change in heart filled her with hope. "But what is marriage without love?"
In silence, they made their way back to the manor and went their separate ways.
Desperate for some human interaction, she headed for the parlor, but her father stopped her in the hallway. "A minute, if I may."
She ducked her head in deference, although she wished she could tell him how she truly felt about William, who was to be the subject of their conversation if she wagered a guess. Only the knowledge that he would not listen stilled her tongue. "Certainly, Father."
His grave expression told Vanessa her assumption of the topic was accurate, and she struggled to conceal signs of any emotion.
"Lord William is rather fond of you."
Fond. What a word. That was not the one she would have chosen.
"I plan on inviting him over leading up until Christmas, but whether or not he partakes in our celebration on that day is up to you."
The thought of him ruining her favorite holiday made her wince.
"Do give him a chance, Vanessa."
His uncharacteristically soft tone alarmed her. He truly wished for her to warm up to William and accept him.
"Father…"
"I know how you feel about him, but have you spoken to him? Tried to see if you might relate to him in any fashion? I have seen you interact with him…or should I say, avoid interacting. How can you honestly learn about a person when you ignore them?"
This on the heels of Gerald's condemnation was too much. Although she knew she should say nothing, she said, "He will not come over on Christmas if the choice is mine."
"In another few days, I do hope you change your mind. You need a husband, Vanessa. Do remember that."
A husband. Why could she not secure a means to support herself? Maybe in the future, that was a possibility, but not now.
She nodded and darted around him to the parlor, knowing he would not dare to broach such a sensitive subject within other's hearing range. Vanessa buried herself into music for long hours, playing requests from her aunts until her fingers refused to cooperate and touch the proper keys. Then she locked herself in the library and read until sleep claimed her. Even then, love from a man whose face she could not see haunted her.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Only five more days until Christmas, and Gerald woke to the snores of his roommates. He stretched with a slight groan and sat up. His chest felt light, his heart free, and he knew then that the tea's effect on him had vanished.
Too scared to think of Alice, or any other woman for that matter, he decided to seek comfort in the library. He had taken to reading as much as he could in order to pass as somewhat knowledgeable in this day and age. The times when someone eyed him with confusion after something he had said or done had lessened greatly, for which he was grateful.
But when he stood in the doorway, he spied Vanessa inside, head lowered into a huge tome of a book, and he walked away, not wishing to disturb her. And not ready to face her. Whatever the tea's effect had been, it had been mighty strong to last so long, and he did not feel quite right without it.
Still refusing to think too much about it, Gerald exited the house and went to the stables. Here was his domain. Here he belonged. Horses he knew and understood, at times even better than people.
He nodded to the stable hand. Myles and he got along well enough, especially since he helped with Myles' chores if the crowdedness of the house proved too much for him. From what Gerald gathered from Lord Clearwater, not everyone came together like their family did for Christmas. One year about this time, Vanessa's mother had gotten quite ill after losing a baby and the doctors thought she might die. Everyone came to say their respects, she recovered, and a new tradition had been born. Celebrating life and living despite the pain it caused. Something Gerald understood all too well.
"Needs a new shoe." Myles nodded to a chestnut mare. "Won't eat for me none."
"Let me try." Gerald waited for the boy to leave the stables, probably to fetch more food or maybe water for the horses, before walking over to Moonlight. "There, there," he whispered, petting her nose and leaning against the side of her wooden stall. "Heard your foot isn't treatin' ye right. No one likes an ill-fitted shoe. Least I know I don't."
Moonlight neighed and flicked her tail.
"Aye, I know. Life is nothing but a bother. Best to just eat and sleep and avoid everyone."
"Is that what you're doing?" a clear male voice rang out.
Still stroking Moonlight, Gerald turned slightly to see Lord Clearwater had entered the stable. Vanessa's cousin strolled over.
"How are ye this fine day?" Gerald asked. His heart started to race as he thought of the man's wife—not in a lustful way, but he did wish to see her. Mayhap it was beyond time for him to drink more tea.
"Doing quite well, thank you. You know…" The lord rubbed his chin. "We've gotten to know each other fairly well, I should think, over the past few days, and, well…"
"Out with it, my good man." Gerald crossed his arms and leaned against the side of Moonlight's stall. The horse nipped at his shirt and then his pocket, and Gerald realized the horse was going for the sugar he'd shoved in there for the horses. "Not until you eat an apple first." He clucked his tongue and held out a red fruit.
Moonlight huffed and tossed her hair before taking a bite.
"You have a way with women," the lord commented.
"Only the horse variety." He cut his laugh short. How could he joke over such a serious matter in his life? But he did feel so light and free.
"I fear my wife does not care for me." Xavier's words came out in a rush, and when Gerald stared at him, the man eyed the ground.
"Why do ye think that, Lord Clearwater?"
"Call me Xavier. I am coming to you for advice after all." His laugh sounded forced. "She is running off all the time to spend time with the ladies, especially Vanessa and—"
"It is good for her to make friends with your family, is it not?"
"True, but I just…I am not paranoid. I know there is something she is keeping from me."
She was, not that Gerald could share that bit of news. "Have ye spoken to her about this?"
"Of course not." Xavier bristled and fiddled with his shirt cuffs. "I cannot accuse her of anything without evidence."
"Accuse her? All ye—"
"That is where you come in." The man began to pace the stables, and a few horses popped their heads up to see what was going on. "I know you are friends with Vanessa. Has she told you anything? Have you heard or seen anything?"
"Not a thing." Gerald winced inwardly. Lying was not something he commonly did. Honor and truth were notions he held in the highest esteem. That he was not a knight in this land mattered not. But he could not give away fair Lydia's secret. Not without revealing his own as well. And while Vanessa understood and accepted him, Gerald did not have the same desire to have Xavier do the same. In truth, he trusted no one else in this realm with his secret.
"I…It's just so strange. We had only been married for a little over a week before we travelled here, and back home, everything seemed to be fine. All right…I guess. I do not know. We talk, yes, but…"
"Talking more might help," Gerald suggested, although he feared Lydia would not broach the subject of teas with her husband.
Xavier stopped pacing and tugged on the ends of his hair. "Talking. Yes. Yes, you're right. I will find her and talk to her and demand—"
"Xavier."
"—that she tell me—"
"Xavier!"
"Yes?"
"Demanding might not be the best tactic in this situation."
The man nodded emphatically. "Yes, quite right. Quite right." With a wave, Xavier rushed out of the stables.
Gerald returned his attention to Moonlight. She had only eaten a few bites of the apple, and while his attention had been averted, she had managed to lick most of the sugar from his pocket. "Ye aren't a horse. Ye a thief."
A soft laugh sounded behind him. Out the stable window stood Lydia.
"Your husband is looking for ye," Gerald commented.
"Oh?" She brought a hand to her cheek. "Whatever for?" Before he could answer, she added, "You seem different today."
He regarded her. "I feel different."
Lydia nodded, her hand shifting upward to hold her hat in place. "I feel a tad bit thirsty. Do you?"
Moonlight had eaten about half the apple now, and he felt that enough, for now at least. "Lead the way, Lady Lydia."
While Vanessa would have been delighted to be called that, Lydia fixed him with her eyes, an intense stare. He smiled and joined her outside.
"Your husband will be looking for ye," he tried again.
"Not in the drawing room. I will head there. You can fetch the tea, if you don't mind." And she hurried ahead to the house before he could object.
Tea. He had no inkling of an idea how to make the drink. Luckily, he found a pot of it already brewing when he entered the kitchen, and he snuck out with the pot to the drawing room without anyone seeing.
Lydia sat at the table, hands clenched in front of her. The smile she gave him looked a little too wide, a little too tight. It appeared she would not listen to him concerning her husband. Mayhap if the advice came from Vanessa instead…
"Here." He placed the pot in the center of the small circular table.
She sighed and shook her head. "You have to tell men everything."
"Did I forget something?"
"A cup to drink from." But her lips curled into a slight grin. "A good thing I thought ahead. Pour yourself a drink." She fiddled with her skirts and produced a cotton material. A bag? A purse? From inside, she produce a small cup.
The pot felt much heavier now than it had on the short trek here, and his hand shook slightly, causing a few specks of brown to stain the pale blue tablecloth. He had faced opponents in battle with a steadier grip. The first swallow landed in his stomach unpleasantly, and he stifled a cough. The rest of the tea went down smoothly, and he gave Lydia the cup.
For a moment, she stared at him, the cup in her hands. "Are you certain you wish to see what I can tell you?"
"Aye. I want to know what my life would have been like." Back in his world. Back where he still belonged.
Lydia examined the cup for a long while.
Gerald shifted in the seat. It was far too comfortable. Some luxuries in this house he had still not adjusted to. "Too long a life to know where to start?"
The thinning of her lips told him the opposite was true.
"Victor killed me." Had Terese been correct in her assumption after all? Had she indeed saved his life after all?
"You two did your very best to ensure the other's demise. Neither of you succeeded. While you drew first blood, he wounded your side so severely you could fight no longer."
His mouth became dry, the moisture seemingly shifting to his palms. "Then what?"
"A young man ran forward, grabbed your sword from you…"
"Victor ran Edwin through." The knight knew mercy not.
Lydia nodded, her green eyes sorrowful. "I am afraid so."
"Can ye… Is it possible…? What actually happened to Edwin? After I…"
"That I cannot tell, I am afraid. Only his connection to you can I see. After Edwin, you found a way to wound Victor, but then other knights stepped in and ended the duel."
This news surprised him. "Why would they do such a thing?" Honor demanded a duel be finished until one died.
"Again, I cannot see or understand everything."
"Tell me about my death."
Lydia placed the cup on the table and studied him, her hands folded. "Are you certain you wish to know? Knowledge can be devastating."
"Knowledge can bring healing." Or so he hoped. He had to believe this to be true.
"You of all people should know the devastation knowledge can bring." She spoke harshly but her gaze rested on her white knuckles, and he suspected she was talking about herself and not him, mayhap thinking of the secret she omitted sharing with her husband. After a moment, she nodded and breathed in deeply. "I will tell you." But she glanced about the empty room. "Do you not wish for Lady Vanessa to hear this as well?"
"No." In fact, he was glad she was not here, although he did miss her presence. Perhaps he should distance himself. While he was tempted to remain with the Rochesters until the New Year dawned, as she wished, he still would leave one day soon. And while he appreciated all she had done for him, his new life was so empty he could not see past the dark clouds murking it.
"Are you certain? It might be best to have a friend… Very well then. The king learned of the duel and was not happy to learn you had been avoiding him and his call for you to join the Crusades. Before sending you off, he commissioned an assemblage of spies and placed you among them. None survived."
"And Victor and Churchester falling happened in that timeline as well?"
"As far as I can tell, yes."
No matter which course his life had taken, the city where he had loved Alice had been destroyed. Somehow, this struck him as fitting, and that feeling only hammered in stone all the more that the tea's effect on him had dissipated.
He placed his hands on the table, ready to stand. "I thank ye for all ye have done for me."
"Wait." She held out her hand.
"There is more?" Gerald remained on the edge of his seat, his foot tapping against the rug, suddenly nervous for some strange reason.
"I think we should talk about Alice."
With ease, he slid the chair back and stood. "Thank ye but no." He was not ready to think of her, was not ready to face the emotions swirling inside of him. As a knight, he acted and reacted. Sentiments had not entered into any equation. Not until he had met Alice. And to realize those feelings had been fabricated as a result of magical brew was more than he could handle at the moment.
Besides, if she wished not to speak to her husband, he reserved the right to not speak to her concerning Alice.
Ignoring Lydia's calls for him to return, he left the room and bumped into someone.
"Pardon me." He straightened to see William.
The man barely smiled, his small eyes squinting up at him. "Quite all right."
"Ah…" Gerald struggled to find something to say. "Will you be joining us for Christmas dinner?"
A muscle in William's neck twitched. "I have not been invited yet. I do hope Lady Vanessa will ask me. She…" He shook her head.
"What happened to her is quite unfortunate."
"Yes." Now William gave him a broad smile. "I can end her misery and the whispers." He leaned closer and whispered, "And the rumors."
"Rumors?"
"You have not heard? Some believe Lord Felton broke off the engagement because he had caught her with another man." His pointed look suggested just what she had supposedly been doing with that other man, and from the wicked glint in his eye and the haughtiness of his smile, Gerald could only assume William's sole reason for wanting to wed Vanessa was for carnal pleasures.
The thought aggravated the knight within him. "She would never do such a thing," he all but growled. What kind of a man spoke thusly about a woman he wished to wed? Had William no respect?
"All rumors have a glimmer of truth to them. Now, if you will excuse me, I am off to discuss things with Duke Honcaster." Humming off-tune, William walked away.
Never had Gerald wished more for his blade. If ever there was a snake who needed to be shed of his skin, William was it.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Vanessa was back to hiding again, with only four days remaining until the holiday. After her forced walk with William and the disturbing feeling she got from being around him, not to mention her ignoring his invite to go over to his house, she wished to avoid him, and by extension her parents, as much as possible. It would only last for so long, she knew, and she dreaded when she would be forced to go to his manor for tea.
Luckily, Beauchene was all too willing to give Worsely notes from Vanessa with the book titles she wished to read. The butler knew discretion well and kept the matter between the three of them, and her parents were none the wiser. Not that her parents would complain, at least her mother would find no fault. At times, her father did give her headaches when he scolded her for hours for her habit of reading. If he were to learn she was using books to pass the time instead of spending it with William, he would be quite furious with her indeed.
Well, she was quite furious with him. How could her father wish her away that much to shove her at William? For the man to have never been married yet spoke volumes about his personality, at least in Vanessa's mind. He was not good-looking and his riches were not extravagant. Ladies did not smile and flirt with him with their fans.
It was a pity she did not listen to the gossip more and learn about him before he had started to call on her. Why had she not asked Henrietta during her visit?
Because she had been too busy telling her about Gerald.
She sighed. Not for the first time did she wish… But no. Wishing was for the foolish.
Now when had she started thinking that? Normally, Christmastime gave her a sense of renewed hope and vigor and love of life. This year, everything felt so wrong and yet she did not regret helping Gerald. If she could go back to that day a hundred times, the result would remain the same on every occasion.
"If I could thank Terese for saving him, I would," she murmured.
She opened the book, but the sound of singing floated up to her. Carolers. Father's generosity to them in previous years was well known, and every year a group or two would show up at their door and grace them with their song. Their voices blended in harmony well, or so she thought. It was hard to determine for certain with their lack of proximity, and so she left the safety of the library to seek them out.
Her cousins and uncles and aunts crowded the doorway, enjoying the songs. Joanna caught Vanessa's gaze and mimed singing. Vanessa shook her head. She wouldn't intrude on the carolers' performance.
Vanessa squeezed toward the far right and could see them, the working class men and women. Although their clothes were not as fine as her family's, their voices were as bright and entertaining as any actor or actress. If anyone had the spirit of Christmas alive within them, the carolers did.
Once they finished their song, everyone applauded them and Father handed them coins and offered them some wassail. The scent of the spiced ale invaded her senses. The people around her shifted slightly as Gerald now stood at her elbow.
"Did ye know the church banned carols within its doors? The dancing and singing disrupted the services."
"I had read that." She glanced at him then away. He unnerved her, or, rather, he excited her in a way that unnerved her. A walking, talking, living source of information from the past. How she wished she could read him.
And yet, there was a barrier between them. Until whatever spell ensnaring him dissipated he remained not wholly himself. How awful it must be to not have complete control.
Yet, she understood that far more than she wished.
Her good mood vanished, she retired to her bed early that night. In the morning, she once again made her way to the library and curled up in her favorite chair as she opened the latest book Worsely had secured for her.
Gerald had mentioned his squire once, and while Lydia had confided little to Vanessa after her latest tea reading with Gerald, she had discovered that Lydia did not know everything that had happened to those in his life back then. Before she had read all she could to learn about Gerald's early years—he had a younger sister who had died when she had been very young, similar to Vanessa's own sister—but now she shifted her focus to his comrades. When she learned of Edwin's death after a long life despite venturing into the Crusades as a squire and coming back home a knight, she smiled. Such good news. Gerald would be so pleased.
Then she saw a notice about Edwin's nuptials. To an Alycia. Turning the page, she spotted a small painting. How curious and compelling. It appeared almost like a photograph. While the man, Edwin, seemed handsome enough, she could not stop looking at the woman. Something in her manner of holding herself, the shape of her eyes and nose, it reminded her of someone.
Of Lydia, she realized after a moment.
Vanessa slammed the book shut then opened it again and stared at the painting some more. A sudden chill came over her, and she closed it again.
Now to return to the other matter she had been researching. Although neither of her parents understood her thirst for knowledge, she enjoyed reading and having her questions answered. Not for the first time, she wondered what road her life would have taken had she been born a male. What course of study would she have pursued?
Instead of learning about medicine or another noble pursuit, she was studying something akin to magic. Lydia only knew so much about tasseomancers and the teas they could create back in the height of their power. Now, they could mostly only see the past or glimpses into possible futures. Only the most powerful ones today could create a love tea. Her cousin's wife had never attempted one, and if Vanessa had to wager a guess, Lydia never would.
It was not easy finding information concerning them. After all, precious few besides the tasseomancers themselves knew about them and their special teas. Only a few times in her readings had she found occasions to believe the effects of teas were from magic. One, when a pharaoh died mysteriously after drinking a dark-colored liquid. And another, when a woman rose in the ranks of her small country to be the advisor of her king, known for both her brewing prowess and her uncanny ability to predict the future.
Before she had read much in this second book, her eyes grew tired. She stood and stretched. Her back pained her, and rubbing failed to lessen her aches. It was almost time for dinner. How quickly the day had passed her by.
This reading, this voluntary seclusion, was not normal for her, at least not during Christmastime. She loved her entire family, including her father. Despite their differences, she appreciated him humoring her love of reading. After all, he'd built the library for her.
She wandered over to the window and spied William's carriage outside. Her back pain fled, and she returned to her seat, not about to leave the room until dinner was ready to be served.
Instead of combing through historical stories, Vanessa retrieved another book she had been studying. The pages of this one concerned itself with herbs and their properties from medieval times. Honestly, most she ignored because she was striving to locate ones that could survive in the cool, wet climate that Churchester had been back in Gerald's time. Checking to see when the plants had been alive and thriving versus their properties and their preferred climates took time, and she worked steadily, making notes and slow progress. One herb called fenugreek seemed quite promising. According to reports, fenugreek affected one's mind. Surely that would be a necessary element for a time traveling potion or tea.
A knock at the door had her dropping her paper. She glanced up to see Beauchene in the doorway.
"Shall I clean up so you can go to supper?" she asked with a curtsey.
" Beauchene, you are too good for me."
Her maid's cheeks flushed. "Oh no, my lady, it is you who is good to me."
Vanessa hid her smile behind her hand. She had suspected for some time now that her maid had feelings for the butler. That her research required the two to conspire on her behalf served to give them time together.
"Tell Worsely this latest haul is exactly what I need."
Beauchene curtseyed again, her cheeks even more red than before. "I certainly will."
"And has he kissed you yet?"
Her maid's eyes widened to the size of saucers.
"Your hand at the very least," she pressed.
"M-my lady…"
"I await your answer." Vanessa grinned to lessen the sting of her command.
"I…well…y-yes…my hand." Beauchene rushed forward and started to tidy up the books.
Giggling, Vanessa exited the library. Beauchene was a good five years younger than Worsely, but their age difference did not seem to affect their growing happiness. But ten was double that, and compounded by other matters, Vanessa just could not see an exultant ending for herself and William.
Maybe love was not written in the stars for everyone. Maybe she was meant to be trapped in a union where she smiled and nodded and died inwardly, as she suspected her mother did. The thought was so troubling it churned her stomach, and she considered fleeing to her room, but she had not seen any of her cousins that day, or Gerald, so she rushed to the dining room.
She was the last one to arrive, and everyone stared at her. "Please pardon my delay."
Vanessa kept her head down as she gracefully strolled to her chair. William sat across from her, as always, and she stared at her empty plate. Only a little food did she allow the servant to dish for her, and William snorted.
"Are you not hungry?" he asked, nose raised.
"Not tonight." She stabbed at her meal with her food. While everyone else at the table ate heartily, talking and laughing, she waited impatiently to be able to leave.
"You need to eat," William said disapprovingly.
Vanessa struggled not to scowl. He had no place yet to dictate her actions.
"Dear, are you not feeling well?" Mother asked.
"She is fine," Father cut in.
Vanessa glanced at him. He shoved a forkful into his mouth, eyeing William. If she had to guess, he did not want William to think her ill or a problem. Was that how Father viewed her? As a nuisance? It would certainly explain why he wished to cast her off.
Sitting between William and Xavier, Gerald also ate slowly. She caught his gaze. He nodded and looked away. Something was plaguing him. Was he unhappy with what Lydia had gleamed from the past he could have had? Lydia had grown rather quiet when Vanessa had asked if she had read into Gerald's future.
A sudden thought came to her, and her appetite returned. When Lydia and Xavier excused themselves, Vanessa did likewise, and she rushed over to their side as they exited the dining room.
"Xavier, may I borrow your wife?"
Her cousin did not glance their way. "Be my guest." And he walked away, head down, swift pace.
"Is he upset?" Vanessa asked, staring at his back until he rounded the corner.
"Perhaps." Lydia waved her hand, but her lips were thinned and she stared down the hall where he had traveled.
"Is something wrong?" All thoughts of her request flew out of her head. Xavier and Lydia's marriage was far more important. Christmas was about togetherness and happiness, and now that she thought of it, both she and Gerald had caused the newly wed couple to spend little time alone together. How selfish they both were being, far too swept up in their own wants to consider who they were inconveniencing.
"Nothing." Lydia's smile did not reach her eyes. "Is there something I can help you with?"
She hesitated.
"Go on," Lydia prompted. Now, her grin appeared genuine. "I would not offer to help unless I meant it."
"There is something." Vanessa motioned with her arm for Lydia to follow her. Instead of leading her to the drawing room, as she had first intended, she brought her to the library. In the darkest corner, on the bottom shelf, she found the books Beauchene had just put away. She removed the one and opened it to the painting.
Lydia stared at it for only a moment before saying, "That is Alice."
"She was known as Alycia. She married Gerald's squire, then a knight."
Her cousin's wife shook her head. "That is Alice," she repeated.
"Could she have used a love tea or some other sort of tea to make Edwin forget her past, that she had been Alice and that she had been with Gerald?" It sounded all the more unbelievable now that she had said it aloud versus when she had merely thought it.
Whenever she brought up Gerald and the teas that had affected him, Lydia's lips formed a straight line. Now they did as well, but their owner nodded. "Yes, that would explain much."
"So the teas that blocked Gerald were love ones." She held her breath. Neither had confirmed her suspicions, but she suspected she had guessed accurately.
Lydia nodded a single time, a slow deliberate movement. "I believe so, but I do not think he is certain yet and he might not ever be convinced of her tea's power over him. Who knows how many teas of hers he drank? Who knows the effect that many teas can have on a body? He may think he is free, but the mind is a potent device. At times, it can be as crippling as it is powerful."
"You are certain this is Alice."
"As are you or you would not have asked me to confirm." Lydia traced her finger on the worn and faded painting.
"Yes."
"What is it you want from me?"
Her cousin's wife's voice sounded sad and worn. Vanessa recalled her words, that tasseomancers are able to infuse power into their teas, and gulped. "We have asked much of you, haven't we?"
Lydia graced her with a wan smile. "Reading teas does not absorb any of my power."
"Then what is wrong?" Vanessa felt so badly.
As if she sensed this, Lydia patted her arm. "I am merely tired. I assure you, nothing else—"
"Might you be with child?" she blurted.
Lydia stared at her a moment. "No, I do not think so." She walked over to the window.
"Forgive me. You must think me rude and insolent and—"
"I think nothing of the kind." Lydia glanced over her shoulder and smiled at her. "I appreciate having someone to talk to about all of this. After my mother passed away, I felt all alone. I am quite grateful for you and for Gerald. I feel needed. Useful. It is a pleasant change from the norm." She turned back to the window but not before Vanessa spied her grimace.
"Please, tell me what is troubling you. Can I help you in any way?"
Her friend stiffened. After a long moment, in which Vanessa thought her statement would go ignored, Lydia stated softly, "I miss my home."
"Oh." Vanessa walked over and wrapped an arm around Lydia's waist. She touched her head to Lydia's. "Tell me how you normally celebrate Christmas. Maybe we can do something to make you feel more at home here."
"You are quite kind to me. I think I will go and rest now. But I would like to talk more, and we can surely talk more about Christmas." With a slight smile, Lydia walked out of the room.
Vanessa stared out the window. Something was not quite right with Lydia. Xavier, too, had been acting strangely, but only when his wife was near. Oh no.
Time to close the books and focus on the people under this roof. She cared so much about them all…well, all of them save for William. Reading and knowledge only served purposes so much. Nothing compared to social contact.
Head high, she left the room. Out of all the people she came across first, as fate would have it, there stood William.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Watching Vanessa chase after Lydia and Xavier had the food Gerald had just eaten agitating in his stomach. Would Lydia share his secrets? He hoped not. While he did not specifically mind if Vanessa knew, he wished to be the one to discuss his past…or the past that might have been.
How strange to learn how his life could have played out. Here, everything seemed rather tranquil. There seemed to be no fear of raiders or other threats. This peace he did not suspect was merely the result of the impending holiday. Had some of the chaos from his time resulted in the harmony of today?
Still refusing to think of her, he managed to recognize that a nagging sense of responsibility had plagued him. His knightly duty had demanded he serve his king, to honor his wishes that Gerald serve as a shield in the Crusades, but that desire had been suppressed and replaced with another one.
William had been so engrossed talking to Duke Honcaster—more accurately, the two were talking over each other—that when he glanced across the table and saw Vanessa's empty seat, he blinked in surprise, jaw lowered. "Where…"
Gerald covered his mouth to hide his smirk.
"Sometimes you have to give a lady some time," the duchess said quietly. She fiddled with her fork, not quite looking at William.
Did Vanessa have an ally in her mother? It was obvious for all to see that her father wished for the match, just as Vanessa had made it quite plain she wanted nothing to do with the man. While Gerald had at first tried to keep neutral in the affair, he could not blame Vanessa for her feelings. He did not care for the man, and if he were her, he would do all he could to avoid him, even do anything to make certain a marriage to him was an impossibility.
But how far would she be willing to go? Gerald could never believe she would do such a thing as William had so repulsively suggested. Vanessa was every bit the picture of a lady.
Well…if you ignored that she tended to speak first and think later. And if you ignored how intelligent she was when she did think. Not that the other ladies he had conversed with seemed unintelligent, but she was in a class of her own. The blushes she gave only served to prove her innocence. He doubted her lips had ever touched a man's.
His own had touched Alice's several times, but he had done nothing to hinder her honor although he had gotten the feeling she might not have minded. Strange how clearly he saw things now, things he had so easily overlooked before.
William making an excuse and leaving the table broke Gerald away from his thoughts. Also murmuring his departure, Gerald followed him. Worsely, standing by the wall, wrinkled his nose when William passed him. So even the servants did not care for him.
William approached the hallway that led to the bedrooms. At the end was the library, the door of which opened and Lydia walked out.
While William continued on, Gerald stopped and waited for Lydia to come to him. "How was your conversation?"
"With Vanessa?" She gave a tiny smile. He knew that look. Lydia wore it often around Xavier.
"With your husband," he clarified.
Her green eyes narrowed. "Although I have been probing in your life, your past and your future, it is because you wish for me to do so. I do not share in that desire."
"I merely—"
"I know and I appreciate that."
Honestly, he did only aspire to help her in some small way, when she had done so much to aid him in his transition to this still strange world.
Voices sounded from down the hall, and he glanced over his shoulder toward William and Vanessa. When he looked back, Lydia was closing the door of her bedroom behind her.
The duo was entering the library, and Gerald walked toward the room.
"So many books. Who has time to read them all?"
Gerald shook his head. If the man wished to have Vanessa accept him, let alone like him, his first attempt should not be to mock her beloved books.
From his perch outside the door, Gerald could not make out Vanessa's soft reply.
There was the sound of clothing rustling. "Your hips are wide. You will bear many children."
"Please…"
The distress in her voice had Gerald entering the room at a near run. William was holding her close to him, and she was struggling against his grasp.
"Unhand her." Gerald's voice sounded so cold he did not recognize it.
William glanced over, his smirk making his plain face ugly. "Go about your business, pauper."
"I said unhand her."
In response, William moved to kiss her.
Gerald jumped over the table and yanked back on William's arm, bending it unnaturally but not enough to break it. So forceful was his grip that he managed to pry William away from Vanessa, one step, two, and across the entire length of the room.
"I am so glad ye listened to me." Gerald released him.
William stumbled and had to use the table to support himself so as not to fall onto the rug. "How dare you—"
"How dare ye touch a lady so."
"She is no lady," William spat. Her stared at her in a manner that reminded Gerald of one eyeing animals to determine which one was best to kill and eat.
"She is not your lady," Gerald corrected. He did not wish to look away from the villain, but he still had to glance at her. Vanessa was in the corner of the room, cheeks flushed and not in a flattering way this time, her breathing uneven, a hand against the wall as if she could not stand upright without aid. It pained him to see her in this light.
"That is not up to you." William took one step toward her.
Gerald blocked him, ready to bodily remove him from the house, not merely the library.
William leaned to the side to speak around him. "You know your father will not believe anything you say. You will be mine."
Having heard enough, Gerald gripped his arm and marched William to the door. "Ye will not come near her again."
His laugh was sharp and bitter. "You have no say in the matter." He jerked his arm free. "And if you touch me again, I will make you pay. I shall seek retribution. You will regret interfering."
Before Gerald could counter, William fled, hopefully to his carriage.
Gerald closed the door behind him. Beauchene was nowhere to be seen. No doubt, William had only tried this because of a lack of a chaperone. He forced himself to slowly walk toward Vanessa so as not to alarm her in any fashion. "Are ye all right?"
"Quite." She gave a tight, wan smile, but her gaze did not rest on him.
"He did not harm ye?" He tried to breathe evenly, to not curl his fingers into fists. If he carried his sword on him, he would have run the man through.
She brushed past him, and he reached out toward her then dangled his arm by his side, thinking it best not to touch her.
"Vanessa."
She stood still in front of the door, like a statue.
"Lady Vanessa," he tried.
Now she turned toward him, and he saw tears in her eyes.
He held out his arms, wishing to assuage any pain she might be feeling whether physical or otherwise, but she threw open the door. By the time he entered the hallway, she had disappeared.
So he sought out Duke Honcaster, to notify him of the snake lurking near his daughter, only he had gone out with William according to Worsely. The lady of the house had joined them as well.
Beyond frustrated with the situation and not seeing any means to help at the moment, Gerald went outside. Going through his exercises did nothing to alleviate the burning anger within him. What kind of a man would force himself upon a lady?
Dimly, he realized Alice had done the same to him, but he brushed that thought aside. William was no man at all, but a coward.
Needing to expend more of his anxious energy, he rushed to the stables. Myles was sleeping in the back corner as none of the horses were there. Sure enough, when he looked outside, the Rochesters had taken their carriage to whatever destination they had gone with William.
Now some of his fury shifted over to Vanessa's father. How blind was the man to his daughter's grief? But the question that plagued Gerald the most: what could he do to help her, she who had given him a chance to live anew?
 



Chapter Sixteen
Forget making connections with other people. Vanessa stayed in her room. It only took an hour for her maid to come.
"Where have you been?" Vanessa asked crossly. She had managed to get out of that wretched dress without Beauchene's help and had mutilated it in the process.
"I was with…" Beauchene lowered her head then stepped forward and lifted the ruin dress. "I can fix—"
"Do not bother." It hurt to realize her handmaid had been busy because she had been with her new love. And that same hurt felt like a betrayal. She should be happy for Beauchene, and she was. Truly. She just wished William had not touched her. His lips had come so close to hers. She had only just managed to turn her face enough for him to miss landing his vile kiss. The feeling of his hands on hers... She shuddered.
"My lady, you are shaking."
Vanessa sank onto the edge of her bed. "If you wish to fix the dress for yourself, you may."
"A-are you certain?"
She nodded, falling back onto her bed. Bless Beauchene. While Vanessa might still have to see the dress, at least she would not have to wear it.
"Is there anything else I can do for you?" Excitement tempered Beauchene's voice.
"Could you… Is my mother occupied?"
"I'm afraid she left with your father. Anything else?"
The one time she needed them, and they were not here. Truly this did not surprise her in the least. "My books, please."
Beauchene approached, biting her lower lip. "You wish for me to bring them in here?"
An unusual request, but Vanessa was not about to go back into that room. Not for a long while yet. She suppressed another shudder. "Yes, please."
She remained lying there as she listened to her bedroom door open and close and then open again. With a sigh, she sat up as Beauchene handed her a pile of five books. "Thank you. This is enough for now. You may go."
"Thank you. And thank you for the dress." Beauchene curtsied, smiling slightly, but her lips curled downward as she left the room.
Her research was all Vanessa could bear to focus on right now, too afraid that if she did otherwise, she'd sink into a pit of despair. How could William—but no. She would not think of him nor what he had done.
It was not easy figuring out which plants had grown back in Gerald's time in Churchester, a task Vanessa spent the next few hours working on. Eventually, she found two others, in addition to the fenugreek. Red clover, so named because of the color and shape of its petals, was believed to increase one's strength. Supposedly, the deeper the red coloring, the stronger the effect. The last was Horse-Chestnut, which was said to affect the body's muscles. Surely the body and its muscles were important when it came to traveling through time. How better to keep the body whole and healthy through the time crossing?
While Vanessa had only ever seen the Horse-Chestnut, she wondered if the other two still grew in the soils of the earth. She would have to get Worsely to check and see if he could locate any for her the next time he went to the market. The likelihood that he would be able to secure them before Christmas was slight though.
Although she had no way of knowing if any of those flowers were used in Alice's teas, or if there had been more ingredients, she could not bring herself to concentrate on reading any longer. Unwilling to leave her bed, she soon fell asleep.
Light from her windows warmed her, and she awoke with a smile on her face until she recalled what had happened the previous night. She struggled to focus instead on the two days until Christmas, but her smile became forced.
Beauchene came in a few minutes later, helped her dress, and brushed her hair. "You look beautiful, my lady."
Her maid was being rather generous. Her skin was indeed pale, no doubt from her encounter last night, and her lips were quite red from her biting them, but beneath her eyes was a darkness that threatened to engulf her entire face and there were a haunting quality to her orbs that she feared would never be banished.
Not wishing to be alone any longer, after Beauchene fashioned her hair, Vanessa sought out her cousins and aunts and uncles. She played for them—Charles requesting song after song until her fingers refused to cooperate. Out of all of the cousins, he enjoyed her music the most. Soon her relatives had her laughing, much to her surprise. This was why she loved Christmas so. Her family. All of them together. Talking, playing, all of good cheer. What need had she to be sorrowful?
When her father entered the room and she went to his side to speak to him, she learned that William would not be coming over that day. Father made no mention of her going to William's manor for tea as agreed upon, and her heart felt free. But before she could discuss with him concerning the events in the library, he ducked out of the room and her guests were begging for her to play more.
She dawdled a second, wavering. Father needed to learn of William and his wickedness, but as the man was not here and she would never dare invite him for Christmas, perhaps she had already seen the last of the villain.
"As you insist." Vanessa grinned, wiggling her fingers in anticipation of touching the keys. "Any requests?"
Footsteps sounded behind her, and she startled, turning to see Gerald. He smiled down at her. The compassion in his eyes had her bristling. She did not want him to see her as weak and incapable of taking care of herself. While he might be a knight and be used to saving women, she was different, or at least wanted to be.
"Look at you two," Aunt Gladys said, clapping her hands. "You're under the kissing bough."
Vanessa glanced up. Hanging over their heads was a bundle of ribbon and mistletoe. Five wire circles had been covered by the evergreens, attached by ribbons. Mistletoe, apples, candles, and paper flowers completed its design.
"You have that poison flower in your house?" Gerald remarked in a hushed tone.
Obviously he had not seen it until now. "Yes." She worried her lower lip. For them to be caught beneath it meant they had to share a kiss. Thank the Lord she had always kept the presence of mind to never be near it when William had been about. In truth, she had never been caught beneath one before, and she was embarrassed to realize she did not mind it, considering whom she would be kissing. "Do you know—?”
"Yes. The Church banned it because of all of the debauchery."
"A kiss…" She closed her eyes and winced, recalling William's lips, his wicked hands, his horrid breath.
"Go on. Kiss her," Aunt Gladys said.
"Kiss, kiss," the others chanted.
Although she had enjoyed teasing her cousins over such an occurrence when they brought over their possible beaus, she wished they had not seized this opportunity, and yet, in the same heartbeat, she felt strangely glad. Vanessa glanced up at him. "You do not have to—"
He lowered his head toward her. "Do you not want one?"
When she made no move or reply, he pressed his lips to her cheek. At the last moment, she turned toward him, and the edges of their lips touched. Wild warmth spread from the contact, and she was almost disappointed when he took a step back. What a heathen she was. Wanton to be sure. While the rumors surrounding her were untrue, she could understand a trifle bit why some ladies did just that—give themselves to men before they were married. A few even ran off with them, to the shame and embarrassment of their families.
Her family members cheered. Really, such behavior was unbecoming of the approaching religious holiday. The paleness she had earlier? Had to be replaced with red. Her entire body felt like it was on fire.
Without having to be told, Gerald reached up and plucked a white berry from the kissing bough. He rolled it in his thick fingers.
"Now what?" he whispered.
"You can give it to me."
"Which symbolizes?"
"A child you might be able to give me." She stared at the berry, unable to look at his face. "Or you can keep it until the twelfth day of Christmas and burn it."
"And that would mean?"
His face was a mask. He might as well be wearing a helmet from the days of old. "It's to ensure that those who kiss are married." Dear Lord, she could not thank Him enough that her parents, and William, were not about to see this spectacle. "It means nothing. Just a silly tradition…"
He fiddled with the berry for a moment before tucking it into the leather bag he kept with him at all times. Then he strolled farther into the room and claimed the empty seat beside Xavier.
Her face still surely red, Vanessa made her way to the pianoforte. Lydia was watching her closely then shifted her gaze to Gerald.
Did she know something that she was not sharing?
Vanessa played until the morning meal was ready. After she finished eating, Vanessa cornered Lydia and asked, "Will you not join me for a walk?"
Lydia acquiesced, and the two left the house with hats and coats. Her cousin's wife remained silent as Vanessa explained about the herbs she had discovered. "I do not—"
"If we find them, then, yes, I just might be able to send him back after all. I would need a lot of the herbs," she cautioned, "more than Terese would have used because I am not as strong as she and I will need to rely on the tea's power more than she would have had to. And even if they are not the particular flowers and herbs she used, I still believe I can do it." She halted and wrung her hands. "Are you certain you wish to give Gerald the means to return home?"
"First we would need to locate the flowers." Her mind hummed, brimming with the possibilities. Did she wish for Gerald to leave? Did she want Worsely to be able to find the plants?
"That does not answer my question."
For days now, even before the... incident, she had been avoiding both William and Gerald. Spending time with the latter stirred far too many confusing feelings within her. She so enjoyed spending time with him and learning about his time. That he was pleasing to gaze upon did not hurt. There was a gentleness to him despite his strength that drew her to him. He was quite strong but he had never done anything to harm her, and she felt safe with him, something she no longer felt with William.
"I see."
"I said nothing." Vanessa touched her cheek. So warm to the touch.
"Let me know if your butler is able to acquire the ingredients." Lydia's tone suggested: "Let me know if you send your butler to try to acquire the ingredients."
"Ah, certainly." Desperate to change the subject, Vanessa asked, "You still have not told how you enjoyed Christmas back home."
Lydia smiled and gave a light giggle. "We play snap-dragon every year."
"I have not played that in some time. Tonight that shall change."
The two linked arms and returned to the manor. Vanessa hoped to secure a means to request an audience with her parents, but her aunts and uncles and cousins prevented that, requiring Mother's advice and Father's attention.
After the last meal of the day, it did not take long for the servants to prepare the snap-dragon game for them. At Vanessa's request, the cook heated some brandy and Worsely acquired a wide shallow bowl, which he placed in the middle of a table in their parlor. Vanessa granted Lydia the honors of placing the raisins within, and Father was the one to light the brandy on fire. Servants went about the room, extinguishing candles so only the flickering flames of the burning brandy illuminated the room.
Across from her stood Gerald, his lips tugging downward. Shadows danced across his face, and she took a moment to soak in his presence. Even without saying a word, she had a feeling everyone noticed him.
Thank the Lord that William was not here. Surely he would try to boast his greatness all the while ignoring everyone else who might try to talk to him. He did like the sound of his voice far too much. Perhaps because no one else seemed to.
Vanessa cleared her throat. While everyone present save Gerald already knew about the game, she explained, "It is time we all play a round of snap-dragon. I do wonder who will get burned first."
A chorus of chuckles broke out.
"Who wishes to try to capture some raisins in their mouth foremost?" she called.
Xavier did and proceeded to splash burning brandy onto the rug. A giggling Lydia pulled him back then moved away from him when he turned to her. In the low lighting, Vanessa could not see their facial expressions clearly, but it was quite plain to her that something was not right with them. This pained her. Xavier had always been her favorite cousin, and she had come to care for Lydia like a sister. Perhaps keeping secrets did not bode well for them. Her gaze flickered to Gerald again. It pleased her that she was not alone in her knowledge of what William had tried to do. If not for Gerald...
To her surprise, Lydia did not return to the bowl to take a turn after the servants stamped out the smoldering brandy. Instead, Gerald stepped up. "If I may?"
"Certainly." She dipped her head in acquiesce.
The fire and light and darkness enchanted her as they highlighted his striking features. His nose was sharp, his lines hard. All man. Such thoughts were wicked, but she felt almost no shame. The rumors surrounding her, the whispers, none of them were true. She rather thought that Felton and the girl he did marry had been the ones to be improper before they exchanged rings. And after the treachery William had pulled, she felt justified in thinking about what she wanted.
Or, more accurately, who.
The man in question lifted his chin and closed his mouth on a raisin. His grin had Vanessa smiling, and she joined the others in clapping.
One of her uncles took a turn next, and Vanessa knew she should seek out her parents and tell them what had transpired but Gerald moved to stand beside her and she could not bring herself to walk away.
"You did quite well for your first try, or have you played this before?" she asked.
"A different variation with apples. And water. No fire." Light and shadow enhanced his grin, making him appear both delightful and devilish.
"Bobbing for apples." It pleased her that they shared knowledge over something so trivial. Despite their differences, they shared some experiences.
The game continued on until the bowl overturned and the servants had to hurry to douse out the small fire. A few raisins had not been eaten and were discarded. While the adults retired to the dining room for some drinks, the cousins and Vanessa and Gerald crammed themselves into a smaller parlor room, a fair amount larger than the drawing room.
"What game shall we play next?" Lydia asked. She sat on the couch next to Vanessa. Joanna, another cousin, sat on her other side, and the others claimed the chairs scattered about the room.
"Tableaus Vivants? Courtiers?" Joanna suggested.
Vanessa shook her head, touching her neckline. While copying positions of paintings and nursery rhymes and plays was a game she especially enjoyed, Gerald would be at an unfair disadvantage. In truth, she did not know which game he could play with them without the others realizing his lack of knowledge although him acting like a king and having the rest of them duplicate his movements would be quite comical. Or the reverse, her having him mimic her gestures. Some came to mind, and she ducked her head to hide her surely colored cheeks.
"Bullet Pudding?" she called out.
A servant glanced about the room, edging toward the door to claim the required flour and bullet to play such a game.
"Oh, I always lose at that one," cousin Charles said. "Ribbons is one I enjoy."
This cousin did always cut the flour too much and made the bullet fall, requiring him to retrieve the bullet from the flour with his teeth. One time, he had inhaled too much flour and had coughed the rest of the night.
Several people laughed, and Xavier clapped him on the back.
"Oh, yes, Ribbons," Joanna agreed.
"Yes," the others quickly acquiesced, and it was settled that Joanna would be the one to call out the commands even though Charles had been the one to propose the game.
The servant brought enough ribbons for each player, and Joanna held one end in her hands. Vanessa made certain to plant herself beside Gerald as they both claimed a free end of a ribbon.
"Do as I do," she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.
He nodded.
She brushed aside her curled bangs, flipped a strand of hair that had fallen from her chignon over her shoulder, and readied to start the game.
Gerald jerked his head to the side, flipping back his longish curls.
Vanessa dropped her ribbon end and covered her mouth to contain her giggles.
The knight—that blasted knight—went to do the same, and she almost swatted his arm before recalling her manners.
A very good thing they had not settled on Courtiers. She'd have more forfeits than ever before.
A sharp glance from Lydia had both of them straightening and focused.
"Pull," Joanna demanded.
Vanessa let go of her end. After a half a second, Gerald did the same. A quick learner, he was, not surprising her at all.
Quickly, they reclaimed their ribbons, and Joanna said, "Let go."
Again, the players did the opposite and pulled. Well, all save Xavier. Lydia recovered for him before anyone but Vanessa noticed, and Vanessa smiled. Good. She wished for the two to find happiness together.
But the next instruction Joanna called out, to let go again, every single one of them listened too exactly and did as she said, so they opted to figure out a different game instead of continuing on.
"Musical Magic," Lydia said with a twinkle in her eye. "And, Vanessa, you go and quit the room."
Forceful dainty hands shoved her out of the room, and the door shut behind her. Excitement filled her. This game was one she normally did quite well, although the possibilities were endless.
Careful to wander a little away from the door so as not to overhear their hushed discussion as to what task she should perform, she tried to settle the sudden flutter in her stomach. At least Gerald was not out here, although, as an inexperienced player, they would have had him light a candle or drink some ale or something else simple. The task required of her could be much more elaborate. On one occasion, she had to remove Charles' jacket and place it on Xavier.
The door opened, and a wickedly grinning Lydia accepted her back into the room. Now her hands grew dewy with anticipation.
Gerald was also smiling broadly, his hands clasped behind his back. Her other cousins also looked rather pleased with themselves. Charles had procured a violin and was playing it softly. Obviously, she was not close to whatever action she must do, but then again, she had only just crossed the threshold into the room.
She circled around her cousins. Most tasks required doing something to another person. Some used this game as a means of flirtations and procuring kisses. Her gaze she kept away from Gerald as she recalled their exchange earlier.
But she stepped near all of them and the music did not grow louder. Puzzled, she stared at each of their faces in turn, trying to discover a clue of some kind. Joanna's gaze kept flickering toward the table, where some bread and fruit had been laid out.
She walked over and the music increased in volume with each step she took but when she reached toward the bread, the music softened. The fruit, too, was a no, but the pastries behind them brought the notes louder.
Slowly bringing the sweet to her mouth, she discovered that not to be the task either. Again, she circled the room, waiting for the music to increase. It did not surprise her to see the blank look on Gerald's face, and she inched toward him and was rewarded with the music rising in tone.
Her hands shook slightly as she raised the pastry to his lips. Even louder was the music, strong enough to drown out the laughter. Did her cousins all recognize how she felt toward this man? They all knew of William and his intentions. Did they not care for him as well?
Gerald continued to eat as she fed him but when his mouth neared her fingers as the pastry had been nearly all consumed, she jumped back, not wishing for his lips to touch her fingers and yet also wanting that all at the same time. The pastry fell to the floor between them, and Gerald's grin and wink had her scurrying across the room to stand beside Xavier's wife.
"You are lucky," Lydia whispered. "I had wanted to recommend Gerald to go outside and for him to give you the berry from the mistletoe."
Vanessa gasped. "You would never!"
Lydia only chuckled. "You should see how red your face is at this moment."
More games were suggested until Xavier rubbed his hands. "I know. You are studying to be a doctor, yes?" He turned to Gerald, who opened his mouth, most likely to correct him, but her cousin continued, "Go on. Be the doctor for us." A hand on the back forced Gerald to stand.
"Feel my pulse first." Lydia held out her arm.
Gerald's lost look melted away. Two fingers touched her wrist.
"I have a fever." She brought her hand to her forehead.
"Ah …" He shot a glance at Vanessa.
"I prescribe snow," she mouthed.
"I prescribe snow," he said dutifully.
"How much and when?" Lydia asked.
"The size of your hand twice a day, when you wake in the morning and just before bed."
Vanessa grinned. A studious learner indeed.
Joanna held out her wrist. "My head aches."
"A soothing tea to calm your stomach will work just fine."
Not quite as good as the first. The remedy was supposed to contrast the ailment in a humorous, and usually antithetical, way.
Now it was her turn. Vanessa held her breath as he touched her wrist. Her skin burned from his contact, and she could not bring herself to look at him. Silence descended in the room, and she realized she had to give an ailment. "My hand…" she whispered, glad his fingers lingered on her, glad for such a game that allowed them to touch.
To her alarmed delight, he knelt down and removed her shoe and revealed her foot. His calloused fingers tickled her ankle and the sole of her foot. "A foot rub shall help."
Luckily his large body blocked the view of the other men in the room, but Joanna was staring at them with her mouth open. Lydia had a slight half smile, half frown to her lips.
Vanessa jerked her foot free and reshod herself. Unable to stay in the room with them, especially with him, she stood, made an excuse, and fled. If she were not careful, she would lose more than her shoe to Gerald and then she would be no better than the rumors spoken concerning her.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Her retreating backside was as agreeable to look at as her front, as her face. What had possessed him to do as he did, he did not know, and he stumbled his way through the rest of the game.
"Gerald," Lydia called after he had prescribed a treatment for everyone in the room, her voice retrieving his wandering attention from the maiden.
"Aye, my lady." He sorely needed her aid to determine what came next in the game.
"I do hope you challenge Xavier to recall what remedy you prescribed me."
"That does sound agreeable to me." Gerald nodded and spun on his heel to face Xavier. "Well, my good man? Do ye recall correctly?"
For he did not. All he could think of was rubbing a soft, supple foot.
"Snow," Xavier said triumphantly.
"How much and how often?" Gerald prompted after Lydia waved with her hand to indicate Xavier should keep going.
"The size of your hand... twice a day." Xavier nodded.
Lydia's lips curled downward.
He would take that as fact. "Aye, Xavier, good. Now, Richard…" Gerald nodded to him. "Do ye recall what I prescribed to Joanna?"
"Oh, my aching head," Joanna cried, placing the back of her palm to her forehead.
Everyone laughed. A convincing, but over-exaggerating actress if ever there was one.
"Something with the foot..." Richard muttered after a moment.
"Forfeit!" Lydia called, and they commended arguing what the penalty should be considering they had not established it prior to starting the game.
Gerald eyed Xavier's cousin's full cup of porter. "Drink until your cup runs dry." Something knights tended to do when they came upon village taverns.
Richard lifted his cup to cheer the room and drank. A servant immediately replenished it.
On the game continued, and when it was finally over, he begged off and retired to his bed after learning the head of the house had already done so himself.
Duke Honcaster had to learn about William. Under no circumstances could Vanessa be forced to marry him. Just before the sweet bliss of sleep claimed him, an idea came to Gerald.
He woke shortly before dawn, and he washed and dressed quickly, careful not to wake his roommates, and hesitated outside of Vanessa's door. Her swift departure last night declared he had gone too far. And after William had tried to do the same thing to her hours earlier. What kind of a man was he? How could he have touched her oh so soft body…
Ashamed, he strolled out of the house and moved toward the stables when a soft voice called to him.
He whirled about to see Vanessa jumping down from her vine onto the ground. Her audacity astounded him, and he laughed before turning somber. "Please, Lady Vanessa, allow me to apologize—"
"For what?" she asked innocently. Then that delightful pink color appeared on her cheeks, and she lowered her gaze, lips parted. "You have nothing to be sorry for."
He hung his head. Despite her words, he felt like a beast for pressing too far. "I should not have—"
"What is done is done. I wish to thank you."
"Merely honoring my vow." To always protect the hopeless, those who could not defend themselves, including women and children. Among his vows as a knight, vows he would never waver from.
Her smile crumbled. "Ah, yes." She stared at his boots, her expression half hidden and fully unreadable.
"I will do anything to protect ye. Even marry ye if that is what it takes to keep ye from William."
"M-marry?" she parroted, her face suddenly pale. "Me?"
Now he felt foolish. His plan had seemed so shrewd in the late hours of the day. "Aye." He could hardly take back the words now. And he would marry her if that proved to be the only means to save her.
Vanessa looked as if she wished to swallow her tongue. "I… Gerald, there is something you should know."
But she spoke no more.
"Am I to guess?" he teased, although from her stricken appearance, he gathered the matter was rather grave. "What am I ignorant of?"
"I have uncovered plants that may be able to help you go back to your time." Her words came out jumbled together, and her chest heaved with quick breaths.
"Go back?" Now he was the one parroting. His mind could not comprehend what she had said. "But how is that possible? Lydia said…"
"I have done research. I do not know if we can find the plants, but I can send Worsely and…" She glanced at him then away.
His body grew cold. "Ye have not sent him yet."
"N-no."
"Had ye planned on sending him?"
"I…"
"Are ye only telling me this because I want to save ye from a marriage trap and ye now feel guilty?" How could she have kept this from him? He had not even realized she had been looking at plants for him. He'd assumed she read stories or news and accounts of the here and now, not digging through the past about teas.
"And there is more." She took a deep breath. "Victor did not slay Alice."
"What devilry do ye speak of?"
"I-I can show you. There's a picture of Sir Edwin and his wife. Lydia confirms her as Alice. She went by Alycia, though."
"But how…"
"We do not understand why or how, but obviously Alice faked her death. She used Victor…"
"To get away from him, and from me," he murmured.
A million emotions welled up inside him. He didn't know what to think, what to believe. So frustrated was he, stunned, hurt, and angry, confused too, that he turned to leave.
"My one question."
He stilled but did not face her. "Ask." The word came out clipped, short.
"Do you love me? You who care about love more than life, would you truly marry me only to save me from a horrid life? Because I do not want your pity, and yes, I did keep this from you, but I did not want to lose you, not when I have just found you. And I do not want you to die when you have so much to live for here. And I…I think…I know I love you and I want to know if you love me too."
Pivoting on one heel, he stared at her. "All I have learned is that love is not enough—"
"Answer the question." Her eyes glittered coolly.
"I have nothing—"
"Answer the question!"
"Of course I love ye."
The admission was for both her and him. When exactly had this feeling for her blossomed within him, he did not know. After Alice's teas had waned, or even before. Despite the power Alice had wielded over him, he had fought through it. His love for her had never been real. She asked him if he was thirsty and he had replied yes. Those words were the only ones they had shared that had been wholly true and pure and free from any power. All the rest of it, all those hours, wasted, ruined, a lie.
Terese had been right. Alice loved him, but she also loved many other men. Fickle of heart, she was. Perhaps she found true love with Edwin, perhaps not. Either way, she had no control over him any longer.
"I love ye," he repeated. It mattered not that she had not sent for the flowers or herbs. He did not need to go back. Not now.
"Then you have me."
Gerald held out his arms, and this time, she rushed over to him. He pulled her even closer, and his lips sought out hers. Not kissing the barest edge of her lips, but engulfing them. Fire and ice and heat and coldness and desire. Kiss after heady kiss until they had to pull back to recover their breath, and mayhap their senses too, for Myles could leave the stables at any moment, or one of the servants depart the manor, not to mention the windows.
"Several days ago, Father told me I would be the one to invite William to Christmas Day with us or not. Of course I never did." Vanessa slowly reached for his hand.
He squeezed, relishing the contact between them. "He needs to know about William."
"And he will." She lifted her hand toward his face then hesitated.
He brought that hand to his mouth and kissed it.
With a gasp, she pulled her hand free and traced her fingers against his lips. His tongue darted out, and she giggled.
"You need to behave," she scolded, wagging her finger at him.
"Ye can be as wicked as ye want." His grin had to be pure wickedness.
She slapped his shoulder. "Christmas is tomorrow. You should say no such thing." As if suddenly conscious of how close they stood, she backed up. "Let us go inside."
Although he longed to remain her with her, nestled in their blossoming love, he offered his arm and they returned to the manor. As it was Christmas Eve, Gerald had tensed, worried William might make an appearance, but the villain did not and he breathed easier.
Earlier that week, he had ascertained he would have access to apples, and he carried the basket full of them to the parlor. "Come, everyone."
"Where?" Xavier asked. The other cousins glanced about, murmuring about their confusion.
"Why, it is the twenty-fourth of December. Adam and Eve Day." Gerald held up one of the reddest apples. "Let us go decorate the trees."
"What a lovely tradition!" Vanessa exclaimed, clapping her hands.
"Yes," Lydia agreed.
"I never heard of such a thing." Richard lifted his shoulders. "I will place the highest one," he challenged, mockingly glowering at Xavier, Gerald, and the other males.
Gerald, Vanessa, and her cousins marched outside. His blood heated to share a part of his old world with the person he cared most about in his new one. So much here was fresh to him. It pleased him exceedingly to share something novel with her, and her family as well. He knew she had far many more questions inside of her, and he could not wait to answer them as well as ask more of his own. Although he may have allowed her to slip a question or two before her real one, he could not deny that her one question had been the perfect one.
Once inside, Gerald sent many looks Vanessa's way across the dining table, and she caught them all, blushing or sending him a small smile. How he loved to see her blue eyes light up. He also tried to nudge her foot with his, but Xavier shot him a glance, and Gerald realized he had mistaken Xavier for Vanessa.
More games were had, and Gerald attempted to stand beneath the kissing bough, hoping Vanessa would see and come over, but she giggled and stayed with her female cousins. Surely she knew what he intended but no mind. He would kiss her again and soon. More than one kiss, if he had his way, although he would never tarnish her virtue. He respected her, and marriage, too much for that.
During a lull in the games, Worsely and the other male servants brought in a huge log. Duke Honcaster lit it with the aid of wooden shards.
"Splinters from last year?" he asked Vanessa.
"You know of the Yule log?"
Her surprise delighted him. "Your people did not invent the tradition."
"No." Her smile slowly grew. "I like to think we share some memories. Did you watch a Yule log burn last year?"
"Aye."
"Me too. I always enjoyed watching the fire."
"As did I." But he was not staring at the sparks now, and he rather found himself only drawn to the fire for its warmth now instead of the mesmerizing flames, as they no longer reminded him so of Alice.
At midnight, Vanessa's father gathered everyone into the parlor and lit the tallest candle Gerald had ever seen. The flame flickered brightly, casting everyone aglow.
Vanessa moved to stand in front of him. "The Yule candle," she whispered.
"Is it blessed? Why do ye not wait to light it on Candlemas?"
She half turned toward him. "You and your traditions," she teased.
"Ye and yours," he countered. So much had he to learn about this world. He felt as if he needed a tutor, and who better than the beautiful, intelligent woman before him?
Christmas Day came, and he woke before dawn. It pained him that there had been no midnight service for him to attend, but at least he would be going to Mass. The generosity of the Rochesters never ceased to astound him, and he found a new suit in his room. He dressed in it. The arms fit just right, and when Vanessa saw him before they made their way to the church, he knew he looked good.
But Vanessa, she looked amazing, like an angel. Her blond hair encircled her head, almost like a halo, giving her an ethereal glow. Her green dress with red lining hugged her, and he wished he could touch the material, to touch her. His hand burned from where he had felt her bare skin.
After the service, everyone returned to the manor, where the roaring fire still blazed, careful to avoid the servants carrying baskets filled with food and clothes to a carriage.
"For the orphanage," his tutor murmured.
"Their charity is boundless."
"Christmas is all about charity." But the sparkle in her eye suggested the holiday was all about love, and hope besides. He quite agreed.
The table housed food fit for a king: boar's head, roast goose, mince meat. The latter he ate with relish, enjoying the pie. Somewhat different than the mince meat he was accustom to, this version contained chopped meat, dried fruit, and sugar. The variance lay with the spices, he determined after he finished the last bite. Also, the shape had been changed, from oblong to circular. The roast goose had been prepared as he had requested, with butter and saffron plant. The golden meat reminded him so of his other life, but he felt no lingering traces of sorrow. He was here now, and here he would remain. Because he chose to. Here was where he belonged.
He caught Worsely's eye as the butler stood against the wall with the other servants in case they had need for them. Gerald nodded, grateful Vanessa had not wasted the man's time locating the plants.
Had Terese read the future, his future? Had she known he would meet and fall in love with Vanessa? All of his ill-wishes toward her melted away, and he wished he had never called her a foul word.
A servant placed the huge bowl of Christmas pudding in front of Duke Honcaster, who dropped a sprig of holly into the center.
Vanessa gave him a bright smile. "Do you know what that means?" she mouthed.
Why her father had dropped a piece of a plant into the pudding? Most certainly not.
He shook his head.
"Wait, Father." Vanessa held up her hand.
The duke glanced at her, holding up a cup of brandy.
"Let us all take a moment to watch the holly and reflect on the pain and suffering Jesus the Christ endured from his crown of thorns."
Ah, so that was the symbolism. Aye, he could see that.
After a brief pause and another sideway glance at his daughter, the duke doused the pudding with brandy and set it on fire. A whoosh and the flames licked the alcohol, a spectacular display.
All in all, the day was perfect, despite her parents not knowing about the devilry that was William, despite her parents not knowing their intentions, despite the differences between his normal Christmas celebration and hers. Gerald even managed to steal a kiss before he bid Vanessa goodnight.
Too bad perfection was not known for being rock solid.
The next morning, Gerald dressed in gray trousers and a tight shirt. His boots enclosed his feet, and a perpetual smile remained on his face since he had reopened his heart to the idea of love. Real love this time, not one fogged and clouded by a magical tea.
Several days ago, Vanessa's father had invited him and the rest of the men to go fox hunting on the day after Christmas, and Gerald was thrilled. Fox hunting sounded like an activity he would thoroughly enjoy, and it awoke the knight still dwelling inside of him. Foxes—beasts of the chase. One aspect did not agree with him, though, as he did not relish seeing William, for he had every reason to believe the vile man would show up, considering William remained on Duke Honcaster's good side. Not for long. Gerald planned on rectifying that matter as soon as he could.
It struck him as odd that the others filed into various carriages instead of riding horses to the field, but he remained ignorant of their ways. He climbed into the last one, his first time inside. Plush and luxurious, he had never sat in a more relaxing mode of transportation. This upgrade was one he appreciated.
He gazed out the window at the landscape when Xavier climbed in. Surprisingly, the door was shut behind him. Only the two of them would ride in this one.
"How are ye?" Gerald asked.
"Not as good as you." Xavier's eyebrows rose. "You seem rather…close with Vanessa."
Gerald swallowed. Close, maybe, but he wished to be closer still. Considering the false rumors already surrounding her, he did not wish to start new ones circulating. Until they spoke with her parents, they could not be together. Her virtue mattered more to him than a few stolen kisses, no matter how willingly she gave them.
Xavier's easy laugh drew him from his thoughts. "Everyone can plainly see that she does not care for William. Honestly, I do not think anyone can like that man." He rubbed his chin. A light stubble had formed since he had first arrived. "I do wonder how Duke Honcaster would react if you were to ask to court her."
Gerald swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. "I…I am still studying. I do not have anything to offer her."
A matter he refused to dwell on yesterday, during the celebration, but now he could think of nothing else. Vanessa deserved to be taken care of, and he could not do that.
"Yes, studying to be a doctor, yes?"
"History," he muttered.
"Ah, yes, it was Vanessa's friend's husband who is the doctor student. You, ah, had some creative remedies."
He felt a flush come over him. With the snow hint, he realized the remedies were supposed to be outlandish or the opposite of the ailment, and so he had mentioned a few silly medicinal concoctions that had been used in his time, only for other conditions than the ones the people professed to have.
"Lydia would probably prescribe a tea for everyone." Gerald could swallow his tongue for having spoken without thinking first.
"Has she ever made you a tea?" Xavier stared out the window at the slowly moving scenery. "She has not for me."
Gerald winced. Would this time period transform him into a liar? If Lydia would not listen to him, perhaps Xavier would. "Mayhap ye should ask her to."
"We used to talk before we came here. Now she seems to speak to everyone else but me." Xavier ran a hand through his hair. "But you do not wish to hear about this. Tell me more about you and Vanessa."
Gerald stumbled his way through the conversation, not knowing how much to give away. From Xavier's broad smile, it seemed her cousin gathered as much or more from what Gerald did not say than what he did.
The ride lasted for a good half an hour before the carriage halted. Green grass stretched in every direction, ending toward the east via a line of trees. The carriage drivers were unharnessing the horses, and a few of the men were already mounting them.
He glanced about and did not see the fat man anywhere. Xavier lingered by his side, so he asked him, "Do ye know if William is supposed to be coming?"
Xavier frowned. "He should have been here already. They are ready to loose the fox."
A sudden chill came over Gerald. When Worsely was looking the other way, Gerald grabbed a horse. Although he had no reason to be so fearful, he could not shake the feeling that something was not quite right. A quick venture back to the manor would not be remiss. He would return to the hunt as swiftly as he could and none would be the wiser.
So off he went, the horse galloping along, only Gerald soon realized that this England was not like the England he knew. And he also realized he had lost his way.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Although Vanessa enjoyed watching fox hunting, she did not go with the men as none of the other ladies elected to go as spectators. Besides, William might be there, and she had no desire to see that man ever again.
Since Mother was preoccupied with her sisters, Vanessa elected not to discuss William with her. She did not desire to speak about him either. She would only have to recount the story again for Father to hear it, and speaking of it twice did not agree with her.
So she sought Lydia and found her in one of the guest rooms, lying on her bed.
"Are you not feeling well?" she asked, sitting beside Lydia's supine form.
"I am." Lydia rolled onto her side. "Someone looks happy."
Her fingers went to her lips. Who knew kissing could be so life changing? But her happiness dimmed a little at Lydia's lost look, and she wished to uncover a means to share her happiness. "I know this might not be my place, but have you spoken to Xavier and told him about tasseomancers?"
If Lydia's face was a book, it would have slammed shut. "No, and I do not plan to."
"Nothing is more freeing than the truth." She recalled the relief on Gerald's face when he had confessed to her that he had been from the past. That relief had not been complete, however, not until she believed him.
"Or more imprisoning. My mother never allowed me to make a tea until I was ten."
Hadn't Lydia mentioned that the numbers of tasseomancers were dwindling over the years? "Did she fear you weren't a tasseomancer?"
"Actually, she was afraid I would be one." Lydia sat up.
"If you do not wish to talk about this—"
"No, I do. It's nice to have someone who understands this side of me." At Vanessa's pointed look, she added, "No, not Xavier." She stood and closed the door. Never was Vanessa more glad that Beauchene had been disappearing more and more often lately. It made stolen kisses with Gerald and secret conversations with Lydia all the more private without a chaperone. "My father never knew."
"Your mother never told him?"
"After what happened with her parents? Certainly not. You see, her mother did tell her husband. He thought she was wrong in the head and sent her away until it became obvious she had a child on the way."
Vanessa gasped. "But how can a marriage survive such a secret?"
"Some marriages are only meant to be survived."
Vanessa had no doubt that a marriage to William would only be meant to be survived, and that might be an impossibility. Her own parents' marriage might be the same as well.
But Lydia's downcast look pained Vanessa. Was it possible she knew her marriage would not fulfill her? "Have you read your future in a tea?"
"No. One cannot read her own future. I have not used my powers so much ever in my life. I am quite tired. If you do not mind, I think I will rest some."
"Please, do not stay awake on my account."
Lydia flashed her a slight smile and tucked her body underneath her coverings.
The library was no longer a refuge for Vanessa, and besides, she had no need for more research. The herbs that Worsely had been able to acquire would not ever be needed. Gerald no longer had a reason to go back. He had her.
Pleasure washed over her at the thought, and her cheeks warmed.
She had not intended to lie to Gerald about Worsely locating the plants, but she had so desperately wanted to know if he chose the past, and Alice, or here and now, with her. If he chose her while being angry with her, he truly loved her. Not that she had truly doubted his feelings for her. They were connected, of two minds, but one heart now.
Since Gerald was not here, she elected not to be social and wandered outside. The cool, crisp air chilled her lungs in a way that did not lessen the heat in her body. As she ambled, she reflected on the future. What kind of life could she and Gerald forge for themselves? Of course, Father had to approve first and foremost. Would he accept Gerald over William? After all, he had allowed Gerald to stay with them, albeit because of the Christmas spirit softening his heart with generosity.
But if Father did consent, where would she and Gerald live? How would they survive?
"Love is not enough," she parroted the words Gerald had told her. Now she was beginning to realize the truth behind them. They could not eat love, live in love, breathe love.
Even so, there had to be a way for them to be together.
The ground beneath her shoes sloped upward, and she climbed the hill. At the crest, she turned and gazed at the manor. Her house, and her prison. Instinctively, she knew Gerald would not wish to remain living in her parent's house should they marry, and she did not wish for that either. A new life and a new course should lie before them. But what kind of future would the two of them secure for each other?
Her heart heavy, she pivoted on her heel and started down the hill, away from her manor when she stopped. A figure stood at the base. A portly figure.
William.
Vanessa twisted around toward the manor and ran. Her skirts and heavy layers to protect against the cold hindered her progress. Heavy breathing sounded behind her. She didn't have to look over her shoulder to know William gained on her.
The stables stood erect closer than the house, so she changed directions. A horse might be her best bet. Ride off to safety and then return home. The coldness nipped at her, making breathing difficult, but still she struggled on when a hand seized her arm.
"Do not touch me," she said calmly, hoping to reason with him.
His hold intensified, and she stifled a cry. "I merely wish to help you."
His obese size hid his muscles and strength, and nothing she did could free her from his grasp. "You are hurting me." Her voice rose with distress.
He yanked her closer to him. His breath was rank, and she coughed. "You will be mine."
Vanessa screamed and shrieked and cried to no avail. Not even her close proximity to the stables helped, as she recalled Myles had gone along with the men to help with the horses. No one heard her. No one saw. No one came to her rescue.
William walked off, forcing her along. She shoved him and yanked on his hair beneath his hat, beyond desperate to be free of him. He halted and slapped her so hard it stole her breath away. Dizzy and disoriented, she could no longer try to stop him. With proud, long strides, he yanked her toward a large elm tree. Behind it stood a waiting horse.
Wild fear seized her, clearing her mind, and her hand connected with the side of his face with a resounding clap. His grip loosened enough for her to wiggle free, but she only took one step before William reclaimed her, picked her up, and threw her onto the horse's back. He climbed on, his hold like a vise, and off they went.
Vanessa continued to shout at him, to kick and punch, to flail about, but he held her down by the back of her neck. She tried to grab his hand and clawed at him with her nails. The horse stopped abruptly, and William yanked her up.
"I didn't want to have to do this…" Yet he bound her hands and legs and tied a cloth around her head to gag her.
Tears prickled her eyes as he forced her back onto the horse, the same position as before, in front of him, stomach down.
Her father had made her feel small at times, as if she had to rely on his word for everything. But to have another man force his will upon her like this, to capture her and spirit her away – she felt so insignificant. So powerless. So weak.
Gerald…
If ever she needed a knight, now was the time.
 



Chapter Nineteen
For the hundredth time, Gerald cursed himself for not paying attention to their route. The good Lord willing, he was fretting about nothing important, but he could not forget the set lines in William's face, the hardness in his eyes as he sprayed saliva while he spewed curses at Gerald for interfering.
That man would not give up easily. And part of Gerald did not blame him. Vanessa was not one a man could just leave. That Felton fellow had to be mad. No other woman could capture a man's heart so thoroughly.
Once Gerald tried to truly focus on the countryside instead of his hindering worry, he gradually gained his bearings. Although this England was not his, the land remained mostly unchanged, merely more built upon. When he ignored the buildings and concentrated on the rivers and the trees and the plains, he better oriented himself. He was pushing the horse fast and hard, but he had to know Vanessa was safe. Why had he ever left her side in the first place?
Because he had wished to have a moment to talk with her father and set things straight. Only now, things were more jumbled and confusing than ever. With Xavier mentioning Gerald's supposed studying, he realized once more how little he had to offer Vanessa. A lady like herself deserved more than he could offer her, especially when one considered that all he could offer was…precisely not a thing.
Faster and faster, he urged the horse and soon he recognized the grounds enough that they could gallop even harder. Gerald leapt off the horse and rushed to the front door, pounding on it. Beauchene opened it.
"Where is Van—Lady Vanessa?" he asked breathlessly.
"I am not sure." She glanced back inside the house before refocusing on him. "Her coat is not here. Perhaps she went for a walk."
Gerald did not even waste time to nod. He mounted the horse and searched the property. No sign of her.
Where could she be?
Growing even more anxious at this point, Gerald knocked at the door again. Beauchene appeared, eyes wide. "Did you find her?"
"Where does William live?"
Beauchene sputtered out his address, wringing her hands. "S-should I tell the lady?"
"No." Without certainty, there was no reason to alarm her, although the icy feeling of dread stealing over him felt all too undeniable.
One last ride around the house and their lands without a glimpse of her, and Gerald took off. The horse did not seem too tired, but Gerald wished he could have a fresh one. No. All he wished was to see Vanessa again, whole and safe, to hold her, to ensure she would never be harmed by anyone again.
Trees and grass blurred by, his vision hazy through unshed tears. Time sped on by, far too fast as if the Devil sped up the sand grains. Far later than he would have liked, he crossed onto William's land, the house tall but undecorated for Christmas. After the celebration of yesterday and the days leading up to the holiday, to see it ignored here felt like a blow. Considering the vileness that comprised William that he was not a religious man did not surprise Gerald.
He leapt down from his horse and banged on the door. When a short man opened it, Gerald shoved it open wider and stepped inside. "Where is he?" His voice boomed, echoing in the parlor.
"Sir, who are you?" The man clasped his hands behind him, his eyes beady.
"I am looking for William." He looked down his nose at the man. "Where is he?"
"I am afraid the lord is not present, and I am afraid you must leave."
Gerald brushed the man's hand away. As if he could be corralled out of the house by a man a head shorter than him. Ignoring the cries and shouts of the butler and the other servants who came out to see what was the matter, Gerald went from room to room.
"Come out, William. Show yourself."
But the man was not there. The butler had spoken the truth.
Since William was not here and Vanessa was not at her house, Gerald remained all the more certain they were together. The warning threat repeated in his mind. He had been convinced that if William would try anything, it would be with him, not Vanessa. How could he have misjudged the situation so thoroughly?
His horse was grazing, and to allow it a chance to recover a tad bit more, Gerald darted outside to the stables. The butler was still yelling at him. Foolish man wasting his breath. Words would never stop him. Not even hands. He would die if that was what it took to save her.
The stable hand was sleeping in the corner. One of the stalls was empty. Wherever William was, he had arrived there via horseback.
Gerald nudged the stable hand with his boot. "Can ye tell me where your master is?"
"L-Lord William?" The boy stretched and rubbed his eyes. He covered his mouth, his yawn loud and obnoxious. "I—"
"Did he tell ye?" Unable to keep still, Gerald paced in the small stable.
"He went over to the Rochesters'."
Gerald halted, his back to the boy, his chest tight. He tugged on the ends of his hair, even pulled out some strands. "Are ye certain?"
"Yes."
"But not for the fox hunting."
"No. He brought along his foil." At Gerald's questioning glance, the stable hand added, "His fencing sword."
Sword. Fencing. What was that technique? One Gerald himself did not know. But if William had armed himself, he expected Gerald to show up, or at least prepared himself in case that event occurred. William was intelligent, as much as Gerald wished that was not the case.
"Does he have another…fencing sword here?"
"No. Why?"
Irony came to Gerald then. Instead of squaring off against Victor for murdering Alice, the woman neither of them truly loved, he would fight William for the love of his life. "We were supposed to meet for a duel."
"You may find one here." The stable hand recited directions.
"I thank ye." Gerald had nothing to offer the boy, but as the lad was already lowering his head onto his arms and nearing sleep again, Gerald felt no need to further bother him.
Off Gerald went to fetch his horse, running as fast as his legs could carry him.
Only a maid was holding the reins, a stormy look on her face.
Just what he needed. To be deterred longer.
"Pardon me, my good lady, but—"
"How dare you come here, bursting into the house, causing the whole house to go in an uproar?" Both hands held the reins, her knuckles white.
"I assure ye, my intentions are sound." He held up his hands in what he hoped to be a defenseless manner. Although he could easily wrestle his horse free, he did not wish to harm her. Unlike William, he would never harm a lady.
"Sound? More daft, I say. What business do you have with our lord? And do not dare think of lying to me. I heard you and Herbert talking about fencing."
"I am Gerald."
Instantly, the bitter anger in her face melted away. "You are the one our lord hates."
"To hear that does not surprise me." He ventured a step closer to the horse.
"You wish to fight him?"
Here, Gerald hesitated. "Wish to, nay, but I believe he has taken someone."
"Lady Vanessa." The maid gasped and dropped the reins.
"Ye know what he plans to do with her? Where be he?"
"All I know is that he took some clothes with him, his foil…" She lowered her gaze to the grass, her fingers tapping against her plain dress. "Ah, yes, I do think he brought with him the box he had for Lady Vanessa. A present. I think it might be jewelry of some kind."
"The clothes… Were they fancy ones?"
"Yes." She nodded vigorously. "What do you think he is planning on doing?"
"Do ye care for your master?" Gerald moved to step around her to his horse, but she stood fast.
"Not always. Not when he is in a temper, and I afear you will be making his temper quite worse but… You think he's going to do something to Lady Vanessa, do you not?" She backed away, leaving him access to his horse.
Her question hung in the air, and he merely nodded to her and galloped away. Before he could try to find a fencing sword, he first needed to reclaim his armor. If he could find it. The last few times he had walked where the tea had brought him, he had not seen it. Strange how something that had meant so much to him he had cast aside and left behind. And strange how this life seemed to parallel what might have been. If he was slated to die by William's hand, so be it, so long as he first showed the world what a monster he was so that no lady would ever be forced into being his wife.
 



Chapter Twenty
Whether his hand accidentally hit the back of her head while flicking the reins or he had done so intentionally, Vanessa's vision blackened at one point. She could not tell if she had fainted or if she came to immediately. Struggling and trying to twist and squirm off the horse proved impossible, but she refused to give up, to give in to him. His hand on her neck held her stomach-down on the horse's back, which made it impossible for her to know where they were going, and looking at the grass beneath the horse's hooves only made her stomach churn. She had to get away from him. Hopefully she'd have the chance once they reached their destination.
Before she could come up with a plan—the bindings were far too tight for her to free herself, or even loosen them—William pulled back on the reins. "We're here."
The pure joy in his voice made her even more frightened. When he heaved her up and turned her so she sat sideways on the horse, she brought up her bound wrists, trying to hit him in the head, but he captured her hands in one of his and placed them on her lap. "You are mine."
"I will never be yours," she hissed.
"You already are." He forced a kiss on her. Too quick, though, and she hadn't the time to try to bite him, the only reason she wished it had been longer.
His other hand reached under her lower layers and touched her bare skin. A few tears ran down her face, and she jerked away from him but he pressed her closer to him, his body hard against her. He brought his hand down toward her ankles and untied her feet. Her hands he left bound as he slid down the horse and forced her off too. His lips pressed against her cheek. She jerked back and tried to slam her head into his but he pulled away.
"Rough." He laughed. The glint in his eyes…
He's mad.
How ironic. She had initially thought that of Gerald, the man she now loved, while the man her father had chosen for her actually was insane.
A small shack lay just beyond a cover of trees, and his harsh hand on her elbow propelled her to follow him inside. With her hands bound, her struggles did nothing to prevent him from ripping her dress into pieces. The glint in his eyes frightened her, but she dared feel hope when he unbound her hands. She tried to claw at his eyes, to push him away, but he shoved her to the floor, his legs straddling her, and he wrestled a dress over her head. He overpowered her every attempt to hit him, his weight too much for her to wiggle free. All too soon, he had her clad in a new dress despite her fighting him. It was more apt to call it a gown, with sparkling gems along the neckline, lace and beading throughout the bodice. A soft blue color.
"Matches your eyes," he said with satisfaction, stepping back and admiring her in a way that made her skin crawl. She wished to tear at his face, at his eyes, so he could not see her, and that thought plagued her. While she did not tend toward violence, William surely deserved it, especially once they stepped out of the shack and she spied their true terminus.
The church.
No. No, he could not mean to…
"Come along." William sounded positively giddy. "We will be wed."
She dragged her feet, walking as slow as she could, although he did not allow for her to dawdle much. Only then did she notice the weapon he carried at his side.
Gerald. He was at the fox hunt with all of the other men in her family. Even if Beauchene or Lydia or her mother discovered she was gone, would any of them know where the men were fox hunting? Had any of their horses been left behind for them to travel there in the first place?
She was on her own.
"I love another." Her voice did not betray the tempest building inside, for which she was quite appreciative.
"I do not need your heart." He stopped walking so abruptly she almost plowed into him. William yanked her close, leering at her. His hand touched her neck and slid downward, the jeweled neckline quite low.
Her knee came up and connected.
With a howl, William stepped back. Heart pounding, Vanessa turned and started to run, but he launched himself on top of her and down they fell onto the grass and rocks, limbs entangling. Vanessa squirmed as he rolled her onto her back, on top of her, his legs straddling her.
"You are mine."
How she hated those words. Why must he keep repeating them? Her fingers curled around a rock, and she awkwardly threw it at him. It missed but served as a distraction enough for her to crawl out from beneath him. Another kick, and she was able to stand, more rocks in her hands. Now better able to throw, she did so. Some connected with his head, one near his eye. Another went errantly and broke through a small clear stained-glass window of the church.
Her happiness. Her Christmas joy. He would not succeed. He would not take that away from her.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
The route back to the manor was uneventful but far longer than Gerald would have wished. He had to save Vanessa. He would not lose the only true love of his life to another man. No, not a man but a monster.
Gerald bounded to the front door, which opened before his fist could slam into it. Beauchene stood there. "Have you found her?"
"Do ye know where my armor is?"
She blinked several times before nodding. "Yes. Lady Vanessa had Worsely bring it inside and hid it. Follow me."
The maid brought him to a small closet, and he had no choice but to ask her for aid. She made a poor squire but listened well enough, and they clad him in his comfortable clothing.
"Is there anything else you need?" she asked, eyes round. That she did not ask unnecessary questions pleased him. He did not have time to loiter.
"A sword," he answered, his mind already recalling the location William's stable hand had told him. A fencing school several miles from here, but far closer to the Rochesters' than William's abode.
She pursed her lips. "A-a sword?"
He nodded. "I must be off."
"Wait here." Beauchene departed the storeroom.
Anxiety plagued Gerald but he remained there for a minute. When the maid did not reappear, he reached for the doorknob, but Beauchene entered, holding a long rectangular box.
"My lady might not approve but… She bought this for you. She planned on giving it to you on the New Year. I helped hide it and Worsely had been the one to… Listen to me go on and on and—"
He took the box from her. Inside was a silver-handled well-crafted sword. The storeroom was too small for him to test it out, and he did not have time to waste regardless.
But he lingered for a few seconds, looking at the fine craftsmanship. That Vanessa had secured this for him meant so much. She loved him for who he was. She accepted that he would remain a knight, even if his liege had died long ago.
"Where would he take her?" he murmured to himself out loud.
"Who? Lord William?"
"He is no lord," Gerald growled.
"Have you checked his manor? Of course you have," she rushed to add, dropping her gaze from his face. He tried not to glower at her, but his emotions gained the better of him. "He is not there?"
"Nay. He brought with him clothes and jewelry."
"Jewelry? A ring?"
Gerald's fingers curled around the hilt of the sword, the gesture familiar and heart-warming despite the coldness burning inside him. "The church."
He burst out of the storeroom and the manor. The lady of the house called after him, and he heard Beauchene talking to her. Good, he was far too busy to be delayed more.
He had to make his way to the church.
He had a new knightly mission, a new duel to attend to.
There would be no means for him not to succeed this time. No tea, no more words, no more errands. Nothing would stay the course.
"I'm coming, Vanessa."
His desperation seemed to seep through his armor to the horse. Despite the added weight of his armor, the horse burst forth. Luckily, the church was not a far distance from the Rochesters' manor as the horse did start to slow the closer they came.
When the tall building came to view, Gerald slid down. Knees bent, holding his sword in both hands, he approached the church. Elegant and regal, the church stood proud. He had been so happy when last he had seen its beautiful stained-glass windows. To think that William would defile its purity by forcing Vanessa here boiled his blood. He had thought he could not hate a man more than Victor. He had thought wrong.
Broken grass and hoof prints revealed a horse had come and gone. Had he taken too long? Were they already wed?
With long strides, he rushed to the door when he spied something that made his chest hurt and his vision spotted. Bright red on the grass at his feet. Blood. Fresh blood at that.
"Vanessa?" Every ounce of pain strangled his voice, making his cry more a garroted sound than a recognizable word.
The blood-stained grass marked a trail he followed, sword by his side, tip pointed downward. He rounded the corner of the church to see long legs sticking out from beside a bush. William.
Dried blood mixed with new from a wound to the side of his head. William's beady eyes looked glassy as he stared up at Gerald. "You're too late." He cackled, the noise dying away to coughing. "She's mine."
"Where is she?" Gerald hauled the man to his feet by his shirt.
With a boldness and litheness that startled Gerald, William jerked back, freeing himself, and in one smooth motion, he brought out his weapon. The foil. A tiny, thin blade, quite long. Its reach rivaled the length of Gerald's new sword.
"Is this what it has come to?" Gerald asked, bending his knees into that comfortable, well-acquainted fighting stance position.
William remained standing tall and lunged forward with his foil, but Gerald blocked it easily. Before he could launch an attack of his own, William was already arching his foil for another hit.
Gerald moved back a few steps to put some distance between them. This style of fighting was not one he was used to, and he continued retreating, watching, wary.
Another lunge from William, and another block.
"I will not lose to ye," Gerald said through gritted teeth. He tightened his grip.
"You already have." William's grin was evil, his eyes small and unblinking. "Mine," he mouthed.
Gerald slashed, but William ducked down, trying to bring his foil up under Gerald's sword. Only by retreating back and to the right did Gerald avoid having the tip scratch against his armor. He was fighting a foe without armor. He should clearly have the upper hand, yet William attacked him like a man possessed by Lucifer himself.
The land here was uneven, and Gerald stood in the valley. While ducking and blocking blows, he moved backward until they stood on more level ground. The foil was a stronger blade than Gerald had first taken it for, and William was more than a capable foe. With proper training, William would have acquired his shield, a thought that disgusted Gerald.
In order to win, Gerald would have to press his advantage: he'd have to risk getting hit and hope that William's sharp point did not find the holes in his armor, namely the leg and arm creases.
William was relentless in his assault, his arm seemingly untiring. Over and over, he struck quick, shallow blowers at erratic and volatile angles, thawping against the armor, and aye, even managing to nick Gerald's skin a few times.
All the while, Gerald had narrowed the distance between them. Right after William sliced into Gerald's shoulder, leaving his body undefended, Gerald swiped his blade against William's cheek, a shallow wound. Before William could do more than shout curses at him, Gerald struck again, this time cutting into William's side.
But the foil had hit its mark too, and wetness trickled down inside his armor. Despite his wounds, Gerald refused to stop. William was injured too. It was time to end this.
Like a barbarian unafraid of dying, William let out a fierce cry and attacked with even greater fervor than before. To conserve his energy, Gerald merely parried as quickly as he could, keep his arms tight to his sides and swinging only enough to block William's wild swings.
Instead of Gerald advancing on William, he let William do so, trying to regain some energy. He bided his time and when William lunged, his sword arm fully extended, Gerald moved his sword in such a fashion that his touched William's on the inside. Now he pressed forward, his sword vertical; then, with a flick of his wrist, he pointed the tip down toward the outside of William's blade. His foe made a strangled cry, but it was far too late. Gerald slid his sword down and jerked it toward him, and William's sword flew out of his hand and landed a few feet away.
The raw hatred in William's eyes made it almost impossible to look at him. He collapsed onto his knees. Blood saturated his shirt.
"Make it quick." William spat out the words, and some saliva too. Blood trickled from his clothing and dripped onto the grass.
Instead, Gerald cut off William's shirt and ripped it into long shreds he tied together and then used to secure William to a nearby tree. The man's struggles were pathetic, each jerk causing his wound to bled more. Once fastened, Gerald glowered at his fallen foe. "Where is she?"
"She is mine."
No matter what Gerald threatened or screamed or yelled, those three words were all he ever said. Frantic with need to find her, Gerald tucked away his sword and claimed the foil as well before entering the church.
The ceiling high above him, Gerald rushed forward. A wave of dizziness claimed him, forcing him to slow his pace and to hold onto the ends of the pews as he walked.
From the back of the church, a door opened, and a man in black came forward. "How may I…"
He had to be a sight to see. Gerald held up his hand. Unfortunately, it held the foil. He hastily dropped his arm.
"You come in here armed?" The priest held out his hands, his face stern.
"Have…have ye seen Lady Vanessa?" Gerald gasped out.
The priest's disapproving frown became even more judgmental. "Who are you?"
"I am Sir Gerald." In his armor, he could be nothing other than a knight. "William brought her here against her will. I can only assume he meant to force her into marriage…"
"She is mine," he had kept saying. Had the brute married her then?
"No wedding took place here." The priest's lips thinned from their frown. "But I am afraid I do not know where she is."
Gerald collapsed, unable to bear the weight of his armor or his plight. Where was Vanessa? Had William done anything to harm her? He should have struck him down. A duel never truly ended while both participants still lived, yet he felt that in this peaceful land, that death should not be delivered by his hand. Then again, William had not acted peacefully by kidnapping Vanessa and trying to coerce her into marriage.
Unwilling to waste time by removing his armor, he forced himself to stand and returned to his horse after ensuring William remained tied to the tree. The priest would find him soon, no doubt. By then, Gerald would be long gone. The villain appeared to be sleeping. The wound Gerald gave him might be enough to kill him.
The sun set on the land, the world darkening. Gerald walked alongside his horse, striving to find the broken grass and hooves from earlier before the last remnants of the light died. Not there. There!
With groans and creaks, Gerald climbed onto his horse and they proceeded to follow the trail. Every step brought them closer to her, but time, and the coming night, could hinder them. Gerald never knew until that moment just how much he loved Vanessa. He would do anything to find her, to save her. She served as the only purpose to his new life.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Darkness surrounded her like a suffocating blanket. She couldn't breathe or see or hear. Every part of her felt either numb or pain worse than she could ever imagine. Each inhale constricted her chest, and she could not recover.
"Gerald…" Her voice was scarcely loud enough to be audible.
Somehow, she had struck enough rocks to William's head that he had stopped advancing on her. She scrambled onto his horse and rode off. As she struggled to guide him away from the church while untying her hands, the horse reared, sending her into a pile of mud. The horse ran off, and here she remained, cold, sore, hungry, thirsty, alone, and scared.
Sleep threatened to claim her, but she struggled against its alluring pull. Heaving a sigh, she stood and slowly started to walk. An ankle nagged her, but she pressed on.
The rhythmic sound of something familiar came from behind her but she couldn't place it. Her mind worked slower than normal. She turned around to see a large blob that neared. Fear gripped her, but she hadn't the strength to move.
Closer and closer and then her vision focused and she recognized a horse and a knight riding him.
"Gerald," she breathed.
He jumped off the horse and lifted her. She held onto him, afraid that if she stopped touching him, he'd disappear.
"What… How…"
He kissed her forehead, her eyes, her lips, again and again, and she pressed against him. Then he stepped back and eyed her. "Are ye all right? He did not harm ye, did he?"
"I am fine," she assured him, but not holding onto him forced her legs to support her feet, and she swayed.
His arm went around her waist, bracing her.
"I tried to save myself. I should have waited for you."
Despite the growing darkness, she could see his tender smile. "Ye did save yourself."
He helped her onto the horse, and she winced, reaching for her sore ankle.
"What ails ye?"
"I fell on my ankle."
Again, he removed her shoe and rubbed her foot and ankle. The pressure at first was far too much, but then her sore muscles relaxed and stretched, and the pain subsided. "Thank you," she said softly. Such an intimate gesture and yet it did not feel wrong.
He took his time climbing up behind her. Careful not to jostle her or…
"How did you find me? Did you find William? Did you fight? Oh, dear Lord, that's why you're wearing your armor. Is he dead? Are you hurt? What—"
"I followed the trail from your horse then your feet from the church. He threw ye, I gather? Of course I found the bastard at the church and we did fight. I left him there. Alive. I do not know if he still is or not."
"Are you hurt?" she repeated.
"Nothing that will not heal."
He urged the horses forward at a slow pace, and she leaned back against him, reveling in the comfort he afforded her. "You are not lying to me?"
"Never." He kissed just below her left ear, and she shivered with delight.
"My hero. My knight," she corrected and giggled.
The rest of the way, they traveled in silence. She was so grateful he did not ask what happened. He deserved to know, and she would tell him, only not yet.
The moon was nearing the height of its journey when they arrived at her stables. Gerald guided the horses into stalls, and she woke Myles to tend to the animals. After dropping the weapons, Gerald faced her, a blank expression on his face that melted away into happiness. Then, hand in hand, they approached the front door.
It burst open, and Vanessa dropped Gerald's hand. Mother and Father came outside.
"Where were you?" Father boomed.
"Where have you been?" Mother asked, ushering her inside.
"What are you wearing?" Father asked Gerald as they followed them into the parlor. All of her relatives fit into the large room, making it quite cramped, all awake and quite agitated despite the late hour. Their grumbles and threats halted when they turned and saw her. Their scowls twisted into smiles, their exclamations and shouts of joys deafening, followed by questions, so many questions. It took Father some time to calm them down, and he had to ask several times for some privacy. Joanna hugged Vanessa on her way out. Charles patted her shoulder, and Lydia and Xavier embraced her at the same time. Each relative had a word or two to say, and by the time they left, Vanessa felt ready to fall over.
"Allow me to explain," she started once the room cleared, leaving only she, her parents, Gerald, and Worsely behind.
"William is not a man but a coward and a thief and—"
"Gerald." Vanessa reached for his arm but thought better of it.
Mother brought a candle over. "You're…why, you're filthy and bruised and what on earth happened?"
"I went for a walk earlier and William knew all the men would be out fox hunting so he stopped by…"
"He kidnapped her and tried to force her to marry him," Gerald finished.
"But Gerald came and rescued me." Her parent's faces were too much for her to look upon.
"She managed to get away from him first." Gerald's chest swelled.
She flushed with pride. Yes, she had not needed a knight to save her, but she would have been hard pressed to return to the manor without him. In fact… "May I sit?" Her legs were ready to buckle out beneath her.
Mother guided her to a chair and left the room, returning with Beauchene, who started to wash her face. A bath was what she needed, but her parents obviously had more questions for them.
"How did you know of this?" Father demanded of Gerald.
"I suspected something was amiss when he did not show up at the field. How did the fox hunting go?" Gerald gave a tight smile as he slowly sat on a chair.
"Is that armor?" Mother asked.
"Where is William now?" Father began to pace the floor, his hands behind his back.
"Unless the priest unbound him, he remains tied to a tree near the church where I left him."
"We shall have to notify the constable." Father halted and eyed Vanessa. "Are you all right?"
The look in his eye—Gerald had been right. Father had only wanted her to marry William because he had truly thought it her best course. He had been trying to show his love for her in that tragic act.
"I will be fine," she said hoarsely, her gaze seeking Gerald's. As long as she and Gerald were both living and safe, she needed nothing else.
"You might also want to fetch a physician," Gerald added.
"For Vanessa?" Father stared at her, his hands clenched into fists.
"And one for William. If you wish him to live."
The tightness in Father's jaw made Vanessa wonder if her father would only send for one.
Now that Beauchene had finished washing her face and whispered she was going to draw her a bath, Vanessa leaned to the side to look around Father to Gerald. He was slowly undoing his armor to reveal his clothing beneath, and she gasped and stood when she saw the blood. Only Mother holding her back kept her from rushing to his side.
"I have been injured worse before." He smiled slightly while Father grimaced, most likely wondering in what other circumstances Gerald would have acquired a more severe wound.
"There is something else to the story." Father glanced from her to Gerald and back again.
"Yes. I can see it too." Mother, who had been quietly weeping, brightened considerably. She embraced Vanessa and whispered into her ear, "Love has found a way for you after all."
Gerald and Father were talking in hushed tones. Her father faced away from her so she could not gauge his emotions nor read his face. What would he think of Gerald for courting her when William had been doing the same? What would he think of her?
Mother and Beauchene guided her out of the room to the bath. She could hear some snores from their guests, which pleased her. They should rest and not worry over her for a second longer. Gerald would keep her safe.
With Beauchene's aid, Vanessa lowered herself into the refreshing, almost invigorating, water, and her sore muscles so enjoyed it. Large spots on her upper arm resembled fingers. William had left his mark on her.
Mother waved Beauchene away, and Vanessa washed herself, wincing each time she came across another bruise.
When she finished, she remained in the water and closed her eyes, soaking, trying to forget the source of her pain.
Opening her eyes, she saw sorrow in her mother's blue ones mixed with adoration. "I am so sorry this happened to you."
"As am I."
"But I meant what I said. Love is yours, and I am so thankful for that."
"I only wish the same had happened to you." The water rapidly grew tepid, but she hadn't the strength or the desire to leave the comforts of the bath just yet.
Her mother glanced toward the door as if she could see through it to Father. "Your father is not the tyrant you think him to be. He was going to ask you if you declined William and if you had not invited him to partake in our Christmas celebration because you did not wish to marry him. That is why he left the invitation to you."
"I never wanted to marry him. Regardless of Gerald." Her voice changed slightly whenever she said his name. Like a caress or an embrace.
Mother sighed and fiddled with her fingers. Normally she sat so perfectly still and proper. This was the most anxious Vanessa had ever seen her mother. "William spoke so often about you and your beauty and made it quite clear he thought the world of you."
"He thought the world of owning me." Vanessa stared at her toes peeking above the water level. When Mother did not speak more, she glanced over. Her shoulders were hunched over. Mother's posture was never less than stellar. "You do not blame yourself, do you?"
"How can I not? You told me you did not care for him, but I did not care for your father at first either. Never once did I stop to truly listen to you, to realize what was going on… I left the decision up to your father and hardly spoke to William myself. Maybe if I had, this could have been avoided…"
Mother helped her out of the tub and draped a towel over her. As she had not done since Vanessa was a young girl of four, her mother brushed her hair. She, not Beauchene, readied her bed and brought her blanket to her chin.
"Rest now. Everything will work out. I promise you."
But at the sound of the door latching shut, Vanessa laid there, wide-eyed, unable to sleep. Now that her parents knew about William's misdeeds and how she and Gerald felt for each other, she should be happy and carefree and dreaming about the future. But all she could see when she closed her eyes was William's wicked eyes and horrid leer, feel his hands on her body, his lips on hers. Burning tears streamed down her face, and she curled into a ball, remaining in that position until the sun dawned on a new day.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Vanessa's father was an intimidating man and Gerald was not easily intimidated. That eyes identical to Vanessa's stared at him with something akin to mistrust and aloofness unnerved him.
Duke Honcaster steepled his fingers, his elbows on the dining room table. "If you had suspected William—"
"I had no idea what he was capable of, what he planned on doing."
The duke relaxed his arms, resting one on top of the other. "Then how did you know to leave the hunt?"
"I was listening to my instincts. Sir." The title came out, one he meant with respect.
The man's eyebrows rose. "I have been quite lax with allowing you to stay here with us, but I must confess, I have wondered how that turn of events came to pass. You came here, did not even knock at the door but met Vanessa outside, and she brought you in and forced our hands to allow you lodging because of the holiday. Did you know Vanessa before this? Did you two plan this all along? Just when did you fall for her?"
So many questions, so many he could not give the answers too. Gerald rubbed his head. His shoulder pained him, and he winced. A physician could not be fetched until the morning, and he longed to sleep. After Vanessa had left for her bath, her father had allowed Gerald the chance to wipe the dirt and sweat from his wound. Although it was not deep, it still pained him. Perhaps he had torn something.
"I—"
"While I am glad that William revealed his true self before Vanessa would have been trapped in marriage to him, I do not wish for her to be equally trapped by marriage to you." Placing his hands on the table, Duke Honcaster stood and leaned toward him.
"I assure ye, Your Grace, I have nothing but the highest respect for Lady Vanessa. I will honor her and—"
"Words are all you have to offer her." Duke Honcaster waved away his words and proceeded to walk back and forth the length of the table.
"Words and my shield," Gerald corrected, too late realizing that his shield did not mean the same here as it did in his time.
"You have no house, no means of supporting yourself, let alone her and children. How can I, in good faith, hand her over to you?"
Never had Gerald felt more low. He had secured Vanessa's love and helped her save herself from William, and now a new obstacle presented itself: his ability to provide for her.
"I will do anything I can to give Lady Vanessa the life she deserves."
"How?"
A question worth its weight in blood and sweat and toil.
"I—"
"Go and sleep. We will talk more in the morning."
Already the palest rays of the sun peeked through the windows. Gerald stood, bowed deeply to the duke, and went to the guest room. Careful not to wake those sharing the room, he grabbed his blanket, and sleep devoured any thoughts or plans he might have come up with.
Rolling onto his shoulder woke him sometime later. Vanessa's cousins whom he shared the room with had already left. Blood stained his blanket. His wound had opened again. With a groan, he walked over to the window. A collection of hawthorn, bay leaf, and laurel decorated the sill. Outside, the land looked so peaceful, the sun high in the sky. Dark clouds, though, threatened on the horizon. Rain, mayhap even snow, would make an appearance soon.
Having only one hand to bind his shoulder, he discovered it impossible and gave up. His aching muscles slowed his gait as he approached the dining room. The midday meal was just being served.
He sank into his customary seat, not directly across from Vanessa but one over. Her face was white, beneath her eyes black, her lips pale. Her gaze she kept fixed on her plate, and he hated how downtrodden she seemed. Had her father spoken with her while Gerald had slept?
Clearing his throat made her jerk back. Their gazes met, and she briefly smiled before staring at her plate again. Her food appeared untouched. Strange. After a battle, he always felt ravenous, as he did now.
Conversation was down, with quiet tones and little laughter, not the raucous partying that had led to the holiday. Xavier stabbed at his food with his fork and knife. Had the meat offended him in some fashion? Lydia seemed to make a point in not looking his way or Vanessa's. Stranger and curiouser.
His first plateful of food consumed, Gerald helped himself to more. His appetite dimmed somewhat when Vanessa stood and she and her mother and maid left the room. Her posture and pace revealed how poorly she must be feeling. Rage seized him. He had not gotten to her in time to prevent that brute from harming her. He had failed her.
Fresh bread went down easily, and the fish had been cooked to perfection, the herbs and spices used foreign to him, but pleasant to taste. The colorful vegetables had tasted divine on the first plate, but mayhap seeing Vanessa and realizing the extent of damage William had inflicted upon her altered his taste.
A few minutes later, Lydia stood. Gerald placed his cloth napkin on the table, ready to follow her when he spied Duke Honcaster staring at him. It would not do for the duke to think him fickle and running after a married woman, as if his daughter was not enough for him, and so he remained sitting.
And still he remained sitting while the rest of those at the table slowly left until only he and the duke remained.
"The physician should be here at any moment, the constable as well." Duke Honcaster rubbed his jaw. "Your studies… I do believe Vanessa said they ran historical?"
"Aye." He swallowed. What good could come of this line of questioning?
"That would explain the suit of armor and the sword in the stables. The foil was William's, I take it?"
Gerald managed a nod.
"I know you care for her—"
"I do not merely care for her. I adore her. I admire her. I love her. Before I came here, I was lost. She found me. She brought me back." He spoke with conviction, the truth burning inside of him. Lydia's words may have made him give up on finding a way to return to the past, but it had been Vanessa's love that made the past unnecessary. Only the future mattered.
So long as she was a part of it.
"Love is—"
"Not enough. I know."
Duke Honcaster opened his mouth but paused as Worsely entered the room.
"The physician is here, Your Grace."
The duke stood. "He will examine Vanessa first."
"I assumed he would." Gerald nodded.
For the first time, the duke's lips curled slightly into a tight smile, much better than the harsh line they had been ever since they returned to the manor last night.
Duke Honcaster exited the room.
"Worsely."
The butler had moved to leave. Now he faced Gerald. "Yes?"
"Thank ye."
He nodded. "My life is to serve."
God willing, Gerald's would be to serve Vanessa.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Doctor Westerfield spoke with Vanessa and looked her over before proclaiming she would be fine. Although her body was not as sore as it had been yesterday, she felt as weighed down upon or even worse. How could she have grown so lax with Beauchene? While she had enjoyed the freedom the lack of a constant chaperone granted her and she did not begrudge her maid the chance to blossom her own romance, she should not have been alone on her walk, on any of them.
But he would have easily overpowered her. Even her and Worsely.
After breaking her fast that morning, she had returned to the solace of her room and stared at her balcony, not once venturing the courage to step onto it. Although she knew William would not be near her again, that he would not harm her—neither Father nor Gerald would allow that to happen—she still could not forget what he had done to her. At the time, she had been more repulsed and too busy trying to get away to be afraid. Now that fear crept inside her, under her skin, a part of her she hated almost as much as she hated him.
Beauchene had roused her for the midday meal, but Vanessa had declined until her mother came and talked her into it. Seeing Gerald was actually a little painful. He had been wounded for her folly.
The physician spoke to Mother and left the room. Vanessa followed. A hand touched her arm, and she jumped.
"Dear…" Mother's voice cracked. "Daughter, you should rest."
"I wish to see Gerald."
"Doctor Westerfield… Go on."
Vanessa exited the drawing room and listened for the echoing male voices that led her first to the parlor, where their guests were mingling, and then to the small storeroom. The door was ajar, and Mother, who had trailed behind her, opened it, nodding her ahead.
Father's terse expression did not frighten her. She ignored him and focused on Gerald. His face was blank as the doctor asked him to move his arm this way and into that position, but his eyes… oh, his eyes…
A tall figure blocked her sight, and she looked up to see Father there.
"You have no business being here." His gaze flicked over to Mother.
"She does," Mother said easily.
"I will not—"
"You wished for me to marry a man who tried to…to force himself on me and you wish to keep me separated from the man who saved me? You, who did not even realize I was missing until so long after the fact?" Vanessa took a shuddering deep breath. She had never spoken so to her father.
Father and Mother exchanged a glance.
Mother looked away first, sighing. "Come along, Vanessa."
Knowing the battle was lost, she returned with Mother to the drawing room. A footman served them tea, and it took Vanessa several minutes before she could drink hers. She had never had Lydia read her tea. Would she have been able to foresee yesterday's horrible events? Little did that matter now.
"Your father is most appreciative for what Gerald did for you."
The hesitation in her mother's voice was plain. "But?"
"He has nothing to offer you, dear daughter. No house. No money. What kind of life can he provide for you?"
A question she had no answer for.
"I truly do want this to work for you. I do."
For a good hour, they sat there with Mother talking about relatives and happier times and Vanessa nodding but saying nothing. Eventually, Mother left and Beauchene stepped forward. "More tea?"
Another nod.
But she merely sat there, striving to think of a way for Gerald to best use his talents in a profession here. Although she would not care if they lived in a small house he built for them and she had to work in the fields to grow crops for them to eat while he hunted animals for their meat, her father would never agree to that.
Perhaps they should just run away and live the rest of their lives together…
The door creaked open, and she turned to see the focus of her thoughts.
In two large strides, he narrowed the distance between them and knelt before her, clasping her hand. "How are ye?" he asked, desperation raw in his voice.
"Better." She dared to cup his cheek.
He shifted upward so that their foreheads touched. "I told your father I will marry ye."
"And he said?"
"I also said I did not want a dowry."
Her eyes widened.
"I afeared he thought I only wished to marry ye for the wealth ye have. I dissuaded him of that notion."
As her parents' only child, her dowry would be quite substantial, enough for them to survive on until Gerald secured a position.
"Your mother had come into the room at that point. Said she would never not give ye what ye were due."
Hope and tepid excitement began to slowly bubble in her chest. With him so close, some of her fright and anxiety weakened. "What did Father say?"
"Then the constable arrived. I spoke to him, told him everything that happened. He had already spoken with both William and the priest. William will be tried for what he did, and the constable thinks you have a strong case against him."
"Me?" She had not said a word to him. Not surprising. Women and the courts did not go together.
"If things go as he thinks they might, we may acquire William's estate. Which we would sell and buy a new house or I could build one or…" With ease, he stood and tugged her to her feet as well. "I will make a life for us. Whether I have to work in a stables or be a butler or a carriage driver, I will do whatever I have to do, for ye."
"Have you any ideas?" she whispered, tracing her fingers along the palm of his hand. Strong hands. Capable hands. Hands that would never dare hurt her in any way.
Perfect. Just as he was.
"Talking to the constable made me start thinking. Maybe I could become one. Your father mentioned the Bow Street Horse Patrol."
Vanessa nodded slowly. It would mean giving up her place in society, but after all they had been through, their love meant everything. "Yes, that could be good for you." She tapped a finger to her lips.
"Ye think differently."
"I do have a thought."
Before she could voice it, movement by the doorway caught her eye and she eased away from Gerald, breathing easier when she saw the newcomers were Xavier and Lydia.
Her cousin embraced her in a tight hug. "I cannot believe what has happened." He held her at arm's length. "When Gerald stole a horse and rode off, I did not know what to think. He has always done what he wished without thinking first."
"I do resent that," Gerald said with a laugh.
Her giggle was only a little forced. Some of his mannerisms were still strange to them, but she embraced their differences.
"I should have…" Lydia shook her head. She stepped between Xavier and Vanessa and embraced her. Her gaze fell on Vanessa's empty mug, which she picked up.
"It is not your fault," Vanessa said firmly.
"How would… Why would you think it your fault?" Xavier rubbed the back of his neck, eyeing his wife, his cousin, and then Gerald.
Lydia walked over to Beauchene, who had finished straightening up the room and lingered there in case they had need for her. She whispered to her, and the maid left, only to return in a few moments with another tea cup and some spices. Beauchene placed them on the table, and Lydia set about making tea. Her hands did not shake.
"Xavier…"
He had been eyeing her carefully, his gaze turning to Gerald several times. Had Gerald spoken to him about Lydia's tea?
"Your cousin once told me a story about how you hate trees."
Vanessa covered her mouth but could not contain her giggle.
Xavier scowled. "I am no coward. Point out a tree for me to climb and I will."
"Shall we?" Bringing the tea cup with her, Lydia ushered them out of the room and the manor, heading for the tallest tree on their land. "Go on then."
It was not quite so strange to return to the outdoors with her loved ones nearby, but Xavier was looking at his wife with anything but love in his eyes.
Grumbling under his breath, he moved toward the tree then stopped. "This is ridiculous. I am not dressed for this."
True, he was wearing nice clothes, but they all knew he was stalling.
"Why ever would ye be scared of trees?" Gerald crossed his arms.
Vanessa waited for Xavier to explain himself, but when he did not, she supplied, "He fell out of one when he was young and landed on his head."
"My arm!"
"Your head. I was there."
"Did not even try to catch me," he grumbled.
"You were always so much bigger than me."
Xavier stared at the tree, tilted his head back, and retreated. "This is…"
Lydia handed the cup to Xavier. "Drink."
He did.
"Now will you climb?"
Vanessa's cousin gave her the cup and proceeded to climb, making it all the way up the tree in the span of two minutes. Then, with the ease of any tree-climbing animal, he descended, jumping down the last meter, grinning broadly.
"How do you feel?" Lydia asked.
"Amazing. Like I can do anything right now. I have the courage to… Why are you all looking at me like that?"
Vanessa nodded encouragingly to Lydia.
Her friend took a shuddering breath. "I need you to listen to me. Before, you were not brave enough to climb the tree, yes?"
"I was brave enough to," Xavier protested.
"But it was not until after you drank the tea that you actually felt daring enough to attempt it."
"Maybe so—"
"You agree that the tea helped you?"
His brows formed a straight line. "I agree that I climbed the tree after drinking it, but to say that the tea…" He looked off toward the horizon. "The tea did taste unlike any I've ever had before."
"And how did you feel as you drank it?" Gerald asked.
"It warmed me, like tea always does, but it seemed to…" He waved his hand around. "It is hard to explain."
"It became a part of you," Gerald said quietly.
Xavier paced around the tree, a hand on the bark. "Yes. What was in it, Lydia?"
"A special brew."
Vanessa sighed. The perfect chance for Lydia to open up, to stop hiding, and give herself and Xavier a chance to grow closer together, and she had only provided the smoke but no fire.
"Let us go for a walk." Lydia held out her hand and smiled at him.
As the married couple walked off, heads close together, Vanessa approached Gerald. "Do you think she'll tell him?"
"I do."
"Do you think he'll accept it? Her?"
"If he loves her."
"Love can make one believe and accept the strangest of things." She started to grin, but his lips claimed hers, and she was lost in the sweetest kiss a gentleman—or a knight—could ever give. All it had taken was Christmas charity and an open mind, and her heart had been captured by, of all people, a true medieval knight.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Having to breathe was an inconvenience. Gerald pulled away from her, his arms around her. "Without ye, I would have been lost in this strange world."
"Is it really so different from yours?" Her fingers walked up and down the length of his sleeve, burning his skin through the material.
"Aye and nay."
"I will forever be grateful to my parents for having the generous Christmas spirit of charity."
"Me as well, but their charity has its limits. A member of the Bow Street Horse Patrol. Do ye think I would be a good fit?"
"Yes, but have you thought about teaching?"
"Teaching?" He pulled back and stared down at her. "I am the master of nothing here."
"Not yet, maybe, but you are the master of swordsmanship. William was well known for his fencing, and you defeated him."
"If not for my armor, it well may have been a different tale ye speak."
She brushed his hair from his forehead, and he briefly closed his eyes at the contact. "You could build a school and train in the old ways of the sword. Men go off to France to study how to fence, but now they would have an option here, at home." Vanessa rubbed beneath her full lower lip. "It would take some time and patience, but I think it could be done."
"A sound idea." He stole a quick kiss but had to ask, "However did ye acquire a sword for me?"
"A friend of Xavier's makes all kinds of weapons. Usually for fencing, but some more suited to you. All the more reason I think your school could work. With Soulden making the weapons and you teaching how to use them, there could even be mock duels and tournaments and…" Vanessa clapped her hands together. "What do you think?"
Gerald picked her up and twirled her around. His shoulder did not appreciate it, but he ignored the pain. "Ye never cease to amaze me."
"So it's a good idea?"
"As if ye did not already know it is." He nuzzled his nose against hers and finally allowed her feet to touch the ground again.
She giggled.
"But I fear your father will not care for it."
The delight in her eyes vanished, and he regretted his words. "You may be right…"
"Mayhap there is another option for us."
"What is it?" She clasped her hands together.
"We could see if Lydia could send us to the future and start a life anew, only you and me."
She twisted about toward the manor. "But that would mean leaving Mother and Father behind…and Xavier and Lydia and Henrietta and Stefan and my aunts and uncles and cousins…"
How selfish of him to have even suggested such a thing. When Terese had not asked but thrust him into the future, he had thought he had left behind a mission. In truth, he had left nothing behind at all.
"Forget I ever suggested such a thing."
"I…I have thought of it. The future. What it would be like. If women would ever be allowed to do as they wish and not what their father or husband dictates. What people wear, what new dishes they eat… What stories there are to be read… The future is limitless. The possibilities are endless."
"The future here is limitless, the possibilities here endless, so long as we are together."
Vanessa's smile brightened her face, but then she frowned. "What about your time? Have you thought about us going back then?"
"No. There is nothing for me there. Ye have your family here and so we will stay."
Her embrace was both sudden and powerful, and he held onto her, them both supporting the other.
After a moment, she pulled back. "And what of Brightmouth? Would you care to visit that land?"
He shook his head. "I have no need to see that land, although I would fancy a meeting with your Prince Regent."
She laughed. "To swear your fealty to him?"
"Ye know me well. Would ye care to walk with me?" Gerald glanced at the house. "We should have a chaperone first." As much as he did not want to, he retreated from her. It would not do for Duke Honcaster to see them in a precarious position and to send Gerald out into the world without a penny to his name or any hope of ever marrying Vanessa.
Her blue eyes widened, her shoulders hunched, arms wrapped around her torso, as if retreating into herself. After a moment, she lifted her head, pushed out her chest, and stood tall. One decisive nod, a crisp movement. "Yes. I will… Would you mind being the one to fetch Beauchene or Worsely?"
She had shown signs of fear. He should well recognize them as he had seen them often during duels or jousts, even in the few battles he had partaken in. William had done more than harm her physically. But she was willing to push through her distress, on her own, and he loved her all the more for it.
And hated himself as well that he had not prevented her from ever experiencing harm or any suffering.
"I will be back momentarily."
He started to walk away when she claimed his hand in her small one. Rounding toward her, he smiled as she lifted onto her toes and pressed her lips to his cheek. "Do not tarry."
"Certainly not." Gerald hurried to the manor. The servants were not in the dining room or the kitchen. The soft sound of laughter came from the storeroom. He knocked, and Worsely opened the door. As ever, the butler appeared distinguished and composed, but Beauchene behind him was blushing. At times, Vanessa's lips grew swollen from his kisses, but Beauchene's face looked unblemished. No stolen kisses on their behalf then, just pilfered moments, not that he could blame them.
"Please come. Lady Vanessa and I require a chaperone, or chaperones," he grinned broadly, "and it seems like ye might need some as well."
Worsely bristled. "I would never—"
"I know. Neither would I but…"
The butler nodded. Beauchene did not lift her gaze from the floor as she left the room first, followed by Worsely. Gerald trailed behind them until he could not stand it, edging around them, beating them to the door and outside.
Vanessa was waving her arms about animatedly, talking to her parents beneath the tree Xavier had climbed. Watching her graceful movements, her pink lips, her flushed cheeks…she was beautiful.
And she was his.
So long as they could convince her parents that he could support them.
"Gerald," Duke Honcaster said stiffly.
"How are you feeling?" the duchess asked, almost but not quite glaring at her husband.
"I have felt better," he admitted. Picking up Vanessa, as light as she was, had not been his brightest idea.
"Vanessa was telling us you have come up with a means for supporting her. I take it is not with the Bow Street Horse Patrol."
Her father's tone was condescending. One hand was on Vanessa's shoulder, and Gerald recognized again that he loved her in his own way. He had truly thought William would provide for her. Now that William was no longer a viable option, he wished to ascertain that another mistake would not be made.
Gerald was a lot of things, but a mistake he would never be.
"No, kind sir, it is not, although I am not beyond pursuing such a noble profession." Out of the corner of his eyes, he spied Vanessa nodding in encouragement. Surely Vanessa knew her father better than he did. If she thought this plan a solid one, God willing, it was. "Fencing is quite popular, and to study, one has to go abroad." From what Vanessa had said, he gathered this was the truth and he prayed it was. "But I bested William using an older styled sword and armor."
"Like a knight," Vanessa supplied with a giggle.
"A…knight," her mother repeated.
"I can start a school here and teach the style of sword play I used and there would be no need to travel to other countries." Feeling that he was rambling, Gerald shut his mouth.
Duke Honcaster stroked his chin. "How did you acquire such knowledge yourself?"
"From a master." The truth, but not all of it.
"And the armor?"
"All I have left from him." From another time.
"And the sword?"
"I secured it for him," Vanessa cut in. "I had meant it as a gift."
Her father massaged his temple. "A business."
"A school, if ye will," Gerald corrected. The duke's face was unreadable.
"Why are you not asking for money in order to return to school? Did something happen there that I should know about?"
Gerald stiffened and dared not glance at Vanessa, thoughts running wildly to come up with a reply. Then the answer came all too easy. "Anything historical means nothing to me so much as living and doing and experiencing all life has to offer. Standing against William has opened my eyes to this. I could never go back and I do not wish to."
Duke Honcaster eyed him coolly. "A school. It will take funds to start such a venture. How will you go about procuring them?"
"I will sell my armor."
"No!" Vanessa gasped.
"Fair enough." The lord nodded. "What is your asking price?"
"What deem ye as fair? I trust in ye." Gerald lowered his chin, a sign of fealty.
"I am sure we can come to an agreement."
"Father, you cannot—"
"Vanessa—"
"No, Father, please, listen to me. I love Gerald. I know you think love isn't enough. Gerald thinks along those same lines. That is why he will do anything you ask of him. Do not take his armor from him. If he would have to leave and find another way to find the money for the school, he would, even if it would take him ten years to secure enough. And I would wait those ten years. I will marry no one other than Gerald."
Silence descended, and Vanessa covered her mouth with her hands. She breathed audibly and lowered her hand.
Gerald knew Vanessa well enough to understand her thoughts in this moment: how dare she speak thus to her father. Despite her downward gaze, her shoulders shifted back. Shame did not fill her. He also knew that every word she spoke she stood by, and he loved her all the more for it.
As he eyed her and her beauty – made all the more evident by the traces of love in her face – she slowly lifted her gaze to her father's face.
His expression an unreadable mask, the duke received their stares. After a long pause, he shook his head and Gerald's heart dropped. He would forbid them from being together. He would deny her love in order to find her a more secure future.
In truth, Gerald did not blame the man, but riches were not the only matter of consequence in this world. Love, in this case, ensured a secure future, at least in Gerald's mind.
"Daughter, I never intended to buy his armor."
"You didn't?" Gerald and Vanessa asked simultaneously.
"No. What need have I for that? But you do have a dowry."
"A dowry I refused." Gerald put his hands behind his back so he wouldn't scratch his head.
"A dowry I will not allow to be refused. It is for Vanessa and she deserves it. And if she happens to want to be with the man who kept her safe when I failed…" Duke Honcaster cleared his throat and blinked several times. "I give my blessing." His voice was hoarse.
"Thank you, Father!"
"Thank ye, Your Grace."
"How soon can we be married?" Vanessa cupped her face. "Tomorrow isn't too soon, is it?"
"The twenty-eighth of December?" Gerald inquired.
"Yes."
"Holy Innocents' Day?"
"Ah, yes, the massacre of the innocents." The day King Herod ordered all children under the age of two killed, and not a day they should start their life together.
"It is a foul day when children are beaten and bad luck…" Gerald trailed off. It seemed the horrors of the day from his time had dissipated, much to his relief.
The duchess looked beside herself and smoothed the front of her dress. "How about the first day of the new year? Your father and I will pay the ten shillings for a common license."
"Oh, yes, Mother, thank you!"
Mother and daughter walked arm-in-arm back to the house. As he watched them leave, Gerald dug into his leather bag and rolled the mistletoe berry between his fingers. It seemed he would not have to burn it on the twelfth day of Christmas after all to ensure they would be wed. They would be married before that day. He grinned broadly.
Duke Honcaster moved closer to Gerald. "You will do her no harm."
"I would rather hack off my limbs first. I will love her before honor. I will honor her before adoration. I will adore her before all."
The duke nodded. "I believe you."
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Almost ten in the morning, and everything was ready and prepared. The marriage settlement had been agreed upon, the paperwork signed, and Father had even granted them some of his land in which to build a house and the school. Until then, they were welcome to continue living there. Although Vanessa longed for them to have their freedom, she did not care where they lived, so long as they were together.
Mother adjusted Vanessa's hat and stepped back. "You look beautiful."
"Stunning," Joanna exclaimed, clapping her hands.
"You make a prettier bride than I did." Lydia gave her a hug.
"I am sure that isn't true." Vanessa giggled.
Beauchene murmured a compliment, her eyes watering.
Vanessa hugged her too. With the whole William disaster, she had not had the chance until earlier that morning to give Beauchene her present: she had bought their cook for the day for when Worsely and Beauchene did marry, so they could have a wedding breakfast afterward. Beauchene had broken down, crying, ecstatic, and all the more so because Worsely had just asked for her hand the previous night. They planned to be wed as soon as possible—in three weeks, once the banns had been read. To avoid that wait, Vanessa's parents had secured the bishop's license.
With all her father had done for her, and Gerald, Vanessa prayed nightly for forgiveness for ever thinking him cold and distant. Money did not buy love, but she now understood him and his motivation, and that made all the difference.
She glanced about at her dear family members. Her bridesmaids also looked gorgeous with flowers in their coiffures.
Struggling to contain her excitement, Vanessa almost tipped climbing into the carriage. Just a short ride to the church, and the service would begin.
She clasped her hands in her lap. Her white long gloves contrasted nicely with the silver of her gown. The veil attached to her straw bonnet blocked her view out of the window. The satin slippers she wore made no sound as she tapped her foot against the carriage floor.
Finally, the carriage halted, and Worsely, and not a footman on account of the special occasion, helped the ladies out of the carriage.
The church was beautiful, decorated with damask roses and posies and filled with her family. If the wedding had been any other time of year, only her parents and attendants would have seen the occasion, but she was so happy she could share this day and her joy with them all.
The next few moments were a blur and Vanessa found herself standing next to Gerald. Never had he looked more like he belonged here. Everything, from the white waistcoat, the dark double-breasted coat, his cravat, and pantaloons, even his pumps screamed of a lord. Not any lord, but hers.
When it was time for her to place his ring on his finger, she hesitated. The look of love in Gerald's eyes made the incident with William as if it had never been. Anything would have been worthwhile if it led her to him.
Smiling, she placed the family heirloom on his finger. To her surprise, he did not place her grandmother's ring on hers, but a simply beautiful golden ring.
"I had the chalice fashioned into the ring for you. Soulden helped," he whispered, his lips scarcely moving.
"It's beautiful," she murmured.
A few more words from the priest whom William had wanted to force her into marriage with him, and she was wed to Gerald. Hand-in-hand, she and Gerald raced to the carriage. Well-wishers threw shoes at them, for luck, and luckily, none hit them.
Ushered into a carriage, this time she rode with only Gerald, her husband, and not her mother and bridesmaids.
"You have never looked more beautiful."
Before she could respond, he kissed her. Full of promise and desire, the kiss warmed her insides. No space distanced them, and Vanessa could not wait for that night.
Her stomach grumbled, and they parted, laughing.
"I, too, am looking forward to breaking our fast."
Still giggling, she leaned against his arm.
In the dining room, no part of the table was not covered by food but what drew her eye was the wedding cake, then the ham, eggs, and more, and at one end of the table, drinking chocolate.
She breathed in the aromas. "Shall we sit?"
"Aye." Gerald held out her chair and sat beside her, touching her arm before she could reach for anything.
Vanessa stilled, waiting for her father to say a few words, but instead, Beauchene handed her parents little wheat cakes, one each. They rounded the table, and looking at Gerald, who nodded, and her parents broke the cakes over their head.
She burst out laughing.
He grinned. "Tradition. A sign of fortune and fertility."
Across the table, Lydia coughed, reddening.
Vanessa cast her a sly look. Her friend held up one, two, five fingers. And then her thumb on the other hand.
Six children? They did not need to worry about fertility then! Of course, Lydia had said she could only ever see possible futures, as it was fluid and ever changing, whereas the past was etched in stone, but the thought of having many children with Gerald brought her even more happiness, something she hadn't thought possible on this grandest of days.
Every bit of the food tasted delicious, especially the spices in the wedding cake. Dancing and music and food, what more could she want?
Gerald leaned over and kissed her just below her ear.
Maybe she could think of one thing…
While Lydia spoke with her parents, they sneaked away, and Vanessa squeezed his hand. With every fiber of her being, she sent up thanks to Terese. If not for her wanting to keep Gerald alive and doing everything possible to ensure that was the case, she never would have met the love of her life.
Her thoughts had slowed her feet, and Gerald tugged on her hand. "What are you waiting for?" he asked with a wicked smile on his face.
"The future."
He winked. "It starts now."
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Chapter One
Sirena ran a comb through her long, flowing black hair before looking at the golden object in her hand. One didn't find many combs down here under the sea, golden or otherwise. She hadn't rescued it from a shipwreck like she had several of the other human items she had found over the years. This one had been a gift. From Kristian.
Thinking about him made her slender emerald green tail flip back and forth. Impatient, she swam laps around her small room. With a few underwater plants and the walls made of coral, her room was more a prison she longed to escape than a place she enjoyed being in. Sirena wanted nothing more than to soar through the currents all the way up to the surface, but she had to wait for her sister.
Ten long minutes later, Cordula swam in, eating some seaweed.
"Thank Poseidon you're here! And thank you so much for—"
"Don't." Cordula gulped the rest of her meal down. With a grimace, she perched herself in front of Sirena's mirror. She picked a pebble off its sandy frame before leaning in to examine her face. "You know I don't approve."
"I know. That's why I really appreciate it." Sirena glided over and clasped Cordula's hands.
Her sister's eyebrows knitted together. "If Father ever found out—"
"He hasn't yet," Sirena said confidently.
Cordula snorted. Despite her rude behavior, she was still as regal as their other five sisters, all princesses, daughters of a descendant of Poseidon.
The smile on Sirena's face drooped a little. Cordula was the only sister to disapprove of her monthly visits to the surface, although Nami did think them strange.
Sirena had been six the first time the sun kissed her face. She had closed her eyes, enjoying a warmth that never ventured quite all the way down to their underwater domain. That was when she had first met and befriended the young Kristian. Sirena had visited him once a year, until she turned fourteen two years ago. Then she started to make monthly visits to see her human friend. The numerous visits required her sisters' aid covering for her.
"I don't see the allure." Cordula adjusted her purple seashells over her ample chest. "There's so much to explore down here. So many fish to see. So many mermen to meet." Wiggling her eyebrows, she knocked her fishy hip into Sirena's. "What do they have up there that you can't find down here?"
Sirena closed her eyes for a few seconds and willed herself not to blush. Ever since she began to visit Kristian more frequently, she was thinking of him differently, and more often. She was starting to think him as more than a friend — more like a lover…
"I've only ever gone the one time," Cordula continued. "Never had the desire to go back."
Their father, King Tritonion, allowed his daughters to make one visit to the surface on their eighteenth birthday. Cordula was twenty now. Their eldest sister, Cari, had made her journey almost eleven years ago. Cari's tales about the majestic sights had inspired Sirena's first visit.
Sirena shrugged. Her tail flipped with irritation as she forced herself to stay still and not bolt out of her dome-shaped room. "I'll make this up to you, I swear!"
"You better," Cordula grumbled. "Now go. I can tell you're about to burst."
Squealing, Sirena kissed her sister's cheek and zoomed out of her room. The rest of her sisters were doing various tasks about the castle, and she flicked her tail toward them in greeting as she whooshed past. The deep blue of the water became clearer and lighter until she broke through the white waves, her head above the surface.
There Kristian stood, waiting for her on the beach. The setting sun gave him a halo, adding blond highlights to his chestnut hair. She swam past a large rock, into his line of vision, and his face broke out into a wide smile.
"There you are!" he called as he ran into the water, the frothy waves licking his toes then kissing his ankles.
Sirena giggled. The sun dipped even lower in the sky, the water dark enough to conceal her tail from him.
Kristian swam out to greet her. "I almost thought you weren't coming."
She shook her head, causing her wet hair to sprinkle droplets of water everywhere. "I'll always come, you know that."
"But you were late."
Sirena cocked her head to the side. "Do you want me to promise I'll never be late again?" she teased.
"Yes."
"I never make promises." She hovered in place as the waves lifted and lowered her. Although she longed to be closer to him, she kept a slight distance between them. Lately, all she dreamed of was his arms around her, but if he ever held her, he would finally learn she was a mermaid, and she feared he would leave her if he learned her true nature.
"Never make promises?" He crossed his arms and tilted his head to the side. One corner of his lips curled upward slightly as he reached toward her.
"Nope." Sirena swatted his arm away and clung to a nearby boulder peeking above the frothy water.
"Why not?"
"I don't want to be bound to anything," she explained. He was staring at her so intently she wanted to look away but couldn't. His gaze enchanted her.
"You don't want to be bound to me?"
Was it her imagination or was the light in his sapphire eyes dimming a little?
She cleared her throat and choked back the words she wanted to say: Of course I'll be bound to you. I'd do anything for you.
A tightness formed in her chest as she said, "Fine. If it means so much to you, I promise—"
"Don't make a promise if you don't mean it." He held up his hands in protest.
Sirena released her grip on the rock and rubbed the tight feeling away from her chest. Her heart was pounding. She could not tear her gaze away from his. "I promise I'll never be late. Satisfied?"
Kristian stared at her for a long moment, his blank face hiding his feelings, although his eyes were full of emotion. Finally, he said, "For now."
Her heart skipped a beat. She circled around the boulder as Kristian inched toward her. It wasn't yet dark enough for them to be so close. "How is your family?"
He raised his eyebrows. "We never talk about my family."
"So I noticed. Do you have any siblings?" This wasn't the first time she had asked about his family. Come to think of it, on every other occasion, he had changed the subject.
"No." Using his muscular arms, he bolstered himself up onto the boulder. He leaned back, his arms supporting him, his face tilted up toward the sky.
"That's a pity." Sirena couldn't imagine growing up alone. She and her sisters might not swim tail to tail all the time, but they would do anything for her, and she for them. "I love my sisters."
Then again, was his reticence that strange, considering she couldn't recall if she had ever told him about her siblings before?
"Do you want to talk about our families, or do you want to know what would make me satisfied for longer than just now?" He shifted forward, his chin resting in his hand, elbow on his leg, watching her.
Sirena held so still she sank a little in the water. She moved her arms to raise herself up more. This teasing banter was what she lived for, only today there seemed to be a deeper meaning. During their childhood, they had played games in the water, tossed balls back and forth. They didn't talk about anything serious. Right around the time they decided to spend more time together, they shared some tidbits concerning their personal life, but Sirena still knew few details about his private life, and truthfully, he knew even less about hers.
Did she want to know what would satisfy him?
Of course — but only if the answer was her.
Unable to speak, she nodded.
His face broke out into a wide smile, and Sirena's heart pounded. He had never looked more handsome.
Kristian slid down the boulder to land beside her in the water. He threw his shoulders back in a confident manner. "Stay for dinner. Meet my family. They would love to meet you and—"
Sirena stared at the waves crashing against his firm chest. She shook her head, still unable to speak.
"Why not?"
The despair in his voice caused the tightness in her chest to grow, and she felt as if all the air had gone out of her lungs. Mermaids could breathe as humans did when not in the water, although they could not live long that way. The ocean was their home, the only place they could be complete. Underwater, the gills on their fins absorbed the oxygen they needed.
The two aspects of her being — the human part and the marine part — warred within her. She could not survive without the water, but more and more, she was no longer certain she could survive without Kristian. He claimed her every thought, and she counted down the days until she could see him again.
Perhaps she was deluding herself. A mermaid and a man could never be together — not in the sense she wanted them to be.
"I can't." She winced at the bitterness in her tone.
"If not for an entire meal, then just come to the beach. I would love to introduce you—"
"I said I can't."
Kristian splashed with a little more force than he needed to in order to stay afloat. "Why not?" he repeated.
Sirena refused to answer. It was better this way — to fight and push him away. She couldn't give him what he wanted.
The tightness squeezed her heart and disagreed.
"Sirena…"
Hearing him say her name broke through the hastily built wall around her heart, and she broke down. A tear ran down her cheek.
He wiped it away, his touch gentle, belying the strength of his biceps and shoulders.
Sirena clasped his hand against her cheek and kept her fin behind her, where he couldn't see it. She tried to speak, but nothing came out.
Kristian caressed her cheek.
She shifted her head into his hand and kissed his palm. Swimming backward, she allowed the waves to ease her lower into the water.
Despite the darkness, she could see the haunted look in his eyes, and she couldn't bear to disappear without another word.
"You know I would stay if I could."
He closed his eyes, nodded, then opened them again. The haunted look was replaced by one of resignation. Shadows darkened his strong jawline.
"Will I see you next month?" he asked.
Sirena's lips curled into a smile. "I promise."
He returned her grin and crept forward to hold onto the boulder.
"Kristian! Come on, your mother's furious. You know she hates it when you're late for the royal supper," a voice called from the beach.
Sirena shifted her gaze from Kristian's happy face to the shore, where a young man about Kristian's age, which was a year or so older than her own sixteen years, waved frantically.
She folded her arms against her seashells. "Royal?"
Kristian shrugged. "It never came up."
"Are you a noble?" she asked. Not that she had any chance with a human, but to learn that her human was nobility made him that much more out of reach.
"You could say that," he murmured.
"Prince Kristian, your mother will send you to the dungeon if you don't get out of the water right now!"
Sirena sucked in her breath in a hushed gasp. Not just a noble but a prince!
"Why do you care so much, Blaise?" Kristian shouted to his friend.
"Because your mother threatened to lock me up beside you in a cell!"
The waves drew her beneath the water, and she was gone.
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