



	
	




    

Dear Reader




From the eleventh to the fourteenth century, the area north of the English king’s actual control was effectively ruled by anyone who had the men to do so. More lip service than true fealty was given to the English king.

In these unruly border lands, anything could happen—from bright deeds of valor to blackest treachery. In my mind those wild lands became…magical. I was haunted by their possibilities. It was nearly a thousand years ago, a time when intelligent men and women accepted a reality that they couldn’t touch; they simply experienced it. A time when magic was quite real.

Characters started appearing in the magical border lands of my imagination. A girl/woman who could know the truth of a person simply by touching him. It seems like a useful skill, until you think about it some more. Do you really want to know the lies and truth of everyone you touch? It would be more of a curse than a gift, for there is little truth in too many people.

Yet Amber had the gift/curse of knowing truth at a touch. Then one windswept night she touched an unconscious stranger, and knew that he was both her enemy and the other half of her soul. He was forbidden to her.

And she must have him.
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HE will come to you in shades of darkness.

The words of the dire prophecy rang in Amber’s mind as she looked at the naked, powerful man whom Sir Erik had dumped senseless at her feet.

Candle flames bent and whipped as though alive, called by the cold autumn wind pouring through the cottage’s open door. Light and darkness licked over the stranger’s body, underlining the strength of his back and shoulders. Sleet shone in the near-black of his hair. Icy rain gleamed on his skin.

Amber felt the man’s chill as though it were her own. Silently she looked up at Erik. Her wide golden eyes asked questions for which she had no words.

It was just as well, for Erik had no answers. All he had was the slack body of a stranger found in a sacred place.

“Do you know him?” Erik asked curtly.

“Nay.”

“I think you are wrong. He wears your sign.”

With that, Erik turned the man over. Candlelight and water streamed across the muscular torso, but it wasn’t the stranger’s naked male strength that drew a gasp from Amber.

A piece of amber shone against the intense darkness of the hair on his chest.


Careful not to touch the stranger, Amber knew at his side and held the candle so that she could study the talisman. Elegant runes had been incised on the gem. The runes commended the wearer to the protection of Druids.

“Turn the pendant over,” she said in a low voice.

Deftly, Erik flipped the amber talisman. On the other side, Latin words in the shape of a cross proclaimed the glory of God and asked His protection for the wearer. It was a common Christian prayer carried by knights who had gone off to battle the Saracen for possession of the Holy Land.

Amber let out a long sigh, relieved that the stranger was not some black sorcerer dropped into the Disputed Lands for the sake of mischief. For the first time she looked at the stranger as a man rather than as an object brought to her so that she might discover truth or treachery.

Wherever Amber looked, the overwhelming reality of the stranger’s strength looked back at her. The only hints of delicacy in the man were his dense, faintly curling eyelashes and the clean, curving line of his lips.

The stranger was handsome in the way a warrior is handsome, the beauty of a storm rather than the beauty of a flower. Recent bruises, cuts, and scrapes mingled with the scars of other, older battles. The marks served to enhance rather than to diminish his aura of male power.

Though he had no possessions beyond the talisman, not even clothes, Amber had no doubt that the stranger was someone to be reckoned with.

“Where did you find him?” she asked.

“The Stone Ring.”

Amber’s head snapped up.

“What?” she demanded, hardly able to believe.

“You heard me.”

Amber waited expectantly.


Erik simply watched her with unflinching wolf’s eyes.

“Don’t make me pluck words from you like feathers from a chicken,” Amber said in exasperation. “Speak!”

The hard lines of Erik’s face flowed into an amused smile. He stepped over the senseless stranger and shut the cottage door, putting an end to the frisking of the cold autumn wind through the room.

“Do you have some mulled wine for an old friend?” Erik asked mildly. “And a blanket for whomever this might be. ’Tis too cold to be lolling there uncovered, friend or foe.”

“Aye, lord. Your slightest wish is my greatest command.”

The dryness of Amber’s voice was as unmistakable as the affection that lay beneath. Sir Erik was the son and heir of a great Scots thane, but Amber had always felt a curious ease with him despite her own lack of high birth and the fact that she had no more kin than the wild autumn wind.

Erik shrugged out of his costly mantle. He covered the stranger with a swirl of thick, warm wool that was the indigo of twilight. There was very little of the mantle left over.

“He is a big one,” Erik said absently.

“Even bigger than you,” Amber said from the other side of the cottage. “The knight who felled this man must have been a mighty warrior.”

Erik watched through narrowed eyes as Amber hurried toward him, her arms overflowing with the thick fur cover that normally warmed her bed.

“If the evidence of the tracks is to be believed, he was felled by a bolt from the sky,” Erik said distinctly.

The swirling length of Amber’s nightclothes wrapped about her ankles, tripping her. She stumbled and would have fallen on the stranger if Erik hadn’t caught her. He set Amber aright and released her in the same swift motion.

“Forgive me,” he said quickly.

Though Erik had touched her for only the briefest moment, she couldn’t conceal the unease it had caused.

“There is nothing to forgive,” Amber said. “Better your flesh than the stranger’s.”

Despite her reassuring words, Erik watched Amber closely, wanting to be certain that whatever difficulty his touch had caused her was truly fleeting.

“I can’t say why your touch doesn’t pain me,” Amber added wryly. “God knows that your heart is no more pure than it must be.”

The smile that edged Erik’s mouth was as brief as Amber’s discomfort had been.

“For you, Amber the Untouched,” he said, “my heart is as pure as unfallen snow.”

She laughed softly. “Perhaps it is the legacy of our childhood sharing Cassandra’s lessons.”

“Yes. Perhaps.”

Erik smiled almost sadly. Then he bent and wrapped the unmoving stranger in the fur cover.

Amber hastily pulled a mantle around her own shoulders and stirred up the fire in the center of the room. Soon the friendly leap of flames warmed the room and ran like sunlight through Amber’s long golden braids. She suspended a pot from the trivet over the fire.

“What of the man’s companions?” she asked.

“They scattered to the winds, and so did their horses.” Erik smiled rather savagely. “The ancient Stone Ring must not have cared for Normans.”

“When did this happen?”

“I don’t know. Though the tracks were deeply cut, they were all but washed away by the rain. The lightning-struck oak was little more than a blackened stump and sullen embers.”


“Bring him closer to the fire,” Amber said. “He must be sore chilled.”

Erik moved the stranger with an ease that belied the man’s size. The dance of flames brought out the gold in Erik’s hair and beard.

The stranger’s hair remained a rich shade of darkness. He was clean-shaven but for a mustache that was also dark.

“Does he breathe?” she asked.

“Aye.”

“His heart—”

“Beats as strongly as a war stallion’s,” Erik interrupted.

Amber sighed with a relief that was too intense to be feeling for a stranger.

Yet she felt it just the same.

“Is one of your squires fetching Cassandra?” Amber asked.

“No.”

“Why not?” she asked, startled. “Cassandra has greater skill at healing than I.”

“And far less skill at scrying.”

Amber took a deep, hidden breath. She had been afraid of this since the instant Erik had dumped the naked stranger at her feet. Slowly she reached inside her mantle and nightgown.

Though she had many necklaces and bracelets, pins and hair decorations of precious amber, there was only one piece of jewelry she wore at all times, even in bed. The necklace’s chain was of gold wire finely twisted. A pendant of transparent amber half the size of her palm hung from a golden loop inscribed with tiny runes.

Ancient, priceless, mysterious, the pendant had been given to Amber at her birth. Within the precious gem, captured sunlight pooled and flashed, brooded and laughed and burned, defined by the fragments of darkness that were also caught inside the golden pool.


Murmuring ancient words, Amber held the pendant between her cupped palms. The heat of her body went into the fey stone as her breath bathed it. When the substance was infused with her living warmth, a haze formed.

Quickly Amber bent to the fire, holding the pendant just beyond the reach of flames. As the haze began to clear, the stone shimmered with light and shadow shapes constantly changing.

“What do you see?” Erik asked.

“Nothing.”

He made an impatient sound and looked at the stranger, who still lay slack, seemingly unhurt save for his unnatural sleep.

“Surely you see something,” Erik muttered. “Even I can see into amber when I—”

“Light,” Amber interrupted. “A circle. Ancient. The graceful line of a rowan tree. Shades of darkness. At the foot of the rowan. Something…”

Her voice faded. She looked up and found Erik watching her with eyes that were like amber seen at night, darkly golden, unreadable.

“The Stone Ring and the sacred rowan,” he said flatly.

Amber shrugged.

Body poised as though for battle, Erik waited.

“There are many sacred circles,” she said finally, “many rowans growing, many shades of darkness.”

“You saw him as I found him.”

“Nay! The rowan is inside the Stone Ring.”

“So was he.”

Erik’s calm statement sent chills racing through Amber. Speechless, she glanced from him to the stranger who lay wrapped in rich cloth and fur.

And a thousand shades of darkness.

“Inside?” she whispered, crossing herself quickly. “Dear God, who is he?”

“One of the Learned, certainly. No other man could pass between the stones.”


Amber looked at the stranger as though seeking his identity written in runes on his face. She saw only what she already knew—his face was strongly made, very male.

It appealed to her as nothing ever had but amber itself.

She wanted to breathe his breath, to learn his unique scent, to absorb his warmth. She wanted to know his textures, to savor his maleness.

She wanted to touch him.

The realization shocked Amber. She, the Untouched, wanted to risk agony by touching a stranger.

“Was the rowan blooming?” Erik asked.

Amber started and looked at him warily.

“It hasn’t bloomed in a thousand years,” she said. “Why would it offer this stranger a lifetime of blessings?”

Erik said only, “What else did you see in the pendant?”

“Nothing.”

“Talk about plucking feathers,” he muttered. “All right, then. What did you sense?”

“I felt…”

Erik waited.

And waited.

“God’s teeth! Speak to me,” he demanded.

“I have no words. Simply a feeling, as though…”

“As though?” he prodded.

“…I am balanced on a cliff’s edge and have only to spread my wings to fly.”

Erik smiled with a combination of memory and anticipation.

“A fine feeling, is it not?” he asked softly.

“Only for those who have wings,” Amber retorted. “I have none. I have only a long fall and a harsh landing.”

Erik’s laughter filled the small cottage.

“Ah, little one,” he said finally, “if it wouldn’t hurt you, I would hug and pat you like a child.”

Amber smiled. “You are a dear friend. Come. Take this man to my bed until Cassandra can care for him.”

An odd look was Erik’s only answer.

“I would hate to lose to simple cold a man who can walk between the sacred stones,” she explained.

“Perhaps. But on the whole, I think it would be easier for me to order his death if he weren’t a guest in your cottage. And your bed.”

Shocked, Amber stared at Erik.

The smile he gave her was as cold as the wind prowling beyond the cottage.

“Why would you condemn a stranger found in the sacred grove?” she asked.

“I suspect that he is one of Duncan of Maxwell’s knights come to spy out the land.”

“Then the rumor is true? A Norman granted his Saxon enemy the right to rule Stone Ring Keep?”

“Aye,” Erik said bitterly. “But Duncan is no longer Dominic’s enemy. The Scots Hammer swore fealty to Dominic at the point of a sword.”

Amber looked away from Erik. She didn’t have to touch him to gauge the extent of his leashed rage. Duncan of Maxwell, the Scots Hammer, was both bastard and landless. Nothing could change his bastardy, but Duncan had been given control of Stone Ring Keep and its surrounding land by Dominic le Sabre.

Yet Stone Ring Keep was part of Erik’s estates.

Erik had fought outlaws, bastards, and ambitious cousins for the right to rule Lord Robert’s various estates in the Disputed Lands. There was little doubt that he would have to fight again. It was the nature of the Disputed Lands to belong only to the strong.

“What clothes did you find with the stranger?” Amber asked.

“I found him as you saw him. Naked.”


“Then he isn’t a knight.”

“Not all knights returned from the Saracen with caskets of gold and gems.”

“Even the poorest knight has armor, arms, a horse, clothing,” she protested. “Something.”

“He has something.”

“What?”

“The pendant. Do you recognize it?”

Amber shook her head, making her hair burn as though it were the sun itself.

“Have you ever seen or heard of its like?” he persisted.

“Nay.”

Erik let out an explosive sigh that was also a curse.

“Perhaps Cassandra?” Amber offered.

“Doubtful.”

The room seemed cold despite the cheerful fire, for Amber felt the jaws of a trap both delicate and insatiable closing around her.

Erik had come to her as he had many times before, seeking the truth about a man who could not or would not speak the truth for himself. In the past, Amber had learned what she could in whatever way she could.

Even touching.

The pain of touching was a small repayment to the son of the great lord who had been so generous to her. Touching hadn’t frightened Amber before.

Yet she was frightened now.

The prophecy that had attended her birth quivered in the room like a bowstring just released…and Amber feared the death that would be launched on the invisible, deadly arrow.

But at the same time, a need to touch the stranger was growing inside her, pressing at her, barely leaving her room to breathe. She needed to know him as she had never needed to know anything, even her own true name, her own lost parents, her own hidden heritage.

The ravenous need frightened Amber most of all. The stranger called to her in his silence, sung to her in a voice unheard, compelled her in a way she could not deny.

“Cassandra knows more than both of us together,” Amber said tightly. “We must wait for her.”

“At your birth, Cassandra named you Amber. Do you think it was a whim?”

“No,” she whispered.

“You were born to things amber in a way that Cassandra recognized but could not hope to equal.”

Amber looked away from Erik’s intent eyes.

“Do you deny that this stranger wears your sign?” Erik demanded.

Amber said nothing.

“God’s blood,” Erik muttered, “why are you being so difficult?”

“God’s blood, why are you being so dense!”

Shocked by Amber’s unaccustomed anger, he simply stared at her.

“Do you know this man’s name?” she demanded.

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t have to—”

“Have you forgotten Cassandra’s prophecy?” Amber interrupted.

“Which one?” he retorted. “Cassandra sheds bits of prophecy like an oak sheds leaves hard kissed by frost.”

“Spoken like a man who has never seen beyond his own hands.”

“The sword master praised the length of my reach,” Erik countered, smiling thinly.

Amber made a frustrated sound. “Arguing with you is like wrestling shadows.”

“Cassandra used to mention that even more often than she mentioned casting pearls before swine. Her wisdom, my swine, of course.”


For once Amber wasn’t swayed by Erik’s quick wit and wry tongue.

“Hear me,” she said urgently. “Listen to what Cassandra saw for me at my birth.”

“I’ve heard what—”

But Amber was already speaking, words tumbling out, retelling the prophecy that had been born with her, casting a shadow across her life.

“’A man with no name may you claim, heart and body and soul. Then rich life might grow, but death will surely flow.

“’In shades of darkness he will come to you. If you touch him, you will know life that might or death that will.

“’Be therefore as sunlight, hidden in amber, untouched by man, not touching.

“‘Forbidden.’”

Erik glanced broodingly at the stranger and then at the girl who was indeed like sunlight captured within amber, colors of golden brightness defined by a single dark truth: simple touch could cause her great pain.

Yet he was going to ask her to touch the stranger. He had no choice.

“I’m sorry,” Erik said, “but if spies of Dominic le Sabre or the Scots Hammer are abroad in Stone Ring Keep’s land, I must know it.”

Slowly Amber nodded.

“But most of all, I must know where the Scots Hammer himself is,” Erik continued. “The sooner Duncan of Maxwell is dead, the safer Lord Robert’s holdings in the Disputed Lands will be.”

Again Amber nodded, yet she made no move to touch the man who lay senseless at her feet.

“No man gets to this stranger’s age without having a name of some sort,” Erik said reasonably. “Even slaves, serfs, and villeins have names. ’Tis foolish to fear Cassandra’s prophecy.”


The pendant on Amber’s palm burned like trapped flames. She stared at it, yet saw only what she had seen before. Sacred ring. Sacred rowan.

Shades of darkness.

“So be it,” Amber whispered.

Clenching her teeth against the pain to come, she sank to her knees by the fire and laid her palm against the stranger’s cheek.

The pleasure was so sharp Amber cried out and snatched her hand back. Then, realizing what she had done, she slowly reached for the stranger again.

Involuntarily, Erik moved as though to protect Amber from more pain. Then he controlled himself and stood watching, his mouth flattened into a thin line beneath his short, tawny beard. He disliked causing Amber any discomfort, but he disliked the thought of killing a stranger needlessly even more.

The second time Amber’s hand touched the stranger, she didn’t flinch. With a soft sound she settled more closely to him. Closing her eyes, shutting out the rest of the world, she savored the purest pleasure she had ever known.

It was like being suspended in a pool of sweet fire, caressed by warmth, knowing the heart of light.

And beyond the golden warmth of the pool, knowledge lay in shades of darkness.

Waiting.

Amber gave a low cry. She could think of few men who would have such a certainty of their own prowess in battle. Dominic le Sabre and Duncan of Maxwell! were two. A third was Erik.

A great warrior lies beneath my hand, light and darkness, pleasure and pain, soul mate and deadly foe in one.

“Amber.”


Slowly she opened her eyes. The look on Erik’s face told her that he had called to her more than once. Intent, tawny eyes watched her. His concern for her was tangible, and warming. She forced a smile despite the turmoil seething beneath her calm surface.

She owed Erik so much. His father had given her clothes, the cottage, men to work the land, and land for men to work. Erik trusted her as though she were a clansman rather than a waif with neither parent nor sibling to call her own.

And she knew she was going to betray Erik’s trust for a stranger who might well prove to be Erik’s foe.

Having touched the stranger, Amber could not deliver him to death at Erik’s hands. Not until she was certain that the man was whom she feared.

Perhaps not even then.

He could simply be a stranger, known to no one.

The thought was as seductive as a hearth fire on a winter day.

Aye! A stranger. Other knights have come to the Disputed Lands. I have heard their tales of being tested in the Saracen crucible. They were confident of their own might.

This man could be such a warrior.

He must be.

“Amber?”

“Leave him here,” she said huskily. “He belongs to me.”

The temptation to continue touching the stranger was very great. Reluctantly she withdrew her hand. The emptiness she felt at the loss of touch dismayed her. Until that instant she wouldn’t have described herself as lonely.

Erik let out a long, relieved sigh as he realized that touching the stranger had unsettled Amber, but hadn’t caused her true pain.

“God must be listening to my prayers,” Erik said.


Amber made a questioning sound.

“I need skilled warriors,” Erik said. “The Scots Hammer is only the first problem I must face.”

“What else?” Amber asked, concerned.

“Norsemen have been seen just north of Winterlance. And my dear cousins grow restless once again.”

“Send them to fight the Norsemen.”

“More likely, they would ally themselves and attack my father’s estates,” Erik said, smiling thinly.

Amber forced herself not to look at the stranger. Having a warrior such as Dominic le Sabre or the Scots Hammer fighting with Erik rather than against him could easily make the difference between peace and prolonged war for the Disputed Lands.

Yet she could as well wish to pour sunlight from hand to hand like water as wish the great Norman lord or his Scots vassal to ally with Lord Robert of the North.

“What is my new warrior’s name?” Erik asked.

“I’ll ask him when he wakens,” Amber said.

“Why did he come to the Disputed Lands?”

“That will be the second thing I ask him.”

“Where was he going?” Erik asked.

“That will be the third.”

Erik grunted. “You didn’t learn much when you touched him, did you?”

“No.”

“The stranger’s sleep isn’t natural.”

Amber nodded.

“Is he spellbound?” Erik pressed.

“No.”

Erik’s eyebrows rose at the quickness of her response.

“You sound quite certain,” he said.

“I am.”

“Why?”


Frowning, Amber probed her memory. The certainties that had flowed from the stranger into her were unlike any she had ever discovered by touch in the past. His basic nature—fierce, proud, generous, passionate, determined, bold—had been frighteningly easy to discover.

Yet there were no shifting, chaotic images of the hours or days or weeks or years before he came to the Stone Ring and the sacred rowan. There was no bright sense of purpose stitching like lightning through darkness. There were no faces beloved or hated.

It was as though the stranger had no memories.

Without realizing it, Amber reached out to the man again. She willed herself to ignore the pleasure as she once had taught herself to ignore pain. Peeling away petal after petal of beguiling sensation, she searched for the stranger’s memories.

There were none. There were only faint, fading glimmers of light that retreated even as she pursued.

The man was as though newly born.

“I don’t sense anything corrupt gnawing away inside him,” she said finally. “It is like touching a babe.”

Erik snorted. “A babe? God blind me, but he is the biggest babe I’ve ever seen!”

Amber withdrew her hand.

“What else can you tell me?” Erik asked.

She laced her fingers together so tightly that they ached. She didn’t want to share her fears with Erik, yet his questions were circling closer and closer to the core of her unease, a fear she acknowledged each time she denied it.

Great warrior, deadly enemy, and soul mate in one.

Nay! I don’t know who he is!

I know only that he is a man with no name who is supremely confident of his own fighting skills.


“Normally you ask the question, the person I’m touching answers, and my touch tells me if the truth was spoken,” Amber said slowly. “This time was…different.”

Erik looked from the senseless stranger to Amber, who seemed almost a stranger herself at the moment.

“Are you well?” he asked softly.

She jumped. “Aye.”

“You seem dazed.”

A smile was difficult to manage, but Amber did.

“’Tis the touching,” she said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. God sends us nothing that we can’t endure.”

“Or die trying,” Erik said dryly.

Amber’s smile slipped as the words of the prophecy rang once again in her mind.

Death will surely flow.
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THE smell of timeless evergreens permeated Amber’s cottage. Candles flickered in holders above the bed. They cast a shivering golden light over the man with no name. A man who lay captive in a sleep that had no dreams.

Amber was certain he wasn’t dreaming, for she had spent the past two days rubbing precious oils and warmth into his body. During that time she had sensed nothing new. Nor had the pleasure that came with touching him changed. It was as keen now as it had been the first time.

As Amber worked, she spoke to the stranger, trying to reach him with words as well as with the warmth of her touch and the pungent, healing power of evergreen and amber.

“My dark warrior,” Amber murmured as she had many times before. “How did you come to the Stone Ring?”

Her hands massaged first one powerful arm, then the other, shaping muscles that were firm even in relaxation. The dark hair on his forearms gleamed with oil and candlelight. The sight of the strong cords binding him to the bed frame made her frown. She touched one of the cords and sighed, but didn’t remove it.

Erik had said the stranger was to be bound or else one of Erik’s squires would be with Amber at all times. She had chosen the bonds, for she wanted no one else around if the man woke up and was discovered to be the enemy she feared.

Amber didn’t know what she would do if that happened. It was a thing she refused to think about, for there was no solution to the dilemma it would cause.

Enemy and soul mate in one.

“Were you afoot?” Amber asked. “Were you alone?”

There was no answer but the rhythmic rise and fall of the stranger’s broad chest.

“Are your eyes the gray of ice and winter, the gray of Dominic le Sabre’s? Or are your eyes darker, as the Scots Hammer’s are reputed to be?

“Or are you a third warrior, unknown, come back from the Saracen full of certainty of your own ability?”

There was no change in the stranger’s deep, even breathing.

“I pray you are unknown,” Amber whispered.

With a sigh, she resumed stroking the patterns of hair across the man’s chest. The masculine hair both intrigued and pleased her. She liked smoothing the crisp mat, feeling its resilience and tickling caress over her palms.

“Did you take off your clothes so that you could enter the sacred circle and sleep safely at the rowan’s feet?”

The man made a murmurous sound.

“Yes,” Amber said eagerly. “Oh, yes, my warrior. Come to the golden light. Leave all the shades of darkness behind.”

Though the man made no response, Amber was elated. Slowly, slowly, he was emerging from his unnatural sleep. She sensed his pleasure in being stroked and petted as clearly as if he could speak.

Yet still no memories came from him to her, no images, no names, no faces.


“Where are you hiding, my dark warrior?” she asked. “And why?”

Amber smoothed thick, slightly wavy hair back from the stranger’s forehead.

“Whatever you fear, you must awaken soon. Else you will be lost forever in a darkness that won’t end short of death.”

The stranger made no sound. It was as though she had imagined the brief stirring.

Straightening wearily, Amber looked at the incense bowl that was set like a candle holder into the wall. The teardrop-shaped bit of gemstone was almost consumed. She added another precious fragment from her store of medicinal amber. A tendril of thin, fragrant smoke curled upward.

The stranger’s body twitched but he didn’t awaken. Amber was beginning to fear he wouldn’t. Too often that was what happened to people who were struck by stone or broadsword or horse’s hoof. They fell into dreamless sleep. Nor did they awaken. Ever.

That can’t happen to this man. He is mine!

The intensity of Amber’s feelings startled her. Uneasily, she began pacing the cottage. After a time she realized that dawn was sending tiny lances of light between the cottage’s shutters. Beyond the walls, cocks crowed their triumph into the dying night.

Amber peeked through a crack where the shutters didn’t quite meet. The autumn storm that had been the stranger’s undoing had passed over the land. In its wake lay a world newly made, glittering with dew and possibilities.

Normally Amber would have been up and about in the garden, checking on the herbs she grew for Cassandra and herself. Or she would walk to the fens to see if flights of plump geese had arrived, bringing with them the certainty of the coming winter.


But there was nothing normal about today. There had been nothing normal since the instant Amber had touched a man with no name and discovered that she had been born to be this one man’s mate.

She went to the bed and rested her fingers lightly on his cheek. He was still in the coils of unnatural sleep.

“But not so deeply, I think. Something is changing.”

The cocks outside no longer crowed, telling Amber that the sun was lifting to its accustomed rounds.

“If you do awaken, I’ll scare you back to sleep with my appearance,” she said. “I must look as bedraggled as a winter garden.”

Amber refreshed herself with a basin of warm water and evergreen-scented soap. She put on a clean linen shift, tugged bright red stockings into place, and pulled a dress of thick, soft wool over her head.

The dress was another gift of Lord Robert, through his son, Erik, in thanks for the fine, dried herbs Amber supplied to Robert’s household. The gold embroidery around the front neck opening made a rich contrast to the indigo color of the wool itself. The dress was lined with yellow linen, which showed inside the long, trailing sleeves and at the hem of the dress.

When she was finished dressing, the soft cloth clung to the curving lines of her breasts and waist and hips. She caught the wide hem of the sleeves and bound them with ribbons around her wrists where the cloth would be out of her way.

With flying fingers she wrapped a triple strand of gold-painted leather around her hips and tied the belt in front. At the end of each of the six leather strands, opaque rings of amber glowed in shades of gold. A sheath of gilded leather hung securely from her waist. Within the sheath lay a silver dagger whose hilt held a single eye of blood-red amber.

Grabbing a comb made of rowan wood set with orange amber, she hurried over to the stranger’s bed. A brief touch told her that he was still swimming like a trout beneath the surface of unnatural sleep. And like a trout, he was struggling to rise toward the gleaming lure of the sun.

Amber shook him lightly. There was no response other than a muttering that had no meaning. She stood next to the bed and combed tangles from her long golden hair while she watched him anxiously.

“You are closer to the sunlight with each heart-beat,” she said hopefully. “Please awaken and tell me your name.”

His head turned restlessly and a hand twitched. Amber touched him but discovered nothing new.

Amber felt as restless as the stranger’s sleep. Pacing, combing her hair, pacing again, she finally cracked the shutters just beyond the bed and looked out. No one was coming up the path from Stone Ring Keep to her secluded cottage.

She pushed the shutters a bit apart and began braiding her hair, ignoring the bracing rush of air into the room. Her fingers were clumsy with impatience and anxiety. The comb slipped and fell onto the rush-covered floor next to the bed. She slammed the shutter closed.

“What a bother my hair is,” Amber muttered.

As she bent down to retrieve the comb, her hair fell across the stranger’s bound right hand. Long, powerful fingers clenched in her hair, holding her captive.

Amber froze, then stared into piercing hazel eyes that were only a few inches from her own.

Not gray. Thank God, not the gray of Dominic le Sabre’s! I haven’t lost my heart to a man who is already wed.


“Who are you?” demanded a deep male voice.

“You have your wits! You have slept for two days and I feared—”

“Two?” he interrupted.

“Don’t you remember?” Amber asked softly, stroking the hand whose fingers were wrapped in her hair. “There was a storm.”

She waited hopefully.

“I remember nothing,” he said.

Amber didn’t doubt it. All that came to her from touching the stranger was the depth of his confusion.

“I—remember—nothing!” the stranger said violently. “By God’s holy blood, what has happened to me?”

There was fear as well as confusion in his voice. He tried to get up, only to realize that he was bound hand and foot. He could move his fingers and his head, but no more. He was so surprised that he released his grip on Amber’s hair and began straining at the cords binding his right arm.

His sword arm.

“’Tis all right,” Amber said, reaching for his hand.

“I’m bound! Am I a prisoner?”

“Nay, it’s just—”

“What in the name of Jesus and Mary is going on!”

She touched the stranger’s clenched hand. She sensed fury at being bound, turmoil at lack of memory, fear at his own helplessness; but nowhere did she sense any desire to hurt her.

“I wish you no harm,” Amber said soothingly. “You’ve been ill and out of your senses.”

She might as well have been talking to the wind. The man’s muscles bunched as he fought against his bonds. The wooden supports of the bed creaked and cords bit into his flesh, but none of the bonds gave way.


A feral snarl rippled from his throat. His body bucked and covers flew off as he struggled to free himself. Cords cut into flesh until blood flowed. He kept fighting.

“Nay,” Amber said urgently. “Stop!”

She threw herself across the stranger’s body and hung on to him as though he were an unruly horse, trying to hold him still so that he wouldn’t hurt himself any more.

The shock of being surrounded by a soft, fragrant woman and a wild fall of golden hair was so startling that the man stopped struggling for an instant.

It was all Amber needed. She brushed a kiss across his naked chest, further shocking him into stillness. Then she touched his lips with her fingers as though to stop his cries.

“Lie still, my dark warrior. I will free you.”

A shudder went through him. He counted each heartbeat in the savage agony hammering inside his head. Slowly, with a visible act of will, he forced himself not to fight against his bonds.

The feel of Amber’s hands on his bare skin sent another shudder through him, as did the silky fall of her hair across his groin. His heart raced with more than the brief fight to free himself.

Then he saw the ancient silver dagger she had taken from her belt.

“Nay!” he said hoarsely.

Abruptly he realized that the dagger was to be used on the knots rather than on him. With a groan, he stopped struggling. When the force of his blood slowed, the pain in his head subsided.

Amber looked up from her work and smiled encouragingly.

“I’m sorry you were bound,” she said. “You were…not yourself.”

Whomever that might be.


“No one knew how it would go with you when you awoke,” she added.

The man let out a long breath as his right hand was freed. The other bonds gave way quickly to the flashing dagger. Before the sweat of his brief battle had dried on his body, he was free.

“I’m sorry,” Amber said again. “Erik insisted that you be tied for my safety. But I know you won’t hurt me.”

A shake of the stranger’s head was his only answer. For the space of several breaths he lay and watched Amber, trying to understand what had happened to him.

All he knew for certain was that the less he moved, the less his head hurt.

“Ill?” he asked after a few moments. “I’ve been ill?”

Amber nodded.

“What kind of illness is it that leaves a man with no memory, nothing—not even his own name!”

A chill lanced through Amber. She sheathed the dagger with trembling hands.

This can’t be what Cassandra prophesied.

I haven’t been reckless. I haven’t been foolish.

He can’t be a man with no name.

But he was.

“You don’t remember your name?” she asked in an aching voice.

“Nay, nor anything but…”

“Yes?” Amber asked eagerly.

“Darkness. A thousand shades of black.”

“Is that all?”

Thick lashes flickered for a moment as the stranger rubbed his raw wrists and looked at the ceiling, searching for something only he could see.

“A golden light,” he said slowly, “a sweet voice calling to me, luring me from that fell night, breathing the scent of larch and pine over me.”

Hazel eyes flecked with gray and green and blue focused intently on Amber. His hand moved so swiftly that she was captive before she knew what had happened. His fingers slid into her hair all the way to her scalp. He held her gently this time, but so securely there was no chance to get away.

Nor did Amber want to. A curious pleasure was coursing through her. She had touched the stranger many times, but never had she been touched by him. The difference was quite thrilling, despite her clear understanding that his emotions were a seething, unpredictable storm that might slip his control at any moment.

Slowly the man drew Amber down onto the bed next to him. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled deeply, drinking her scent. Amber brushed her lips across his cheek and chest as had become her custom through the long hours that she had tended him.

“It was you,” he said huskily.

“Yes.”

“Do I know you?”

“You know only what is in your own mind,” she said. “Do you know me?” she countered.

“I think I have never seen a girl more beautiful. Not even…”

The man’s deep voice faded and he frowned heavily.

“What is it?” Amber asked.

“I can’t remember her name.”

“Whose?”

“The one who was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. Until you.”

As the stranger spoke, Amber deliberately flattened both palms against the naked skin of his shoulders. A vague image came to her of a girl with hair as red as flame and far-seeing eyes of jeweled green.

The image faded, leaving him without a name to put to the delicate face. He shook his head and cursed roughly in frustration.


“Give yourself time to heal,” Amber said. “Your memory will return.”

Big hands clamped around her shoulders and strong fingers dug urgently into her flesh.

“There is no time! I must—I must—God’s teeth, I can’t remember!”

Tears came to Amber’s eyes as the stranger’s anguish swept through her. He was a man whose honor was his greatest possession. He had given vows that must be kept.

But he could not remember who had accepted those vows.

Nor could he remember what the vows had been.

A cry was dragged from Amber’s throat, for the man’s pain and fear and rage were also hers while she touched him.

Instantly the pressure on her shoulders was relieved. Battle-hardened hands began caressing rather than digging into soft flesh.

“Forgive me,” he said hoarsely. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Surprisingly gentle fingers brushed over Amber’s eyelashes, taking her tears. Startled, she opened her eyes.

The man’s face was very close to hers. Despite his own agitation, he was concerned for her. It was as clear to her as the dark, thick lashes that framed his hazel eyes.

“You d-didn’t hurt me,” Amber said. “Not in the way you mean.”

“You’re crying.”

“’Tis your anguish. I sense it so very clearly.”

Dark eyebrows rose. The backs of the man’s fingers brushed very lightly over Amber’s cheek. Hot tears burned against his skin.

“Don’t cry, gentle fairy.”

Amber smiled despite her tears. “I’m not a fairy.”

“I don’t believe you. Only a creature of magic could have pulled me from that savage darkness.”


“I’m a student of Cassandra the Wise.”

“Ah, that explains it,” he said. “You’re a witch.”

“Not at all! I’m simply one of the Learned.”

“I meant no insult. I have a fondness for witches who can heal.”

“You do?” Amber asked, startled. “Have you known many?”

“One.” The man frowned. “Or is it two?”

His control threatened to break at the new evidence that he had none of the memories other people take for granted.

“Try not to fight so,” Amber said. “It only makes things worse. Can’t you feel that?”

“’Tis hard not to fight,” he said through his teeth. “Fighting is what I do best!”

“How do you know?”

The man went still.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “But I know it’s true just the same.”

“It’s also true that a man who fights himself can’t win.”

Silently the stranger absorbed that unhappy truth.

“If you are meant to remember,” Amber said, “you will.”

“And if I’m not?” he asked starkly. “Will I go through the rest of my life a man with no name?”

His words were too close to the bleak prophecy that had haunted Amber’s life.

“Nay!” she cried. “I will give you a name. I will call you—Duncan.”

The echoes of the name beat at Amber, horrifying her. She hadn’t meant to say that name. She truly hadn’t.

He can’t be Duncan of Maxwell. I refuse to believe it. Better that he remain forever a man with no name!

But it was too late. She had given him a name.

Duncan.

Breath held, her hands clenched around one of his, Amber waited for Duncan’s response.

There was a distant sense of straining, of shifting, of focusing, of…

Then it was gone, fading like an echo heard for the third time.

“Duncan?” he asked. “Is that my name?”

“I don’t know,” Amber said unhappily. “But the name suits you. It means ‘dark warrior.’”

His eyes narrowed.

“Your body bears the marks of battle,” Amber said, touching the scars on his chest, “and your hair is a most pleasing shade of darkness.”

The light caress of her fingers lured and beguiled Duncan, encouraging him to accept his strange awakening into a world both familiar and forever changed.

And whether it was strange or familiar, Duncan was too spent to fight anymore. The long climb up from darkness had sapped even his great strength.

“Promise you won’t bind me if I sleep again,” he said huskily.

“I promise.”

Duncan looked at the intent, intense maid who was watching him with such concern. Questions crowded his thoughts, too many questions to sort out.

Too many which had no answer.

He might not remember the details of his life before he had awakened, but he hadn’t forgotten everything. At some time in the past he had learned that a frontal attack wasn’t always the best way to take a fortified position.

And in any case, at the moment he hadn’t the strength to attack a butterfly. Every time he gathered himself to fight, the pain in his head all but blinded him.

“Rest for a bit,” Amber said encouragingly. “I’ll make some tea to ease the pain in your head.”

“How did you know?”


Amber reached for the fallen covers without answering. Her unbound hair fell over Duncan and was drawn beneath the covers as she pulled them up. With an impatient sound, she swept the long mass back over her shoulders, only to have a handful escape once more.

“You hair is like amber,” Duncan said, stroking a soft lock. “Smooth and precious.”

“That is my name.”

“Precious?” he asked, smiling slowly.

Amber’s breath caught. Duncan had a smile to melt sleet and call meadowlarks from a midnight sky.

“No,” she said with a soft laugh, shaking her head. “My name is Amber.”

“Amber…”

Duncan looked from her long hair to her luminous golden eyes.

“Yes,” he said. “Precious Amber.”

Duncan released the silky strand of hair, stroked her wrist, and let his hand settle onto the thick fur cover.

The lack of Duncan’s touch was like having a fire go out. Amber had to swallow a sound of protest.

“So I am Duncan and you are Amber,” he said after a few moments. “For now…”

“Yes,” she whispered.

Desperately Amber wished that she had called Duncan by any other name.

Yet at the same time she knew she couldn’t have withheld what she feared could be his true name. She, called simply Amber, knew only too well the hole in the center of life that came from having no name, no real heritage.

Perhaps it is simply my fears playing upon me, drawing shadow monsters upon an empty wall.

Do I fear that he is Duncan of Maxwell simply because I want so much for him to be someone else?

Anyone else.


“Where am I?” Duncan asked.

“In my cottage.”

He glanced around, seeing beyond Amber to the large room. There was a central fire burning cheerfully as smoke was drawn to the hole at the peak of the thatched roof. Something savory cooked in the small cauldron suspended from a trivet over the fire. The walls had been limed to whiteness and the floor was covered with clean rushes. Shuttered windows were set in three walls. In the fourth was a door.

Thoughtfully Duncan fingered the bedding. Linen and soft wool and luxurious fur, rich curtains of cloth pulled aside for the day. Nearby was a table with a chair, an oil lamp, and, astonishingly, a handful of what appeared to be ancient manuscripts.

Duncan looked back to the girl who had attended his illness, a girl who was familiar and unknown at once.

Amber’s clothes were like the bedding, wonderfully rich, soft, warm, and colorful. At her wrists and neck, amber gems gleamed in costly shades of warm yellow and gold.

“You live far better than most cottagers,” Duncan said.

“I have been fortunate. Erik, heir to Lord Robert of the North, watches over me.”

Amber’s affection for Erik was clear in her voice and in her smile. Duncan’s expression darkened, making him look every bit the formidable warrior he was.

For an instant, Amber wondered if she hadn’t been a bit too hasty in untying him.

“Are you his leman?” Duncan asked.

At first Amber didn’t understand the blunt question. When she did, she flushed.

“Nay! Lord Robert is a—”

“Not Robert,” Duncan interrupted curtly. “Erik, the mere mention of whose name makes you smile.”

Amber smiled widely.

“Erik’s leman?” she repeated. “He would laugh fit to choke at the thought. We’ve known one another since we were no bigger than goslings.”

“Does he give costly gifts to all his childhood friends?” Duncan asked coolly.

“We were both students of Cassandra the Wise.”

“So?”

“So Erik’s family befriended me.”

“At some expense to themselves,” Duncan said pointedly.

“Their gifts, though generous indeed, do not strain Lord Robert’s wealth,” Amber said in a dry tone.

As Duncan opened his mouth to question Amber further, he realized that he was reacting with far too much jealousy over a maid he had just met.

Or had he?

He was quite naked in her bed. Her hands weren’t hesitant to touch him. She had neither blushed nor turned away when the bed covers went sliding in disarray, revealing his nakedness. Nor had she been in any great haste to cover him again.

But how did one delicately ask a maid if she was his betrothed, his wife, or his leman?

Or, God forbid, his sister?

Duncan grimaced. The thought that he and Amber might be close in blood appalled him.

“Duncan? Are you in pain?”

“No.”

“Are you certain?”

He made a harsh sound. “Tell me…”

His voice and his courage faded. The sensual heat in his blood did not.

“Yes?” Amber said encouragingly.

“Are we related by blood?”

“Nay,” she said instantly.


“Thank God.”

Amber looked startled.

“Is Cassandra one of those whom you call Learned?” Duncan asked, changing the subject before Amber could pursue it.

“Yes.”

“Is that a tribe or a clan or a priesthood?”

At first Amber wondered if Duncan were toying with her. Any man who was found inside the Stone Ring asleep at the foot of the sacred rowan was certainly one of the Learned!

The thought was like a balm. She had heard many things about Duncan of Maxwell, the Scots Hammer, but never had it been so much as hinted that he was one of the Learned.

Whatever or whomever the stranger she had named Duncan had once been, he was now a different man, riven from past Learning by a bolt of lightning.

Frowning, Amber tried to find the words to describe her relationship with Cassandra and Erik and the few other Learned whom she had met. She didn’t want Duncan to look at her with superstition or fear, as some of the simple folk did.

“Many Learned are related by blood, but not all,” Amber said slowly. “It is a kind of discipline, like a school, but all those who attempt to learn aren’t equally apt.”

“Like hounds or horses or knights?” Duncan asked after a time.

She looked puzzled.

“Some are always better than others at what they do,” he said simply. “A few, a very few, are far better than any.”

“Yes,” Amber said, relieved that Duncan understood. “Those who can’t be taught say that those who can learn are cursed or blessed. Usually cursed.”

Duncan smiled wryly.


“But we aren’t,” she said. “We are simply what God made us to be. Different.”

“Aye. I have met a few people like that. Different.”

Absently, Duncan flexed his right hand as though to grasp a sword. It was a movement made without forethought, as much a part of him as breathing. He didn’t even notice the act.

Amber did.

She remembered what she had heard about the Scots Hammer, a warrior who had been defeated in battle only once, and that by the hated Norman usurper, Dominic le Sabre. In exchange for his own life, Duncan had sworn fealty to the enemy.

It was rumored that Dominic had defeated Duncan with the help of his Glendruid witch-wife.

Amber remembered the face she had glimpsed through Duncan’s thick veil of forgetfulness—hair of flame and eyes of an unusually intense green.

Glendruid green.

Dear God, could he be Dominic le Sabre, Erik’s sworn enemy?

Staring at Duncan’s eyes, Amber tried to see them as gray, but honestly could not. Green, perhaps. Or blue. Or brown. But not gray.

Amber let out a long sigh and prayed she wasn’t deluding herself.

“Where did you meet these unusual men?” she asked. “Or were they women?”

Duncan opened his mouth, but no words came. He grimaced at the fresh evidence of his lack of memory.

“I don’t know,” he said flatly. “But I know that I have met them.”

Amber went to Duncan and put her fingers over his restless sword hand.

“Their names?” Amber asked in a soft voice.

Silence answered her, followed by a curse.


She sensed Duncan’s raw frustration and growing anger, but no faces, no names, nothing to call forth memories.

“Were they friend or foe?” she asked quietly.

“Both,” he said hoarsely. “But not…not quite.”

Duncan’s hand clenched into a heavy fist. Gently Amber tried to soothe the fingers into relaxation. He jerked his hand away and pounded on his thigh.

“God’s blood!” he snarled. “What kind of dishonorable cur can’t remember friend or foe or sacred vows?”

Pain twisted through Amber, pain that was both Duncan’s and, eerily, her own.

“Have you made any such vows?” she asked in a low voice.

“I—don’t—know!”

The words were almost a shout.

“Gently, my warrior,” Amber said.

While she spoke, she stroked Duncan’s hair and face as she had through the long hours when he had been lost in an odd kind of sleep.

At the first touch, Duncan flinched. When he looked into Amber’s troubled golden eyes, he groaned and unclenched his hands, allowing her gentle caresses to soothe him.

“Sleep, Duncan. I can feel your exhaustion.”

“No,” he said grimly.

“You must let yourself heal.”

“I don’t want to go into that fell darkness again.”

“You won’t.”

“And if I do?”

“I’ll call you forth again.”

“Why?” he asked. “Who am I to you?”

Amber hesitated at the blunt question, then smiled an odd, bittersweet smile as Cassandra’s prophecy echoed like distant thunder.

He will come to you in shades of darkness.

And he had.


She had touched a man with no name and he had claimed her heart.

Amber didn’t know if she could bend events so that life as well as death flowed from her reckless action. She knew only one thing, and she knew it with a certainty greater than that of the sun’s burning progress across the sky.

“Come heaven, come hell,” Amber said in a low voice, “I will protect you with my life. We are…joined.”

Duncan’s eyes narrowed as he realized that Amber had just given him a vow that to her was every bit as binding as any that lords might make among themselves. The fierceness with which she was prepared to defend him against the darkness that had claimed his memory both reassured Duncan and made him smile.

She was so fragile-looking, a handful of sunlight and softness, a fragrant breeze, a sweet warmth.

“Are you another ruthless Boadicea, to lead men into battle?” Duncan teased gently.

With a small smile, Amber shook her head. “I’ve never held a broadsword. They look like great, clumsy things to me.”

“Fairies weren’t meant to wield swords. They have other weapons.”

“But I am not a fairy.”

“So you say.”

Smiling, Duncan traced the long fall of Amber’s unbound hair.

“Odd to think that you are mine and I am yours…” he murmured.

Amber didn’t correct Duncan’s misunderstanding, for there was a curious difference in his touch now. It sent tendrils of sweet, secret fire through her.

“Only if you wish it,” she whispered.

“I can’t believe I would forget such a fey, beautiful creature as you.”


“That’s because I’m not beautiful,” she retorted.

“To me you are as beautiful as dawn after a long winter’s night.”

The genuine belief in Duncan’s voice and eyes was reinforced by his touch. He was not paying her courtly compliments. He had spoken what was to him the simple truth.

Amber shivered as Duncan’s thumb outlined the curve of her parted lips. He felt her response and smiled despite the headache that had returned with the renewed beating of his blood. The smile was nakedly male, frankly triumphant, as though he had been given an answer to a question he hadn’t wanted to put into words.

Duncan’s other hand slid deeply into Amber’s hair, both caressing and chaining her. Strange sensations coursed from his touch. Before she could put a name to them, she found herself stretched across his chest, her lips against his, and his tongue within her mouth.

Surprise overcame the other feelings racing wildly through Amber. Instinctively she struggled against Duncan’s heavy embrace.

At first his arms tightened. Then slowly, reluctantly, he loosened his grip on her just enough so that he could speak.

“You said you were mine.”

“I said we were joined.”

“Aye, lass. That’s what I had in mind. Joining.”

“I meant—that is—”

“Yes?”

Before Amber could answer, the excited yaps and howls of a pack of hunting dogs burst into the clearing that surrounded her cottage. She knew without looking that Erik had come to check on the stranger who had been left in her care.

Erik would be furious that Amber had disobeyed him and untied the man who had no name.
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